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Book One:

THE INSTITUTE

1. The Light-Lurer


The back of Evanna Kingruey’s neck was hurting again.


It never stopped hurting for long. For eight years she had lived with the dull, insistent throb right below where the pale, stringy hairs grew out of her skin.  Sometimes it flared up, worse than before, and the back of her neck would become inflamed and reddish; she only made it worse by rubbing.  Today it had chosen to flare again.  A hot sun burned right beneath her skin, struggling to escape.  And she couldn’t tell anyone.  All her teachers did when she rubbed her neck was tell her to put her hands back by her sides like a lady, and she doubted that Father and Maria ever noticed.  Maybe she ought to see a doctor for this kind of pain, but Father lived on a tight pension and Maria didn’t earn much from her job and she doubted that they would want to waste their hard-earned money checking up Evanna’s phantom pains.  So she learned to deal with it, even when the pain built up to a throb that kept her from concentrating on anything but counting down the seconds until it ended.


By the time Evanna made her way home, the setting sun had already washed the towers of Compiteum in pillars of fading golden light. She was far from the city’s main clock tower, so she couldn’t tell exact time, but she gauged that it was perhaps around five o’clock.


She still wore her school uniform, a hideous maroon blazer and a pleated knee-length skirt of the same color, and dark stockings that only accentuated how the thinness of her legs.  Not for no reason did her classmates call her “toothpick-legs.”  That was only the kindest of the insults they showered on her.  Tammy Allister and her gang made a game out of tugging on Evanna’s long braids which without fail stuck sideways out of her head, calling her “rabbit-ears,” and they’d point to their clean complexions and giggle, “pizza-face!”  The other girls might mock her by asking if she’d found  a boy who wanted to date her yet, only to suddenly remind themselves that there was no boy in their class taller than Evanna.  The boys, on the other hand, made a game of clutching the backs of their necks whenever they saw her, mocking her perennial pain.  For some reason, only seeing that made Evanna angry.


For Evanna, school was little more than an ordeal to be endured from eight in the morning to three in the afternoon, during which she zoned out and paid attention to neither her classmates nor her teachers.  She hated everything about it—the droning lessons, the physical activity classes which she could never pass—but above all Evanna hated the people.  There were too many of them, boys and girls in identical maroon blazers, jostling around her in the lunch line as they jabbered about celebrities and projector shows in high-pitched voices.  School was no place for quiet and solitude.  Evanna liked fancying herself a sailor shipwrecked in the middle of a storm.


If school was bad, home was worse.  With three younger half-siblings scampering around, it was even harder to find a peaceful spot.  At school she could at least hide in the library.  Luckily for her, Father and Maria rarely paid her any attention; they’d even long given up yelling at her for her bad grades.  Still, their little apartment on the south side of Compiteum was much too cramped a space for Evanna.  That was why, every day instead of speeding directly home from school, she wandered the city until it grew dark.  


Out in the open, she could breathe air untainted with body odor and the salt stench of sweat.  There were no boxy little rooms, no harsh artificial lights that drowned out color.  Just the soaring towers of downtown, the broad boulevards, the flower gardens spilling beneath apartment windows.  If she was lucky she might catch a glimpse of an automobile chugging through the streets. Evanna liked watching the little black beetle-like shells go, and fervently wished her family was wealthy enough to afford one.  Sometimes she’d turn her gaze to the sky, right now with its edges aflame with sunset, and catch a glimpse of a sleek zeppelin.


I wonder if Mama liked doing this, too, thought Evanna, her fingers unconsciously slipping beneath her blazer to fiddle with the thin gold chain hanging around her neck.  But she was probably too busy with work.


Evanna drew forth the chain.  At its end hung a small golden locket shaped like a star.  Mama had liked stars so…  She opened it, smiling as she always did when her eyes landed on the tiny black-and-white photograph inside.  It depicted a light-haired woman with a youthful face.  Evanna had gazed upon it so many times that she had practically memorized all the woman’s features: her kind eyes, crinkled at the corners; the small mole on her right cheek; the standing-up lapels of her white lab coat…


Something hot and stinging rose behind Evanna’s eyelids and her throat tightened painfully.  She dipped her head and walked a few steps further down the street, swiping her arm across her face.  Her blazer sleeve came away wet.


Mama…Father said you were with the angels.  Father said you did a good thing and we shouldn’t be sad that you died because you died a hero.  But Mama, I don’t want you dead, hero or not.  I want you here.


Her neck hadn’t started hurting until after Mama had died.  Or maybe it had hurt before, but she hadn’t noticed because Mama had been there to make it better.  She hiccupped a bit but resolutely bit back a sob.


Evanna straightened and gazed back at the sky.   Framed by towers, it was rapidly darkening into a deep bluish color that crept in from the edges.  Soon it would be time to go home.


A poster on the barred-over window of a ground-level shop caught her attention.  She strode towards it, her heart pounding fiercely.  It depicted a crudely-printed picture of her mother, smiling blankly as she cradled a crystal bottle of perfume.  Eau de Lis, declared the fancy script.  Elise’s favorite scent!


Rage darker than the sky gripped Evanna.  With a shriek that upset a colony of pigeons on the rooftop above, she gripped the edges of the poster and tore it away from the window.  She wasn’t done yet—she wadded the poster into a tight ball and hurled it as hard as she could into the middle of the street.  A cool evening breeze seized it and danced it down the street until she could no longer see it.


Evanna turned and marched away, breathing hard, twin flushes of red rising in her cheeks.   Anger continued twisting her insides and hardening in the pit of her stomach.  She hated those posters.  Hated all the posters, all the advertisements, that used her mother’s face to sell products her mother had never used and projector shows her mother had never watched.


That was the price you paid for being a hero, she thought sadly.  Especially a hero like Dr. Elise Kingruey.


Evanna knew the story of her mother intimately, as did every young schoolchild in Compiteum.  Eight years ago, Dr. Elise Kingruey had, along with her team of researchers, opened the gateway to other worlds.  Shortly afterwards, she had died—killed by the overdose of magical energy required to break the dimensional barrier.


Evanna had been six.  While the rest of the world celebrated the linking of Compiteum to three other worlds, the little girl had grieved her mother.


And now Compiteum was linked—or more like the other worlds had crashed into the city.   Parts of the city were not the city at all: instead of stepping into the next street of Compiteum, you instead stepped into another world altogether.  The Sections might be big as a city block or small as a patch of ground, but you would know the instant you entered them that you were in another world.


That was why the Sections were kept guarded and cordoned off from the general populace.  She’d seen Mayor Syne in the newsreels explaining that if the worlds weren’t kept separate, they’d devour each other or something along those lines.  Evanna had never been in another Section before; few residents of Compiteum had.  She knew about them, of course, having studied them in school.  Three worlds were joined to Compiteum, called Feras, Zerbroch, and Tiandra.  Right now, though, she couldn’t remember the differences between them, except that one of them had demons in it.


The sky had completely darkened.  Stars shyly peeked out of its velvety tapestry.  Evanna looked around to get a bearing of her surroundings—and saw with a thrill of dread that she had no idea where she was.


That couldn’t be right.  She followed the same meandering path home day after day: from school down to the artisans’ apartments, then doubling around to pass by the glorious mansions, then through the neighborhood with the little stores.


The little stores.  That was right, it had been in that neighborhood, the one lined with tiny delis and jewelry stores and pawnshops, that she had seen the offending poster.  After she’d ripped it up, instead of continuing straight ahead, she had turned around…


And lost in thought, she had wandered to a part of Compiteum which she’d never before seen.


Panic made the pain in Evanna’s neck burn hotter, to the point where she whimpered aloud.  It hadn’t hurt this much in ages.  She turned and turned on the spot, wildly searching for something familiar to which to anchor herself.  This appeared to be much less prosperous a neighborhood than the ones she usually visited—the little shops were boarded up and some of the apartment windows cracked.  No flowers adorned in the windowsills, except a few dying ones.  


At least she couldn’t see anybody but herself, but that was small comfort.  Evanna had heard of the gangs that crept through the streets of Compiteum at night, stealing any wandering children.


A horrid thought lanced through Evanna’s mind.  Who would care if I was taken? Father and Maria hardly ever notice me and there’s no one at school—


Panic took control of her and she ran, ran, and ran fast as she could down the street, scurrying to avoid piles of refuse.  Her braids flapped behind her, her arms windmilled wildly.


And suddenly she was no longer in the bad neighborhood.


She didn’t know how she could tell, because in her panic she’d been focusing only on the ground flying beneath her feet.  No, she knew.  The air had changed, growing thicker and heavier and pressing against her face like a cloak.  The lighting had changed too.  Whereas before there’d been the faint glow of starlight to ease her, now there was nothing but a darkness so thick she could barely see her hands in front of her face.  When she looked up, she saw it was because the sky—so clear before—was shrouded in a layer of ink-black clouds with roiling, oily undersides.


What had happened…?  Just where was she?


In another world.


The thought was so alien that she immediately tried shoving it away.  It wasn’t possible.  Other worlds were locked up in Sections.  She couldn’t have accidentally wandered into one.  A barrier would have stopped her, and guards would have alerted her.


Yet as she glanced wildly around, she realized with growing conviction that this was no part of Compiteum.  The buildings were not the towers near-universal in the city, but low, crumbling brick houses scarred with what appeared to be claw marks.  The ground was not the smooth concrete of Compiteum streets, but a rough dark stone, barely visible through piles of rotting trash whose stench of sweet decay smothered her in the cloying air.


For seconds that slid away into minutes, Evanna remained rooted to the spot.  She knew, logically, that she should turn around and return to semi-familiar terrain, but she couldn’t move  Her every muscle felt paralyzed, seized by an icy coldness that prevented her even from wiggling a finger.  The only warm part of her body was the red-hot agony throbbing an alarm in the back of her neck.  In the silence, her shallow gasps rang preternaturally loud.


Worst of all was the darkness.  It seemed to hide many flickering shapes, slithering quietly like snakes at the edges of her vision.  Waiting to attack her.

Turn around.  But she couldn’t move.  Turn around…move…come on, move…


In the darkness ahead, Evanna glimpsed a flicker of light.  Barely daring to hope, she fixed her eyes on the flicker.  It grew brighter and brighter, though not much larger. The tiny ball of dimly glowing light bobbed regularly up and down as it approached her.  Just like a lantern held at chest level.  


Who was it?  A…person?


Perhaps it was someone friendly.  Someone coming to rescue her. It seemed friendly and kind, its cheerful bobbing strongly at odds with the gloom around it.  Unconsciously, Evanna found herself putting one foot in front of the other as the light-ball grew larger and larger in her vision.  Even the pain in her neck had become more tolerable.


It couldn’t possibly mean her harm, this piece of beautiful brightness in a world of darkness.  Maybe it belonged to someone who’d gotten lost in this world as well. Maybe they could help each other.


The light grew even more excited as Evanna approached it, performing crazy arcs and twirls as if the person was swinging the lantern.  Evanna quickened her pace, helped by the street sloping steadily downwards.  Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a dark figure sprawled by a building—someone passed out, or worse?  She shoved the thought from her mind and raced more quickly towards the helpful light.


Her neck screamed with agony.  Evanna stopped mid-step, gasping—it felt as if someone had driven a burning poker into the sorest, most inflamed part on her nape.  She doubled over and seized her knees, only a yard from the dancing light.


As she stopped, something rocketed out of the shadows and bowled her over.


Evanna screamed and hit the rough ground, fireworks of pain exploding in her eyes.  Cold and slimy fingers closed around her wrists, pinning her down; light blazed in her eyes, blinding her.


The sweet rotting stench she’d noticed ever since she stepped into the world had intensified, so horribly that her eyes watered and her stomach fought to escape her throat.  A heavy slimy bundle sat on her chest, preventing her from breathing.  A dry, rattling snake-like hiss rang in her ears.  Someone had scooped away all of the flesh on her nape and left a gaping wound. And that light, brighter than a thousand suns, flooded her vision and sent daggers through her skull.


Her legs weren’t pinned.  As soon as she realized this she lashed out blindly with one leg, and was rewarded with a dull sick thud.  Moments later the weight on her chest had slithered away.  A sound that was half-squelch, half-crash, rang out a few feet away.  Evanna hauled herself to her elbows, sobbing in pain and terror.


The light bobbed in her vision again.  Now, instead of a pinprick in the darkness, it cast a ghostly glow in a circle around it, revealing its true source.  Not a lantern held by a helpful person, but—


But a hideous crouching creature the size of a small child, with clammy gray skin and arms tipped with long, three-fingered hands.  Its head was almost twice the size of rest of its body, flat and long like a toad’s, and puffs of rancid breaths escaped from its gaping mouth.  An infernal scarlet light glowed in its enormous eyes, wider than automobile headlights.  On the top of its head protruded an antenna tipped by a glowing ball of light.


Evanna’s stomach turned.  This was the source of the light.  This creature had used the light to lure in prey.  And Evanna, like a silly mouse, had fallen completely for it.


Hissing spitefully, the creature fixed its vacant red eyes upon her and half-shuffled, half-dragged, its body across the tiny distance between them.  Evanna crawled backwards, emitting horrified little whimpers, her skirt dragging and tearing against the rough ground. 


The creature had already backed her against a sludge-coated wall.  She was trapped.   With a triumphant hiss it dove at her again.


Evanna hurled herself to the side, falling on her hands and knees into a pile of rubbish.  The creature smacked against the wall; Evanna didn’t wait to see if it was really down before trying to rise.


But only trying.  As she struggled to her feet, she saw with a pang of horror that her skirt had caught onto a twisted length of metal wire in the trash heap.  She screamed and seized the heavy fabric of the skirt, trying to wrench it free—cursing and sobbing when it remained stubbornly stuck—her neck, oh her neck hurt too much for her to even see—


The creature didn’t waste the opening, barreling into her with so much force that it drove the breath from her lungs, before clamping its icy fingers around her wrists.  It loomed over her, its mouth wide open and expanding grotesquely, stretching the slimy skin of its head until nearly all the head was taken up by a gaping hole, a gaping hole prepared to clamp down on the top of Evanna’s head, and then, and then…


She didn’t know what.  But she was sure it’d result in her death.  How ironic, she thought dully, to die like her mother had.  Except Elise Kingruey had died a hero, fulfilling her life’s work. Her daughter Evanna would die alone in a stinking alleyway, devoured by a monster—a demon—and no one would mourn her.


Defiance rose hot and blazing inside Evanna, displacing pain and panic.  No.  She couldn’t die like this.  Mama wouldn’t want it.


“Stop!” she shrieked, blindly thrashing against the demon.  “Stop!  Don’t!  Stop it!”


She had no idea what she was screaming. It simply felt better to die fighting than doing nothing.  Twisting in the demon’s vice-like grip, she writhed and kept up an insistent shriek.  The demon hissed unpleasantly, trying to hold her down, but she fought it with a strength she had no idea she possessed.  All that mattered to her was living, preserving even her undeserving life.


“Stop, stop, stop,” she half-screamed, half-sobbed.  


It took her several heart-stopping seconds to realize that the demon’s grip on her wrists had slackened.  She gazed up at its face to see that its mouth had shrunken, not quite to normal size, but a strange light glowed in its eyes that hadn’t been there before.  An almost…hesitant…light.


Was it listening to her?


The thought was too insane to consider.  Yet she had to take advantage of the situation somehow.  Quickly Evanna wrenched her hands free from the demon’s grip and struggled to a standing position, gritting her teeth against the fireworks of pain from her nape.  For several tense moments, she and the demon faced each other in mutual incomprehension.  


But not for long.  The demon hissed in displeasure and shuffled towards her again, its antenna light flickering.  Evanna held up her fists, feeling like an idiot even while doing it.  She’d never gotten in a fight in her life, and had always performed poorly in her physical activity classes.


Never before had she been in a situation of life and death, though.


“Stay away,” she choked as the demon moved closer and closer, hoping that perhaps it’d listen to her again.  “Stay away from me.  Go—go away.  Go somewhere else.  Stay away!”


Burning light, warm and brilliant as the sun in stark contrast to the demon’s cold glow, flooded the alleyway.  Evanna cried out and the demon leapt back, its eyes bugging out of its toad-like head.


Evanna threw herself to the side as two figures advanced down the alleyway, one of them holding aloft a lantern that washed the alley in sharp contrast between light and shadow.  What were they?  More demons?  But they appeared human enough: the one approaching the demon was a dark-haired woman dressed in a fashionable suit, and she was followed by a young man in servant’s livery.


“A light-lurer,” said the woman, her tone dismissive.  “Should have known.  They like lurking near the edges of Sections, dragging in unsuspecting dimensional travelers.  Victor, dispatch of it.”


“Yes, my lady,” the young man said, bowing his head to the woman before stepping forward.  From the scabbard he wore on his back, he withdrew a long and slender sword that glowed with a light of its own.  Impassively, he raised it over the demon—which, to Evanna’s shock, now cowered against a pile of rubbish—and brought it down in a single swift stroke.


Evanna gasped as the sword struck the demon.  Instead of getting sliced neatly in half, as she’d been expecting, the demon vanished in a burst of oily dark smoke with a final hiss that echoed in Evanna’s ears.  The smoke drifted in lazy curls up to the sky.  All that remained of the demon was a spreading puddle of tar-like liquid where it had once stood.  With a look of distaste, the young man stepped back and sheathed his sword.


“That was simple,” he said.  “It had been weakened before, my lady.”


“I can see that,” said the woman.  She turned to face Evanna.  “Were you fighting it, young lady?”


Any words Evanna could summon seemed stuck in her throat.  She leaned against the wall, shivering.  The pain in her neck had finally calmed down, back to the more manageable throb it had been before she’d entered the Section, but her legs were trembling too badly to support her.  The only noise she could make were weak little whimpers and gasps.  


“Don’t be afraid,” the woman said soothingly, stepping closer to Evanna.  In the light of the lantern, Evanna could see her more clearly.  She was beautiful.  The kind of woman who Evanna envied because she knew she could never be like that: petite yet endowed with curves that her dark walking suit hugged flatteringly.  Beneath a rakishly tilted pillbox hat, her lush black hair fell in layers to her shoulders and her bottle-green eyes glinted in the dark alleyway.  A gentle smile lifted the corners of her full lips.


A wave of envy flowed through Evanna.  She wished that she could someday be that beautiful, that fashionable…but it was impossible.   She’d been “rabbit-ears,” “toothpick-legs”, “pizza-face,” “taller-than-every-boy-in-the-eighth-grade” for as long as she could remember. 


“You fought the demon, little miss?” said the young man, glancing at her.  He appeared older than Evanna but much younger than the fashionable lady who had to be his mistress.  With his slightly sallow skin tone and his narrow, elegantly slanted eyes, he was clearly Oriental in origin.  His high cheekbones and pointed chin gave his face a haughty quality.  The simple dark suit he wore, with a black ribbon tie, proclaimed him a servant, though Evanna had never seen any servants who wielded demon-slaying swords.


Little miss…Evanna flushed.  He was addressing her like he would the daughter of a wealthy family.


“I dunno,” she stammered when she got her voice back.  “What was that—was that a demon?”


“Yes,” said the woman.  “A light-lurer, one of the more common types in Zerbroch.”


“Zerbroch?” Evanna said.


“Don’t you know, girl?”  The woman arched an elegant eyebrow.  “You’re in a Section of Zerbroch right now.”


