Book Two:

THE SECTIONS

7. In Zerbroch


The guard gave Evanna an appraising glance.  “That’s the last one, then?” he said.   “So there are four of you?”


“That’s right,” Tal said.  “Here’s my travel card.  It should cover them as well.  Are we cleared now?”


Evanna stood marveling the final checkpoint cabin.  The procedure was so different from the time they had gone to the tiny Feras Section: there they’d passed through a single checkpoint, in which guard had frisked them with a handheld particle sensor and sent them on without a second glance.  Entering the Zerbroch Super-Section was another matter entirely.  The guards had already led them through three stations, one of which was a full-body sensor that the travelers had to file through one by one and wait as an undulating line of green light ran over their bodies.  Evanna still felt queasy and lightheaded from the experience; she supposed that being bombarded with radioactive particles for ten minutes straight would do that to a person.


Finally they had reached a small cabin, the last stop before the Section proper. There, the guards wanted to ensure that the travelers’ papers were in order.  Though it was small and sterile and official, with faded carpets and regulation canvas curtains blocking its windows, there were clear signs that the two guards made it home.  Tucked in the corner was a rumpled bunk bed, and books sprawled in messy stacks upon the scuffed wooden tables.  The guards, though they were relatively young men, exuded a tougher and more serious aura than the Feras Section guards who had laughed and joked with the Institute members.  These wore perpetual frowns on their bearded faces and scarlet-trimmed black uniforms on their bodies.  Both the frowns and uniforms proclaimed them members of the elite Compiteum Section Watch, which patrolled only the most troublesome of Sections.  They cradled rifles with the careless air of businessmen carrying briefcases. 


The guard sitting behind a desk took Tal’s offered card and examined it with a furrowed brow.  After scanning it for upwards of five minutes, even holding it to the light and creasing the edges to ensure it wasn’t counterfeit, he handed it back to her.  “You’re Lady Redmond?  Who’re your companions, and what’s your business here?”


“They’re under my protection,” Tal said icily, “and our business is conducting research.”


“Research?”  The second guard, leaning against a window, laughed.  “Well, good luck with that, my lady.  You may need it.”


“You’ll definitely need it,” the first guard said.  “The damn Zerbies have been getting more uppity than ever this month.  Been throwing bottle bombs and eggs and their own crap at the wall nonstop.  Don’t know how much ammo we had to waste getting them to stop, and the instant we get ‘em to disperse, they just come running back!  Like maggots to a wound, I tell you.”


“Sometimes I think nothing short of vaporizing the whole Section would stop ‘em, if you ask me,” said the standing guard.  


Tal forced a laugh, but everyone else remained tight-lipped and silent.  Ithrey, in particular, became so stiff he looked like a statue.  A natural reaction: the soldiers were insulting his home dimension in his face.  Evanna too didn’t like the way they were talking, as if the Zerbrochians were less than human.  Maggots.

“Just be careful, my lady,” said the first guard.  “Never know when one of these monsters here will attack, though I say the people are more dangerous.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Tal said.


“By the way, I think the ‘monsters’ are called demons,” Isaiah added.


“Pssh.”  The guard scrunched his face up.  “Doesn’t matter, they’re all the same.”


Evanna doubted the guard would be saying that if he’d actually encountered any demons.  No one could mistake a light-lurer for a void demon.  


“The entrance is out there,” the standing guard said, pointing his rifle towards a padlocked steel door at the end of the cabin.  “Best of luck.”


“Come back alive,” the first guard offered helpfully.  He jogged in front of them to unlock the door, and pushed it open so that a sliver of light from beyond fell across the cabin’s dark wooden floorboards.


With the light came a burst of air—cool air, tainted with something heavy and dark that settled in her lungs and tightened her throat.  Something alien, yet faintly familiar at the same time.  The presence of another world.


Of Zerbroch.


Evanna’s pulse quickened and her neck gave a twinge, though whether from anticipation or dread she couldn’t say.  Perhaps both.  She was excited by the possibility of finding a clue to her mother’s murder, yet afraid because the memories of her last visit to Zerbroch were still too recent.


But this time, I’ll know what to do she thought, drawing her coat tighter around her body.  She’d read Victor’s demonology books.  A light-lurer was simple to kill, or at least maim: all she had to do was attack its antenna until it ruptured.  With a blessed sword like Victor’s, it could be killed with a single blow.  


“Well?  What are you waiting for?” Ithrey snapped.  Evanna scurried to catch up to him.  Lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed the others heading out the door.


The instant she stepped outside, Evanna felt the air change.  It hit her with the force of a punch.  Inside the cabin the air had been clean and neutral, but now it pressed upon her from all sides, bursting with dark intentions and the mingled stench of coal and sewage.


She spun slowly on the spot, drinking in the sight spread before her.  To her surprise, it was daytime, though the sun was trapped behind wool-thick, oil-colored clouds that hung low and discontent in the sky.  Exactly like the clouds she had glimpsed during her previous visit to Zerbroch.  Without shadows, the landscape appeared washed-out, like an underdeveloped photograph.  Beneath Evanna’s feet spread a ground of broken and pitted asphalt, and several yards in front of her was a wall.


She’d seen many walls in her lifetime but none like this.  More than three times her height, it was constructed from concrete discolored with age and webbed with hairline cracks.  Augmenting its already impressive height, a barbed wire fence ran the length of its top.  The wires tipping the fence crackled with a light that she could see even from the ground: it was electrified.  Several figures patrolled its rim.  At first Evanna thought them more Section Watch members, but realized from their jerky, regular movements that they weren’t human at all.  They were clockwork soldiers.


Above all, Evanna was conscious of the silence.  She’d never thought of Compiteum as a loud city, but now she realized that the city was defined by noises, so perpetual that she had never consciously noticed them.  The distant roar of zeppelins, the buzz of machinery and the click of clockwork, the hum of thousands of conversations.  Only in this noiseless other world did she finally appreciate the music that had always surrounded her.  Here, the silence pressed upon her like sluggish water, making her fear for a wild second that she was drowning.  This wasn’t the kind of silence that felt normal, like the quietude of a church.  It was a silence that sang with tension, as if waiting for something, anything, to break it.  The tension settled in Evanna’s bones, stringing her nerves tighter than they already were.  Her neck throbbed as blood rushed under the inflamed skin, driven there by the painful pounding of her heart.


Then the silence broke, shattered by a crash from the other side of the wall.  A voice, wild with anger, shot into the sky:


“Damn you!  Damn you Compies,  go back to where you came from—leave us the hell alone—”


Evanna’s nerves snapped.  She stumbled backwards, flailing her arms, only to crash into someone.


Ithrey shoved her away roughly.  He didn’t even look at her.  Evanna, for her part, was too winded to protest even though it hurt where he’d shoved her.  She could feel bruises already beginning to flower across her back.  The scientist was much stronger than he appeared.


“They’re upset,” Isaiah said.  With no other sounds to temper it, save distant crashing and swearing, his voice sounded unnaturally loud.


“Course they are,” snapped a guard.  “Zerbies are always upset about something or the other.”


“I wonder why.”  Isaiah’s tone was light, yet held a quiet disapproving edge.


“Come now,” Tal said briskly, striding forward.  “Let’s go.”


What?  Evanna thought, dread rising inside her.  More crashes resounded in the dead air, followed by epithet-laden, barely articulate, screams.  Evanna couldn’t tell how many people were screaming, or even if they were male or female—but she knew she dreaded to come into contact with them.  They’d probably tear her from limb to limb before eating her heart.

Ithrey seemed to have similar reservations, since he looked like he was swallowing back vomit.  However, he marched forward without a protest, following Tal and Isaiah.  Evanna ran to catch up.


If they could be brave, she could be too.


Though she forced herself to mentally repeat those words, she still trembled as the little group approached a gateway set in the wall, at either side of which stood two guards with rifles.  The guards chaperoning the group saluted and the gate guards saluted back.  They stepped aside, allowing the first guard to approach the gate and spin the combination wheel that kept it locked.


Evanna tried to meet her companions’ gazes, seeking some reassurance, however small.  They offered none.  All their faces were closed and expressionless, like shuttered windows.  If she tried speaking to any of them, they might turn and snap at her, or even shove her as Ithrey had.


With a shudder of longing, Evanna thought that Victor wouldn’t treat her like that.  He would comfort her.


Evanna immediately repeated her mantra, just to take her mind off Victor.  The door swung open and the guards pointed the way out with their rifles.  Tal didn’t hesitate to step through it, followed closely by Isaiah.   Ithrey hesitated, his brow furrowing, but with a deep sigh walked across the threshold.  Evanna was last to exit.


“Good luck,” said one of the gate guards, strangely solemn.



“Come back alive!” shouted the first guard.  That didn’t do much for Evanna’s nerves.


Then they were on the other side of the wall.  In the Super-Section proper.


The ground was completely cleared in a three-yard strip in front of the wall, consisting of nothing but pitted and cracked asphalt.  Forming the strip’s border was a canal running with water that slapped at the concrete bank with sick sucking sounds, and beyond the canal were buildings—if one could even call them that.  More like ramshackle shanties crowding to the edge of the canal, packed so closely that the shanties at the edge were beginning to tilt into the water.  They were constructed from scraps of rusting metal, unfolded cardboard boxes, and sheets of discolored plastic.  Piles of garbage settled in the narrow dirt alleys between the squeezed-together shanties.


From the shantytown wafted a stench of rotting food and raw sewage and burning wood and something sick and sweet and dark—a scent Evanna recognized simply as Zerbroch’s.  In the shadows between the shanties, she thought she could see dark forms creeping…


A shuffling sound closer by made her whirl wildly around.  What she saw made her scream.   There were people huddled beneath the wall, which on the Zerbroch side was splattered with graffiti.  Dozens of people wrapped in rags and silent and still as statues.  If it wasn’t for the ragged rasp of their breathing, Evanna would have thought they were dead.  Some of them had started moving.

After Evanna’s scream, something zipped through the air so quickly it was a blur.  Evanna screamed again, but the projectile didn’t hit her.  Tal stumbled, almost falling, but Isaiah caught her before she could.  A tinkling sound issued from the ground beneath Tal’s feet; Evanna saw pieces of paper-thin shell, startlingly white against the black asphalt.  


Tal shook off Isaiah’s arm and wiped at the viscous white-and-yellow liquid staining her coat.  Ithrey offered her a handkerchief, which she accepted with a mumbled thanks.


An egg? Evanna thought.  She remembered what the guards had said about the Zerbrochians hurling bombs and eggs at the wall.  Looking more closely, she noticed that some large dark and small white patches on the wall weren’t graffiti as she’d first thought.  They were remains from bombs and eggs, respectively.


Tal marched in the direction from which the egg had come.  With a stroke of terror, Evanna thought that Tal wanted to get revenge.  That was insane; the Zerbrochians would rip her to pieces.  What if the one who’d thrown the egg was a demon charmer? 

The others had already begun trailing after Tal, so Evanna had no choice but to follow.  She stopped a few feet behind the rest as they surrounded the egg-thrower, resolving that at least she’d stay a safe distance.


Two people huddled inside the same tattered blanket, and next to them perched a half-empty carton of eggs. Neither could be older than Evanna.  One was a boy and another a girl, and judging by their matching sand-colored hair, they were siblings.  To Evanna’s surprise, both had bright streaks in their hair—poison green for the boy, sickening magenta for the girl.


So the demon-charmer really was from Zerbroch…


The boy and girl glared defiantly at the surrounding circle.  The girl snaked her hand to the egg carton, but Tal kicked the carton and it careened to the side.  The girl cursed.


“Who the hell are you?” snapped the boy.  He really was young—his voice hadn’t even broken yet.


“Damn foreigners!  Get outta here,” the girl said, her eyes narrowing into hate-filled slits.  


Evanna noticed with rising discomfort that the other people huddled beneath the wall were turning to stare at the scene with fish-like eyes.  She didn’t like being scrutinized by the same people who’d been cursing and hurling bombs at the wall.


Tal remained calm.  “We’re travelers from Compiteum.”  

“Damn Compies.”  The girl spat on the asphalt, leaving behind a quivering white splotch.  “Look, we ain’t got nothing for you.”


“Oh, I believe you do,” Tal said coldly.  “Listen, our request is simple.  We wish to see the Warlord.”


“What d’ya Compies want with the Warlord?” the boy said.  “Go back where ya came from.”


“Take us to the Warlord,” Tal said.  “I’ll reward you if you do.”  She reached inside her coat, conspicuously jangling coins in her inside pocket.


The boy leaned forward, his eyes gleaming, but his sister shoved him back.  “Yeah, like I can believe that.  We don’t need your Compie money, anyway.  You Compies always give it to us, think we can use it here—”


“Zerbrochian drechts,” said Tal, drawing forth a handful of dully gleaming coins.  “Now will you help us?”


The boy extended a claw-like hand to accept Tal’s offering, but the girl slapped his wrist and glared at him.  “We don’t help Compies, got that?”


Tal added a few more coins to the handful.  “All this just to take us to the Warlord.  You’d be a fool not to accept.”


“No, you’re wrong!” the girl said.  “You’re just—you’re just tricking us or something, we won’t ever do a single damn thing for a Compie!”


Tal didn’t seem disappointed.  She spilled the coins into her pocket in a waterfall of clinking copper, ignoring the boy’s choked cry of dismay, and turned to Ithrey.  She jerked her head in a barely perceptible nod, her eyes glinting.  Like she was giving him permission to do something.


A heartbeat later, the girl shrieked as a long hand snatched her by the collar and hoisted her into the air.  Ithrey gazed pitilessly at her as she writhed in his grip.  His other hand, Evanna saw with a jolt of adrenaline, held a razor-edged knife to the girl’s throat.


“Put her down!” cried the boy, surging to his feet. 


Ithrey didn’t acknowledge him.  He gazed into the girl’s eyes, his expression unreadable, and pressed the knife down harder.  The soft flesh beneath it caved slightly.  


Evanna couldn’t believe it.  She’d always viewed Ithrey as nothing but a scientist.  Intelligent but clueless about anything beyond his chosen field, preferring to remain holed up in his lab rather than face the danger of the real world.  Someone a bit like…her. She’d certainly never seen him as the type who could fight.  Yet here he was, holding a knife to the throat of the Zerbrochian girl with the cold skill of one who had done the same thing many times before.


“Take us to the Warlord,” Ithrey said calmly.  “Though if your sister really doesn’t matter to you, I suppose you don’t have to.”


He dug the knife deeper into the girl’s throat and a thin line of red blossomed in her pale skin.  She squeaked.


“Oh—okay!  Okay!” the boy said.  He looked ready to vomit.  “I’ll take you, dammit!”


“Thank you,” Tal said.  She pulled out her fistful of money again, dumping it into the boy’s hands before he could say anything.  “Now, lead on.”


The boy swallowed hard and ran ahead of the group, the bright streaks in his hair a beacon in the gloom.  For the first time Evanna understood why the Zerbrochians were so fond of dyeing their hair.  Ithrey was quick to follow, marching the girl in front of him as he walked, his knife still upon her quivering throat. Again Evanna was last, her neck aching sympathetically even though Ithrey’s knife was nowhere near the girl’s nape.


She wondered if she could ever talk to Ithrey normally after this.  Now knowing that he was this kind of person…but in a strange way, it made sense.  If Ithrey really was from Zerbroch, then it stood to reason that he knew how to fight like a Zerbrochian.


As the strange procession moved away from the wall, dozens of sharp eyes followed them.  Few of the wall denizens were lucky enough to witness so much excitement in one day.


The deeper they headed into the city, the wider the narrow lanes between the shanties grew, and the shanties themselves disappeared to be replaced by buildings.   Falling-apart, black-scoured buildings, but they were much larger than the shanties and constructed from solid brick.  The asphalt grew smoother, though it was still webbed with cracks.  The dark stench of Zerbroch was overwhelming, making Evanna’s head swim as if she’d sniffed paint fumes.

And everywhere there were people.  Evanna couldn’t believe the Section she’d first stumbled into had been so empty, because here wherever she looked she laid eyes on clumps of people.  Passed out in ditches, gathered on the steps outside buildings, shouting and fighting inside taverns.  Once Evanna glimpsed a young woman call a light-lurer to her by clapping a one-two-two-one rhythm; she stared entranced until Isaiah pulled her on ahead.  If she wasn’t mistaken, she had witnessed demon charming.


But the one thing the people didn’t seem to be doing was…well, anything.  No one hurried to and from work or school, as they always did in the streets of Compiteum, and no one held any real conversations either.  They were either shouting raucously while fighting, or lolling silent and sullen.  It leant the streets a dead atmosphere in spite of all the people.


Many of them stared after the strangers as they wound their way through the streets, their eyes wide and disbelieving, but none said anything.  They didn’t seem to know how to react.  Nonetheless, Evanna shivered and drew as close to the center of the group as possible, in case they wanted to get violent.  

Why is it so crowded? she couldn’t help thinking.  There doesn’t seem room enough for all of them.


Maybe the Zerbrochians had a reason to hate the Section guards so much.

The streets sloped downwards and became more and more crowded.  Now, Evanna saw people hanging from windows, perching on roofs, and lying in drunken heaps on the sides of the streets.  Many of them, like the children, wore rags, and nearly all had colorful streaks in their hair and piercings in their ears and faces.  They looked strange, otherworldly, almost inhuman.  Yet she couldn’t deny that she noticed them, each and every one.  Her eyes lingered over web-like patterns of piercings on exposed skin and hair gelled into a starfish of glowing spikes.  They adopted their bizarre appearances for a reason.


All the people were staring at the procession.  A few particularly drunk young men started shouting curses, but no one threw eggs or bottle rockets.  No one attacked them.  No one tried freeing the girl hostage.


“Hey, ya from here or something?” the boy said.  “The way you hold your knife, it’s like—”


“Shut up,” Ithrey snapped.  Lines of stress were creasing his forehead.  


Evanna found herself wondering about Ithrey’s story.  A scientist from Zerbroch…she hadn’t thought such a thing could exist.  How had he come to work for Tal in the first place?


The boy jolted to a sudden stop, snapping, “Here we are.” They came to a halt in front of a building much larger than the hovels and row houses that had previously lined the streets; it was almost the size of Redmond Institute.  Evanna could barely make head or tails of it: all she saw was an expanse of crumbling, soot-blackened brick, broken at regular intervals by grimy windows.  


Lined up like chess pieces in front of the building was a row of burly men in leather jackets.  They weren’t Compiteum guards with uniforms and rifles, but their ramrod stiff postures and the glares they leveled upon the approaching procession clearly meant business. 


Ithrey marched to the door, holding the girl in front of him like a shield as her brother trailed after them.  Two guards immediately shifted to cover the door, glaring at Ithrey with mutual hostility.

“Allow us passage,” Ithrey said.  He pressed the knife harder to the girl’s neck.  She writhed and cursed.

“What, think y’can threaten us with a hostage, Compie?” snarled one guard, flexing his impressive muscles.  He looked strong enough to tear the rail-thin Ithrey into pieces.  “Especially one we don’t give a damn about?  If you were smart about it, ya’d use someone actually important.”

“I—I am—”  With every word, Ithrey sounded closer to choking.  “I—am not a Compie.  I am…Ithrey.”


“Ithrey?”  The guards exchanged startled glances before staring suspiciously at Ithrey.  He met their gazes with stony silence, though he couldn’t hide the shivering that arrested his limbs, causing the knife to slide crazily up and down.  The hostage girl did not appreciate the movement and contorted her neck to keep the blade from slicing her.

“Hey, hey!  Steady does it!” she yelled.  Ithrey silenced her by driving his knee into her back.  Her brother howled indignantly, but quieted down when the guards fixed their glares on him.


“Well…” said one of the guards, surveying Ithrey.  “You do look a bit like the kid that was always with the Warlord.  Been a while, though.  My memory could be going.”

“It was me,” Ithrey didn’t say so much as whisper.


“Won’t the Warlord be pleased to see you,” said the second guard, smirking.  Ithrey glared at him.


“Yes,” he said, in a horribly distant voice that didn’t seem to be issuing from his lips at all.  “Yes, I’d imagine he would.”


The group, following a guard, trekked through a series of winding hallways.  Evanna could hardly believe that they were still in Zerbroch.  The halls were wide and floored with lush green carpet.  Electric lamps hung at regular intervals from the ceilings; gilt-framed portraits of severe-looking men in formal dark suits lined the walls.  The smell of rich perfume enveloped her.  It was easily the grandest—and cleanest—area she’d ever seen in Zerbroch.


Yet beneath the perfume, masked but ever-present, was Zerbroch’s characteristic dark sweet scent.  And if Evanna looked closely, she saw that the carpet was beginning to peel away from the walls, and it was mildewing slightly, adding a hint of musk to the air that, combined with the perfume, made Evanna feel ill.  The gilt framing the paintings was flaking away.  The electric lights flooded the hallway in a too-harsh, too-bright glow.

Even Zerbroch’s grandeur was faded and corrupt.  Evanna, trembling, ran closer to Isaiah.  She found the big man’s presence more comforting than Tal’s coldness, and certainly more than Ithrey’s, who had been silent and dour ever since he’d released the two hostages at the door.

They stopped in front of a polished oak door that almost glowed in the harsh lighting.  “The Warlord will see you shortly,” the guard said, and departed.


The four were left alone outside the door.  Evanna stared at Ithrey, remembering how expertly he’d wielded that knife, and the almost deferent manner in which the guards had spoken to him.  Because of him, they’d let the group inside.  Not only was Ithrey a native of Zerbroch, he must have been important, too.  She burst with questions, but couldn’t figure where to start.  Or even if he’d answer.  He looked strained, his forehead creased and his hands balled into tight fists…


The door opened.  Tal said quietly, “You lead, Ithrey.”


Ithrey nodded and stepped through.  The others filed after him, Evanna last of all.  Her jaw dropped the instant they entered the room.  It was the largest she’d seen in Zerbroch, with a soaring ceiling and spreading floor carpeted in red velvet.  From the ceiling dangled a massive, many-tiered electric chandelier that reminded Evanna of an upside-down layer cake, glowing too brightly to look directly upon.  From the edges of the room issued a softer and more ghostly glow; Evanna started when she realized that the light came from a multitude of rat-like demons with glowing stripes on their flanks.  They didn’t seem dangerous, though—at least they weren’t attacking the people inside the room.  Many people, most of them scantily-clad young women, sprawled luxuriously on the carpet or on couches, or curled up at the foot of a tall golden throne in the room’s center.

Seated on the throne, with a monarch’s poise, was a man.  Zerbroch’s Warlord.


He was a surprisingly small man.  Standing, he would only come to Evanna’s shoulder.  A small man with a weak chin and barely any hair atop his head, yet he radiated a presence stronger than his unimposing appearance.  It showed in his proudly upright posture, his expensive suit, and his eyes.  Dark, narrow eyes burning with a light more intense than the chandelier…


Those eyes reminded Evanna of Ithrey’s.


The Warlord snapped his fingers and the women curled beneath his throne dispersed.  He faced Ithrey directly, and said in a clipped, surprisingly high, voice, “So you’ve returned.”


“Not by choice,” Ithrey retorted.  He glared at the Warlord with naked malice.