“I don’t get it!”  All of Evanna’s confusion and frustration spilled forth.  “Is this a Section?  Then how come I just ended up here?  I thought that there’d be guards at a Section or something!”


“Little miss, that is true only for the most established of Sections,” the young man said.  “Sometimes Sections simply spring up—such as this one.  That is what the lady and I were doing here. Investigating the new Section.”


“At least until we heard the sounds of a struggle,” the woman said, smiling wryly.  “You’re lucky it was only a light-lurer.  It’d have given us much more of a challenge if it was a stronger demon.”


“I—this—”  Evanna’s head spun; all this was too much for her to take in.  “Who are you?”


They seemed important, and quite unusual as well.  How many Compiteum residents went around investigating Sections and slaying demons?  Yet these two seemed to consider it routine.


“Oh, me?” the woman said.  “I’m Lady Natalia Redmond, but do call me Tal.  This is my personal bodyguard, Victor Zhenliang.”


The bodyguard, Victor, nodded.  “Pleased to make your acquaintance, little miss.  And you are…?”


Evanna opened her mouth to speak, but before coherent words tumbled from her mouth, she noticed that Tal was staring at her with a very strange look on her face.  No, not staring at her.   At the golden star locket that had come free from the inside of her blazer during the fight, glinting in the lantern light for all the world to see.


More out of reflex than anything, Evanna wrapped her hand around the locket, blushing hotly.  She’d never shown the locket to anyone before, not even Father.


“You have one of those too?” Tal said, thoroughly mystifying Evanna.


“Huh?  What do you—” but the words died in her throat as Tal reached inside her blouse and pulled forth a locket matching Evanna’s exactly, except hers was made of silver.  She opened it, revealing the exact same picture that was in Evanna’s locket.


Evanna felt like she’d been clubbed in the back of her head.

“I don’t get it!  Why do you have one?  Mama gave this one to me, but you, why do you…?”

“Mama?” echoed Tal.  Her eyes widened and she took an astonished step backward.  “Hold on…you do…you do look like her.”


She said, meeting Evanna’s eyes, “Are you Elise Kingruey’s daughter?”


Evanna couldn’t trust herself to speak. She jerked her head in a nod.


“I see,” murmured Tal, seemingly speaking to herself.  “Well, if this isn’t an amazing stroke of fortune.”


“Hold on!” Evanna said.  “You knew my mama?”


It was Tal’s turn to nod, with a strange solemnity.  “You could say so.  We were the closest of friends.”


Friends.  Wonder coursed through Evanna’s body as she gazed back at Tal.  Her mother’s friend?  She couldn’t believe it.  Yet it was happening, and she did believe it.  Inside her rose a warm, almost sisterly, sort of feeling for Tal.


“My lady?” Victor said hesitantly.  “My lady, are you certain?  She’s only a child.”


“You were, as I recall, a child too when you joined me,” Tal said, her voice acquiring a layer of iciness.


“Yes, my lady, but—”


 “I’m certain,” Tal said, not facing him.  “She needs to know.”


Evanna watched the entire exchange in confusion.  What were they talking about?  Needed to know what?  Almost without noticing it, a ball of dread had tightened in the pit of her stomach.  Her neck flared again.


“What?” she squeaked.  “What do you mean?  What do I need to know?”


“Do you know,” Tal said, her voice becoming grave, “how your mother died?”


“Yeah…yeah, I do,” said Evanna, confused.  “She died from—umm, the magical energy, or something, from opening the barrier between the worlds?  Right?”


Much to Evanna’s mystification, Tal shook her head.  Victor was looking away, his head lowered.  Both seemed unusually strained and silent; Evanna could feel the tension humming in the too-thick air.


At last, Tal spoke.  “Listen.  Your mother’s death was no accident.”


“No accident?” Evanna echoed, her heart beginning to pound fiercely. Dimly, she felt she already knew what Tal was going to say, but the prospect was just too unbelievable.


“Elise Kingruey,” Tal said, her eyes flashing, “was murdered.”

2. Redmond Institute


“Murdered?”


Evanna repeated the word blankly.  Her lips formed the syllables but her mind refused to connect meaning to them.  Murdered.  Who had been murdered?  Not…her mother?


The back of her neck gave a dull throb that scrambled whatever lucid thoughts she’d managed to assemble.  Dimly she became aware that her knees were shaking.  She wanted to sink to the ground and collapse with a weary sigh, but the tar from the demon kept spreading in her direction.  Evanna settled for clutching the wall for support, digging her suddenly lifeless fingers into the cracks between bricks.


“That’s not possible,” she said.


“My lady,” Victor said.  “You should not have told her.  Now you’re going to have to explain how you came to that conclusion.”


“That’s fine by me,” Tal said, shrugging.  “I’ll explain.”


“Not here, though!”  Victor threw a frantic look around the alley, as if expecting more demons to slink out of the shadows.


“No, of course not here,” Tal said.  “We’ll take her to the Institute.”


“The Institute?” Evanna echoed.


“My lady!”  Victor sounded mortified.  “Just because she might be Dr. Kingruey’s daughter doesn’t mean—”


“Oh, yes it does.”  Evanna had never seen a woman speaking with such self-assurance before.  No, she had: her mother.  


Tal turned towards Evanna.  As they locked eyes, it struck Evanna how different Tal behaved from the other adults in Evanna’s life.  Most of them threw either dismissive glances or perturbed frowns at her; none bothered to make eye contact and certainly none ever gazed at her with such clear intention in their eyes.  As if she were an equal, not a child to be condescended to.


“Evanna.  Come with me,” Tal said.  “I’ve set up an institute, you see, to investigate Elise’s death and other mysteries.  If you’d like to know more about your mother—her hidden side, so to speak—then follow us.  You won’t regret it.”


Evanna made her decision without hesitation.  She knew that what Tal said was right and she wouldn’t regret it.  Not only did she want to find out the truth behind Mama’s death, but she also felt that she could trust Tal.  Maybe it was a foolish feeling, but she didn’t think it was.  


Ever since her mother, no adult had addressed her with so much respect.

“So this is the Institute?” said Evanna, staring awestruck at the building in front of her.


It was unlike any she’d ever seen in Compiteum.  Most buildings, research institutes included, sliced into the sky itself and were wrought from iron.  They reminded her of stern, imposing old men.  But this structure wasn’t located with the other institutes, even though the golden lettering arced over its entrance read Redmond Institute for Research into Unlinked Worlds.  It was nestled in a run-down neighborhood of small shops and disreputable playhouses.  Rather than being tall and ramrod straight, it was squat and dome-shaped.  Indeed, it reminded of a giant armored turtle with two towers rising from the middle of its carapace. 


This was an institute?  Evanna tried to imagine armies of lab-coated researchers striding through its halls and clacking on computing machines, but the image imploded in her mind.


“That’s right,” Tal said, smiling proudly.  “This is home to all of us.  Perhaps you’d consent to make it your home.”

“If your family is willing, of course,” added Victor.  “In any event, you should at least pay a visit to our doctor, Miss Evanna.”


Evanna nodded.  She hadn’t been badly injured during her fight with the light-lurer, but her palms were scraped and her back bruised from slamming into the ground.  She wondered how she was going to explain her injuries and ruined uniform to Father and Maria.


That she was here in the first place felt like a dream.  Too good to be true, and too strange.  How was this institute investigating a murder at all?  What did “unlinked worlds,” whatever that meant, have to do with her mother’s death?


Now she trailed after Tal and Victor as they wound their ways through halls that were not sterile and white and did not intersect in rigid right angles, but wound in convoluted curving pathways. Pipes of all sizes and wrought from all sorts of metals squirmed across the walls like a colony of snakes.  Above the hum of circulating air Evanna heard clanking machinery and gurgling water, and every now and then caught a snatch of distant conversation. The pipes seemed to convey and amplify sounds.  She felt if she’d entered another world altogether, one loud and colorful and perhaps even a tiny bit sinister as well.


A wild thought rose inside her: maybe Tal was tricking her, lying to lure her into a strange netherworld in which she and her cohorts would kill Evanna…


Evanna shook her head to chase these thoughts from her mind. Why would anyone want to kill her, anyway?  Much less go through all this effort when it was much easier to just nab her from the streets.  She was just being paranoid.


“Feeling a bit nervous, are you?”  Victor’s quiet voice snapped through Evanna’s feverish thoughts.  She jumped when he put his hand on her shoulder.


“Don’t be,” Victor continued.  “It’s understandable, however.  Mild paranoia is often a side-effect of a light-lurer attack.  It should wear off within an hour or so.”


“Ah…oh…thank you…” stammered Evanna when she managed to get her throat unstuck.


“What are you hanging back for?” Tal called over her shoulder.  “We haven’t got all day.”


“Of course, my lady,” Victor said, striding up to her.  Evanna caught up in an instant, not wanting to be left alone amidst the groaning and creaking pipes.  There was that paranoia again.


“So, Evanna, is there anything you want to know?” asked Tal. 


Evanna blinked.  Right…how about we start with “everything!”  She kept her cool, and said politely, “I don’t know…there’s a lot I want to know.”


“What do you want to know most?” 


Without thinking, Evanna blurted, “How did you know my mother?”


The instant the words left her mouth she flushed, embarrassed—that wasn’t the most important question she’d had, but those were the first words that had popped into her mind.  Tal seemed taken aback by the question as well, but took it in stride.


“We were friends,” she said.   “I’m not trained as a scientist, unlike your mother.  My family believed in teaching its daughters only the skills they needed for the marriage market, you see.  I met her through my late husband, who made a point of befriending, or at least pretending to befriend, every prominent person in society.”


Evanna nodded, fascinated.  Prominent person in society… It was hard imagining any member of her family, who rarely interacted with people who didn’t share their apartment floor, as being “prominent,” but Mama had been different.  Even before her death, she’d been renowned for her research.


“Needless to say, Michael—that’s the hubby—didn’t get along at all with Elise.”  Tal smiled.  “But I did.  She was only three years older than me, and we found we shared many of the same interests.  I’m pretty sure she appreciated my interest in science, even though at the time I didn’t know much beyond what I’d read in books.  I remember…our first conversation was about the Stuckler-Strauss theory of multiple dimensions.  I had no earthly idea what she was talking about.  I’d only read up on the basics, and here she was spouting out mathematical formulas and I don’t know what…”


Evanna drank in every word, eager to visualize this new picture of her mother—one beyond the heroic media portrayal, beyond even her own memories of Mama bathing her and singing lullabies.  Again, a thrill ran through her when she remembered who Tal was.  Mama’s friend.

She noticed, out of the corner of her eye, that Victor was watching Tal too, an unidentifiable emotion shining in his eyes.  She suspected, though couldn’t say why, that it had nothing to do with Tal’s recollections of Elise and everything to do with Tal herself.


“We hit it off, in the end,” Tal said.  “The two of us made quite a duo.  I had the money—I can’t fault Michael for leaving me that after his death—and she had the brains.  Together, we made quite a team.  The ‘dream team’, we called ourselves.  We were really just kids back then…so young.”


“And then she died,” Evanna said, empathy rising inside her.  She wasn’t the only one who’d lost someone dear when Mama had died.


“Yes,” Tal said.


The question that had been simmering in Evanna’s mind all along finally broke to the surface.  “How do you know she was murdered?’


“Quit simple,” said Tal, folding her arms.  “I saw her body.  Now, you know full well what they say is the reason for Elise’s death.  She died from a magic overdose a day after accomplishing the task, so on and so forth.  If that were the case, then there’d be no visible marks on her.


“But I happened to glimpse her body, just before they shrouded it and carted it away.  Thank heavens they were so absorbed in their task that they didn’t notice me.  Those gashes on her chest…  You can’t say a magic overdose would do that.”


“So she was murdered,” Evanna said, transfixed with horror, “and nobody—and they covered it up?  But who’s ‘they?’”


“Someone influential in the city, I’d imagine,” Tal said.  “Someone who had a vested interest in silencing her, but I can’t begin to imagine who.  Elise was universally loved by the city brass.  Though I’ll allow some may have only been feigning it.”


“That’s why…” said Evanna. “That’s why you started this institute?  But why’d you name it that?  ‘Unlinked Worlds,’ what’s that have to do with Mama—”


She’d been about to say Mama’s death, but the words hadn’t come out.  She could never bring herself to say those words out loud.  Every time she tried the invisible poker in her neck twisted and she lost herself in a pain that was more than physical.  Connecting Mama with death was too horrifying. Evanna preferred to think of the Mama who’d been alive and loved her so.


“I couldn’t well name it ‘Institute of Research into the Murder of Elise Kingruey,’ could I have?  Not if I wanted to keep a low profile,” Tal said.  “And we do research unlinked worlds, actually.”


“Unlinked worlds?  What’s that mean?”


Tal threw her head back and unleashed an almost derisive laugh.  “Oh, come, now—you don’t honestly think the only worlds besides ours are Zerbroch, Feras, and Tiandra, do you?”


“What?” said Evanna, utterly lost.


“What my lady means to say,” Victor said, “is that there are a plethora of other worlds out there.  Some believe that the number of other worlds is infinite.  However, only three of them are currently linked to Compiteum.  Our institute conducts research on the unlinked ones.”


“That’s right,” Tal said.


“But how can you research them?” said Evanna, certain that she was missing some vital information.  “If they’re not linked, you can’t go to them.”

“We don’t go to them,” said Tal.  “Mostly we send messages to them, using different kinds of waves.  The science is complicated, beyond your level I’m sure.  But suffice to say that in some cases, the waves we send out get bounced back, and not by phenomena in our world.  We can tell that the waves reached another world, and then we can dissect the properties of that wave to understand more about the physical properties of that world.”


Dissect?  Waves?  Evanna had a sudden mental image of a surgeon trying to carve up an incoming ocean wave.  She fought to stifle a giggle.


“Other times we send messages to the unlinked worlds using radio waves,” Tal said.  “Sometimes we even get responses, though that’s a one in a million chance.”


“Really?” Evanna said.  “You mean, you can talk to the people from these—um—these worlds you can’t go to?”


“Not really talk, as in hold a conversation,” Tal said.  “And the messages are often very garbled.  Still, we can get a good enough sense of what some of them are saying.”


“My lady!” said Victor, a note of alarm entering his voice.  “You’re not going to tell her that?”

Tal and Victor exchanged uncomfortable glances.  Powerful curiosity bubbled within Evanna; clearly they were hiding something from her   At length, Tal shook her head and said, “If she wants to know, then she should know, Victor.  Anyway, we’re already going to Ops.”


“My lady, with all due respect, I do not believe that this is the correct course of action,” Victor said in one rushed breath. “We should simply take her to the doctor, get her injuries tended to, and send her home to her family.”


“And why should we do that?” said Tal.  “She’s Elise Kingruey’s daughter; she’ll be of great help to us.”


“She’s not old enough, and I doubt she has the temperament,” Victor said.


Rage flared through Evanna.  “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here!”


Neither Tal nor Victor noticed her. They were both gazing at each other, arms folded, sizing each other down.  Evanna sensed something strange and dark souring the air between them; something that she didn’t understand and caused her neck to throb anew, the soft, insistent throb of a warning.


“She fought the demon,” Tal said.  “You can’t say she doesn’t have the temperament.”


Victor’s throat convulsed.  “All the same—”


“And anyhow, Victor,” said Tal, her voice acquiring an icy edge, “don’t forget your place.  If I decide, then you must follow.  And I’ve already decided.  Is that understood?”

Victor looked like he wanted to protest more, but instead he backed down and lowered his head so his dark hair fell into his eyes, hiding them from scrutiny.  After several tormented seconds, he sagged his shoulders and dipped into a brief bow.


“Yes, my lady.  As you wish, so I am commanded.”


Evanna trembled.  She didn’t understand any of this at all, but maybe that was because she’d never seen masters and servants interacting before.  She waited in tense silence as Victor rose from the bow.  Tal extended an elegantly manicured hand and rested it on Victor’s shoulder; he visibly relaxed under her touch.


“It’s all right, Victor,” she said.  “I’ll forgive you this time.  Now, Evanna.  You want to know what it is we do?”


“Yes,” said Evanna, with so much eagerness she surprised even herself.  “Yes, I do.”


A slight smile curved up Tal’s lips.  “Well, then.  Follow me.”


They continued for a short distance down the hall, now silent save the constant clanking, humming, and gurgling.  As they walked, the noises grew louder and louder and were joined by individual voices.  The voices echoed so harshly that Evanna couldn’t make out distinct words, but it sounded like they were arguing.


Tal sighed.  “Should have guessed…he’s chewing them out again.”


“Who do you think is the source of his ire this time, my lady?” said Victor lightly.  “Who is the unfortunate soul?”


What were they talking about?  Evanna’s nervousness, which had largely dissipated, returned full force.  She imagined a monstrous creature that, in its fits of rage, would devour anything that happened to annoy it.  With great reluctance, she dragged her feet after Tal and Victor.


Tal and Victor stopped in front of a door.  Evanna, not expecting the stop, almost ran into Victor’s back.  Only by windmilling her arms was she able to regain her balance.


The heavy steel door was recessed into the wall and locked by a combination wheel.  Tal expertly spun the wheel, and it issued satisfactory clicks as it landed on the right numbers.  With a hiss of air, the door slid open.


Evanna followed Tal and Victor into the room inside.


She had no idea what she was expecting—perhaps a ravenous monster tearing apart innocent bystanders.  But she saw nothing of the sort.  Instead, her eyes fell upon a vast circular room floored in honey-colored wood, its walls lined with all sorts of computing machinery: metal panels, flickering projector screens, buttons and dials in every shape, size, and color.  A network of pipes crisscrossed the roof, some of them running down walls to connect with the machinery.  Amongst all the titanic clanking metal, Evanna felt small and insignificant.  


Her attention was snapped from the machines by a strident, high-with-anger voice:


“No!  I keep telling you, you shiftless imbecile, you are doing it wrong!  Do you see?  Do you see now?  What did they teach you at that university again?  Apparently you can’t even figure out basic statistics!  A probability test is the lowest of the lowest rung of introductory statistics and you continually show your incompetence by your utter inability to do it—”


Evanna’s eyes landed on the ravenous monster she’d been expecting.  Or rather, a man so tall and thin he reminded her of a reed, striding around the room and wringing his hands in the throes of a lecture.  His lab coat billowed like a tent from his angular frame, its snow-white color a sharp contrast to the ebony darkness of his skin.  Occasionally he would stop pacing in order to adjust the spectacles which kept sliding down his long nose, but never ceased a tide of insults and screeches.


“And then, as usual, I am the one who has to swoop in and save you from the mess of your idiocy and brainlessness!  And not just you!  All of you!  Who is the one who constantly has to fix your elementary errors?  Who is the one who constantly has to baby-sit you when you get into your childish squabbles?  Me, me, and me!  And yet you still don’t appreciate me an iota!  I swear, one of these days you will drive me to my death!”

“That’s a bit extreme, don’cha think?” said a person sprawled in a revolving beside a machine.  He was a heavyset man with a beard that spilled like unchecked bramble over his chest. 


“Extreme?” shrieked the thin man. “Well, if you weren’t such a shiftless—”

“Come on, Ithrey,” said a petite woman with a shock of red-gold curls, her voice high like a child’s. “It was just a simple mistake. I’m sure Beejee won’t do it again.”


“I distinctly recall you saying that the first, the second, and the third time that Benjamin did indeed make the exact same mistake,” said the thin man, Ithrey, his voice laden with acid.


“Beejee,” the heavyset man said.  “Y’can’t even call a guy by his proper name?”


“No, I cannot, Dr. Harkins,” said Ithrey. “And evidently, you cannot perform a probability test without—”


Tal and Victor had been watching the commotion with an aura of silent amusement, trading progressively huger grins with one another.  But as Ithrey opened his mouth for another lecture, Tal stepped forward and cleared her throat.


Ithrey fell silent.  All three in the room whirled around to face her.


“Tal!” cried the petite woman, bounding across the room with a dancer’s grace.  “You’re back!”


“How’d it go?” said Beejee. “Anything worth investigatin’ in that new Zerby Section?”


“Zerbroch,” said Ithrey, with the air of having corrected this mistake so often he knew it wasn’t going to be fixed.  Then, facing Tal, he said, “Welcome back, Natalia.  I trust the mission went well, seeing as you are in one piece.”


“I trust you’re fine too,” said Tall, “seeing as you’re pitching yet another fit.”


Ithrey sniffed as if to say Not my fault, but then his gaze fell on Evanna.  Evanna took a step back, startled by the intensity of his sharp-eyed gaze, but when he spoke he didn’t address her.


“Who’s this?” he asked Tal.  “A schoolgirl who got in a fight?  Now, I wasn’t aware we were running a juvenile detention center.”


Evanna bit her bottom lip, upset by his derisive tone even though he wasn’t speaking directly to her.  She wanted to say something in protest but she couldn’t find the proper words.  Just like at school, when the girls called her “pizza-face” and all she could do was hang her head and try hiding her tears…


“Oh, hey, who’re you?” said the petite woman, offering Evanna a wave.


Evanna jolted when she felt a cool hand rest on her shoulder—Tal’s.  “This is Evanna Kingruey,” Tal said.  “Dr. Elise Kingruey’s daughter.”


The three scientists stared at Evanna, identical looks of incredulity written on their faces.  Evanna’s heart sank.  They don’t believe me.


Then again, who would?  Who in their right mind would ever equate Elise Kingruey, hero of Compiteum, with a gawky, too-tall schoolgirl?


“Is this a joke?” Ithrey said sharply.  “Dr. Kingruey had a daughter?”

“Hmm, looks kinda like the doc, y’know,” said Beejee, leaning forward to get a better look at Evanna.  “Just as tall, I gotta say.”


“Dr. Kingruey’s daughter?” squeaked the petite woman. “Oh, that’s wonderful!”


Evanna flushed under their scrutiny, feeling very much like an insect in a jar.  She stepped backwards, wanting more than anything to retreat to the quiet anonymity of her desk in the back corner of the classroom, or even her room at home.  With every step, her neck throbbed.


“She is,” Tal said,, giving Evanna’s shoulder a painful squeeze.  “And she’s going to be joining us.  Right, Evanna?”

She’s going to be joining us…the words echoed in Evanna’s ears, meaningless yet meaning everything.  To be honest, Evanna was in two minds about the matter.  On one hand, she was excited to take part in something connected to her mother, and couldn’t well do nothing now that she knew Mama had been murdered.  But at the same time…


To leave her family and home?  To live with strangers?


Who cares? Will they even notice me if I’m gone?  The teachers at school never called on her and her classmates only paid attention on her when they were pulling her braids or calling her names.  Father and Maria probably wouldn’t miss her either. They were too busy with the little ones and she’d long kept her distance from them anyhow.


What difference would it make if she locked herself away several city blocks from them rather than locking herself up in her bedroom?  They probably wouldn’t even miss her if she were gone.  


Evanna swallowed down a sudden bitter lump in her throat.  She straightened as much as she could under Tal’s hand, and said, “I…guess.”


“Oh, this is great!”  The petite woman clapped.  “Hi Evanna, I’m Caryl!  Let’s be friends.”


“Once again, Dr. Visconti displays her astonishing lack of professionalism,” said Ithrey.


“Don’t be such a party pooper, Ithrey,” said Caryl.  “Come on, come on, Beejee, let’s go get the others.  Where’d they go?”


“Last I checked, they went for a coffee break,” Beejee said.  “Figure I need some coffee too.  Anyway, nice t’have ya join th’crew, lassie.”


Evanna gulped, intimidated by his size.  Not only that, but the prospect of leaving behind the only life she’d ever known—even if she hadn’t liked it much—seized her stomach.  Maybe she wasn’t making the right choice after all.


Tal removed her hand from Evanna’s shoulder and gestured around the room, speaking animatedly.  “This is Dr. Benjamin Harkins—he likes to be known as Beejee.” (Beejee murmured a vague assent).  “He, Dr. Caryl Visconti, and Dr. Ithrey are our main research team.  The rest seem to have gone to get coffee.  There aren’t many of us, but we’re pretty much like a family.”


“Don’t forget who’s the head of research here,” Ithrey said peevishly.


“Of course.  The head honcho.  How I could ever forget?” Tal said, rolling her eyes.  Not to mock him, but to poke good-natured fun at him.  Evanna was surprised by the difference, having only encountered the former.


“Jen and Berna went to get coffee, correct?” Victor asked.  “Isaiah is still at the base?”


“Last I checked, yep,” said Beejee.


“Who?” Evanna said.  “More researchers?”


“No,” Tal said.  “They’re our support staff..  Isaiah Feeny and his daughter Jen take care of the Institute’s munitions and machines. Berna is our doctor.”


Munitions?  As in weapons?  Evanna wondered why a scientific institute would need to maintain weapons in the first place.


“See?” Caryl said.  “We really are a family.”


“Why don’t you stop talking and get back to work,” Ithrey said. 


Caryl’s only response was to titter.  Tal, however, clapped her hands to restore order, and said, “By the way, what were you working on in the first place?  Before Ithrey threw his tantrum, of course.”


Ithrey straightened and adjusted his glasses in a single smooth movement.  “Yes, well, Natalia.  We were attempting to ahh, determine the probability of receiving a certain type of message from D-179 as opposed to the other dimensions, but it seems some of our members have quite forgotten how to run probability tests.”


“Sheesh, I only misplaced one variable, ‘kay?” grunted Beejee.


“It wouldn’t be so much of an issue if you hadn’t misplaced that self-same variable three times already!”


“Everyone, everyone, calm down,” Tal said.  Once again, the scientists, whose voices had started rising above one another like vines competing for light, immediately fell silent.  Evanna admired how easily Tal exercised her authority over them without being harsh like her teachers were.  She was a leader, through and through.


“By the way,” added Caryl, turning the subject to safer waters, “While you guys were at the new Section, we intercepted yet another one of those radio messages.”


A visible shudder ran down Tal’s spine and her entire body went rigid.  Behind her, Victor breathed in sharply.


“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” Tal demanded as she strode toward a large machine that was covered in dials.  “A message from D-55, right?”


“Sorry, Tal,” said Caryl.  “We were going to—”


“But then, y’know, I misplaced a variable,” said Beejee.


Ithrey shot him a foul look.


“A message from D-55…” breathed Tal, bent over the machine.  “Were you able to make out anything?”


“The first part of the message was completely garbled,” Ithrey said.  “But the rest…well, I suspect you’d get the full effect if you listened.”


“All right,” Tal said.  “Let’s hear it.”


“Wait!” cried Evanna, her curiosity spilling over.  She couldn’t take any more of this.  What were they talking about?  Intercepting a message?  Tal had said that sometimes they would get messages from other worlds…


“Miss Evanna?” Victor said.


“Oh, right,” Tal said.  “She wouldn’t know.  For the past year or so, the Institute has been intercepting some very odd messages from one dimension in particular.  We call it ‘D-55,’ since it’s the fifty-fifth whose existence we’ve ascertained.  Have a listen.  I take this one is in the same vein as the others?”


“That’s right,” Ithrey said.  Tal turned the dial.


At first Evanna heard nothing but crackling static sometimes punctuated by a burst of senseless gabbling.  But after about half a minute of distorted sound, she made out a masculine voice that, while muffed and prone to chopping off into static at points, was perfectly understandable:


“—send—warground—no more than a couple—the unrealized dimensions—yes, yes, no—invasion—should start soon—invasion—no—soldiers are massed—warground ready—start soon—we will show them—no resistance—”


Then, with a screech that caused Evanna to clap her hands over her ears and pain to sear down her nape, the message cut off.  Silence twanged heavy and uncomfortable in the room afterward.  All Evanna could hear was the violent thudding of her own heart, the gasps of her breathing.  Invasion…soldiers are massed…no resistance…

It couldn’t be clearer that the message was hostile.


“So…that’s it…” said Tal.  She straightened and shook her head in disbelief.  “That’s the most belligerent of them yet.  They’ve been getting worse and worse.”


Evanna squeaked, “Are they—this other world—is it sending these messages to us?”

“Not directly,” Ithrey said, his voice sounding strange without its characteristic biting edge.  “We merely happened to intercept them.  But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t view them as dangerous.”


“Do you see now, Evanna?” said Tal. “This is the true importance of our work.  It’s what your mother was looking into long before the idea of physically linking to other worlds was established.   Your mother saw what very few have seen, even to this day: that all the worlds, not just the technically ‘linked’ ones, are connected. What happens in one could very well affect all the others.  That’s why we look into unlinked worlds.   It’s the least we could do to honor Elise’s legacy.  It’s our duty to protect our world.”


Mama’s…legacy?  Evanna’s head spun and her heart pounded almost as painfully as the little sun in her neck.  Not because she was afraid; because she was…excited?


“I tell you all this to explain why you should join us,” Tal said.  “You are her daughter.  Don’t you want to continue your mother’s work?  But Victor was right to be so concerned for you, because this will not be safe by a long shot.  Why do you think we stockpile weapons and keep soldiers?  Because we figure that if these messages are correct, then someday there is going to be a war.  And when that war comes, we will be on the front lines.  Knowing that, Evanna, do you still want to join us?”


A war.  Evanna had only conceived of war as something that existed in musty old history textbooks.  But now she was poised to join a group that would directly participate in a war if it ever took place.  It wouldn’t be the sort of war she read about in her textbooks, either, where two countries clashed over land and resources.  It’d be a war between worlds.  She quailed trying to imagine such a thing.


She could run home.  She could go home to Father and Maria and the three half-siblings, back to the family that treated her like she didn’t exist.  Back to her daily drudgery at school, back to Tammy Allison and her gang tugging her braids…


Back to that, and to give up this.  To give up knowing this group of friends—family—headed by one of her mother’s best friends. To give up listening to messages from other dimensions.  To give up carrying out the work her mother had dedicated herself to.


Already, Evanna knew what she’d choose.


Drawing herself to her full height—something she very rarely did—Evanna faced Tal directly and said, “Yes.  I still want to join you.”


Victor looked faintly disapproving, but Beejee grinned and Caryl whooped aloud.  Folding his arms, Ithrey passed his own judgment.  “Well, as long as she can run basic probability tests, I shouldn’t have a problem with her.”


 A warm smile spread across Tal’s face, lightening her cold beauty like the sun shining through rain clouds and making her appear younger than she already did.  She stepped towards Evanna, arm extended; Evanna fumbled to take Tal’s outstretched hand.


“Welcome to the Institute, Evanna Kingruey,” Tal said, and they shook.

3. Plea Bargaining


A voice called to her, echoing inside her skull as if someone was shouting it from a distance.  Wake up, Evanna…wake up, it’s time to wake up…


“Nnhh not yet,” Evanna mumbled, rolling over and burying her face into the pillow.  It was far too early.  The sun had yet to turn to the world behind her closed eyelids a warm red, the point at which she usually woke up.  Besides, why was Father calling her anyway?  He and Maria had long learned to leave her to her own devices. She’d get out of bed, put on her uniform, eat breakfast, and go to school all on her own.


Wake up, the voice continued, more insistently.


“All right, fine!” Evanna bolted upright and banged her head against a low metal ceiling.


Disoriented, she fell back to the bed, hitting it with a soft thump.  She blinked grogginess out of her eyes as she gradually realized that she was not lying atop the plaid-sheeted bed tucked beneath the window in her small but cozy apartment bedroom.  Instead, this bed was low to the floor and covered with plain white sheets that smelled of hospital cleaner.  The room was a cramped, low-ceilinged space not much bigger than her old room, yet it seemed smaller because a labyrinth of pipes snaked over the walls, blocking their original structure from view.  Through one such pipe, which terminated into a trumpet-like shape above the bed, the metallic, distorted voice was calling.


“Evanna, wake up, it’s time for breakfast. ‘Nless ya wanna miss, which is fine by me.”


Evanna attached a face to the voice: a bushy-bearded man with an infectious grin.  “No,” she said through the pipe.  “I—I just—I’m not used to waking up so early.  I’ll be there.”


“Early?” laughed Beejee.  “It’s almost nine!”


Really?  Evanna blinked, trying to piece together her thoughts.  It had seemed much earlier to her; perhaps that was because her room lacked windows to let in light.  And it was no wonder she’d risen late.  Last night she’d gone to sleep far past her usual bedtime because Beejee and Caryl had insisted on giving her a two-hour-long tour of the entire institute before she slept.

At least she knew now the general layout of the institute.  Her new home  Thinking about it that way felt strange; Evanna had never felt at home anywhere after her mother’s death.  Slowly, she hauled herself out of the bed, to get showered and ready for breakfast.  Her neck throbbed dully as always, but the pain had died to a much more manageable level.


After her shower she plaited her waist-length hair into its customary two braids and changed into a plain black dress with a white Peter Pan collar, one of many clothing items in the tiny closest tucked in the corner of her room.  Most were dresses with a shabby, secondhand feel, but at least they fit her.  Given her frame, that was often a tall order.  She took her time walking to the dining hall, amazed at how much life bubbled around her even when she was alone—there was the constant clank and hum of machinery and the constant buzz of distant conversations.  When she heard the clattering of dishes and cutlery, she knew that she was heading in the right direction.


The dining hall was less a hall than a room the size of her classroom; it appeared even smaller because of the ubiquitous pipes smothering its walls and most of its space was taken up by a long wooden table that looked like it had been through several wars. One of its legs had even broken in half.  To compensate for the missing portion, the institute members had shoved a stack of books under the broken leg, but that side of the table still sagged lower than the rest, making the table resemble a slowly capsizing ship.


Gathered round the table were the other institute residents.  Tal and Victor sat together at the head of the table, heads together, conferring over a newspaper.  Beejee noisily devoured what appeared to be his fourth bowl of oatmeal while regaling Caryl with a long and rambling tale between bites.  Caryl occasionally interjected with comments of her own, but more often she spoke to the young woman sitting next to her, the short-haired mechanic Jen.  On the opposite side of the table were Ithrey, carving a waffle into bite-sized pieces and glaring at everyone else, the mechanic Isaiah, and the doctor Bernadette, better know as Berna.


“Um…” Evanna said as she entered.  “Um…good morning…”


She didn’t know why she bothered greeting them.  Usually in the mornings, she did her best to skulk by her family members unnoticed.  But it felt somehow felt wrong to sneak silently past these people who’d been so kind to her and had yet to judge her.  Didn’t wonder aloud what was wrong with her for not talking, as Father and Maria always did.  Didn’t pull on her braids and pour their lunches on her uniform like her classmates.


Beejee greeted her first, waving while smiling sheepishly at her—he couldn’t talk because his mouth was full of oatmeal. 


“Hi, Evanna!” said Caryl.  “What d’you wanna eat?  We’ve got oatmeal, waffles, toast with jam and butter, orange juice and coffee, everything under the sun!”


“All courtesy of me, I might add,” said Isaiah, a towering man with apple-like cheeks.  “Help yourself, little miss.”


Evanna flushed, unsure how to respond to their friendliness.  Finally, after standing in the doorframe for what had to be more than a minute, she managed to move her legs and lurch towards the empty seat by Berna.  She knew that she looked like an idiot, but no one laughed.


“Good morning,” Berna said, smiling at her.  She was a wiry woman with rich earth-hued skin and a strange accent that caressed her words and lent her an exotic air.  “How are you faring?  Your injuries are healing?”


Evanna nodded, glancing at the bandages that Berna had applied over her scraped hands.  All her injuries had been patched up; much to her relief, they were more minor than she’d thought.  She had yet to tell Berna about the pain in her neck, perhaps because even now, she doubted that it existed outside of her mind.   She ate the bowl of oatmeal in front of her with gusto, amazed at how hungry she was.  Fighting a demon would take a good deal out of a person, she thought wryly.


After Evanna had finished the bowl of oatmeal, she reached across the table for the bowl of fruit.  As her fingers closed around an apple, Tal cleared her throat.  Evanna dropped the apple, terrified that she’d done something she shouldn’t have—kids who tried taking extra portions in school were chastised on the spot—but she noticed that everyone else had dropped what they were doing to swivel towards Tal.  For her part, Tal gazed at all of the institute members over steepled fingers, her expression serious but without a trace of accusation.  


“Victor and I have been discussing our plans for today,” Tal said, “and we’ve come to a decision.  We’re going to go see the magistrate again.”


Evanna couldn’t see what was so special about the pronouncement, but the table erupted upon it.  Ithrey was the first to speak, leaping to his feet and crying out, “Are you insane, Natalia?  How many times before have we tried?”


“Y’really think he’d say yes this time after he said no all those other times?” said Beejee.


“Things are different now,” Tal said calmly.  “We have Evanna Kingruey with us.”


Evanna’s confusion grew when she heard her name.  How was she any special?  


“Tal, she’s a little girl, not a magic talisman,” Jen said.


“There’s no point,” Ithrey said, stalking a circle around the hall and throwing up his hands.  “Why get him to help us in the first place?  We don’t need him and he’s made it quite clear he doesn’t need us, either.”


“Listen, if this is an effort all of us linked worlds are to undertake,” Tal said, with the air of having refuted this same argument multiple times before, “then we need a representative of Feras, don’t you agree?”


“You can hardly say he is representative of Feras as a whole,” Ithrey snorted.  “And what of Tiandra?”


“Tiandra has already made their disinterest clear,” Tal said.


“As has he,” said Ithrey, very quietly.


“Ithrey, we’ve already had this discussion,” Tal said.  “You’ve made your feelings clear and I’ve made mine.  Now, everyone else.  Do you agree that we should at least try, one more time, to appeal to the magistrate and Sarastro?”


 Sarastro?  Who’s that?  Evanna felt a faint stab of annoyance.  Why weren’t they telling her what was going on if she was going to get involved with it? 


“It’s worth a try,” said Isaiah.  “You know the magistrate’s been going on about how our cause doesn’t seem stable enough—”

“But we have Elise Kingruey’s daughter,” cut in Jen.  “Hmm, I’m beginning to see your logic, Tal.  If we could get Dr. Kingruey’s daughter to join us…”


Evanna almost wanted to say “Dr. Kingruey’s daughter is right here,” but of course she didn’t.


“Miss Evanna,” said Victor.  His soft voice cut through the haze of her confusion like a floodlight through darkness; she jolted upright to meet his eyes.  “You look rather lost.”


Flushing though she didn’t know why, Evanna stammered, “Um…I…I guess…I don’t get it.  Who’s this magistrate?  And…um…Sarastro?”


“Sarastro is someone who we’ve been trying to recruit to our cause for a while already,” Isaiah said.  “He comes from Feras.  Actually tried to invade Compiteum a few years back.  We put a quick end to it and he’s been in jail since.  I still remember it, that was back when I was with the police.”