“Indeed?”  The Warlord chuckled dryly and his eyes flickered across the other travelers.  When he spoke to them, his voice acquired a deeper, more stentorian ring.  “Welcome, esteemed travelers, to Zerbroch.  Now pay your respects and do homage to the Warlord.”

Tal and Isaiah made motions like they were going to sink on their knees, but Ithrey stopped them by throwing his arm to the side.  “No,” he said.  “We will not bow to you.  We have come to speak to you as equals, not to feed your superiority complex.”


“Now, my boy, is that any way to speak to your father?” the Warlord said.


Father?  Surprised froze Evanna in place.  The Warlord was Ithrey’s father?  They didn’t look anything alike: the Warlord was small and pale, Ithrey lanky and dark-skinned.  Yet they shared the same eyes and slender build.  Perhaps the idea wasn’t so unlikely.


“You are no father of mine,” Ithrey retorted, his voice tightening like skin over a drum.

“Ithrey,” Tal said in an undertone, touching his arm.  “Don’t upset him…we must stay on his good side.”


Ithrey didn’t speak, but continued glaring at the Warlord, fierce and proud.


“How many years has it been, my boy?” the Warlord said, smirking slightly.  “Six?  Seven?  And now you finally decide to grace us with your presence.  Who might your companions be?”


Ithrey remained silent.  Tal stepped forward.  “Greetings, Warlord.  I am Lady Natalia Redmond of Redmond Institute.  These are my fellow Institute members—Dr. Ithrey, you already know, Isaiah Feeny, and Evanna Kingruey.”


“An institute?”  The Warlord sounded amused.  “So you have come to conduct research?”  Before Tal could reply, he went on, addressing Isaiah: “I do believe I know you, to an extent.  You were one of the border policemen, weren’t you?”


“Yes,” Isaiah agreed. “That was before they implemented the Section Watch and those damned toy soldiers.”


“Great tragedy, that was,” the Warlord sighed.  “Before, we did not much like the police, but at the very least we could respect them—for they respected us.  I can’t say that is true for the Watch.”


Isaiah nodded.  The Warlord then turned his gaze to Evanna, and its force pierced her like an arrow.


“And this girl is…Kingruey?”  He asked the question not of Evanna but of Tal.  “Is there a relation?”


“Yes,” Tal said, her voice ringing with pride.  “She’s Dr. Kingruey’s daughter.”


Evanna felt her cheeks warm—she wasn’t sure how to react to Tal’s pride.  No one had ever praised her like that before, but at the same time, Tal was praising her not for being her, but for being Elise’s daughter.


“Ah,” said the Warlord.  “Then she is an unlucky one indeed.”


Unlucky?  “Why?” Evanna choked out.


“Because you are that woman’s daughter,” the Warlord said, his tone calm but his eyes harder than coals.  “That woman opened the doors between our worlds.  It was her actions that trapped us in this tiny mockery of a district—her actions that reduced Zerbroch to a few vassal states in your city.  Surely, if the world has any justice at all, her daughter must be cursed to unluckiness.”


Evanna’s mind reeled.  She had never considered that idea.  Weren’t the children of heroes meant to be lucky themselves?  But the Zerbrochians wouldn’t think of Dr. Elise Kingruey that way.  How could they admire the person who’d reduced their entire world to a smattering of Sections?


Thinking like that made her shudder.  She didn’t want to believe Mama a villain—and how could Mama have known in the first place that her actions would create the Sections?  It wasn’t fair.


“Enough,” Tal said coldly.  “We didn’t come here to debate, Warlord.  Rather, we are here to ask you several questions, if that is all right with you, of course.”


“Questions?” the Warlord said.  “They must be serious indeed, to draw my own son back here against his wishes.”


His eyes narrowed.  Evanna thought, with a sudden thrill of terror, that maybe he already knew why they had come…

Maybe here, surrounded by his people and demons under his command, he’d finish the deed he had begun at the parade.

“It isn’t complex, Warlord,” Isaiah said, almost apologetically.  “We won’t take too much of your time.”


The Warlord looked suspicious, but nodded anyway.  “Then ask away.”


Evanna drew closer to her comrades, her neck throbbing.  She wanted to warn someone that the Warlord had seen through them and it wasn’t safe to be here anymore, but couldn’t think how to do it surreptitiously.

Tal was speaking now, with the authority fit her so well.  “Warlord, are you aware of the…ah…incident that occurred at the mayor’s reelection parade this Thursday?”


“No,” the Warlord said, his eyes narrowing.  “Should I?  I do not keep track of your city’s politics.”


He’s lying, Evanna thought.  She couldn’t believe how close she stood to the one who might have murdered her mother.


Tal opened her mouth, but Ithrey spoke above her, his voice harsh.  “There was a demon attack.”


“A demon attack,” echoed the Warlord.  “And how is that my business?”

This time, Tal and Isaiah began speaking at once—Tal trying to explain to the Warlord, Isaiah preemptively telling Ithrey to stay silent.  Ithrey silenced them by speaking first.  “Because demons come from Zerbroch, you old fool.  Is that not obvious?”


The Warlord hissed and leaned forward.  He looked uncannily like a cobra about to strike.  When he spoke, his voice held a razor-thin edge. “Do not presume to lecture me, boy, after running from your world for the past seven years, only to return in the company of a woman’s institute.  You have the hubris to return after running away, the hubris to return to return and insult your father in his face!”


“You—” snarled Ithrey, stomping forward.  “You are not my father!”


“Dr. Ithrey!” Isaiah shouted, snatching Ithrey by the arm and hauling him back.  “That’s enough!  We came here to get answers, not for you to take out your personal grudges!”


“Grudges!  Grudges!” Ithrey bellowed, trying to writhe out of Isaiah’s powerful grip.  “You dare marginalize it like that?  It’s not a grudge, dammit.  It’s—this man has never done a single thing for me.  For the first twenty-one years of my life, he was more than happy to ignore me while he fooled around with his women and wars.   But then, the instant I decide to make something of myself—to leave this hellhole of a world—he suddenly becomes the involved father he never was.  He dares to tell me what I can and cannot do, he dares believe that he has any sort of authority over me simply because he happened to sleep with my mother one night!”


“That’s enough!  At least I chose to stay in this ‘hellhole’ rather than run like a coward!” roared the Warlord, surging to his feet.  The demons at the edge of the room perked up in excitement.  Evanna trembled.  This was getting out of hand…


“Warlord, Warlord,” Tal said quickly, stepping forward.  “We beg your most earnest forgiveness.  I’d believed that Dr. Ithrey would be able to keep his temper in check, but apparently I believed wrong.  I can assure you we’ll prevent him from any further outbursts.”


“Is that so?”  The Warlord glowered at the group, his face coloring.  


“Silence me?  You cannot. I assure you, Natalia, if you try you will—mmph!”  Isaiah placed his hand over Ithrey’s mouth, holding the thinner man as he thrashed.

“Our apologies, Warlord,” said Isaiah.  “Listen, we are not accusing you of anything.  We just want to be absolutely certain that you weren’t involved.  After all, we have evidence that the demon was charmed.”


“Not all demon charmers come from my Section,” the Warlord said.


“That’s true, but you won’t argue that the best are under your command,” Tal said.  “Again, Warlord, this is not an accusation but on observation.”


Evanna couldn’t help but think that the way they talked to the Warlord was the same way a mother talked to a spoiled child she was trying to soothe.  Flattering him, telling him that of course it wasn’t his fault, they understood him, no hard feelings.


But Evanna herself was starting to wonder.  The Warlord’s reaction to the news, with a flush rising in his neck and righteous indignation deepening the lines of his face, didn’t seem faked.   He was acting more like he’d been caught off guard.  Evanna knew that he was a crafty man, but she detected no cunning at all from him now. Just an open and unprompted rage.


Maybe he was telling the truth.


“And we also…” continued Tal, choosing her words carefully.  “We also suspect that the attacker had reason to despise Dr. Elise Kingruey.”


“What are you saying?” the Warlord snapped. 


“I’m not accusing you of anything—” Tal began, her tone soothing, but the Warlord spoke over her.


“Yes, you are.  Do you believe I am dense, Lady Redmond?  That I’m an ignorant and violent ‘Zerby’ incapable of understanding an accusation, veiled or not?  But I understand full well.  Once again, you are turning to Zerbroch when you need a scapegoat to blame.”



Tal reddened.  “It’s not scapegoating, Warlord, it’s reasonable suspicion.  You can’t deny that the demon came from your world.”


“And so what of it?” the Warlord said, his voice rising.  “Is this meant to be a sign of an overarching conspiracy in my Section, masterminded by me?  Or can you not accept that it may be a rogue acting from another Section?  Why do you turn directly to me?”


“You yourself aren’t exactly Elise Kingruey’s biggest supporter—” began Tal, her voice rising as well.


“Does that mean that I’m the perpetrator of the attack?” the Warlord said. “Yes, I may not have liked that woman overly much, but I assure you my feelings towards her aren’t personal.  She could not have known what she was doing.  Why would I attack her flesh and blood for something that she couldn’t be blamed for?


“You see, the trouble is, Lady Redmond, you underestimate me.  Just as you city types underestimate all of us from Zerbroch.  You trap us into this tiny space, surround us with walls and guards, shoot down any of us who dares to come close to your precious city.  All the while our population burgeons beyond our capacity.  We’re bursting at our seams, Lady Redmond.  And you wonder why we hate you to the bottom of our souls, you wonder why we take every opportunity we can to resist you?


“And now you come to us when you barely any evidence—merely a single demon attack that may or may not have been perpetrated by a charmer—and baselessly accuse me, the leader of Zerbroch himself, of committing a crime?  Can you see now, Lady Redmond?  Can you see why I am angry?  Why we are angry?  Oppressed peoples rarely accept their oppression calmly.”


With his every impassioned word, another frozen arrow stabbed Evanna.  They burned with combined rage and resignation and sadness.  She now knew beyond a doubt that he wasn’t lying.  The feeling behind his words was genuine; not even the best liars could fake such raw emotion.  


And the more the Warlord spoke, the more Evanna found herself sympathizing.  We’re bursting at our seams…you wonder why we hate you to the bottom of our souls…oppressed peoples rarely accept their oppression calmly.  She thought about the cavalier way the guards spoke about “Zerbies,” the people unable to vent their frustrations in any other way besides hurling bottle bombs at the wall, the crowded but lifeless streets.


Her heart ached.  It wasn’t right, wasn’t fair, what the city was doing to Zerbroch.  Mama would have never stood for it.


“Warlord…” Tal said. She looked genuinely confused.  Evanna felt a faint stab of annoyance; even now, Tal didn’t get it?  The Warlord’s rant had been clearer than water.


The Warlord continued, still as passionate.  “And you, boy—”  He glared full-force at Ithrey, who glared mutinously back.  “You are even worse than they are.  To willingly, knowingly, run from a world that needed you; to run because you were afraid of facing the reality around you instead of staying to make it a better place.  What does that make you?  Lower than the lowest.”


“You’re wrong,” Ithrey said heatedly, throwing off a startled Isaiah’s grip.  “As usual, old man.  You had your own part in making this world as corrupt as it was, don’t pretend you didn’t.  As if you care about the suffering of Zerbroch, you with your women and army of demons.”   He swept his arm around the room.  “I left because I had no interest in becoming your pawn.  Nothing more.”


How did he leave? Evanna wondered.  If the guards would have shot him on sight, how’d he get out of here in the first place?


The Warlord’s face darkened and he stormed towards Ithrey.  The demons slid away from the wall, crawling on all fours in a strange rocking motion, and the women drew knives hidden in their clothes.  Terror blocked Evanna’s throat and made her legs tremble.  Only four of them versus the entire room.

“Ithrey!  Ithrey, that’s enough, don’t argue anymore,” Tal cried.  Even her voice was tinged with panic.  “Warlord, forgive us, it’s plain now that we were wrong.”


Her apology came too late.  The women and demons advanced upon the group and surrounded them in a steadily shrinking circle.  Soon Evanna and her companions were pressed back to back, wildly scanning the room for an opening.  But there was none.   Just a wall of people with cold eyes and knives that gleamed as bright as the demons’ stripes.

“We didn’t do anything wrong!” Evanna cried.


“Perhaps you didn’t personally, little girl,” said the Warlord.  “But consider this retribution for all the wrongs that Compiteum has inflicted upon Zerbroch.  Sometimes, in the quest for justice, innocent blood must be shed.”


Nothing escaped Evanna’s throat except senseless gibbering; her limbs had turned into cold sludge.  This couldn’t be happening—she couldn’t die like this—without finding out Mama’s killer—


“Warlord, please, think!” cried Isaiah.  “If you kill us the response from the city will be massive.  Lady Redmond is a high-ranking society lady.  The government won’t hesitate to level the entire Section in retribution for her death.”

The Warlord snickered, a sound like dried leaves crunching.  “Resorting to threats now?  But nothing you say will stop me now.  I’ve waited too long to obtain some revenge, however small, against the city.  And here is my chance.”


“Then you really are a small, pathetic man,” said Ithrey.  “You don’t care about Zerbroch.  You only care about your personal grudges.”


“You, my boy,” said the Warlord, the light from the demons reflected in his eyes, making them glow like a devil’s.  “I’ll personally ensure that my blade goes through your heart.  I’ve put up with your insolence for far too long.”


Evanna squeezed her eyes shut, stricken by the sudden desire to pray.  She had never gone to church that often, though sometimes Father and Maria brought the family to the neighborhood chapel.  Mostly for Easter and Christmas services.  In the chapel Evanna never knew what to do except fidget in the hard pew and wait for the priest to finish his droning sermon.  She didn’t know how to pray and certainly didn’t know if anything would respond to her prayer.


Her only consolation was that she knew the Warlord wasn’t her mother’s killer.  She saw it in the savage delight twisting his face.  He wasn’t a man capable of cold premeditation, certainly incapable of launching a concerted attack like the one at the parade.  He let his emotions and whims rule in, turning him into a monster, but not a cold-blooded murderer.


As the nearest woman pressed the cold steel of her knife against Evanna’s throat and a demon wrapped its long, prehensile tail around Evanna’s ankles, a voice bellowed from across the room:

“Let—me—in!  I have to see Tal, dammit, Tal has to know!  Let me the hell in!”

The voice was high and rough with panic, almost unrecognizable.  But only almost.  Evanna exchanged a wild glance with Tal, to whom she was pressed shoulder-to-shoulder.


Tal said, “It can’t be…Jen?”

Evanna felt Tal’s confusion exactly.  They’d left Jen back at the base, so how could she be here?  Yet that continually screeching voice couldn’t be anyone’s but hers.


“Jen!” cried Isaiah, whipping towards the door.  “What’s going on?”


“Hmm?”  The Warlord lowered his drawn knife.  “Who is that?  Another companion of yours?”


“Let her in,” Ithrey said.  No one backed down.  He stepped forward and shouted, his voice ringing with the force of a wave: “Let her in!”


His glare was cold as a glacier and it shut down all protest.  A few of the women next to the door pushed it open.

Jen Feeny barreled into the room, her face gray with horror and her hair flying in every direction.  Evanna had never seen anyone so disheveled.  She shouldered her way to the center of the room, elbowing people aside even when they lashed at her with their knives.


“Tal!  Tal, there you are!”  Jen stopped before Tal and panted, her hands on her knees.  “Oh, God, I finally found you!”


The Warlord stared.  Evanna was quite sure his expression was mirrored on her face.  Everyone was too confused to act; Jen, for her part, didn’t notice anyone but Tal and Isaiah.


“Oh, Tal, oh Daddy,” she stammered.  “I don’t know how—dear lord, I don’t even know where to begin, it’s—it’s terrible—”


“Relax, Jen,” said Isaiah, resting his massive hands on her shaking shoulders.  “Start from the beginning.  What happened?”


“Daddy…”  Jen sucked in a shuddering breath.  “It’s horrible!”

“Tell us,” Isaiah said, his voice calm but insistent.


“All right…all…all right.”  Jen shook her head to clear it, and said, her voice trembling and weak with disbelief:


“The magistrate…he…he’s been….he’s been murdered.”
8. The Attic


Evanna shivered, regretting her earlier decision to remove her coat.   The room was freezing, so cold that ice crystals condensed on the concrete walls and tile floor.

But she wasn’t shivering just because of the cold.  It was also—perhaps mostly—because of what lay upon a stainless steel operating table in the center of the room, still dressed in a magistrate’s robe and exposed skin turning blue from frost.


Magistrate Peña’s body.


The Institute members gathered around the table in silent disbelief.  Evanna clung to the edge, grateful that she couldn’t see much through the press of bodies.  She didn’t want to set eyes on the silent and unmoving corpse of the man who had been Mama’s friend and spoken kindly to her.


Now he lay with his eyes closed and arms limply by his sides, never to move or speak again.  His robe had been cut away in a patch around his heart, revealing a deep injury clotted with congealed blackened blood in the center and pale reddish and puffy at the edges.  He’d been stabbed once with a long knife, according to the police officer who had brought them to the chamber after they’d left Zerbroch.  The Warlord, to their surprise, had let them leave without much protest.

“Enrique…” Tal whispered.  She lowered her head, her wavy dark hair cascading over her eyes and hiding them from scrutiny.  “Enrique…who could possibly have…”


Victor, standing by her side, draped an arm over her shoulder.  Evanna averted her gaze, trying to suppress a hot burst of jealousy.


The instant she did, she felt horribly ashamed of herself.  Why was she dwelling on her feelings at a time like this?

Sarastro, who had been bending over the magistrate’s head, straightened.  He unleashed a deep sigh, readjusted the cap hiding his hair, and stalked away, his shoulders stiffly set.


“Sarastro—” called Isaiah.

“Silence, peon,” Sarastro snapped back, but his voice was unusually strained.  The door slammed shut with a crash that jumped in Evanna’s bones.


The heat increased in Evanna’s face and nape, but her heart grew colder and heavier, sinking like a stone.  Sarastro was affected more than anyone else by the magistrate’s death.  It made sense: he’d known the magistrate better than the other Institute members, even Tal.  Maybe they had been friends.  Quite possibly the magistrate had been Sarastro’s only friend in Compiteum.

Evanna understood.  She’d felt the exact same way after Mama’s death.  As if she was the only one who truly missed Mama; everyone else was just faking, capitalizing on her famous name—even her father, who happily accepted royalties from the advertisers using Mama’s name.  She wondered if Sarastro felt the same way about the others.

Who could have done such a thing?  To kill the magistrate right after the parade…  Was it somehow connected?

“Officer,” Tal said.  “Have you any idea who was the perpetrator?”

“None, my lady,” the officer said. “We’ve been investigating, but no leads.  There aren’t any prints, nothing on the magistrate but the knife wound.  We estimate that when we found him, he’d been dead already for upwards of four hours.”

“He was in his office at that time, wasn’t he?” Tal said.  “The door should have been locked.  Were there any signs of a break-in?”

“Sorry, again nothing, my lady,” the officer said.  “It seems the magistrate let in the perp willingly, only to have the perp stab him as he stood in the doorway.  Least that’s what we can guess from the crime scene.”

“He let the killer in?” Isaiah said.  “Then he must’ve known him…”

Evanna listened with detached interest; most of her was focused on the body spread on the table.  The magistrate.  It was too horrible to wrap her mind around. Three weeks ago the magistrate had been warm and alive and had reminisced so fondly of Elise. How could he be dead now?  Someone couldn’t be alive one day, dead the next.


Just like Mama.


“Well, we’ll keep investigating, my lady,” the officer said.  “Would you like to be left alone now?”


Tal shook her head.  “No, I think that we should go.”  The others nodded and murmured their assent.

“Very well, my lady.  Good look…and I’m sorry for your loss,” the officer said, his expression softening.


Tal nodded and others dispersed from the table, talking quietly in small groups.  Before Tal walked away, she picked up a sterile white sheet pooled on the floor beneath the table and drew it over the magistrate’s body, covering him like a mother would her child.  The tenderness of the gesture made tears prick in Evanna’s eyes.  She had to turn to the side and wipe her arm over her face, ashamed.


Her heart heavy, she followed Tal and the others out of the room.


Beneath Evanna’s sweaty palms, the ladder rungs were bitingly cold; she had to fight the urge to let go.  If she did, she’d tumble all the way down to the hallway floor. The fall wasn’t long, but it would leave her with quite a few bumps and bruises.  So she pressed doggedly forward, snatching rung after freezing rung as she hauled herself up the narrow metal ladder.


Where she was going she didn’t know.  She only knew that she wanted to keep moving for the sake of moving.  If she fell still, she would be overwhelmed with a hundred conflicting thoughts and feelings, most of them centered around the magistrate, Zerbroch, and Mama, until her mind felt distended like an overly full water balloon.  Wanting to avoid that, Evanna had taken to wandering the Institute in search of still-unexplored hallways.

Her search had uncovered a network of narrow halls behind the living quarters, which were especially choked with pipes.  Some dull, lead-colored pipes even ran across the floor.  Evanna, oddly reminded of her previous trip to Feras, took care not to trip over them.  Eventually the hall terminated, but recessed into the dead-end wall was a slightly rusted metal ladder. 


It wasn’t a dead end after all.  Evanna scaled the ladder until it terminated at the lip of a round hole in the ceiling.  When she climbed through the hole, she found herself in a narrow hall similar to the previous one.  At the opposite end of this hall was another ladder.


Evanna figured out that there was a series of ladders that ran through all four floors of the Institute.  Eager for the distraction, she began climbing. 


By the time she’d reached the fourth floor, she was breathing hard and her hair had come loose from its braids and was plastered over her red, sweaty face.  The back of her neck ached.  Her only previous experience with climbing was the dreaded rope-climbing exercise in physical activity class: she had never been able to scale more than half the rope before a combination of fear and exhaustion froze her in place.  But when she had fallen to her knees on a pipe-free patch of floor, she saw, gleaming across her, yet another ladder.


There’s another level to the Institute? she’d thought, excitement spiking inside her.  That couldn’t be right.  Caryl and Beejee had made it quite clear that the Institute had only four stories.  


She’d never find out if she didn’t climb, though.  After regaining her breath, Evanna had begun climbing the ladder.


Now she was very near the top, with only one more rung to clear.  Urging her tired muscles to cooperate, she braced her feet against the lower rungs and reached for the topmost one.  Her fingers closed around icy metal; exhaling sharply, she dragged herself up.


She crawled through the opening until she was on her hands and knees on the floor of a low-ceilinged space smaller than attic.  Like the rest of the Institute, its walls were lined with a maze of pipes, as was the floor. The ceiling slanted to one side, making the room feel even more claustrophobic.  Evanna stared at the ceiling, transfixed.  No, not by its shape, she’d been in plenty of attics before, but by—


By its windows.

At first, Evanna thought she might be imagining things.  During her three weeks in the Institute she had never encountered a single window (“For security reasons,” Isaiah had explained).  Yet the truth stared her in the face: set in the slanting ceiling were three long and narrow windows, each about an inch wide, and so grimy it was impossible to see through them. They weren’t utterly useless, though, because they still let in the early morning light.  The light fell in slender strips across the floor, bathing the room in a pale, otherworldly glow.