“Tried to invade?” Evanna said.  “How come I’ve never heard of this?”  She was certain that an invasion of Compiteum—especially by one of the Sections—would make front-page news at least.


“Well, ‘cause it was just him and a few of his servants,” said Beejee with a boisterous laugh.  “Not much of an invasion.”


“Still, he has—or had—influence in Feras,” Tal said.  “That’s why we would like him to help us.”


Evanna’s neck gave a warning twinge; was Tal seriously considering working with a criminal?  Once again, she wondered if she hadn’t gotten mixed up with the wrong crowd…but she remembered the ominous messages from yesterday.  Those threatened a real invasion.  Compared to that, what was one man and his servants?

That didn’t mean she wasn’t nervous.  Her nervousness spiked when Tal said, “Evanna, I’d like you to come with us.  Your presence might help convince Magistrate Peña to finally relent and let us gain a valuable ally.”


“Umm…what can I do?” Evanna squeaked.


“More than you think,” Tal said.  “The magistrate has been on the fence for a while.  He’s a friend of mine but is concerned that we’re not as stable as he’d like.  But if you were there, the daughter of his friend, he would have to admit that if we were able to attract you then perhaps we are stable.”

“He was friends with Mama, too?” said Evanna, amazed.  It seemed the more she learned about Mama, the more important Mama became.  She’d been friends with magistrates…


“That’s right,” said Tal.  “Now, do you want to come or not?”


Evanna already knew her decision, although she had to admit most of it came not from wanting to help Tal, but from wanting to meet someone else who’d known her mother.  Had really known her mother, not the vague hints her father would drop when he was feeling charitable, or her own fading memories.  


“I’ll come,” she said.


The magistrate was exactly Evanna’s height, though much larger.  Indeed, he was so tubby that he had to press his hand over his bulging stomach to contain his wobbling girth, and didn’t walk around his office so much as waddle, swaying from side-to-side like a performing seal.  Watching him, Evanna had to bite down the incongruous urge to laugh.


His name was The Honorable Enrique Peña, according to the polished golden nameplate on his office desk.  Judging by his name and his features, he seemed to hail from the New Castile region of the world.  Right now, he stood facing the huge world map covering one wall of his office, one hand clamped over his stomach and the other rubbing the back of his neck.  Evanna was reminded of how she’d constantly rub her own neck until it was red and shiny, though she doubted the magistrate suffered from constant pain there.


“Well, well…Elise Kingruey’s daughter…” he said.  “You look very much like your mother, little miss.”


Evanna didn’t think so.  Elise Kingruey had been tall, graceful, and fair; not at all like gangly, spindly, pizza-faced Evanna.


“So?” Tal said impatiently.  She stood behind Evanna with her arms folded, Victor dutifully by her side.  Jen stood a little to their left.  “Are you going to let us see him?”


The magistrate didn’t seem to hear Tal, or perhaps he was ignoring her.  “It seems so long ago, Elise and I.  We first met in school; she was a year older than me.  I kept wondering why, with her brains, she never went into law.  She certainly would’ve been brilliant at it.”


“Elise preferred numbers and data,” Tal said quietly.  “Things that had a concrete shape and form, things that wouldn’t change depending on how you interpreted them.”


“Too true,” said the magistrate, with a self-deprecating little laugh.  “Oh, it really was so long ago, wasn’t it?  We were just children.”


An uncomfortable silence fell over the small, oak-paneled room.  Evanna’s stomach clenched with something close to envy—she couldn’t experience what Tal and Peña had, knowing Elise Kingruey as a friend and colleague.  But she could sympathize with their feelings of loss.  The genuine sadness in their downcast faces and slumped shoulders struck somewhere deep and visceral inside Evanna, perhaps because for so long she’d thought only she felt that way.  After all, Father hardly seemed to care after Mama had died, and everyone else just celebrated Mama as a hero.


Evanna rubbed her nape more out of reflex than anything.  Most of the pain was curled up in a tight little ball in her heart.

Victor broke the silence with a small cough.  “Your Honor, meaning you no disrespect, but we did come here for a reason.”


“Of course,” said the magistrate. “You want to speak to Sarastro again.”


“Not just speak to him,” Tal said.  “Do you remember the agreement we made?”


“How could I not?  It’s quite an attractive deal: I will lighten his sentence if he agrees to work with you.  I can’t argue with that, and I do believe it’d do the boy some good to see the world outside his prison for a bit.  Heaven knows what confinement could do to a young man like that, always so ambitious. It’d be best for him to have honest work beside the people of the city.  But I mean honest work, with a stable group.” 


“But you can’t say we’re not an unstable group now,” Tal said.  “We’ve been around for years and now we’ve managed to recruit Elise’s daughter.”  


“That may be so,” sighed the magistrate.  “But I’ve not only got my needs to consider.  I’ve got his.  You’ve spoken to him.  He doesn’t want to.”


“Oh, come on!” said Jen.  “You’re in charge of him, why’s it matter if he wants to do it or not?”


“My dear,” said the magistrate, “you don’t quite understand.  That’s perfectly fine by me.  But know this at least: I quite like Sarastro.  He’s an intelligent and articulate young man, and his ambitions…in truth, he reminds me of the way I was as a young man.”


“Except you didn’t try invading other dimensions,” Jen said.  “Come on, doesn’t matter how much you like him.  He’s still a criminal.  He should be glad for a pardon of any kind.”


“Spoken like a true policeman’s daughter,” Magistrate Peña said with a chuckle.


“Huh?  He doesn’t want to help us?” said Evanna.


“No,” Tal said.  “Every time we offer, he insists on making deals with us and whatnot.  What he doesn’t seem to understand is that he’s a criminal, and therefore he’s in no position to negotiate.”


Evanna could only wonder what kind of deal might appeal to a would-be conqueror.  Her neck tingled so sharply that she had to bite down a gasp.  Was this really a good idea?


“Well,” said the magistrate, clearing his throat.  “I suppose one little meeting won’t hurt…you might as well try.  Follow me.”


The deeper they threaded through the jailhouse chambers, the deeper Evanna’s apprehension grew.  Soon they’d come face-to-face with a criminal who had tried to invade Compiteum.  He’d have to be at least a little power-hungry and dangerous.   The utter darkness of her surroundings did little to alleviate her jumping nerves. Although lamps dotted the walls at regular intervals, they only spilled faint, flickering circles directly beneath them.  Between the lamps, the darkness yawned absolute, leaving Evanna unable to see anything of her companions except faint outlines.  All sounds were strangely magnified; the rasp of her breathing and the pounding of her heart rang so loudly that she wondered why the others couldn’t hear them as well.


“Don’t be afraid.”  Once again, Victor was reassuring her.  His soft voice seemed to rise from the gloom itself.  “If it comes to the worst, we will protect you, Miss Evanna.”


A hot flush that had nothing to do with pain rose in the back of Evanna’s neck, and for the first time she was grateful for the dark.


“And it won’t,” Jen said.  “He’s not a particularly hostile prisoner, and even if he is, we can take him down.”


“Don’t talk like that, it’s an ill omen,” called the magistrate from the front of the line.  For some arcane reason he unleashed a hearty laugh, though Evanna couldn’t see what was so funny.


They stopped in front of a wooden door set in the wall.  Evanna could only tell it was there because a lamp hung directly above it.  The magistrate fumbled inside his robes before producing a chain of keys.  He stuck one key into the door’s keyhole before pushing it open.


Evanna’s heart pounded in tune to the throbbing of her neck.  She suddenly longed to cling to somebody’s hand—Victor’s most of all.  Mortified, she shoved back the strange urge as soon as it’d struck her.  She was already fourteen; the last time she’d had to hold anyone’s hand was when Mama had been alive!


Evanna was the last to enter the room.  It was a small, stone-floored chamber whose single ceiling lamp cast a flickering circle of golden light upon the floor.  Only a few feet in front of Evanna was a gate made of iron bars that divided the room neatly in half.


On the other side of the bars, sitting in a chair with an open book on his lap, was a man.


The breath stopped in Evanna’s throat; unconsciously, she shrank back.  So this was the prisoner.  Sarastro.  She was surprised by how ordinary he appeared.  Though she would never admit it, she’d been expecting him to look like the villainous generals in projector shows: tall and thin and twirling a narrow moustache.  Sarastro, however, appeared to be a muscular but lithe young man with auburn hair that spilled untamed to his shoulders.  He wore not a long black cloak but a gray prison coverall slightly frayed at the cuffs.  His head was bowed over the book, hiding his face from scrutiny.


When the group entered, Sarastro shut the book with a bang, though he didn’t look up.   The magistrate cleared his throat before speaking.  “Well.  Good morning, Sarastro.  How have you been?”


“Good morning to you too, Magistrate Peña,” Sarastro said.  His voice was deeper than Evanna had been expecting, rich and tinged with an accent she couldn’t identify.  It seemed a voice more fit for a king than a criminal.


He looked up and stood with a single fluid motion.  In that instant Evanna realized that this man was no common criminal: no criminal held himself so haughtily, with his chin up and hands clasped lightly behind his back.  He stood like royalty, and moved like it too, pacing between his cell’s walls with the wary grace of a caged tiger.  She could truly believe that he wasn’t of this world.  No one in Compiteum could be described as “regal.” People in Compiteum strode briskly and hurried from place to place with their heads down.


“I see you’re back, Lady Redmond,” Sarastro said.  “Is Dr. Ithrey with you?”


“No,” said Tal.  She had straightened up, as if unconsciously responding to his commanding presence.


“Ah,” was all Sarastro said, though he seemed slightly disappointed.  


Magistrate Peña cleared his throat and stepped forward.  “Sarastro, my boy, I trust you know why we’re here again.”


“Yes,” said Sarastro, turning away from the magistrate.  Even that simple movement was executed with perfect haughty disdain.  “And I have told you repeatedly that unless you fulfill my conditions, I won’t render you any aid.”


“You’ve got no choice in the matter,” said Tal.  “What would you rather be—languishing in jail or working for a good cause?”


“I don’t care how good the cause may be or how much you would pay me,” Sarastro said.  “The fact is that I would still be working for you.  As an errand boy to you…commoners.”

He infused the last word with an extra note of derision, enough to send another twinge through Evanna’s nape.  Tal’s lip curled.


“What’s so wrong with working for someone, so long as it’s honest work?  If you put your best effort into your tasks, then perhaps you could rise to a leadership position yourself.”


“Spare me the lecture, Lady Redmond.  I’ve heard it at least ten times,” Sarastro said.  “You know what it is I want.  The only thing I would be willing to accept in order for me to humiliate myself to you.  I am nobility, a concept which you seem unable to understand.  You’ve taken me from my land and servants and my only friends.  At the very least, I wish to be able to cling to my pride, and if I must give it up, then I will give it up on my terms.”


“It’s the same old again,” Jen groaned.  “Tal, we’re going nowhere with him.”


Evanna listened with a strange sort of sympathy.  Sympathy?  Why?  He was a noble from another world while she was just an ordinary girl.  But his ordeal sounded heartbreakingly similar to her own.  He, too, had lost everything.  He, too, could only make it through his days by clinging to the last vestige of what he had lost.  Any image of cackling, mustachioed villainy had long dissipated from her mind.


“Be reasonable, my boy,” said the magistrate. 


“So you are on their side now, Magistrate?” Sarastro said, flickering his dark eyes towards Peña.  “Hmm.  An interesting development.”

“I would never accept a criminal’s request,” Tal said.  “Feel lucky that we’re even offering you a way out.  You know that without our intervention, you’d rot in this cell for the rest of your days.  Is that really what you want?”


“A criminal?” Sarastro said, anger flashing in his voice.  “You dare classify me among petty thieves and drug dealers?  Among harlots and mindless killers?  Don’t insult me further than you already have.”


Evanna had never heard anyone to talk back to Tal like that.  She waited, trembling, for Tal’s response.  


“Don’t debate semantics with me,” Tal said.  “You are a criminal, that’s undeniable.”


Sarastro actually hissed in frustration and began pacing around the cell again.  “Can you not at least fulfill a single simple request?  I do not ask much of you, Lady Redmond—”


“No,” Tal cut in.  “You are in no position to ask for anything.  You’ll either join us or you’ll never breathe fresh air again.”


“Don’t tempt me with thoughts of the outdoors, please,” Sarastro said, his voice tight.  “Lady Redmond.  You know what I ask of you.”


“And you know my answer,” Tal said.


By now, Evanna was dying of impatience.  Something was clearly going on here that the others hadn’t told her.  What was Sarastro’s request?  And why was Tal so against fulfilling it?

As if in a dream, Evanna saw herself stepping forward and asking, “What is it?  What’s your request?”


All eyes snapped towards her—including, worst of all, Sarastro’s.  She squeaked and staggered and clutched her neck, flushing hot with embarrassment.  Just what was she doing, a little girl like her addressing the lordly Sarastro?  Worse was the way he gazed at her, calmly, but with a detached air, as if he was a scientist inspecting a specimen.


“Who is this?” he said.  “She never came with you before.”


“Her name is Evanna Kingruey,” Tal said.  


“Dr. Elise Kingruey’s daughter.  Remember, I told you about her?” Magistrate Peña said.


Sarastro said nothing, only continued gazing at Evanna.  Evanna felt like sinking through the floor.


“Since you asked, little girl, I suppose I’ll tell you,” he said.  “It’s less a request than a deal, I suppose…”


“One we won’t accept, either way,” Tal said loudly.  Sarastro shot her a brief glare but didn’t say anything.


“Now, now, Tal, let him finish,” said the magistrate, touching Tal on the arm.  Her face twisted into a scowl.


“The deal is this,” Sarastro said to Evanna.  “You see, I left behind a dear friend in Feras.  Her name is Nilmar and she is a hawkgriffin.  In Feras, there is a tradition of bonding a young noble boy to a creature, usually an eagle griffin or dragon.  My soul called not to those grandiose creatures, but to a poor, sad little hawkgriffin.  I don’t regret it. I could not have asked for a better friend.”


His voice lowered, becoming more thoughtful.  “Leaving her behind in Feras was perhaps the worst decision I have ever made.  At the time, I did it for her safety.  I didn’t want her to get hurt in the invasion.  But for me that has meant three years apart from her.  Believe me when I say I don’t miss anything in Feras—not even the beautiful forests, the grand castles, the thrill of fighting monsters—more than I miss Nilmar.  This is my price for helping you.  Bring me back Nilmar.”


By the end of Sarastro’s speech Evanna was shivering, responding to…what?  To the emotion.  The emotion trembling beneath Sarastro’s low voice, the genuine—genuine—sadness in his eyes that softened his tanned face and made him appear years younger. That same emotion resonated in her bones like the notes of a bass drum.  She might not exactly understand what it felt like to lose a dear friend, because she’d never had any close friends, but…


But losing a loved one?  Losing them and being powerless to find them again?


Evanna understood that perfectly.


Tal snorted and the sound knocked Evanna out of her daze.  “Spare us the sob story.  I refuse to carry out the requests of a criminal and that is final.  Evanna feels the same way, right?”


A spark of anger flared through Evanna.  Tal had no right to speak for her—it was exactly like the way Father used to always tell Maria what Evanna would or wouldn’t want: No, Evanna wouldn’t like the green dress, let’s get the gray one, it’s cheaper anyhow.  Evanna wouldn’t want to visit her mother’s grave, that’d only depress her, she’s so young…


“No.”  The word spilled heatedly from her lips before she could stop it.  “No, that’s not the way I feel.”


“Evanna?”  Tal’s eyes widened.


“That’s not how I feel,” continued Evanna, scared by her reckless anger but unable to control it.  “I don’t think it’s right that we should keep him from seeing his friend.  If he wants to find her again he should.  It’s not right to say that he shouldn’t.”


“Evanna,” said Tal.  “He’s a criminal.”

Evanna continued without paying attention to Tal’s words.  She knew everyone was staring at her, but for the first time in her life she didn’t care.  “And don’t—don’t talk about me like you know what I want.  I’m not you, I’m me.  So—so—so I don’t want to—I want to help him.  That’s what I want.  Don’t tell me I don’t want that.”


“Feisty little girl, isn’t she?” chuckled the magistrate.  He seemed the only one in the room who was amused.


“So you’re sure about this?” Tal said, gazing at Evanna as if she’d never seen her before.  And that was true.  Evanna had never shown this side to anyone before.  She hadn’t even known it existed herself.


“Little girl—what is your name again?  Evanna?” called Sarastro.  “So are you saying that you will accept my deal?”


“I would,” said Evanna.  “But I don’t think she would.”


“Evanna…” Tal sighed in frustration and ran a hand through her perfectly combed hair, mussing it up quite a bit.  


“My lady,” Victor said.  “Perhaps we ought to listen to Miss Evanna.  A little detour in Feras would not hurt our cause greatly.  You do want Sarastro’s aid, do you not?”


Evanna didn’t want to admit how her heart soared when she heard Victor standing up for her.  She chewed on her bottom lip and stared at the discolored stone beneath her feet, rubbing her neck again.


“Evanna’s got a point, y’know,” Jen said.  “Sometimes we have to plea bargain with criminals.  “We may not like it, we may not feel it’s right, but sometimes it’s all we can do.”


Tal face contorted like she was chewing on lemons, marring her beauty.  She clenched her hands into fists so tight her sharp nails pierced the skin of her palms, but she didn’t seem to care.  Finally, shaking her head, she said, “…fine.  If you want it that way.  We will…cut you a deal, Lord Sarastro.”


“Do you hear that, Sarastro?” said the magistrate, though there was no doubt Sarastro had.  “It’s what you’ve been waiting for, hasn’t it?”


“Indeed, it is,” Sarastro said.  “So you will do it, Lady Redmond?  Find my old estate in Feras and bring me back Nilmar?”


“Yes,” Tal spat more than said.  “We will.”


“Good,” said Sarastro, taking a seat in his chair again and crossing one ankle over the other knee.  “That is all I’ve ever wanted.  And thank you, young lady, for making it happen.”


Evanna realized that this was the first time someone was thanking her—really thanking her—for doing something.  It was an altogether new feeling and she had no idea how to respond.  Her mind worked in overdrive, her legs shook; she knew she had to say something because Sarastro was gazing so expectantly at her…


Finally, she found both her wits and her voice, and whispered, “You’re welcome.”


It went two ways, she realized.  This was the first time that she’d ever said those words and truly meant them.
4. The Hawkgriffin


Evanna knew that she should be warm, since she was wrapped from neck to knee in a heavy coat made of lined wool.  But the coat didn’t do anything for her numb fingertips and certainly nothing for her face. When she breathed, she thought she could see the puffs of her own breath, but it was hard to tell since she was surrounded by a dense gray fog that pressed upon her like a freezing blanket.  It even settled in a fine mist in her coat and hair and eyelashes, keeping her from seeing.


Which didn’t work out too well.  This terrain was treacherous.  Twice already she’d tripped over a thick root winding across the forest floor once she’d been knocked back by a tree branch that emerged from the gloom like a monster’s arm.  She kept her eyes on her feet as she crunched across the thick blanket of dead leaves and broken twigs that coated the few open spaces between the enormous trees, so high that their top boughs blocked out the sun entirely.  Not that there was a sun to shine on this dreary gray day.


How could anything civilized live here?  Yet this was an entire world.  Ever since Evanna and the other institute members first entered the Section, they had yet to encounter anything manmade.  Not even a tiny shack or a circle of stones ringing a burned-out fire.  There was only the untamed forest, the icy fog, and distant, muffled screeches that made Evanna’s skin crawl.