Daylight…Evanna hadn’t realized that it was already morning.  Her insides were painfully weightless, as if a burden of which she’d been unaware had been lifted from her chest.  It took her a moment to realize that she was feeling hopeful.


Emboldened, she moved forward, taking care not to trip on the pipes criss-crossing on the floor.  She crouched (the ceiling was too low for her to stand) in the center of one of the light strips, closing her eyes to enjoy the gentle warmth of the sun on her skin.

A shuffling sound in the corner snapped her out of her reverie.  Evanna whirled around, alarmed—hadn’t she been alone? At first, she saw nothing, but if she focused on the gloom in the corner, she made out a small silhouette; and if she pricked her ears, she realized that the shuffling was the sound of fluttering feathers and clicking talons.


Evanna froze.  Nilmar.


The hawkgriffin lifted her head to trap Evanna in her sharp, golden-eyed stare. Gliding with liquid grace across the floor, she closed the distance between her and the girl.  In the darkness clinging to the unlit parts of the room, Nilmar’s mottled dark pelt disguised her almost perfectly.


  Evanna stumbled back as Nilmar approached.  The hawkgriffin’s talons and beak looked sharp enough to gut a fish, and her unblinking stare stripped Evanna to the bone.  What was Nilmar doing alone in the first place?  Usually, she clung to Sarastro’s side.


By the time Nilmar paused in front her, Evanna had backed against a pipe, leaving her no choice but to meet Nilmar’s fierce gaze.  Did the hawkgriffin want to eat her?

Nilmar chirped.  It was a high and melodic sound, though not as sweet a songbird’s trill.  Nonetheless, Evanna was still frozen in place.

So Nilmar came to her, shuffling up to Evanna’s feet.  Evanna squeaked and stepped backwards, but only bumped her back against the pipe.  Trapped.  She stared fearfully at the hawkgriffin and Nilmar gazed back at her, curiosity glowing in her golden eyes.  She nuzzled Evanna’s shoes with her head, making the girl squeak.


Yet, already, some of Evanna’s fear had evaporated.  Nilmar clearly didn’t want to hurt her.  Nor could Evanna so easily forget that time in the forest, during which she’d sympathized with Nilmar’s terror and cradled the hawkgriffin in her arms like a cat.


Evanna sank to a crouch in front of Nilmar and stared into the hawkgriffin’s eyes.  Nilmar chirped again, sounding like she was expecting something.  But for the life of her Evanna couldn’t fathom what.  No surprise.  She had never been good with animals, except her own cat years ago.


“Um…do you want something to eat?” Evanna said, wincing as her voice echoed in the small space.  Nilmar chirped, though Evanna couldn’t tell if she was agreeing or not.


“Well…uh…”  Awkwardly, Evanna extended her arm, but to do what she had no idea.  Pat Nilmar on the head?  Stroke her fur?  She threw a nervous glance at the hawkgriffin’s wickedly curved beak.  It’d pierce right through the skin if she decided to bite.


Evanna was midway through retracting her hand when something clattered behind her.  Both she and Nilmar whipped around in an instant.


Sarastro emerged from the hole in the floor, twisting himself from side to side because his shoulders were too broad to fit.  With a final grunt, he popped out and landed on his hands and knees on the floor, before standing as much as the cramped space would allow.  He had to double over to keep from hitting his head.


Evanna scrambled to the side.  Somehow she felt that Sarastro wouldn’t approve if he saw her interacting with his hawkgriffin.  She already felt like an intruder.  What Sarastro and Nilmar had was special; who was Evanna to play with his friend like a she was a pet?

Nilmar screeched in delight and glided over to Sarastro, curling in his waiting arms just like a cat.  Despite herself, Evanna marveled at the fluidity of the hawkgriffin’s movements.  Sarastro smiled calmly as she nuzzled and pecked at the line of tanned skin exposed by his opened collar; he didn’t seem to notice the little red marks she left behind.  Carrying her, he walked to the center of the room, heedless of Evanna.  Evanna hoped things would stay that way.


For a while, her wish seemed granted.  Sarastro sank onto his heels, ignoring Evanna entirely, and opened his arms to let Nilmar back on to the floor.  She chirped resentfully, but he laughed and patted her on the head.


A powerful emotion seized Evanna as she watched man and hawkgriffin interact.  They were perfectly matched to each other: both moved with a power and grace that took Evanna’s breath away.  It made her think of the projector shows about the southern jungles, which always included at least one shot of a lithe tiger stalking between trees.  Yet the two held a gentle quality as well.  Sarastro was smiling as she’d never seen him smile before, with a tenderness that stripped away his years, and Nilmar pecked his fingers and brushed the tip of her tail against his thigh with thoughtless affection.  Evanna saw how much they loved each other—and it hurt.  

When was the last time she’d been able to experience that?  To care for one person who cared mutually back, with all their heart and soul?  It must have been more than eight years ago.


Evanna thought about trying to make a quiet exit, but the blood froze in her veins when Sarastro called out, “Evanna.”


Maybe she could pretend that she hadn’t heard, but that would be horribly impolite.  Feeling like a prisoner facing her execution, she turned to Sarastro.  He was stroking Nilmar’s fur and gazed at Evanna with no malice or accusation, merely a quizzical light glinting in his dark eyes.  All the same, his attention was more than she could bear.  Evanna shrunk further back, wishing passionately that she was smaller and better at hiding.


“I haven’t seen you here before,” Sarastro continued calmly.  “Did you only now just find it?  It’s very nice, isn’t it.  Certainly the one place in this accursed trap of metal where one might find some sunlight, however sparse.”


A sardonic voice inside Evanna’s head wondered why Sarastro would care, since Feras never got any sun in the first place. Quickly she silenced it; she would never be so rude to say something like that aloud.

“Ah—Nilmar—no need to be so impatient—stop it, now—”  Sarastro tried to wave off Nilmar, who pecked insistently at his fingers.  He was irritated, but lovingly so.  Once again, Evanna felt a pang of wrongness.  Trying to become friends with Nilmar, what nonsense.  How could she ever achieve the easy rapport Sarastro had with her?  


“This is Nilmar’s favorite roost, as you can see,” Sarastro said, addressing Evanna.  “Nilmar, that’s enough.”  The hawkgriffin had started clawing at the leather bag Sarastro wore over one shoulder.  “You found her here, I see?”


He directed the question at Evanna.  Evanna pressed her back further into the wall, clutching the front of her dress and staring at her shiny patent leather shoes.  Anything was better than meeting Sarastro’s gaze.


“Out of curiosity, what were you trying to do?” Sarastro asked.  “You were talking with Nilmar?  Is that right?”


Nilmar ducked her head in a nod.  Seeing such a human-like gesture from the hawkgriffin amused Evanna so much that she to fight down a giggle.


“I’m sorry,” she squeaked.


“Sorry?”  Sarastro looked puzzled.  “Why should you be?”


“I don’t—I mean—”  Evanna could barely string together nouns and verbs.  “I’m sorry, I should leave—I’m interfering—”


“No, you’re not.”  Sarastro’s tone was firm, almost commanding.  Enough to silence Evanna.  “Stay, Evanna.”


“But—”


“Nilmar likes you, haven’t you already figured that out?  Certainly you’re not ‘interfering’ if she decides she wants to associate with you.  You should consider it an honor, seeing as she doesn’t think too highly of the other peons here.  Neither do I, for that matter.”


Evanna didn’t know whether to take that as a compliment.  Did Sarastro like her because Nilmar did?  Why did it matter if Sarastro liked her, anyway?


“Come here, Nilmar…”  Sarastro was beckoning Nilmar forward.  “Don’t be shy.  Evanna, come on now.  No need to be so hesitant.  Step forward, that’s good.”


Evanna obeyed and stumbled away from the pipe, her neck throbbing in apprehension.  Nilmar flowed across the floor and nuzzled Evanna’s shoe with her head.  Her feathers brushed against Evanna’s ankle with a tickling sensation.  


“Don’t just stand there, Evanna,” Sarastro said.  “Nilmar wants to speak with you.  Nothing to worry about; she doesn’t bite.”


Really, Evanna thought skeptically, staring at Nilmar’s sharp beak.  She listened to Sarastro’s advice anyway and sank to her knees in front of the hawkgriffin.  Nilmar chirped, sounding even more excited, and a smile spread across Evanna’s face.  The hawkgriffin’s happiness was infectious.


She extended a hesitant hand and patted Nilmar on the head.  The feathers were soft beneath her fingers, just like down.  Nilmar cooed and lowered her head, resting it upon Evanna’s knee.  She was comfortably warm.

“See?” Sarastro said with a note of finality.  “She likes you.”


“Yeah…” said Evanna, who couldn’t remember being liked by any animal before, except for Mister Mathieu.  Cats usually ran from her and she’d been bitten twice by dogs.  It was an altogether new experience, one that made her feel lightheaded and euphoric.


“Well,” Sarastro said, shifting the bag off his shoulder and digging through it, “I’d imagine you’re hungry, right, Nilmar?  Here, I’ve got something from you.”


He pulled out something wrapped in paper and reeking of blood.  The coppery scent blossomed through the room, making Evanna’s head spin and her stomach to seize painfully.  She watched as Sarastro unwrapped the package, revealing a haunch of raw meat vibrant red in the pale light.


With a flash of gray, Nilmar was at the haunch.  Droplets of blood flecked the floor as she shook the haunch from side to side, ripping off huge chunks of meat.  Evanna felt sick from seeing so much blood.  Sarastro, crouching in front of the devouring Nilmar, didn’t seem to care.  He watched with her with clear affection, smiling softly.


“It’s too bad I can’t take you anywhere to hunt,” he said.  “But you don’t seem to mind, do you?”


Nilmar was too busy eating to answer.  Sarastro moved his gaze from her to Evanna; she jumped when his eyes rested on her.

“There’s no reason to be afraid, now is there?  I’ve never seen Nilmar like anyone else—beside me, of course—to such extents.  You should be honored, Evanna.”


“Y…yeah,” Evanna said.  Honored…


She looked from Nilmar, who’d gnawed the haunch down to white bone, to Sarastro.  The lord absently stroked Nilmar’s fur with one hand and fixed his eyes lovingly on her.  Since he sat with his back to the windows, he was cast in shadow, and his cascade of hair obscured his face.  Nonetheless, Evanna could make out dark circles beneath his eyes, and his smile looked hollow and weary.


“Um….” Evanna said without thinking.  “You didn’t get much sleep?”


Sarastro blinked.  “No.  I couldn’t.  I just kept thinking…”


He trailed off and turned away, looking embarrassed.  Evanna remembered the magistrate’s cold body, and Sarastro storming away, his head down.


“He meant a lot to you?” she said.


“Hmm?  Oh, you mean Magistrate Peña?”  Evanna nodded.  “Yes…he was…well, I’d imagine you wouldn’t understand.”


Evanna didn’t like his patronizing tone.  “Yes, I would!”


Sarastro smiled ironically, shaking his head.  “Well…he was, in essence…this is rather ridiculous, but he was basically the father I never had.”


Evanna thought about Mama.   “That’s not ridiculous at all.”


“Is it now?” said Sarastro.  “I suppose so.  In any case, he did many things for me that my own father never did.  He read with me, for one thing, and with him I could discuss anything I wanted.  Sometimes I felt he was the only one in all the worlds who didn’t judge me for my ambitions.”


He laughed harshly.  “And now he’s dead.  He’s dead…and I don’t know what to do.”


Evanna realized with a visceral jolt that this was the first time she’d really spoken with Sarastro, one-on-one.  He seemed just as confused as her; after all, he wasn’t the type to discuss his feelings with anyone.  Maybe Nilmar, but Nilmar couldn’t reply to his words.