This was Feras.  Lord Sarastro’s world.  Evanna wondered how he could possibly miss such a place.


The only thing that eased Evanna’s jangling nerves was the sounds of her companions, their quiet breathing and the low crunches of their steps. Victor strode at the head of the group, a lantern aloft—Evanna saw it as a blurred circle bobbing in the fog.  Despite herself, every time she glimpsed it, she shivered.  The memory of the light-lurer attack was still too recent.


Close behind Victor was Tal.  Evanna lagged behind Tal, her lack of exercise showing.  Still behind Evanna, rounding up the rear, was Jen, glaring around the trees with a knife drawn.  Evanna had to admit that Jen made her nervous.  She’d never met a woman like her before, who cut her hair short, wore trousers, and carried weapons.


“Are you sure this it the right way?” said Tal, her voice muffled in the fog.  “We don’t seem to be going anywhere.”


“Lord Sarastro’s directions were quite clear, my lady,” called Victor in an even fainter voice than Tal’s.  “This is part of his territory.”


“And he’s sure that the griffin is still on his territory?  It’s been three years…”


“Lord Sarastro was absolutely certain.  You were there too, my lady.  He believes that Nilmar would wait for him at the only place she knew.”


“For all I know, he could be lying.  Or ignorant.  How can he predict a griffin’s behavior?”


“My lady, meaning you no disrespect, but it is a hawkgriffin.”


“And there’s a difference?”


“Yes, my lady.  Hawkgriffins are much smaller, for one thing, and less individualistic than regular griffins—”


“Nice to see you’re such an expert in Feran creatures.”


Victor didn’t miss the biting sarcasm in Tal’s voice; he paused (Evanna could tell because the lantern stopped bobbing), and said, his voice quiet and firm, “My lady.  I know you are upset.  I know you do not wish to appear weak for capitulating to the criminal’s demands.  I know that you dislike this world and want to leave it as quickly as possible.  I am not judging you for that.  How could I?  But all I ask of you is that you please not take it out on me.  With all due respect, my lady.”


Evanna’s admiration for Victor leapt with every word he said.  She suddenly thought, I wouldn’t treat him badly.  I wouldn’t get mad it him for something that wasn’t his fault.  

Once again, she willed the insane thoughts to fester and die in the dark corner of her mind from which they’d come.  She quickened her pace but regretted it when she caught her toe in a root.  


“Of course…” Tal said.  “Forgive me, Victor.  I didn’t mean to…I just…”


“My lady,” was all Victor said, and he started walking again. 


They traipsed on in silence, for how long Evanna couldn’t say.  Time didn’t seem to pass when everything was wrapped in the same dull gray fog, nor were there any distinguishing landmarks.  She worried that they were just walking in circles—she was sure she’d seen that tree with the half-rotted trunk before…


And then a screech sliced through the fog with so much force that it almost knocked Evanna off her feet.


Jen cursed behind her and Tal cried out in front of her, but neither of their voices could match the hideous screeches.  They rose and rose in volume, becoming so loud that Evanna felt her head would burst.  Interspersed with the screeching was a medley of hissing, snarling, and dull thudding.  Sounds of a struggle.


Not a struggle between humans. No human could make such horrible noises.  Nor could Evanna imagine many animals screeching with such bloodcurdling terror.  They had to be monsters—or demons.


She shrunk back, her neck throbbing in time to her fear.  Run, run, a thunderous voice screamed in her head.


But she didn’t.  She could only press her back against the nearest tree, shaking, but too paralyzed to actually turn and run.  And besides, where could she run to in the first place?  She’d probably end up lost in the dense fog and wood, and if she wasn’t killed by a monster she’d eventually die of starvation.


No, better to stay put.


Jen caught up to her and cast her a curious glance.  “What’re you doing?”


“Umm…”


“Come on,” Jen said.  Without waiting to see if Evanna would follow, she ran towards the inhuman scuffle.


Evanna followed.  Why, she didn’t know; all her rationality was railing against her, begging her to stay put.  Nonetheless, she found herself putting one foot in front of the other anyhow.  Perhaps she didn’t want to be left alone in this strange world.  Perhaps she was actually even a little curious as to what was going on.


Or perhaps she was just being suicidal.


Just as the thought crossed her mind, Evanna bumped into something solid and warm and definitely not a tree.  She leapt back at the same time that Jen unleashed a curse.


“Oh, it’s just you,” Jen said.  “Well, if this isn’t one hell of a situation.”


But Evanna paid no attention to Jen.  Instead, she stared in horror at the scene taking placing only feet in front of her, so close that she could see it clearly through the fog.


Three creatures were fighting.  No, not fighting: two were tearing into a defenseless third.  The bloodcurdling screeches issued from the victim, writhing as the other two attacked it in flashes of gold.  It put up a valiant struggle, but not valiant enough—claws scratched at it, jaws snapped, wings beat ferociously and buffetted with wind.  Screeching its defiance, it tried shaking off its attackers, but they were much larger and less injured then it.  Blood spotted the forest floor bright red, making Evanna’s head swim and her nape pulse in sympathy.


On a word from Tal, Victor strode towards the fray and drew his sword with a snicking sound that rang in Evanna’s ears like a gunshot.  The sound was less alarming than the brilliant light of the blade, which parted the fog around Victor and bathed him in an otherworldly glow.


The light caught the creatures’ attentions as well.  Snarling, the two attackers leapt back on their haunches.  Now that they’d fallen still, Evanna could get a good luck at them.  Her first thought was dragon: the creatures were reptilian with gleaming golden scales and folded, bat-like wings.  Blood dripped from their saw-like fangs.  Yet they weren’t much larger than Labrador retrievers.


Despite their size, they looked dangerous.  She stumbled back, especially when the creatures advanced her direction.  No, not towards her, but Victor.  They seemed to consider him the greatest threat because he was the source of the foreign light.  Judging by the way they hissed and recoiled as the light fell on them, they were not used to such brightness.


“As I thought,” Tal said.  “Light is anathema to Feran dragonlings.”


Evanna marveled at how Tal could be so ignorant about Feras on one level—the hawkgriffins—and yet so knowledgeable on another.


Victor continued closing the distance between him and the dragonlings, lantern in one hand and sword in the other.  The dragonlings shrieked and snarled, the pupils of their snakelike eyes dilating.  Jen was twitching as if she wanted to do something as well, but Tal held out her arm to block Jen.


“Victor has the situation under control,” she said out of the side of her mouth.


One of the dragonlings finally gathered enough courage to dive at Victor, its wings unfurling like sails as it leapt. Victor stumbled, slicing with his sword.  Evanna heard and a dull thud and saw blood arcing in the air.


No, no, she wanted to scream, but her voice couldn’t make it past the block in her throat.


Victor stumbled, but he wasn’t bleeding.  Evanna realized that the one that’d been injured was the dragonling.   It shuffled to the side, whimpering pathetically as blood spurted from a gash on its belly.  Evanna’s head spun and bile rose in her throat.  She’d always hated the sight and smell of blood.  Through a titanic effort she kept herself upright, knowing no one would catch her if she fell.


His eyes hard as coal, Victor stepped forward and pointed the blood-stained sword at the two dragonlings.


This was enough.  Screeching their terror, both turned and scrambled  across the forest floor on all fours.  They soon vanished into the fog, and a series of whump-whumping noises shortly afterwards suggested that they’d taken flight.


“Tch, not much of a fight,” Jen said.


“In this case, that may be a good thing,” Victor said quietly.  “If you can avoid unnecessary violence, then by all means do so.”


If Evanna hadn’t admired Victor before… She certainly thought that was a philosophy to live by.


Tal carefully walked forward; the others followed.  They all had eyes on the huddled heap half-buried in rotting leaves that were rapidly staining scarlet. A part of Evanna wanted to remain where she was, but her curiosity—and a desire not to appear weak—propelled her forward.


Victor had already knelt over the sorry heap and stirred the leaves aside, revealing the creature beneath.  Evanna gazed down at it, half pitying and half awed.


So this was a hawkgriffin.  It had the gray-feathered, sharp-beaked head of a hawk and graceful wings, but its body and bushy tail were those of a dark-furred wildcat.  In better conditions, it would appear less grand than fierce, but at the moment it looked nothing short of pathetic.  Its feathers and fur were sodden red with blood and one of its wings and its tail were bent at awkward angles.  As Victor cleared the debris from around it, it stirred and crowed weakly.


Victor paused in his work to give Tal an expectant glance.  She opened her mouth to speak—


Just as the hawkgriffin erupted in a blur of gray and knocked Victor off his feet.  He hit the ground with a strangled cry, the sword spilling from his hands with a flash of light.  Evanna screamed as the hawkgriffin clawed and bit at Victor’s chest and arm, droplets of blood flying shockingly crimson in the gray fog.  Throughout the assault the hawkgriffin never stopped screeching, a horrid sound that made Evanna clutch her neck in renewed pain.


Jen tried to grab the hawkgriffin by the tail, but with a powerful thrash it knocked her to her knees.  Tal lifted the lantern that Victor had dropped and swung it in a wild arc, bargaining on the hawkgriffin being sensitive to light as well.


It worked.  Screeching and spitting, the hawkgriffin leapt off Victor and turned to face the latest threat, gold eyes flashing like coins.  Evanna clung to the nearest solid object—a tree branch—barely daring to breathe.


The hawkgriffin lurched toward Tal, who stepped backwards in response, her face a mask of cold purpose.  Evanna realized, her heart clenching, that Tal was intentionally leading the hawkgriffin away from Victor.


“Come here, you monster,” she said savagely.  “I knew we shouldn’t have agreed with this.  He meant  for the monster to attack us!”


“Should I put it down?” said Jen, drawing a knife.  Tal nodded.


A protest rose in Evanna’s throat but she quickly quashed it.  Tal and Jen both looked so fierce—and they were right. The hawkgriffin had attacked Victor.  It was dangerous.  But…


But Evanna found herself remembering Sarastro’s words.  I could not have asked for a better friend…a poor, sad little hawkgriffin…believe me when I say I don’t miss anything more than Nilmar…


And the look in Nilmar’s eyes, as well.  There wasn’t so much ferocity in them as desperation and terror.  She was trying to stumble away from the advancing women, but her injured wing dragged against the ground and her broken tail held her back like a weight.  Something about the way she was trembling, with her fur bristling, wrenched Evanna’s heart with a deep and visceral pain.  And familiarity.


She was an injured creature, injured and frightened beyond belief.  Was it any wonder that she’d attacked the strange people who’d suddenly appeared?


Sympathy erupted in Evanna’s heart like water breaking through a dam.  As Tal and Jen penned in the hawkgriffin, Evanna dashed forward and yelled, “Stop!”


“Evanna?” Tal said.


“Stop it!” Evanna shouted.  “Stop threatening her!  Go—go tend to Victor or something, he needs you now!”


“Hey, don’t tell Tal what to do,” Jen said.


“Evanna,” Tal said, her eyes widening.  Her arms dropped to her sides, and much to Evanna’s surprise she stepped away from Nilmar.  “You…”


“Please…”  Evanna’s voice came out as a whimper.  Trying to be brave, she met Tal’s stony gaze, but her legs were quaking.  Any second now, Tal would snap at Evanna.  She was going to yell and stop Evanna and then she and Jen would kill Nilmar without ever understanding.


No.  Evanna couldn’t—wouldn’t—let that happen.


Tal said, “Evanna, it attacked Victor.  I think it needs to be dealt with.”


“No, no,” said Evanna, becoming more and more agitated with every word.  “No, she’s not dangerous, she’s not gonna hurt anyone else.  Go to Victor, he needs you more.”


“Miss Evanna,” called Victor, his voice alarmingly strained.  “Thank you for your concern, but I am fine, really.  My lady, hawkgriffin needs to be stopped.”


“No!” Evanna screamed.  She had no idea that her voice, long relegated to a whisper from the back of the room, could reach such volumes.  “No!  I keep telling you, she didn’t mean to hurt anyone, she’s scared!”


“What a load,” said Jen, her face twisting as she raised her knife.  “Dangerous creatures get put down, girl.  It’s the same thing as killing a demon.”


“It isn’t!”  Evanna almost sobbed in frustration.  “She’s scared and hurt and lonely.  She’s been here all alone, she just got attacked.  She doesn’t know what’s going on!  Please, let me—”


“Evanna…”  Tal sighed wearily.  Evanna swallowed, steeling herself to continue arguing, but she dreaded the prospect.  Her unexpected shouting had drained the meager strength from her body, and now she had to cling to a tree just to stay upright.  Her muscles had turned to water, her neck to a mass of soreness.


But to Evanna’s surprise Tal turned away from the hawkgriffin and tramped towards the prone Victor.  He tried hauling himself up on one elbow as she knelt by him, but she gently pushed him back down.


“Evanna’s right,” Tal said, her voice soft.  “You’re injured.  That comes first.”


Evanna had to fight down a sudden spark of jealousy.


With Tal gone, Jen advanced on the cowering hawkgriffin, but Tal said, “Jen, that’s enough.  Let Evanna do her thing.”


“What!  But the monster—it’ll—” sputtered Jen.


“Jen!” Tal said sharply.


Jen backed down, though her scowl intensified and she never lowered her knife.  Evanna unleashed a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.  


Now it was just her and Nilmar facing each other warily.  The hawkgriffin hissed and lunged forward, fur on end so she looked twice her actual size, but Evanna could tell it was just a show.  With injuries like that, Nilmar couldn’t possibly fight.


Still, her wickedly curved beak and the talons tipping her forelegs looked like they’d hurt if she used them to attack Evanna, and her beak was tipped with Victor’s blood.  Evanna knew she’d have to exercise extreme caution.  Strangely, she didn’t feel as afraid as she knew she should be.


“Nilmar,” she said, keeping her voice soft.


The hawkgriffin jerked upon hearing her name.  She still gazed at Evanna with distrust, but stopped hissing.


Slightly heartened, Evanna stepped forward.  “Nilmar…I’m not going to hurt you.  I…I promise.”


Nilmar responded by lunging again.  Evanna stumbled to evade the hawkgriffin’s beak and almost fell, but gulped back the fear that rose in her throat.  “I promise.  I won’t—I know you’re scared of them, but I won’t…I won’t do anything.  I  know you’re scared.”


The hawkgriffin fell still and gazed at Evanna with one wide golden eye.


“I won’t do anything, I promise…please.  We just want you to—to come back with us.”  Evanna’s breath issued in short, ragged gasps as her mind scrambled for something coherent to say.  Already, she could tell this wasn’t going to work.  No matter what she said, the memory of being surrounded, of being menaced by knives and harsh voices, would stick with Nilmar longer than Evanna’s pathetic pleadings could.  Already, she had lost any words she might have had.  No surprise at all; Evanna had rarely spoken so much before.


In desperation, she seized on to the only thing she could.  “Sarastro—Sarastro wants you back!  He wants to see you again!  Don’t you wanna see him again?”


As soon as Sarastro’s name left Evanna’s lips, a shudder ran down Nilmar’s spine.  Evanna could see the bones moving beneath the hawkgriffin’s fur, that was how skinny she was.  She stiffened, watching Evanna even more warily than before, but beneath the increased wariness was the faintest glimmer of hope.


Evanna felt like she’d swallowed a warm tonic.  For the first time, she stepped closer to Nilmar, and even extended a tentative hand towards the hawkgriffin.


“That’s right, Nilmar,” she said softly.  “Sarastro wants you.  We can take you back to him.”


Evanna knelt in the dank earth directly in front of Nilmar, not caring that she was soiling her coat.  A tiny, strident voice inside her demanded to know why she was being so suicidal, but it was easy too ignore.  She was close enough to Nilmar to smell nothing but the stench of blood; it made her light-headed, but strangely she didn’t feel as disgusted as she should have.


“Please, Nilmar,” she said.  “Help us.”


The hawkgriffin stared incredulously back at Evanna, before shuffling closer to her…and closer…and closer…


And then Nilmar had flowed into Evanna’s lap, curling up very much like a contended cat.  Evanna stared at the hawkgriffin, feeling both her warm weight and a warm wetness spreading across her coat.  Blood.  Her stomach felt like it had turned in on itself.  It was all she could do to keep from vomiting.


Yet it felt nice, too.  Nilmar didn’t weigh much more than a cat, and had a cat’s comfortable furry warmth.  She had rested her head in the crook of Evanna’s elbow, lightly tickling the girl’s arm with her feathers.  It felt almost like snuggling up to Maria’s favorite down-stuffed pillow at home.  Absently, Evanna rested her hand on Nilmar’s head and scratched the feathers.  Nilmar cooed, clearly enjoying herself.


In a way, she was reminded of the time when she’d had her own cat, a fat tabby called Mister Mathieu.  He’d liked playing with Mama best, and after Mama’s death Mister Mathieu had run away.  Father had prohibited Evanna from going after him, and she’d cried for weeks afterwards…


Evanna was snapped from her recollections by the sound of Tal’s voice. “Good job, Evanna.”


She looked up, startled.  Standing in a circle around her were Tal, Victor, and Jen; Tal smiled quietly at her as Victor leaned against her for support, his injuries roughly bandaged.  Jen, gazing at the docile hawkgriffin curled up in Evanna’s lap, looked like she’d been hit in the back of the head with a hammer.


“You’ve done it,” Tal said.  Her smile held a rueful smile, as if she was acknowledging without words that she’d been wrong.  That comforted Evanna more than saying it out loud would have.  “You’ve gotten Sarastro irrevocably on our site.  Truly you’re someone special, Evanna.”


Evanna ducked her head, her face coloring.  No one had ever praised her so highly before.


“Well done, Miss Evanna,” was all Victor said, his voice weak, but his smile was enough to warm Evanna’s heart.  She was sure that her face was hot enough to fry eggs on. 


“Okay, let’s go back,” Jen said impatiently.  “We’d better get the hawkgriffin to Berna quick…oh, hell.”


Evanna had never heard a woman swear before.  Her jaw fell open in astonishment, but Jen looked equally astonished—she was staring up and to the left.  Soon afterwards, the others followed her gaze and their expressions changed as well, one by one.  Evanna soon joined in, curious, but even kneeling with her gaze on the hawkgriffin in her lap, she already knew what had caught their attention.  After all, she could feel the warmth on the back of the neck and see the gloom of the forest floor washed in shallow white light.


The clouds had parted and a beam of sunlight had broken through.


Evanna wanted to laugh—it just seemed so appropriate.  But no one else was in a good mood; they all locked their gazes on the break in the clouds, their expressions running the gamut from astonished to horrified.

“It’s…has that ever happened before?” whispered Victor.


Tal shook her head.  “Not to my knowledge, no.  It’s not possible, Feras just isn’t—and that light—it’s not even Feras—oh, no.”


“What?  What is it, Tal?” Jen said.


By now, Evanna had turned her eyes on the sky as well.  Or rather, on the thin crack of brilliant white gradually growing wider in the thick cloud cover.  It seemed too bright, unnaturally so, to be from a sun.  And something besides light was pouring through the gap, something powdery and lazily drifting, like dust motes…


“Tiandra,” Tal said tightly.  “It’s from Tiandra.”


“My lady, that is impossible!” said Victor.  “The nearest Tiandran Section isn’t for two city blocks!”


“This isn’t that section!” Tal said.  “This is a new one, it’s got to be.  Everyone, get up and run!”