Sarastro had fallen silent again, perhaps conscious that he’d revealed too much.  The silence hung over them like a dust-choked shroud.  Normally Evanna welcomed silence, but after almost a month living in the noisy Institute, she found herself longing to break it when it did happen.  Silence was just too…lonely.


“What about your real parents?”


Sarastro, preoccupied watching Nilmar shred the last bits of meat from the bone, shot Evanna a suspicious glance.  She flushed and immediately wished she hadn’t asked that question.


Much to her surprise, Sarastro answered.  “I do not remember much about them, honestly.  I suppose that’s a good thing.  Noble families in Feras are not exactly…the most stable.  Mine particularly had a reputation for short tempers and lack of judgment.  Demonstrated quite well when one day, my father murdered my mother in a fit of rage during an argument over whether to add a new tower to the castle.  I was only three.”


Evanna listened in horror.  “That’s—that’s a crime!  Did they put him on trial or something?”


“Don’t be foolish, girl,” Sarastro said.  “Feras hasn’t got anything like your world’s criminal justice system.  It was just…accepted.  Of course, not everyone in my family did.  Only three days later, or so I’m told, my eldest brother poisoned my father in revenge.  Though I believe revenge had less to do with it than his own ambitions.


“This was the environment in which I grew up—one filled with constant fighting and intrigue.  And petty fights and intrigue, as well.  All that my family members cared about were land, lovers, and inheritances. They couldn’t set their sights on anything beyond the patch of forest our family owned.  I resolved that I would never end up like them.  I set my own ambitions higher.”


“The entire world,” Evanna said.  “So that’s why you…


“Yes.”  Sarastro laughed, that same harsh chuckle.  “You know very well how that turned out.  But in a way, I’m glad that it happened.”


Nilmar gave him a querying chirp; Sarastro absently patted her flank.  “No, I didn’t like being separated from you, Nilmar…but I must say that if I hadn’t been captured, I would never have met the magistrate.”


An emotion Evanna couldn’t quite identify trembled beneath his voice. It made her heart ache like a bruise and her neck ache even more.  Hearing it intensified her own feelings of helplessness.  She hadn’t stopped Mama’s death or the magistrate’s.  And now that they had died, she hadn’t done anything to find their killers, either.  Her best lead in Mama’s murder had turned up nothing, and she didn’t know where to start when it came to the magistrate.

Sarastro must have felt as helpless as she did.  He stared at the floor, still patting Nilmar, who nuzzled his leg in concern.  Evanna’s sympathy grew until it tightened into a painful ball in her chest.  He was just like her.  Someone who’d lost the best and only parent they’d ever known.


“I just…I want to do something,” she said aloud.  Sarastro glanced at her.


“What do you mean?”


“I want to do something,” Evanna said again.  “I don’t wanna just sit here when I know that the person who killed Magistrate Peña is still running around.  But I don’t know, I don’t where to start and I—I feel so useless.”

She lowered her head, embarrassed.  Why was she spilling her problems to Sarastro?  He wouldn’t care.


But she couldn’t stop the word tumbling from her mouth.  “I want to do something, anything, so I’m not so useless but I don’t know what.  It’s just that…doing anything is better than doing nothing.  I wanna…”


She trailed off, unable to think of anything more to say.  Good for her, she supposed.  It was best to stop before she made a bigger fool of herself.


“You want to do something, hmm?”  To Evanna’s surprise, Sarastro scooped Nilmar up in one arm and stood as much as he could in the narrow space.  “Funnily enough, I feel the same way.”


“Huh?”  Evanna stared at him, mystified.


“Come, Evanna,” said Sarastro, dipping his hand inside his shoulder bag; he seemed to be searching for something.  “You want to do something, don’t you?  Well, so do I.  Come with me.”


“What?  Why?  Where?”  A million questions swirled in Evanna’s head.  Sarastro laughed—a good-natured chuckle unlike any she’d heard from him before.  A teasing chuckle.


“Where do you think?” he said, drawing his concealing cap from the bag and resting it rakishly atop his head.  “We won’t find any leads by staying in here, that’s for certain.  Now, are you coming or not?”

9. City of Ivory


“What’s the guard doing now?” Sarastro whispered, his breath hot in Evanna’s ear. Evanna suppressed the urge to pull away.


“Umm…”  Evanna shaded her eyes to block out the glare of the sun.  “I think he’s talking on the telephone.  Yeah, he’s talking on the telephone, he’s got his back turned.”


“Good,” Sarastro said in a low mumble.  “Get ready…while his back is turned…”


Evanna gulped, trembling with anticipation and a little fear.  A part of her couldn’t believe that she was here in the first place.  In the streets of Compiteum, with Sarastro.  Sarastro was helping her.  She couldn’t remember the haughty Sarastro treating anyone in such a friendly manner before, let alone volunteering to help them.  But Sarastro had always been kinder to her than he was to others, perhaps because she had befriended Nilmar.  And anyway, he was right.  They had to do something, and to do something they had to leave the Institute.

That “doing something” had led them to a deserted street in front of a barricade surrounding a Section.  It wasn’t the network of watchtowers and gleaming electrum walls that separated the Zerbroch Super-Section from the city, but a skinny fence of electrum bars (which kept the energies from the worlds contained) behind a single small cottage manned by a guard.  The world beyond, according to Sarastro, was Tiandra.  Evanna couldn’t see much behind the high fence, but she glimpsed an expanse of shining white, paler than anything in Compiteum.


Tiandra, the world of the sleeping dust.  She wondered what it was like. 


Hopefully, they’d find something there.  Sarastro had told her that Tiandra was the best world to visit because he suspected that the Tiandrans had more a reason to loathe Compiteum than even the Zerbrochians did, though he didn’t elaborate on the reason.  He also suggested that the Tiandrans were masters of subterfuge; it wasn’t past them to implicate another world for their own crimes.

Sarastro moved from the shaded space between two buildings, in which he and Evanna had been hiding.  He crossed the street in broad daylight, not caring if anyone noticed the broadsword strapped across his back or the lumpy shape of his bag (because Nilmar was hidden inside it).  Then again, no one was around to see him, except for the guard who had his back turned and was chattering on the telephone.


Evanna ran after Sarastro, her nerves jittering.  Would this really work?  Even if the guard was distracted, they couldn’t well sneak past him, could they?  It was too late for second thoughts, though.  Sarastro had already reached the cottage’s open door and strode inside.  Evanna crossed the threshold after him, breathing hard.


“—no, no, we’re understaffed, don’cha understand?  Geez, old man—what?  Oh, come on, I’m trying my darnedest—” the guard shouted into the black telephone connected to the wall, so loudly that he didn’t hear Sarastro and Evanna’s entrance.  He wore the beige uniform of a standard Section guard.


The cottage was smaller than the final checkpoint of the Zerbroch Super-Section, and much messier.  Clothes, papers, and candy wrappers were scattered across floor in an insane swirl.  Evanna wondered if it was possible to sneak silently through that.


When her eyes landed on the opposite wall, the bottom dropped away from her stomach.  Set into the wall was a heavy wooden door, and the door was conspicuously locked. They couldn’t possibly reach Tiandra without breaking the door down, and that the guard would definitely notice.


Evanna glanced at Sarastro, raising her shoulders to ask, Now what?  He raised his eyebrow—at the same time the guard hung up the telephone and turned around.


“Whoa!  Holy—” he cried, jumping back.  “When’d you get here?”


“Good night,” Sarastro said, drawing his sword in a smooth motion and swinging it.  Evanna screamed, terrified that he was going to kill the guard—but instead, Sarastro struck the guard on the side of the head with the flat of the blade.  It was heavy enough to knock him out cold.  The guard landed with a soft whump on a pile of dirty clothes.


“He needs to take better care of his living area, if you ask me,” Sarastro said with astonishing casualness, as if he hadn’t just attacked a Section guard.  He dropped to a crouch beside the guard and removed a key ring from the guard’s belt.  From inside the bag, Nilmar chirped encouragingly.


“Um…is this okay?” Evanna squeaked.


“Of course it is,” Sarastro said.  “I’ll put the ring back when I’m done.”


Evanna thought Sarastro had a bizarre view of what constituted “okay,” but kept silent.  The lord quickly crossed the room and inserted key after key into the lock, trying to find the one that fit best.  After his fourth try, he was rewarded with a satisfying click, and with a turn of the key, the lock sprung open.

Sarastro beckoned Evanna; she summoned feeling back to her legs and scampered towards him.  When she reached the door, Sarastro pushed it wide open and gestured for her to leave before him.


Evanna did so.  The instant she stepped across the threshold, the air changed, just like it had when she’d entered Zerbroch and Feras.  But it wasn’t dark and foul like Zerbroch’s, or cold and heavy like Feras’; it was warm and tinged with the sweet, green scent of blossoming flowers.  Evanna was reminded, with an ache in her neck, of the times when the family would visit the countryside surrounding Compiteum for picnics…of course, this was back when Mama had been alive.

She blinked away the wetness stinging the corners of her eyes, and looked around.


Above her, the sky was a delicate shade of pottery blue interrupted by fleecy wisps of cloud.  Spread in front of her was the widest empty space she’d seen in her life, except for the valleys in the country.  In the distance she glimpsed a row of slender towers, small as chess pieces, but closer to her was nothing but flat ground paved in great diamonds of a shimmering, ivory-colored stone.  In the cracks between the stones, blades of grass poked hesitantly towards the sun.  Raised beds of flower dotted the landscape, throwing bright heads into the sunlight and wafting a heavenly scent.  Directly in front of Evanna stood a marble fountain that featured a statue of a woman in a flowing dress, pouring water from a bowl in her hands.  It tinkled with a most agreeable sound.


Evanna closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath of flower-scented air.  She decided that she liked this world much better than the previous two.


“All done.”  Sarastro’s voice snapped her out of her reverie.  He ambled right beside her.  “Now, let’s move on.”


Evanna followed, embarrassed at how easily she’d become lost.  She hadn’t come here to sightsee; she’d come to find leads on the magistrate’s murder.  She could not forget Sarastro’s earlier words about Tiandra, nor the sleeping dust’s origin.

Sarastro’s strides were so long that even Evanna’s spindly legs struggled to keep up.  As he walked, he doffed his newsboy cap and tucked it under his arm, while with his other hand he pulled the pins from his hair and let it fall in an auburn cascade to his shoulders.  He sighed in relief.

“I hate this thing,” he declared as he shoved the cap back into the bag.  Nilmar shrieked in protest, and Sarastro almost dropped the bag.

“What am I thinking?  I must have…come on out, Nilmar.”  He crouched down to open the bag and let out the hawkgriffin, her feathers now rather rumpled.  Still screeching, she leapt into his arms and pecked at his chest in mock indignation.


“Um, aren’t you afraid people will see?” Evanna asked.  Whether she was referring to his hair or the hawkgriffin, she wasn’t sure.


“It doesn’t matter,” Sarastro said, picking Nilmar up before he stood.  The hawkgriffin was busy preening one of her wings. “No one here knows who I am, and Nilmar was getting uncomfortable.”


Evanna saw his point: she herself wouldn’t take kindly to being stuffed into a bag. And Sarastro must appreciate being able to walk outside without having to hide his identity.


They strode further across the vast space that was clearly a park.  Wrought iron benches rested beside fountains and statues, and little gardens burst with color and scent and more kinds of flowers than Evanna thought could exist.  Honey-gold birdsong trilled in the air, though the singers were nowhere in sight.  Combined with the warmth and the flower scent, it lent the world a calm, almost drowsy, feel.  The only two people that Evanna glimpsed were fast asleep, one curled up on a bench and the other beneath a statue.  They wore sleeveless robes of a loose white material that shimmered in the sunlight.