“Huh?  What?” said Evanna, alarmed when the others turned and stumbled their way through the forest.  She wasn’t the only startled one: Nilmar had been screeching a storm and even tried beating her wings.  Evanna huddled the hawkgriffin close to her chest and stroke her stiffened feathers, whispering soothing nothings to calm her.


“Evanna!” shouted Tal over her shoulder.


“I don’t—where are you going—what’s wrong?” Evanna called back, lurching to her feet.   Nilmar screeched louder than ever before, like she was trying to warn Evanna of something, but of what?


The air around Evanna grew heavier, pressing upon on her like hundreds of invisible hands.  It had become hazier, too; not like the substanceless fog of Feras, but like she was viewing the world from behind a smoked glass.  With a spike of panic, she realized that the powder from the sky had reached her and enveloped her.


“Evanna!” Tal screamed, but her voice sounded warped and muffled, as if Evanna was hearing it underwater.


Her limbs were growing heavy, unbearably so…she wanted nothing more than to sink to the forest floor…the leaves would make a fine carpet…in her arms Nilmar fell still, her screeches softening into coos and then nothing at all…Evanna’s eyelids had become heavy, so heavy, she couldn’t keep them open, they kept sliding shut…she felt she should keep them open…should stay awake…but her head was stuffed with eiderdown and her arms and legs dragged her down like lead weights…her neck gave a sharp throb and then the pain died down into a manageable ache…oh, how she just…wanted…to…


…sleep…


She was little, very little, maybe six, maybe a little less than six.  Mama was tugging her hand and leading her somewhere, leading her through a lot of winding hallways that terrified her because she couldn’t tell where they ended and she knew she’d never been here before.  She kept calling Mama’s name but Mama wouldn’t listen to her.  Mama’s face was white and her hand was trembling.


Mama was scared.


“Don’t be scared, Mama,” she said even though she was scared herself.  Mama didn’t say anything.  They finally stopped in a dimly lit room that smelled like a hospital.  Evanna started to cry.  She hated hospitals.


“Shh, it’s all right,” Mama said.  “It’s all right, sweetie, I promise you, it’s all right…”


In the dim lamplight Evanna could see streaks of wetness gleaming on Mama’s cheeks.  She was crying too.


“Mama, what’s wrong?” Evanna sobbed.  “I’m scared, I really—“”


“It’s all right.  It won’t be for long.  Soon you’ll wake up and you’ll hear my voice and everything will be all right.  Just be a brave little girl, just…go to sleep.  Sleep, Evanna.  It’ll be all right.”


Evanna was shaking and whimpering and she didn’t want to sleep, not when she was so scared.  But Mama had lifted a handkerchief and pressed it to Evanna’s mouth and nose and Evanna writhed and screamed into it but her screams were muffled and the handkerchief smelled bad, smelled like a hospital, no, a hundred hospitals—


That was the only time that Evanna dreamed, but later she would not be able to recall the details of the dream.  She only remembered the terror.  Hers, and Mama’s.

“Humph, how utterly dull.  She brought me back Nilmar and yet can’t even stay awake so I can thank her?  What an ungrateful child.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.  I already told you about the Tiandran dust.  It struck her the hardest.  No wonder she hasn’t woken up yet.”


“She’s been asleep for twelve hours, Lady Redmond.  Certainly it would have worn off by now…?”


“Different physiologies respond differently to the dust, you ignorant fool.  She is a young girl and not very physically active.  I can see why it would have a stronger effect on her.”


“Oh?  Since when were you a medic, Dr. Ithrey?  And really, there is no need to be so harsh.”


“No need?  I’m in the same room as you.  I take that as reason enough.”


“I shall pretend that I am not offended and take that as some sort of roundabout compliment…”


“Shh!  Both of you, she’s stirring.”


Evanna groaned aloud, twisting and turning beneath an oppressive weight that enveloped her like a cocoon.  It pressed against her cheek, uncomfortably scratchy; she had to suppress the urge to sneeze.


And then someone yanked it off.  With it gone, she felt naked but a hundred pounds lighter.  Evanna tried gasping a thanks, but words didn’t come out so much as harsh scraping sounds.  She cracked open her eyes but had to squeeze them shut again when light lanced through her skull, shoving her back like a burning hand.  She tried again, opening one eye slowly and then the other—this time she could make sense out of her surroundings, the blurry shapes growing clearer until they resolved into a semi-lucid image.  They still swam in her vision and their outlines ran into one another, but at least she could distinguish individual figures.


She was lying on a bed—not her own.  Standing at the head of the bed were Tal and Ithrey, Tal holding a flannel blanket.  And several careful steps from Ithrey’s side was…


Sarastro.  He looked quite different from the prisoner she’d seen before.  His hair held a freshly-washed luster and shine, and he wore not a prisoner’s gray uniform but a loose white shirt and black trousers.  Like Evanna’s clothes, they had a secondhand but comfortable feel.  Cradled in his arms, like an infant, was Nilmar.  When the hawkgriffin saw Evanna, she lifted her head and chirped a greeting.


Evanna couldn’t suppress the smile that spread across her face.  She sat up, wincing as her weary limbs creaked.  Her head still throbbed and felt tender, and the backs of her eyes ached.  To her pleasant surprise, though, the pain in her nape had faded into a light soreness that she could easily ignore.  Nonetheless, a curious sense of disquiet clung to her like the last vestiges of morning mist as the sun rose in the sky.


“Good morning,” Tal said.  “Well, technically, I should say good afternoon.”


“You slept for quite some time,” Sarastro said.  “I didn’t get an opportunity to thank you until now.  Well, granted, working among these peons…I don’t know if it’s much better than prison, but at least I have Nilmar again.”  He patted Nilmar on the head and she cooed.


Ithrey shot Sarastro a dirty glare.  “And who is a peon, now?”


“Enough,” said Tal, sounding as if she’d broken up this fight before.  “If you’re going to squabble, do it outside.  And Sarastro, we’re not peons, we’re your colleagues now.  Accept that.”


“Of course, Lady Redmond.  What choice do I have?”  Sarastro smiled ironically.  “Thank you again, Evanna.  You’ve probably no idea what it truly is that you have done for me, but believe me when I say that I am beholden to you for life.”


His voice softened as he spoke.  He gazed at Evanna with a curious mix of intensity and tenderness, making Evanna blush though she couldn’t fathom why.  Without the blanket, Evanna felt exposed; she found herself wishing that Tal would put it back.  She knew she ought to respond, maybe thank Sarastro, but the words were stuck in a dry clump in her throat.


“Now, Dr. Ithrey, let us do as Lady Redmond suggested and take our…disagreement…outside,” said Sarastro, abruptly turning away from Evanna.  He tried to drape a friendly arm over Ithrey’s shoulder, but Ithrey shoved him away with surprising venom.


“Don’t you dare touch me,” he snarled.  Throwing a glare back at Evanna and Tal, he snapped an incredibly insincere “Get well soon” before stomping out of the room.  Sarastro ran a hand through his hair and followed.


Evanna stared after them, confused.  She didn’t understand why they were acting like this, especially Ithrey.  Both behaved as if they’d known (and in Ithrey’s case, hated) each other for a while, but Ithrey couldn’t have known Sarastro beyond a few visits to the jailhouse.  Yet a strange dark venom trembled in the air between them, deeper than any petty dislike or rivalry.


“Um…” she managed to say.  “Why do they…Dr. Ithrey doesn’t…seem to like Sarastro much.”


 “They know each other,” Tal said.  “It’s a bit complicated.  Ithrey has never liked speaking much about his history so I don’t know much, but…”


She trailed off and shrugged helplessly.  Evanna decided to let the matter drop.  If even Tal didn’t understand it, how could she hope to?

“So…” she said, trying to change the subject to something more comfortable.  “Umm…Sarastro’s working with us now?”


“That’s right,” Tal said.  “In half a day he’s managed to alienate half the crew, but oh well, I’ll take this step by step.  In the long run it’ll be worth it.”


“Half a day?” said Evanna, alarmed.  “I was out for that long?’



“That’s right,” Tal said grimly.  “You took the full brunt of the dust, which doesn’t surprise me.  We fell asleep too, but we awoke quickly enough and managed to carry you out.”


“The dust?  What was that?”


“It was…well.”  Tal sighed.  “It’s native to Tiandra, so far as I’m aware.  It puts anyone it comes into contact with fast asleep.  Prolonged exposure to it can cause brain damage.  That’s part of the reason why we suspect Tiandra is so decadent.”


“Tiandra?” said Evanna.  “Then how’d it get into Feras?  I thought—on the projector shows, Mayor Syne said that all the Sections were supposed to be separate or something, they shouldn’t affect each other.”


“I know,” Tal said, biting her lip.  “That’s the worrisome part.  They aren’t supposed to.  We’ve been trying to figure out how the Tiandran dust could have gotten into Feras in the first place.  Dr. Ithrey’s preliminary research suggests that all the worlds are growing closer together.”  She paused before saying, each word like it was being wrenched from her throat, “We may well see more of this in the future.”


“You mean…”  Evanna’s skin began to crawl.  “You mean...demons and monsters and stuff…they could get into…the city?”


“That’s entirely possible,” Tal said.  But, her tone brightening, “Don’t worry too much about it, Evanna. Just focus for now on living as best you can.  Getting to know the institute better.”


Evanna nodded and said with more strength than she knew she had, “And finding Mama’s killer.”


“Right,” Tal said.  “Don’t forget our overarching mission.  But right now, you should just try your best at getting better.  The dust takes a while to leave the body so you’ll be feeling sleepy for some time.  Don’t get frustrated with the slow pace of your recovery. Berna will do her best to make sure you get to full health soon as possible.”


“Okay,” Evanna said.  She could easily agree with that, especially since her head was starting to feel heavy again.  She sank against her pillow.  “Tal…how is Victor doing?”


“Hmm?  Oh,” said Tal.  “Thanks for the concern.  He’s recovering quite well.  His injuries weren’t serious.”


“Oh, good.”  Evanna was surprised by how relieved she felt.  “I…that’s good…”


“Feeling sleepy?” said Tal, smiling slightly.  “Here, I’ll leave you alone for the rest of the day, then.  Feel free to call Berna or anyone else if you need to.”  She pointed to the pipe by Evanna’s bed before preparing to open the door.


“Wait!” called Evanna.

“Yes?”  Tal turned around.  “What is it?”


“Umm…” said Evanna.  “I think I need my blanket back.”

5. Parade of Demons


Three weeks passed.


Day after day, the weariness lifted a little more from Evanna’s limbs.  Shortly after she first awoke, she’d been barely been able to haul herself off the bed—she’d even had to crawl the meager distance from her room to the water closet.  Now she could walk all the way to the dining hall without collapsing.  

Other things were changing as well.  Even though she couldn’t leave the institute, she could still feel the passage of time.  The air grew warmer and more humid, and one day Caryl brought Evanna a wicker basket piled with gleaming, freshly-picked peaches.  Summer had begun.


By now, Evanna’s life had settled into a routine.  One quite different from her old routine of suffering through school and home and never speaking to anyone.  She had to admit she quite liked it.  In the mornings she would awaken from a comfortable sleep, usually when Berna visited to inquire about her health and feed her a revolting herb concoction that she claimed would help Evanna’s system better purge the dust.  At first, she didn’t want to drink it, but relented upon discovering that everyone who’d gone to Feras that day was keeping up regular doses of the substance.


After breakfast her day began.  Most of the time Evanna remained in the sickroom, reading books that the other Institute members brought to her.  She particularly appreciated a gift Victor had given her after he’d healed, a guide to the different demons of Zerbroch.  As her strength returned, she managed to explore the Institute’s winding hallways, not just finding new rooms but learning new skills as well.  Isaiah showed her the armory once, though she drew the line at learning how to shoot a rifle.  Another time Caryl taught her how to send a basic radio message, which caused Ithrey to rant about “improper use of scientific equipment.”


Evanna didn’t get to see Victor as often as she’d have liked, since he tended to stay by Tal’s side, and Tal spent most of her days outside the Institute on what she called “official business.”  Caryl informed Evanna that her so-called business involved attending parties to keep up her image as a society lady.  In a way, Evanna supposed that Victor’s absence good thing—if the source of her confused feelings was gone, then maybe she could better sort through them.  All the same, during the scant times he did visit her, she always wanted to beg for him to stay longer.  Thankfully, she never acted on her silly urges.  Even trying to talk to him normally embarrassed her beyond belief.  She was sure that he always saw the blush that inevitably rose in her neck every time they spoke.


Aside from Victor, Evanna’s life at Redmond Institute proceeded without a hitch.  She unconsciously found herself adjusting to institute life in little ways: looking forward to Beejee’s voice bellowing her awake in the mornings, learning that the best pancakes were the fluffy buttermilk disks that Isaiah made, giggling with Caryl whenever Ithrey ranted at them (which was quite often).  Apart from her awkwardness with Victor, she started to open up, surprising herself most of all by how often she talked.  Once, she had often passed weeks without saying a single word.  But here, in the loud and colorful Institute, where the people welcomed her judgments instead of belittling her, she had begun to find her voice.  Even her neck hurt less these days, or maybe she’d simply found more welcoming distractions from the constant pain.


Only on rare occasions did she think about the life she’d left behind.  School…her classmates…her family.  A tremor of discontent ran up her spine every time she thought about Father and Maria.  She had never told them that she’d left, let alone where she had gone.


But what did it matter anyway, she thought bitterly.  They wouldn’t miss her.  Maybe they didn’t even know she was gone.


Every time the depressing thought crossed her mind, she had to swallow a painful lump in her throat.


As long as she didn’t let her thoughts turn towards Victor or her family, though, life was fine.  She talked to all the Institute members every day, and as she talked she grew closer to them.  Even Jen was beginning to show a friendly face, after avoiding Evanna for about a week. 

 Well, technically, she didn’t talk to every Institute member.  


Sarastro seemed to know Redmond Institute better than Evanna, because no matter where she searched she couldn’t find him and Nilmar.  She could only assume that he went out of his way to avoid the others, though she had no idea what he did while he was avoiding them. The few times that he did appear, he drifted towards the corner of the room and gazed disdainfully upon the others, and every time he ended up within three yards of Ithrey, the scientist would storm out, oozing a cloud of black ill will.


Evanna found it all so complicated and bizarre.  It went beyond just dislike—when people disliked you, they pulled on your hair and called you names.  There was something else she couldn’t understand about Ithrey and Sarastro.  Something she doubted she wanted to understand.


“I don’t understand why Tal wanted him around in the first place,” Caryl said in an undertone to Evanna.  “I mean, he’s such a grouch.  And it’s not like he does anything.”


“I’m sure Tal has her reasons,” said Jen, though she glared with unhidden malice at the opposite wall, against which Sarastro was leaning, looking away from them.  Nilmar curled up like a contended cat at his feet.


Evanna, Jen, and Caryl gathered in a circle in the corner of one of the Institute’s many “common rooms,” a comfortable carpeted chamber with a projector on one end and a small soda fountain on the other.  It was the clockwork kind that dispensed different combinations of drinks as one turned it; Evanna had already stuffed herself to the gills with marshmallow-strawberry-soda and root-beer-coffee-cream confections, yet Jen and Caryl didn’t show any signs of stopping. Every time they slurped up the last residue of the drink in their hand, they made a beeline for the machine and returned with another full, frothing glass.


Whatever Sarastro was here for, it wasn’t for the drinks.  Ever since he’d entered he hadn’t budged from his corner.  Evanna didn’t know what he was doing in the room in the first place.  Usually, when people entered rooms that Sarastro was already in, he’d depart without a word, presumably to seek a more private location.  But when she followed his gaze she saw that he was intently staring at the projector screen.  Evanna stared too when she saw that the screen was displaying something: a newsreel of a parade.  There were dancers twirling ribbons in nauseating circles, tumbling acrobats, people silently cheering and tossing confetti.  Striding at the head of the parade was a man, stoutly built and round-cheeked, beaming as he waved at the crowd.


“It’s Mayor Syne!” cried Evanna.


Sarastro jerked slightly; Jen and Caryl whipped around, their mouths rimmed in froth, to stare at Evanna like she’d grown a second head.


“Huh? Where?” said Jen.


“Oh!”  Caryl had noticed the screen.  “That’s right.  That was Mayor Syne’s election parade four years ago. Wonder why it’s playing.  Beejee’s the one in charge of the projectors, but usually he puts on comedy shorts or blue movies.”


“Hey, wait a minute,” said Jen.  “Today’s the Mayor’s  reelection parade, isn’t it?  I mean, it seems right.  The election was a month ago, yeah?”


“That’s right,” chirped Caryl.  


“We should go,” Jen said.  “Come on, let’s ask Tal!  Heaven knows we need some fresh air.”


“Huh?  Go?  To the parade?” Evanna said, incredulous.  Ever since she’d arrived, she’d only left Redmond Institute once, for their trip to the Feras Section.  She was under the impression that the members only left the Institute on official business.  Although attending parties might be official business for Tal, Evanna doubted that parades would count as such for the rest of the Institute.


“Yeah,” said Caryl.  “Tal likes parades.  We get to have a breath of fresh air and time to unwind, and we do it all anonymously, under cover of the crowd.  Win-win.”


“Tal doesn’t want anyone to know our identities, y’see,” Jen explained.  “So that’s why we don’t venture out of the Institute often.”


“But during parades, it’s time to let loose!”  Caryl cheered so loudly that Sarastro turned to her in alarm and Nilmar screeched a protest.  She’d slopped half of her mint-green drink onto the carpet, but didn’t care.  Probably because the institute used clockwork maids as custodians.


Jen had already untangled herself from her chair, setting down her completely drained drink.  “Let’s go, let’s go!  Tal will let us. I’m not surprised if she isn’t attending herself.”


Jen and Caryl were already halfway across the room.  Evanna glanced around, met Sarastro’s gaze for nerve-wracking second, and barreled after them.


Caryl shouted something at Evanna, but it was lost under the brass thunder of the band and the low roaring of the crowd.  Evanna leaned closer to the redheaded scientist.


“What?” she yelled back, loud as she could.


Caryl shouted again.  Evanna thought she could make out the word, “—cake—”


 “What about cake?”  Evanna felt her throat was about to tear, yet even then she wasn’t sure that Caryl had heard her.


Caryl was gesturing wildly, pointing at something Evanna couldn’t see.  “Cake—funnel cake—you want—”


“Oh!”  If Evanna wasn’t mistaken, Caryl had just said “funnel cake.”  The last time she’d gone to a parade, back when Mama had been alive, she’d scarfed at least five of the airy, sugar-dusted fried cakes.  Just thinking about one made her mouth water, and her heart ache.  These days she couldn’t possibly afford such a luxury…but who knew?  She was with the institute now, and they certainly weren’t wanting for money.


“Um, go ahead…”  Evanna dug in her pockets.  “Let’s see…how much are they?”


“It’s okay!” called Caryl over her shoulder as she threaded her way through the crowd.  “It’s on me!”