Evanna thought about the sleeping dust again.  Is that why these people are sleeping?  It seemed as if no one had tended to the park in a while: cracks webbed the paving stones and the gardens were overgrown.


“So, where do we go now?” she asked Sarastro.


“Find someone to question,” Sarastro said with a shrug.


“But no one’s awake,” Evanna said.


“I suppose it’s because there was a recent sleeping dust storm,” Sarastro said.  “We’ll have to travel farther to find someplace where people are awake.  Perhaps in the temples; I hear that they’re warded against the dust.”  He pointed at the chess-piece buildings in the distance.


“Temples?” Evanna said in interest. 


“That’s right,” Sarastro said.  “The temples are, as far as I know, the centers of Tiandran society.  Perhaps it’s because they are protected from the dust.  In any event, the priests lead Tiandra in the way that warlords lead Zerbroch.  Feras has no central authority like that, of course.”


“Why…” Evanna asked, tentatively.  “Why are there so few people in Feras?  There’s too many in Zerbroch, but there’s nobody in Feras.  It doesn’t make any sense.”


“Ah, that’s because,” Sarastro said, “there was a plague many years back in Feras.  Around the time that I was born, I believe.  It destroyed much of the population.  To this day, most of Feras’ castles stand empty.  That’s one reason why I wasn’t content to rule Feras: who would I have to rule over in the first place?”


Evanna shuddered, disturbed at how easily Sarastro spoke about “ruling.”  She couldn’t forget the kind of person he was inside, regardless of how kind he was to her and Nilmar.


Nilmar seemed offended as well, since she started scratching and scrabbling in Sarastro’s arms and beat her wings against his chest.  “Nilmar—stop it—that’s enough.  What’s wrong?”


He set the hawkgriffin down, and she screeched and flapped her wings again.  Evanna and Sarastro exchanged confused glances.  By now, Evanna doubted that Nilmar’s bad mood resulted from Sarastro’s megalomania.  But what could have agitated her so?


Nilmar seemed fixed on a spot behind them, her golden eyes gleaming.  Evanna followed the hawkgriffin’s gaze—and saw with a thrill of terror that someone was staring back.


At first, Evanna saw nothing but green eyes, wide as coins and glowing like twin emeralds, but she focused harder and realized that the powerful gaze belonged to a person.  A girl, much smaller than Evanna and draped in a tattered robe that swamped her thin frame.  Her pale hair hung in rope-like tangles around her narrow-chinned face.


“Who are you?” Evanna squeaked, backing off until she bumped into Sarastro.  The lord didn’t seem to mind, since he was gaping at the girl just like Evanna was.

“Why aren’t you asleep?” he demanded.


“I woke up,” the girl said plainly.  Her voice was high and sweet, yet edged with weariness, as if she’d done too much and seen too much.  It didn’t belong to such a young-looking girl.


Nilmar leapt forward, her fur bristling and tail straight upright.  The girl glanced at Nilmar but didn’t seem fazed.  Her intense gaze slipped back to Evanna.  Evanna couldn’t meet the girl’s eyes; she stared instead at Nilmar.  Yet she still felt the girl’s gaze upon her, just as she didn’t have to look into a fire to feel its heat.


“All right, then,” Sarastro said, sounding annoyed.  “You woke up.  Now, what is your business with us?”


“I have no business with you.”  The girl swept her arm dismissively at Sarastro and Nilmar.  “I wanted to talk with you.”


Me? Evanna thought.  She couldn’t conceive why.  Surely a native of Tiandra would have more questions to ask of Sarastro with his sword and hawkgriffin, than of a girl like Evanna who was clearly from Compiteum.


“Why me?” she asked.  The girl gave her a pitying look.


“Because, you see, I am like the great Mother of the Waters.”  She pointed towards the fountain of the woman with the water bowl.  “I see what is hidden.  I see what is unnoticed.”


“Do you, by any chance,” Sarastro said, his tone dripping with irony, “have anything substantial to say?”


Evanna suddenly thought that Sarastro was a lot like Ithrey.  Maybe that was why Ithrey disliked Sarastro so much.


“You’re very rude,” the girl said.  “I see what is unnoticed,” she repeated, this time to Evanna.  “There is something hidden inside you.”


She walked towards Evanna; no matter how much Evanna shuffled backwards, the girl closed the distance between them with surprising speed.  She extended a bony arm and rested her open hand on Evanna’s chest, right above her racing heart.  Evanna barely felt any pressure.


The girl’s wide, luminous eyes reflected Evanna’s confused face back at her.  “There is,” she whispered, “a key inside you.”


A key…  Evanna remembered with a sick shudder the words the void demon had been chanting.  “Kingruey’s daughter…the key…”


“What do you mean?” Evanna stammered.  “What kind of a key?”


The girl went on as if Evanna hadn’t spoken.  “You have a key inside you.  He hates you for that.  He wants you for it.”


“He?  Who?  Who hates me?”  Fear twisted Evanna’s stomach and throbbed in the back of her neck.


“I don’t know,” the girl said, sounding cross.  “It’s just what I can sense from you.  That’s why I came up to you.  I haven’t sensed anything like it from anyone else before.”  A pause, and then, “Be careful.  He hates you more than anyone because of that key.”

Evanna glanced at Sarastro, but the girl shook her head.  “Not him.  Another one.  I don’t know who.  But he hates you, and he wants to capture you.  To take the key from you.  I just thought you might want to know.”


“Th…thank you…” Evanna stammered.  She could barely focus, not even on the girl’s intense eyes, anymore.  Only one thought stood out, horribly clear in the sea of dark confusion.


The person who wants my “key” is the one who sent the demon after me.  The one who killed Mama.


Then maybe he was from Tiandra.


“Is that all you can say?” she asked the girl.  “You don’t know what this key is?”


“Sorry,” the girl said.  “I can only sense it, that’s all.  It must be something very magically powerful, for me to have sensed it in the first place.  It may not be anything physical, but I don’t know.  That’s up to you to find out.  Well, good luck, whoever you are.  Keep it safe.”


“I will,” said Evanna, with as much solemnity as she could summon. The girl’s unrelenting gaze demanded it.  “Thank you for telling me.”


The girl nodded before spinning around and walking away, her tattered dress flapping behind her like a sail in the wind.  Evanna remained rooted to the ground, thunder pounding in her ears.  


“Evanna…?” Sarastro said, placing a hand on her shoulder.  “Evanna, are you all right?”


Evanna blinked, shivering despite the sun’s warmth.  She realized that Nilmar was pecking at her foot, cooing softly in concern.  Her heart swelled painfully and she drew away from both Sarastro and Nilmar.


“I’m fine,” she managed to say.  “I—I really am.  Come on, let’s keep going.”


“Are you sure?” Sarastro said.  “Was that not enough of a lead?  Or do you want to find out more?”


“I want to find out more,” Evanna said, stomping forward.  “Let’s go.”


“If you say so,” Sarastro said, but he sounded doubtful.  He soon caught up with Evanna, but stayed a few steps behind her, letting her lead.


The little towers in the distance grew larger and larger, until their structures became clear: tall and cylindrical, and constructed of level upon level of graceful arches and columns.  Like the paving on the ground, they were hewn from an ivory-colored, marble-like material that shimmered the colors of the rainbow when the sunlight caught it.


The sun grew warmer, uncomfortably so.  Sweat stung the irritated skin on the back of Evanna’s neck, and her face was flushed.  She had to remove her coat, carrying it draped over one arm until Sarastro took it from her without a word and folded it into his bag.  She appreciated the gesture more than she would admit.


Truthfully, Evanna didn’t want to reach her destination at all.  She wanted to keep walking and mulling over what she now knew, until everything assembled into a shape that made perfect sense.  As of now, too many thoughts raced through her mind and they clashed with one another like notes played wrong.   The girl with gleaming green eyes…the “key” inside her…the demon that had attacked…the magistrate’s death…she felt like she would burst.


She was so wrapped in her thoughts that she didn’t pay attention to her surroundings.  So she didn’t notice as the air around her grew chillier and heavier, didn’t notice as she walked into a large shadow…


Didn’t notice the amorphous dark mass—the creature that cast the shadow—until it flowed soundlessly upon her and engulfed her in its freezing folds.  Evanna screamed and tried to fling it off, but it surrounded her on all sides so that she saw nothing but a blackness so acute it sucked all color and light away.  When she shoved her hands into the blackness, trying to wrench it away from her, they sank in the icy sliminess and became stuck.  She whimpered.


The void demon’s pale jack-o-lantern smile gleamed above her hands.  “Kingruey’s girl,” it crooned in its voice like breaking glass.  “Kingruey’s girl, here in the city of ivory, here is Kingruey’s girl, with the key…”


“No!  No!  Stop!” she cried as it wrapped around her body, pinning her hands behind her back.  She shivered as it leeched heat from her body—what an idiot she’d been, taking off her coat.  She was going to freeze to death.


“Here is Kingruey’s girl, where is the key?” the demon said, slithering around and around her until she was trussed on the ground, her cheek pressed against cool marble.  “Kingruey’s girl has got the key, or so the signs say, Kingruey’s girl, where is your key?  Where is your key?”


“Stop!  I haven’t got anything!  Get off me,” Evanna sobbed.  “Get off!”


Was she imagining things, or did the demon’s weight on her back lessen a fraction?  It had stopped speaking, almost like it was hesitating.


She remembered with a brief burst of hope, like a fluttering butterfly, the first time in Zerbroch.  The light-lurer had backed away from her when she’d yelled for it to stop.


With renewed effort, she screamed again.  “Get off me!  Now!  This instant!  Get off, get off, leave me alone, go away—I’m telling you, I’m ordering you—”


And slowly, ever so slowly, the demon listened.  It hissed, clearly displeased, but all the same it was listening.  It slid off her body and released her hands until she lay free on the ground.  Shaking and whimpering, but free.  The demon loomed above her, casting her in its shadow, but it did not try binding her again.


It can’t…because I told it not to.


“Leave, leave, leave me alone,” she whispered, clambering to her hands and knees.  


“No!” the demon cried, its voice rising with rage.  “Kingruey’s girl, she thinks she can order me, but the signs say no, the signs say, you must not, you must take her, Kingruey’s girl—TAKE HER AND TAKE HER KEY!”


Its scream was the worst sound Evanna had ever heard—a combination of mirrors shattering, small animals dying, buildings creaking and groaning and falling apart.  It slammed against her with a force that knocked her onto the ground.  She hit her head so hard that stars burst in her vision.


The air above her grew icy.  The demon spread over her, prepared to swallow her completely—


Then light spilled on Evanna.  Light from a hole that had been stabbed through the center of the demon’s dark body.  The demon threw itself off the girl, snarling as it wrapped tendrils of darkness around the gaping hole in order to patch it up.  It faced Sarastro, who glared evenly back as he pointed his broadsword at it.  Nilmar stood by his side, her fur bristling, and shrieked a challenge at the demon.



“Distractions, distractions,” the demon hissed.  “The girl, the girl is key, the key is the girl, take her, take her—she has the key—so the signs say—Kingruey’s girl—”


It surged towards Evanna again, but Sarastro slashed and sliced it clean in half.  Evanna gasped as the two halves of the demon flew like arcs of black paint in the air, before splattering on the ground with a sickening squelch.  They sizzled at the edges, looking for all the world like pancakes on a griddle.


Is it dead? Evanna thought, but no sooner had the thought entered her mind did one of the pieces begin to move.  No, not one.  Both.  They curled inward at the edges like petals closing around the center of a flower, until they became round black blobs.  The blobs spread out, assuming familiar amorphous shapes, experimentally spreading tendrils of darkness….and both had acquired rips in their centers.  Gaping white rips that flapped as they spoke.