She disappeared, leaving Evanna alone.  Evanna felt suddenly uncomfortable; she’d never handed large groups of people well, and this was easily the largest group she’d been in.  All around her, people surged and jostled, searching for an inch from which they could get the best view of the parade passing by in the street.  People of all classes and neighborhoods were brought elbow to elbow: elegant rich women tottering on heels, ragged street children ducking beneath people’s legs on the hunt for pockets to pick, toughened laborers and lawyers in sack suits.   There were even a few clockwork soldiers gathered in a stiff line at the front of the crowd.  Evanna gazed at them in naked wonder for more than a minute.  She’d often heard about the clockwork soldiers whose sole duty was to guard the Mayor, but she had only seen them in newsreels.  In real life, they looked even more imposing—they towered a head above the sea of people, and were clad in stiff, blood-red uniforms with high collars that covered the bottom halves of the metal masks of their faces, through which blank crystal eyes peeped.   Even from a distance Evanna could make it the steady click-clock, click-clock rhythm of the soldiers’ internal machinery.
But it was only one sound amidst thousands.  The people were all talking at once, drowning Evanna’s senses in layer upon layer of senseless conversations.  Mothers comforting crying children, schoolboys shouting in delight, men discussing politics, vendors hawking funnel cakes and novelty watches and sparklers.  Evanna let herself relax.  The people didn’t mean her any harm.  They were just enjoying themselves during a celebration, exactly like her.


She turned her attention on the parade passing in the wide boulevard in front of her.  A band of men in colorful uniforms and huge, floppy white feathers on their hats marched past, banging drums and blowing trumpets as they played a brisk, martial song.  


After the band would come the floats.  Evanna knew that atop one of the floats would be Mayor Jay Syne himself.  He wouldn’t be walking because it wasn’t dignified for a long-time official.


The first float appeared.  Evanna craned her neck like a turtle to get a better look at it, just like the people around her were doing.  Decorated with strands of white lilies and silver stars, it was an airy white float lifted high above the ground by slender, silver-spoked wheels.  It commemorated the Queen of the City, a beautiful young maiden chosen every year as the city’s fairest.  She sat regally upon a delicate silver throne perched on the apex of the float’s structure, her white lace dress pooling in a graceful circle around her feet.


Following her was the King of the City, standing atop a float draped with red and gold cloth and riding on massive golden wheels that clanked as they turned.  He was a young man traditionally chosen for his athletic skill.  Proudly erect on his golden platform, he grinned and waved at the crowd as much as he could under his heavy red velvet mantle.


Next was the mayor’s float.  Evanna pushed her way forward, powerfully curious.  She’d never seen Mayor Syne in person before.


The crowd roared as the mayor himself appeared.  His float was the most resplendent of them all, designed to reflect the mayor’s interest in clockwork.  Its shell-like metal body rested atop a complex network of interlocking, spinning gears; metal pipes snaked up its side, spouting bursts of colored steam that formed curlicues in the clear blue sky.  The body itself held three levels: on the bottom two, dancers twirled with shining ribbons, mirroring the shapes the steam formed, and on the top one stood the mayor in his finest summer linen, waving at the cheering crowd, a smile stretching his ruddy face.


Evanna found herself waving towards the mayor as well, trying like the children around her to capture his attention.  It was a silly and childish thing to do, but she was too caught up in the moment to care.  Of course he wouldn’t notice her.

But as he passed, and as she waved, the mayor turned and his eyes landed directly on Evanna.


It lasted only a fraction of a second, too briefly for Evanna to register anything except how blue the mayor’s eyes were, just like the sky.  As soon as it ended she wasn’t even sure if it had happened.  She stumbled, her heart thumping, suddenly feeling very alone.


Get a grip! she thought furiously.  You’re imagining things!


She bumped into someone’s elbow.  Evanna turned to apologize, only to be greeted by Caryl’s smiling face.


“Here ya go!” said Caryl, shoving something wrapped in wax paper towards Evanna.  “Enjoy!”


Evanna took the wax paper packet but almost dropped it—it was scalding.  “Uh…thank you,” she said.


“No problem,” said Caryl.  She turned away from Evanna to laugh and wave her arms at the mayor’s float.  “Heeyy, Mister Mayor!”


Evanna started munching on the funnel cake; it was piping hot and even better than she remembered.  Crispy on the outside, fluffy on the inside, and dusted with a generous coat of powdered sugar.  Having something warm in her stomach helped dispel her remaining nerves.


Just as she finished the funnel cake, out of the corner of her eye she glimpsed someone threading through the crowd.   She couldn’t say why that person of all the thousands gathered on the sidewalks caught her attention…except that they seemed to be moving much too quickly against the crowd to be normal.  Most people had fallen still, and if they were moving, they tried pushing to the edge for a better view.  It was a slim figure wearing an oversized dark coat, and—what probably had caught Evanna’s attention in the first place—bright red streaks in its dark hair.


The person vanished before Evanna could get a better look at them.  She wondered if her imagination wasn’t playing tricks on her.  Maybe the paranoia from the light-lurer attack had yet to vanish completely?  No, that was silly…

 
All of Evanna’s musings were knocked from her when something slammed into her back with the force of a hundredweight.


She didn’t have time to scream before she crashed onto the sidewalk.  Pain flared through her forehead as it cracked against the hard surface—but it was nothing compared to the violent, insistent siren that flared in her neck.  Flared as an icy blanket stroked across it and a horrid oppressive weight, freezing cold, held her down.  She couldn’t move, couldn’t even cry out, even though the pain was building and building in her lungs until she could take no more.


Fingers—spreading, prehensile, and horribly cold and slimy—snaked around her face and wrapped around her eyes.  She squeaked and writhed, trying to throw them off, but the icy blanket pressed harder upon her, squeezing all the breath from her lungs.  She gasped but the air couldn’t make it through a block in her throat.


She couldn’t breathe.


She was going to die.


All around, people were screaming, and judging by the rumble of pattering feet, running.  But above it all Evanna heard a broken clattering sound, like smashing glass, except that it was talking…


“Kingruey, Kingruey, Kingruey’s girl…Kingruey’s girl has got the key, the key…”


It was saying her name.

She fought with redoubled effort, trying to roll over so her captor would fall off her.  But still it clung, still it wrapped a freezing blanket around her eyes, blinding her. She screamed as its icy fingers pressed against the back of her neck.  Such pain she had never known before.  She could see it, flashing red beneath her squeezed-shut eyelids, and taste it burning like rusting nails in her throat.

“Evanna!”  Caryl’s voice, high with panic.  “Don’t worry, Evanna!  I’ll get it off!”


It sounded like Caryl was trying to tug the monster of her.  Evanna knew that she had to help but she couldn’t even move anymore.  All that existed was the freezing snare around her and the pain that spread in an inferno from her neck.  Caryl screamed and then there came a dull thud, as if she’d hit the ground.  The monster had knocked her aside.


Help, help me, Evanna tried screaming.  No sounds came out through the rusty nails choking her.


“Kingruey’s girl…the key…Kingruey’s girl…”


For the first time the weight on her back lessened and the binding over her eyes slid away.  Evanna breathed in deeply, sucking in so much air that she felt her lungs would burst.   Tentatively, still conscious of the pain that burned like a freshly cauterized wound in her nape, she hauled herself up to her elbows, blinking to clear the spots from her eyes.  


“Miss Evanna,” said a familiar soft voice.  “Are you all right?”


Evanna found herself meeting Victor’s intense gaze—she lowered her head in a flash.  “Um…I think so…”


The sound of breaking glass snapped her back to reality.  Whirling around, Evanna came face to face with the monster that had attacked her.


No, not exactly face-to-face: it didn’t have anything that could be recognized as a face.  Nor a body.  It was nothing but an amorphous mass of a slimy black substance, darker than any blackness she’d ever seen before.  The blackness of a void, a place where no light could penetrate.  Tendrils shaped like grotesque mockeries of arms and legs, tipped by undulating “fingers,” broke off from the main body only to be sucked back in. Around the creature, the air had become heavy and cold—a crackling frost even began spreading across the ground beneath the creature.  Then it spoke, using a ripped-open white space that flapped like a ragged cloth with every broken-glass word.  


“Kingruey’s girl.  The target, the target…take in the target alive, the key, the Kingruey girl…”


“You’ll be doing none of that,” Victor said roughly, pointing his sword at the creature.  “Who sent you, and what do you want?”


“A sword, yes, a sword to slay a demon,” said the creature.  The demon.  It unleashed a horrible noise that sounded like the scraping of metal; Evanna took a second to realize that it was a laugh.  “But not I, not I.  The girl, the target…”


It surged towards Evanna.  Victor stepped in its path.   Evanna’s heart soared when she realized that he was protecting her.


Of course he would! her more rational side scolded.  He’d do that for anyone in the Institute, not just me.


The demon surged forward; Victor slashed at it.  Evanna waited with bated breath for it to disappear into oily smoke as the light-lurer had, but the sword instead sank into the demon’s dark folds…and didn’t come out.


Victor’s face turned white and he tightened his grip on the hilt of the blade, trying to tug it out of the blackness ensnaring it.  The demon merely chuckled and its mockery of a mouth curved into a jack-o-lantern smile.  


“Not I, not I,” it said.  “Not for a greater demon, no sword of light can slay.”


“D-dammit!  Miss Evanna!  Run!” shouted Victor as the demon extended tendrils that wrapped around his arms.  It was trying to drag him into its dark belly, so it could kill him.  Or worse.


“No,” she gasped.  “No, I’m not—I won’t run!”


She had no idea why.  She didn’t know how to fight; she was just a foolish little girl.  If Victor with his demon-slaying sword couldn’t kill this demon, Evanna was insane to think that she of all people could.


“Miss Evanna!” shouted Victor, more desperately.  “Don’t—”  Whatever he’d been about to say was cut off when the creature wrapped its folds around his mouth and nose, smothering him.


The demon bore him to the ground, where he thrashed in a futile effort to get free.  His sword was buried up to the hilt in its body.  When Evanna’s eyes caught the gleam of the hilt’s dark wood, an insane thought crossed her mind.  She could…she could reach…


A wild roar sliced the air like a blade and was soon followed by a physical blade: a heavy steel sword, clasped in two calloused hands, that slashed into the demon’s body. Evanna wanted to shriek a warning—it wouldn’t work, it’d just get swallowed—but her voice died in her throat when a piece of black slime flew away from the demon, splattering against the ground and causing the surging crowd to scream louder.


A flabbergasted Evanna stared up at Sarastro.  The broadsword was clasped in his hands.  He was breathing hard and a lock of his telltale auburn hair had come free from beneath his disguising cap.  They locked eyes, and then through unspoken consent turned towards the demon.


When their eyes fell upon it, the demon issued a sound like broken machinery.  A hiss.  Its hiss rising to a hair-raising crescendo, it surged towards Sarastro though it continued suffocating Victor.  Evanna screamed but Sarastro stepped back with surprising calm before stabbing his sword directly down.  Another portion of the demon was severed and dissolved into black smoke.


As it extended, its body grew thinner, and weaker too. Victor managed to yank its smothering arm off his face.  He was still struggling with the demon wrapped around him, but now he could breathe.  He called to Evanna, his voice harsh from lack of air, “Gold!  Gold, Miss Evanna—that is toxic—to greater demons—”


The words rang a bell in Evanna’s mind.  Lines jumped one-by-one into her memory, lines from Victor’s demonology book…Gold and silver are toxic to greater demons, and only iron can injure them.


Gold?  But where was she going to find any gold?


It struck her in a horrible second.


Her locket.


Her hand automatically flew to the gold chain and tightened around it until its pattern of little circles cut into her skin.  No, she couldn’t, she wouldn’t.  It was all she had left of Mama.


But if she didn’t…Victor would die.  Followed by Sarastro, and then herself.

“Evanna!” Sarastro roared as he slashed and hacked at the demon.  Pieces of ragged blackness spun into the air like a flock of tiny crows.  “Hurry!  I can’t hold it off for much longer!”

Evanna clenched her fist around the star locket.  Inside was the picture of Mama.  What would she have if it was gone?  Nothing but her own fading memories.  Soon, she might even forget what Mama looked like, and then it’d be like Mama had never existed.  At least, her Mama.  The hero-Mama would exist in the memories and propaganda of the city, but the real Mama would have died with no one but her daughter to mourn her.  Truly died.


Evanna’s neck burned, but not as achingly as her heart.

“Miss Evanna!” Victor cried, but his voice vanished in a choked sputter when the demon’s tendrils flowed over his mouth again.


Sarastro swore as he fell, tripped by a misshapen limb that whipped across his legs.  He slashed off the finger that wrapped around his ankle, but more and more were rising, binding him, thickening and lengthening and dancing as if daring him to fell them all.


People in the crowd screamed all around them, screamed and did nothing to help.


“Mere humans, mere humans,” crowed the demon.  “You are nothing, nothing…foolish mortals with your foolish swords…”


Tears stinging her eyes and sliding down her cheeks, Evanna clenched her teeth and wrenched the locket free from her neck.  The broken ends of chain dangled from her hand like dead snakes.  She raised her arm and, fervently hoping there wouldn’t be an inconvenient last-minute breeze, threw.


The tiny golden star hit the demon’s writhing black folds without a sound.  It sank in and disappeared like it had been thrown into a lake.  For a heart-stopping moment, Evanna thought it had no effect.  The tears blurred her vision; she wanted to curse her own idiocy.  Of course something so small wouldn’t do anything.


As the tears rolled down her face and momentarily cleared her vision, she saw with a skip of her heart that the demon had fallen still and rapidly withdrew its tendrils with a sick sucking sound.  Victor fell heavily, hitting the ground at the same time that his sword clattered beside him.  Sarastro landed with more grace, rolling on his side like a wrestler recovering from a throw before surging to his feet and raising his sword.  He didn’t need to attack because the demon was…shrinking.  It was folding in on itself, becoming a single blob of writhing darkness, like a balloon being deflated.   


When the demon had shrunk to the size of a tennis ball, it vanished with a burst of noxious black smoke and a blast of icy wind that knocked Evanna to the ground.  She stared at the spot where the demon had vanished.  All that it had left behind was a black scorch mark.


Relief flooded through her veins in a torrent.  All the remaining strength in her muscles vanished and she sagged into a heap on the ground, feeling like her bones had been replaced with jelly.  Finally the pain in her neck had died down, becoming a steady throb that threw her off because it didn’t match the rhythm of her heartbeat.  The tears continued stinging her eyes.  She blinked and let them fall, not caring about how she must look.


The locket was gone.


“Miss Evanna?”  Evanna didn’t have to look up to know that Victor had knelt beside her.  “Are you all right?”


Evanna nodded, not trusting herself to speak.  Victor took her gently by the shoulder and turned her so they were facing each other.  Evanna didn’t care enough to feel embarrassed by their sudden closeness.


“Miss Evanna…” he said, his eyes shining with concern.  “You’ve done very well.”


Evanna only nodded again.  Victor held out a handkerchief, but her arms were too limp for her to take it.  He noticed and carefully dabbed the tears from her face himself.  Evanna had never been more conscious of the comfortable weight of his hand on her shoulder.


She suddenly longed for him to pick her up in his arms and carry her home, like the heroes always did to the heroines in the projector shows, but it was a stupid wish.  And impossible, when she was taller than him.


A rage darker and more wild than any she’d ever felt before rose inside her.  It wasn’t fair that she outstripped most boys in height and was awkward and pimply.  No boy would ever look at her the way she longed Victor to.


She pushed him away with surprising force, shaking her head to deny the enormity of the truth.  Tears pricked the corners of her eyes again, but she didn’t bother wiping them.  Reflexively, she clutched the back of her neck even though it didn’t hurt much.  Or at least, hurt less than her own misery.


“Miss Evanna,” Victor said quietly.  “What’s wrong?  Is it the locket?  It meant a lot to you?”


Evanna decided to let him think that.  She had to admit that that was upsetting her too.


“Listen,” snapped Sarastro suddenly. “We should get out of here as quickly as possible and report what happened to Lady Redmond.”


An urgent note layered his voice, probably because the parade-goers, realizing that the demon was gone, had begun leaking back.  Now they surrounded Evanna, Victor, and Sarastro in an ever-growing circle, gazing at them with unabashed curiosity.


“Right you are, Lord Sarastro,” Victor said, hauling himself to his feet with a pained grunt.  He made as if to hold out a hand to Evanna; wanting to avoid that, Evanna regained her footing on her own.


As she stood, she swayed dangerously, feeling light-headed but couldn’t fathom why.  She couldn’t tear her eyes from the burnt black spot that was all that was left of the demon.


And she couldn’t help but remember what she’d seen right before the demon had attacked.  The dark-coated figure hurrying through the crowd.  Pushing against the flow, blood-red hair streaks standing out like neon signs.


Somehow, Evanna couldn’t help but feel that person had a connection to the demon attack.  


“Let’s go, let’s go,” Sarastro said impatiently, shouldering his way through the crowd.  He enthusiastically cursed back whenever a disgruntled bystander cursed at him.  Victor silently followed, sheathing his sword as he did so.  He waited for Evanna to catch up, but she jogged past him as quickly as her tired legs could, irritated at his kindness though she couldn’t explain why.


One thought, about even the turmoil of her own emotions over Victor and losing her locket, remained stuck in her mind:


The demon had been sent for her.
6. Lights Out


“It was too much stress for you, I would imagine,” Berna said, her clipped voice laced with doctorly disapproval.  “The powder has mostly worn off, yes, but that does not mean that you can just charge into action without worrying for your well-being. No wonder you can barely walk.”


“I’ll say,” Evanna grumbled, rubbing her numb legs.  Berna was right.  Halfway home, her legs had buckled from beneath her and she’d crumpled in a boneless heap on the ground.  She simply couldn’t stand up again, no matter how much she tried.  To her great embarrassment, Sarastro had had to carry her the rest of the way.


At least he’s taller than you, thought a very evil voice inside her.


Now she hung limply like a rag doll in her chair in the dining room.  The entire institute had gathered around the table, but no one was eating. At the head of the table sat a stony-faced Tal.  Her solemnity seemed to have infected the rest of the institute; even Beejee wasn’t wearing his perpetual smile.  They all gazed at her, waiting for the silence to break.  Evanna could almost hear the sweat rolling down the side of her neck.

 At length, Tal said, “So you’re certain about it.  That it was a void demon, I mean.”


“Yes, my lady,” said Victor, who was standing by her side.  “I’ve checked and double-checked all the features—the icy aura, the formless body—in every demonology compendium we have.  There’s no doubt about it.”


“A void demon…” said Isaiah.  “Those’re from Zerbroch and Zerbroch only.  How could it get here?”


“It can’t have escaped from a Section, could it?” said Jen.  “The Section guards might not know much about demons, but they can’t be that incompetent.”


“It wasn’t a random escapee,” Sarastro cut in.  “It was saying Evanna’s name.”


“What?  Really?”  The color drained from Tal’s face, leaving it white as a death mask.  “Are you sure?  It was saying her name?”


“Yes,” Evanna said.  Racking her mind, she added, “It was saying my name…something about a key…and…a target, I think.  I was its target.”


“Target?”  Tal turned even paler, if possible.  “No demon would seek someone deliberately, not on their own.”


“Precisely, Natalia.”  Everyone turned toward Ithrey—the scientist had been silent ever since they’d returned.  “The demon wasn’t acting on its own.  It was obviously charmed.”


Isaiah closed his eyes and exhaled, looking as satisfied as a philosopher that had solved a complicated puzzle.  “Ah.  That explains everything.”


“Charmed?  Care t’explain what that is?” said Beejee while he wiped at his beard with a handkerchief.  His beard had gotten smeared with sugar because of all the funnel cakes he’d wolfed down.


Evanna had been wondering the same thing.  She gazed expectantly at Ithrey, who sighed and shrugged.


“Well…demon charming is quite simple, really.  A booming discipline in Zerbroch, if you have the natural aptitude for it, of course.  It involves summoning and controlling demons through a special kind of hypnosis—exactly how depends on the charmer—and thus making the demon amenable to performing deeds it wouldn’t naturally do.  Such as crossing its Section…and seeking specific targets.”


Evanna remembered the strange skulking figure she’d seen before the attack.  “I see.”


“So this charmer sent the demon after Evanna,” said Isaiah.  “But that’s what I don’t get.  Who’d want to attack her?”


That’s right, who would want to?  I’m nothing, I’m just an ordinary person.  There’s nothing special about me, except who my mama was.


Except who her mother was.


Insight struck her with a flash.  Pulling herself to as straight a position as she could manage, she said, “It wasn’t saying my name.  It was saying Mama’s.”


“Yes, I remember,” said Victor.  “The demon was saying Kingruey’s daughter.  It never named Miss Evanna specifically.  It must have meant Dr. Kingruey.”


“Because she was Elise’s daughter,” whispered Tal in horrified recognition.  “That’s why the demon wanted her.  No, not the demon.  The charmer.”


“Then who is the charmer?” said Jen.  “Seems to me that’s the biggest question.”


Evanna thought as hard as she could, trying to recall every detail about the dark-coated figure.  All that had stuck with her, though, were the vivid red streaks in the person’s hair.  She wasn’t even sure whether they were male or female.


“Someone from Zerbroch, clearly,” said Sarastro.


Jen glared at him (as did Ithrey, although Evanna suspected Ithrey had different reasons).  “And how’re you so sure of that?”


“Because, as far as I am aware, the only demon charmers come from Zerbroch.”


Ithrey looked like he wanted to spit out a retort, but couldn’t come up with one.  He settled for saying, his voice brittle, “That is true.”


How would Ithrey know?  And how did he know about demon charmers in the first place?  Ithrey didn’t strike Evanna as the type to research into other worlds, unlike Victor with his multiple collections of demonology and monster books.  Yet the others were accepting Ithrey’s word on Zerbroch without question.


“Whoever sent the demon must also have a connection with Elise’s murder,” Tal said.


A few of the institute members gasped, but Evanna couldn’t see why.  Tal’s statement struck her as obvious, especially now that she knew the reason why the demon had attacked her.  And the thought made her blood rush.  This was a clue to her mother’s death.


She was one step closer to finding Mama’s killer.


“How do you figure that, Tal?” asked Berna.


“Think about it,” said Tal, resting her chin on clasped hands.  “The demon was saying Elise’s name.  Not Evanna’s.  I’m not saying there’s a definite link, but it seems likely that our demon charmer has a vested interest in Elise—and that interest would transfer to Evanna, Elise’s last living kin.”


Evanna wanted to protest, because after all there were still Father and her three step-siblings, but as she opened her mouth to speak she realized that none of them shared a drop of Elise’s blood.  She really was the one closest to Mama.  It was a strange yet comforting thought.


“A demon charmer in Zerbroch…well, it’s a lead,” said Isaiah, shrugging.  “I say we at least investigate it.”


“Motion seconded,” Tal said.  “All right, then, I suppose we ought to prepare a small expedition for Zerbroch.”


Berna cleared her throat.  “Excuse me, Tal, but I do not think that is wise.  Evanna and Victor have yet to fully recover from their injuries.”


“I’m fine,” Victor said hastily.  “You needn’t worry.”


“I am the doctor,” said Berna.  “I will decide when you are ‘fine.’”


“Yes, of course, Dr. DeVry,” Victor said, though he looked a tad sour.  Evanna wrestled down the urge to comfort him.


“All right, then. The expedition is delayed until Berna gives the say-so,” Tal said.


Evanna asked the question that had risen in her mind when Tal had declared that they were going to Zerbroch.  “Which Section are we going to?”


“We?  Eager, much?” said Beejee with a boisterous laugh.  Everyone else ignored him.


“The largest Zerbroch Section,” Tal said.  “I suppose you don’t know this, but there are some Sections that are much larger than others.  Some span an entire city district.  The Super-Sections act as the leaders of their worlds.  So that’s the one we’re going to—Zerbroch’s Super-Section.  We should be able to find the most information there.”


Evanna nodded.  That sounded logically to her.


“Enjoy yourselves in Zerbroch,” Ithrey said tersely.  “I, meanwhile, will go take a nap.  Heaven knows I need one.”


“Sloth is a sin, Dr. Ithrey,” said Sarastro, smirking.


“Shut up.”  Ithrey stood and made to duck out of the dining room door.  Tal raised her hand to stop him.


“Wait,” she said.  “Where are you going?”


“To my room?”  Ithrey arched an eyebrow.  “Where else could I nap?”


“You’re not napping, Ithrey,” said Tal.  “You’re coming with us.”


“No, I am not,” Ithrey said quickly.


“Yes, you are,” Tal said, her tone inviting no argument.  “You’re a native of Zerbroch.  You come from the Super-Section yourself.  If we’re to have any leverage at all with the Warlord, we need a native’s help.”


A native?  Really?  Evanna leaned forward, her curiosity piqued.  She’d always assumed that Ithrey was a city dweller, odd name notwithstanding. 

“Natalia,” said Ithrey, “I haven’t been to Zerbroch in almost seven years, and for good reason.”


“No excuses, Ithrey,” Tal said.  “When we set out for the expedition, I expect you to be prepared to leave with us.”


Ithrey’s face contorted nastily and his throat convulsed, but when no sound came out, he whipped around and stomped out of the room. Strangely, Sarastro scooped up Nilmar in his arms and ambled after Ithrey.


“Um…” Evanna said, nervously breaking the resulting silence.  “Will he really come?”


“Oh, rest assured, he will,” Tal said.  “Ithrey may be bullheaded, but he’s not an idiot.  If there’s one thing that can sway him, it’s logic.  He knows that going with us is the right thing to do.”


“So, my lady, have you decided who is going to Zerbroch?  Aside from Dr. Ithrey, of course,” said Victor.


“Hmm….I think so,” Tal said.  “Obviously, I’m going, and so are you, Evanna.”


“Huh?  Me?” Evanna squeaked.  She couldn’t shake the memory of her first, none-too-pleasant, visit to Zerbroch.


“Of course,” Tal said.  “You’re the one who was attacked, weren’t you?  Now, Isaiah, I believe you should come as well. You’ve had some dealings with the Warlord, right?”


Isaiah nodded.  “While I was with the police, yeah.  Our unit patrolled the ZSS a lot, so we had a lot of run-ins with the Warlord’s people.  Didn’t seem to know where their Section ended, or more probably they didn’t care…but that’s neither here nor there.”


“So with Ithrey, Evanna, me, and Isaiah, that’s four,” said Tal.


Victor coughed a little.  “My lady?  Aren’t you forgetting…”


“Oh, no, I haven’t forgotten you, Victor,” Tal said.  “Only this time you’ll be staying behind.”


“My lady!”  Victor’s stiffened as if he’d been slapped.  “That’s not—with all due respect—”


“That’s enough,” sighed Tal, holding up a hand.  “Every time you start saying that I know how you’re going to finish.  For goodness’ sake, I can take care of myself.  You don’t need to shadow me all the time.  I know you must get weary of it.”


“No, I do not.  I never do,” said Victor, his voice softening to heartbreaking extents.  Evanna trembled.  


“All the same,” said Tal, ‘you need to recover from the demon attack.”


“So does Miss Evanna!  And I don’t see you telling her not to go!”  Several people at the table recoiled as Victor rounded on Tal, his hands clenched in fists.  Evanna’s sympathetic tremble became a shiver that started where her nape pulsed and throbbed.  The derisive tone he infused her name with was horribly familiar to her, but she’d never have imagined that he would speak of her that way.


“Evanna is necessary for this task.  You aren’t,” said Tal, gazing levelly back at Victor.  “You know that full well.  Now, do I have to order you to stand down, or will you do it on your own?”


“My lady…” Victor exhaled sharply.  “Zerbroch is rife with demons.  You will need me to protect you.”


“I can fight on my own.”  Tal started to sound annoyed.  “And the Warlord keeps the Super-Section largely free of demons except for the lowest grade, and those aren’t worth a bother.  Now, Victor, this is an order: stand down.”

“Yes, my lady.” Victor lowered into a stiff bow from the waist before resuming his seat next to Tal, but he kept his head down and when Tal placed a comforting hand on the crook of his elbow, he jerked his arm away as if he’d been bitten.


Evanna told herself that she did not feel a burst of glee when she saw that.


“All right, now that that’s settled,” said Tal, clapping her hands together, “I suppose we ought to follow Ithrey’s example and get ourselves well-deserved rest.”


Beejee cheered aloud and pumped a fist in the air; around the table, the others looked similarly relieved, with the notable exception of Victor.  Evanna slid down against the hard wooden back of her chair like an empty sack, surprised by the depths of her weariness.  Tal’s suggestion definitely seemed a good one.


“Feeling tired, now?” said Berna mock-sternly, patting Evanna on the shoulder.  “Come on.  You need to sleep.”


Before he slept, Magistrate Enrique Peña always downed an entire mug of brandy mixed with hot mint tea.  His wife had considered the habit disgusting and had done her best to hide every bottle of brandy she could find in the house.  That, he supposed, was but one of many factors that led to their divorce.  Even now, some ten years later, his thoughts often turned towards her.  When she wasn’t yelling at him (which he had to admit was regrettably often), she had this way of smiling that made him feel light enough to soar like a tern.  


But she was long gone.  The magistrate wasn’t even sure she was still alive.  The last he’d known, she’d been living in a district of Compiteum that had been replaced by a Section when the worlds had crashed together.


Peña cradled his mug as he sank into his plush velvet-upholstered armchair, which cushioned him like a warm cloud.  Like the rest of the furniture in his office, he had bought it because it was comfortable.  Most working professionals took bizarre pride in furnishing their offices in as sterile and utilitarian manner as possible.  They vied to obtain the highest, most angular desks, and chairs with the hardest seats.  The magistrate suspected they did it not just to appear more conscientious and hard-working than they really were, but also to draw a sharp line between their cold offices and their cozy homes.  But Peña would rather his office be as comfortable, if not even more comfortable, than his house, because he spent more time within its batik-papered walls than at home. That had been another reason his wife had divorced him; probably the main one, now that he thought about it.


He was wealthy enough for electric lights, but he didn’t like turning them on unless he had to.  He much preferred the gentle glow of lamplight, which cast a warm circle around himself and left the edges of the room in the dark.  It made him feel like he was in a special and protected area, closed to everyone but him.


Truthfully, thought Peña as he sipped from the steaming mug, he felt rather lonely.  Now that his favorite prisoner was gone, he had no one to talk to but petty thieves and drug dealers.  Peña had found out after a good two decades on the job that common criminals were not the best conversationalists.


He had liked Sarastro, a good deal.  Peña never met a young man quite like him: so headstrong and confident, so devoted to his goals.  When he didn’t have to preside over cases, he often spent sunup to sundown conversing with Sarastro about everything either could think of: politics, the history of Compiteum, the history of Feras, Peña’s latest case.  Sarastro was a voracious reader as well.  Peña often had to bring the young man an entirely new stack of books every week.  Then again, he supposed it made sense.  How else could an intelligent young man find intellectual stimulation in prison?  


Now Sarastro was free and working for a good cause.  Peña supposed that he had no reason to complain.  He’d just have to look further for interesting conversation, that was all.


A knock sounded from the office door, startling him.  Who would come calling at this hour?  Peña set his mug onto the coffee table and, with a regretful grunt, hauled himself out of the chair.  As he waddled to the door, he sighed inside.  Why did the world have to interrupt him just as he was starting to get comfortable?


“Yes?” he said, trying to peer through the peephole.  All he saw was blackness.  Was someone covering it up?


Frowning, Peña called, “Who’s there?”


No one spoke.  For a moment, he wondered if he hadn’t just imagined the whole thing, but when he looked through the peephole again, he saw the blackness hadn’t disappeared.  


“Who is it?” he asked again.


A voice spoke—a clipped, precise male voice that held a strange ring of familiarity to Peña, though he couldn’t say why.  “Good evening, Magistrate.”


“Sir, do you mind telling me who you are?” said Peña.  He unlatched the chain that bolted the door and tried opening it, but when he tugged on the handle the door didn’t budge.  The person on the other side was holding it shut.


Peña’s alarm spiked.  He yanked harder on the handle, even though he knew that would accomplish nothing.  Either the unseen man was superhumanly strong, or (more plausibly) Peña was in alarmingly bad shape.


“No, I don’t believe I will tell you,” said the man.  “I do not mean to hurt you, Magistrate.”


“Then why not come in?” said Peña.  “Or at least let me see you.”


“I’m afraid that won’t do,” the man said.  “I do not intend to stay for long, Magistrate.  What I mean is to ask you a few questions.”


“Then come on in,” said Peña. 


“Thank you very much, but no,” said the man with a faint hint of irony.  “I am comfortable right here.”


Well, I’m not! thought the magistrate. He was much too polite to say that, though.


“So what did you want to ask me?” said Peña, trying to match the man’s casualness but failing.  His mind ran in circles, trying to guess who it was on the other side.  Was it someone looking for legal advice?  A policeman bringing in a new criminal?  Or perhaps it was one of his superiors coming to give a performance review…


But that couldn’t be right.  It was much too late at night for any of that, and his latest performance review wouldn’t be for months anyway. 


A sudden, horrific thought lanced through Peña’s mind: perhaps the man knew that he’d released Sarastro.


But how?  He’d done his best to ensure that Sarastro’s release was, and stayed, a secret.  All the paperwork stated that Sarastro had been transferred to another facility.


“Oh, nothing complex,” said the man with a chortle.  Once again, Peña couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something familiar to the man’s voice.  “I just wanted to know if you are the magistrate in charge of the prisoner name of Sarastro.”


Cold shivers stroked down Peña’s spine.  No, oh no…


“Yes, I am,” he said as calmly as he could.  “I take you’re talking about the young man from Feras who tried ‘invading’ Compiteum a few years back?”


“Yes, him,” said the man impatiently.  “Is he still under your custody?”


Peña shook his head, remembering too late that the man couldn’t see him.  “Not any longer.  He was transferred to another facility.”


He was proud of how convincing his voice sounded.  Well, at least he’d managed to keep it steady.  Peña didn’t have much experience with lying; he was one of the few magistrates in the city who prided himself on being honest.


“Is that so?”  A silky, almost dangerous, edge entered the man’s voice.  “Then tell me, Magistrate Peña: how is it that I have eyewitness reports that a man closely resembling Sarastro’s description was sighted at the parade earlier today?”


What?  Peña lurched backwards and almost fell.  “What?  The parade?”


“Yes,” said the man.  “The mayor’s reelection parade.  You  know what happened, don’t you?  A demon from Zerbroch apparently attacked in the midst of it.  During the confusion, this very-Sarastro-like young man revealed himself and attacked the demon with a broadsword that matched the description of the sword Sarastro was brandishing when he led his little ‘invasion.’”


“That’s not…that’s impossible…” Peña sputtered.  I told him to maintain a low profile!  He’s not a fool.  He wouldn’t expose himself like that!


The man went on as if Peña hadn’t spoken, every syllable accented with savage delight.  “Now, isn’t that strange.  Here is a man—a criminal—who is supposed to be locked up, yet he is running around during parades, armed and fighting demons.  And he was last in your custody.”


“Maybe he escaped,” Peña offered weakly. 


The man chuckled.  “Oh, really.  Tell me, Magistrate, and don’t lie: you are quite fond of Sarastro, aren’t you?  I’ve seen your comments on him in the official reports…a healthy and intelligent young man, very proud and dignified in spite of everything…so it seems you must have a vested interest in him somehow.”

Peña tried to tell himself that he wasn’t shaking like a child with rickets, but it was useless.  Summoning up all the defiance he could, he said, “And who are you to inquire, may I ask?  It seems very rude to come up and accuse me based on circumstantial evidence, all while refusing to show me your own face.  Who are you?”


He was much less angry than afraid, but heaven be damned if he was going to show any fear.  Not to this faceless man, whom he was certain was an enemy.  He drew himself up to his full height, even though he knew the man on the other side couldn’t see, and glared through the blocked peephole.


“Let’s just say,” said the man, hardly sounding perturbed, “that I am someone who has power.  Enough power to relinquish you of your position, if I so desire.  I take that’s not something you want, Magistrate?”


As the voice spoke, Peña felt an icy hand squeeze his heart.  I take that’s not something you want…  


It wasn’t.  He truly had nothing but his job.  But the long hours presiding over court cases both petty and serious.  But the evenings spent unwinding in his office.  But the conversations with both police officers and criminals that helped fill the empty spaces between paperwork and cases.  Without the job…


Where would he go?  He had no wife to return to.  No home, for that matter.


“I don’t believe you,” he managed to gasp.  Even he could tell how weak his voice sounded.


“It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not,” said the man.  Peña could practically hear him smirk, just from the change in the timbre of his voice.  His was a cold voice, one that wielded authority effortlessly.  Peña didn’t doubt his threat.  “That has no impact on my ability to make life a hell for you.  If you refuse to cooperate, of course.”


“I’m not refusing,” Peña said quickly.


“Really, now?” said the man.  “Then you ought to prove it and tell me what really happened to Sarastro.”


“I have already told you,” said Peña, dry-mouthed.  “He was transferred to another facility.”


“You are lying.”  The words were cool and dispassionate, yet they struck Peña like a series of well-timed punches that left him no opening to retaliate.  How could he?  They were true.


“Tell me what really happened, Magistrate Peña,” said the man.  “Tell me why the criminal Sarastro was seen aiding the daughter of Elise Kingruey—”


With a dull, clenching horror, Peña realized that he had plunged in far over his head.  He could do nothing to salvage the situation when everything had spiraled beyond his control.  His only thought now was that he had to warn Tal.


“No!” he cried without thinking.  “No, I won’t tell you anything!  I won’t betray her!  I won’t betray any of them!”


“Is that so?” the man said coldly.  “Well, then.  I suppose we ought to carry this conversation to the next level.  Open the door, Magistrate.”


Peña shivered.  Letting this strange man who knew far too much into his office was the last thing he wanted.


“Open the door, Magistrate.”  The voice lowered into a deadly hiss.


Peña’s fear won out.  He fumbled with the latch chain, his hands shaking and sweating so badly it took a good part of five minutes to unclasp the cold metal links.  He heard the man on the other side tap his foot and call out, “Hurry up!” a few times.


At last, Peña unlocked the door.  He swung it open too quickly, a tiny part of him hoping that the hard rosewood would knock the man over.  No such luck.  The man stepped into the circle of light inside the office, smiling coolly.


Peña recognized him in a horrified flash.


“No—wait—you’re—” he choked, steadily backing off.  “You—”


His voice died into a gurgle and his eyes flickered down to his chest—from which the hilt a long knife protruded.  The man met his eyes with an ironic smile before withdrawing the red-stained blade.  The sound of ripping flesh and squelching blood echoed in the chamber.


Peña hit the Oriental carpet with a dull thud, his vision already going black.  He thought in a vague offhand way that soon he’d find out if his wife had really died or not…


The man stepped away from Peña’s corpse in disgust.  He strode toward the coffee table, on which rested the rapidly cooling mug, and picked up the lantern.  He blew the small flame out, casting the entire room in darkness, before silently disappearing through the still-open door.

END BOOK ONE: THE INSTITUTE.