“Two, two, one makes two,” they chanted at the same time.  “The sword of steel has made one two.”


Evanna’s veins ran numb with terror.  She exchanged a horrified glance with Sarastro; he’d clearly not been expecting this either.


“One for the whelp with the sword of steel,” said one of the void demons.


“One for Kingruey’s girl with the key,” said the other.


The meaning couldn’t have been clearer.  Evanna scrambled to her feet, her heart thudding.  She thought wildly.  Why had the demon come back in the first place?  She’d killed it at the parade, hadn’t she?


One demon flowed toward her, the other toward Sarastro.  She stumbled backwards, scrambling for an escape route—


The demons had forgotten about Nilmar.  With a screech, the hawkgriffin dove at the demon advancing on Evanna and sank her talons into its dark folds.  The demon roared and writhed under the assault, little bits of black slime flying from it and sizzling on the ground.


Gratitude rushed through Evanna, but was replaced by horror when the demon regained its wits and fought back.  It unfurled tendrils of darkness around the attacking hawkgriffin, wrapping them around her wings and pinning them to her sides.  Nilmar shrieked and struggled to escape, but without her wings she couldn’t fly.  She sank into the demon’s darkness, vanishing like a ship in a whirlpool.


“Nilmar!” Evanna and Sarastro screamed at the same time.


But the demon was distracted by the hawkgriffin writhing inside its folds.  Evanna realized that she had an opportunity to act.  How?  Fighting them was impossible.  She had no gold and silver with her.

I knew I shouldn’t have wasted Mama’s locket like that, she thought, her chest tightening.  How could she have known, though?  She’d thought that when the demon disappeared, it had, well—disappeared.  So why had it come back?


Sarastro was engaging the other demon, slashing and stabbing as it surged around him like a wave.  Little bits flew from it; Evanna followed them with her eyes, an irrational part of her fearing that they’d become tiny demons.  Sarastro was holding back, trying not to cut the demon into pieces.  He’d found out the hard way that if he did, he would only create more.


That meant he couldn’t fight the demon to his full capacity.  The two were engaged in the strangest stalemate, even while they fought—Sarastro couldn’t harm the demon too badly, for fear of creating a new one, and the demon couldn’t fight back too viciously, or it would be harmed.


The demon closer to Evanna continued fighting with Nilmar, paying little attention to Evanna.  She continued backing away, fear making bile rise in her throat, the back of her neck throbbing again.  


She had to find a way to stop the demons.  Both demons.


She thought maybe of shouting at them again, but quailed the thought.  She could barely breathe, let alone summon enough air to yell with authority.  Would it even work this time?  Maybe she had been lucky before.  


There has to be some way of stopping them.


Once again, she tried to remember the pages of Victor’s demonology compendiums.  Words floated senselessly in her mind: Gold and silver are toxic to greater demons, and only iron can injure them…demons cannot cross running water, but greater demons can if invited to cross…blessed swords have little effect against greater demons…


Tears blurred her vision and seized in her throat.  Useless, it was all useless.  She couldn’t remember a damned thing that could help them.  The demons were going to win, they were going to kill Sarastro and Nilmar and then her…


The small of her back hit something hard.  Whirling around, Evanna realized that she’d bumped into a fountain.  Incongruous anger rose inside her: the stupid fountain, getting in her way!  In her anger, she wanted to kick at it, foolishly hoping it’d topple over.


She controlled herself just in time.  Shame flooded through her.  What was she doing, throwing a tantrum like a toddler while her friends were fighting demons?  Her control cracked and the tears fell, streaking hot and ashamed down her cheeks.  Soon she started shaking, her bones turning to jelly and her knees giving in.


No, stand, what are you doing?  Don’t cry, do something! a furious and defiant voice inside her bellowed.  But all she could do was clutch the edge of the fountain basin as she shook with sobs.  Helpless, utterly helpless.


“Evanna!” Sarastro roared from the distance.  His voice sounded distorted, as if she was hearing it through water.  “Evanna!  Do something—you must—”


Sarastro’s roars and Nilmar’s shrieks rang madly in her ears.  She pressed her face against the cool marble, sucking in deep, shuddering gasps in a desperate attempt to calm down.  She knew that Sarastro was right.  She had to help.  To fight back.  She’d defeated the demon once.  Surely she could do again.


Thinking that way was pure idiocy, but it was better than nothing.  Evanna gripped the basin and pulled herself to her feet, supporting herself by leaning over the fountain.


That was when she saw it.


Gleaming through the water, scattered across the chipped tile bottom of the fountain, were coins.


Silver coins.


Evanna’s head spun in disbelieving wonder and she had to clutch even tighter to the marble to keep herself from pitching into the water.  Of course.  It was so beautifully obvious that she had to keep herself from laughing.  Fountains were the same no matter what world they were in.  People everywhere made wishes.


She straightened, forcing feeling back into her cramped legs.  Her nape burned with a vengeance, but she gritted her teeth and bent over and reached into the water.  A shock ran up her arm muscles but she ignored it.  The water wasn’t nearly as cold as the void demon had been.  Heartened, she closed her fist around the nearest cluster of coins.  They bit into her palm, reassuringly smooth and cold.


As soon as the last traces of a sob left her breath, Evanna turned from the fountain and faced the demons.  Sarastro had been backed against a statue by the one fighting him, while the other was a seething mass of black as Nilmar struggled inside it.  Evanna, keeping the fountain within reach so she could collect new coins if she needed to, plucked one coin from her palm and threw it.


She fervently hoped it would hit the nearest demon, the one smothering Nilmar.  It didn’t strike dead-on, as she’d wanted, but it managed to clip the demon in the side.  Instantly, the demon rounded on her, hissing.


Cold triumph rose inside Evanna.  She stepped forward, ready to toss another coin.  Drawing in a breath so deep her ribcage ached, she shouted, “Let Nilmar go.”


A visible shudder, like ripples surrounding a stone thrown into a lake, coursed through the demon.  It didn’t release Nilmar.  Summoning all of her resolve, Evanna moved closer to the demon, coin held between her thumb and forefinger.


“Let her go,” she repeated.  “Let her go!”


The demon surged towards Evanna and extended threatening tendrils.  Evanna threw the coin.  It sunk inside the demon with another ripple; this time the demon screamed aloud, a squealing, whining sound that ground on Evanna’s nerves like a file.  But still she stood fast.


“Let her go,” she repeated.  Her voice was too hoarse to risk screaming again.


The demon began to flatten and spread out, becoming translucent at the edges.  Evanna advanced upon it and hurled another coin, which disappeared with a squelch in the demon’s center.


How much more can it take? she thought, sweat dripping into her eyes.  There’s already three coins inside it!  All it took that one time was the little locket.


She remembered reading that silver wasn’t as effective as gold when it came to dealing with demons; and she’d learned in school that coins were never composed of solely one metal, but many different kinds mixed in an alloy. 


Smoke already rose in noxious black curls from the demon’s writhing form.  It couldn’t hold on for much longer; certainly, it made no effort to fight Nilmar, who had redoubled her efforts.  Evanna saw the hawkgriffin’s shape, outlined in black, thrashing inside the demon.


“The silver, the silver burns…” the demon hissed.  “Kingruey’s girl…must…”


“Stay away!” Evanna screamed as it lashed at her with a tendril.  The tendril flew aside in an instant, splattering on to the ground.  “Stay away from me!”


She threw the last coin in her hand, which she’d been clutching so tightly its shape had become imprinted on her palm.  It didn’t land dead center, but it was enough.


With a howl that shattered the air, the demon folded in on itself until it became a tiny, quivering ball—and exploded.  Evanna shrieked as tattered pieces of black slime flew in every direction like shrapnel.  Much of it landed on nearby fountains; the instant the substance slapped against the marble, it hissed and dissolved the stone beneath. Evanna immediately shook off the few splatters that had landed on her clothes.


Where the demon had been lay an indignantly screeching Nilmar.  Relief bubbled like a sob in Evanna’s throat.


“Nilmar!” she cried, stumbling towards the hawkgriffin, but her attention was snapped back to the remaining demon when she heard Sarastro yell.


The demon had backed Sarastro against the statue.  It surrounded him on all sides, reaching tentacle-like tendrils towards him.  He sliced them in two whenever they came near him, but couldn’t do anything against the demon except stab at it.  The demon barely seemed to feel his attacks.


Nilmar began flying toward Sarastro, but Evanna seized the hawkgriffin’s tail and pulled her back.  Nilmar rounded on Evanna, her fur bristling. Evanna was afraid that Nilmar would attack, but she didn’t let go.


“No, listen to me, Nilmar,” she said above the hawkgriffin’s screeches.  “You can’t—if you go there, it’ll just swallow you again!  Listen, there are lots of coins, silver coins, in that fountain there.  Can you help me throw them at the demon?”


The instant she stopped speaking, Evanna was dragged in the opposite direction when the hawkgriffin sprinted towards the fountain.  Before she bowled over, Evanna released Nilmar’s tail.  She fell anyway, bouncing to a rough landing on her hands and knees on the flagstones.  Her palms burned as they slammed against the hard surface.


“Nilmar, wait,” Evanna sputtered, but Nilmar was already flying back, clutching dripping coins in her talons.  She dropped them all on Evanna before the girl could figure out what was going on.


“Ouch!  Hey!” Evanna shouted as the coins clattered in a painful heap on her stomach.  Nilmar landed beside her, glaring at her expectantly.  Evanna gulped and stood, the coins now pooled in her hands.


She and Nilmar ran to the demon, which had engulfed Sarastro completely.  He was but an indistinct shape writhing against the demon’s dark folds.  Nilmar almost charged the demon again, but Evanna held out her arm to stop her.

“Hey!” she yelled.  “Over here!  I’m over here!  Look this way!”


At first, she feared the demon hadn’t heard her, but then its white flap of a mouth rotated so it was facing Evanna.  The mouth spread into a jagged smile, sending icy water shooting through Evanna’s veins.  For a moment, her nerves failed her.  Then Nilmar nudged her leg, warm and alive and encouraging.


Resolve flooded through Evanna once more.  Sarastro was a friend.  She wouldn’t let the demon hurt him.


With all her strength, she jerked her hands upwards and let the coins fly, rising and falling in a gleaming arc in the sky.  The demon shrunk back, trying to keep the coins from landing on it.  Not all of them hit—a few clattered uselessly on the ground—but enough did.  They sank into the blackness, plik-plik-plik, vanishing one by one with tiny ripples.


The demon hissed and contorted into seething shapes like billowing smoke.  It drew back from Sarastro, releasing him.  He hit the ground, his sword clattering beside him, gasping for breath.  


“Sarastro!” Evanna cried as Nilmar shrieked.  “Get out of the way!”


“What?  Evanna?” Sarastro said, his voice hoarse.  He glanced at the boiling, smoking demon that was rapidly folding in on itself, and snatched his sword and scrambled to the side.

Not a moment too soon.  Just as Sarastro put several yards between him and the demon, it exploded.  The shockwave threw Evanna off her feet and knocked Sarastro face forward; Nilmar avoided it by flapping away.  

Blobs of black slime fell around them like rain, sizzling as they hit the ground, the statues, the fountain, and their clothes and hair.  Evanna crawled away as fast as she could on her hands and knees, ignoring the streaks of blood her injured palms left behind.  She only stopped when she couldn’t feel any more stinging and burning.


“Evanna.”  A warm hand rested on her shoulder.  Evanna fantasized for a heart-stopping second that it was Victor’s.  Until a face swam into her vision, a strong-jawed tanned face framed with auburn hair, and she was snapped back to reality.


“S…Sarastro…” she choked, unable to get out anything but a hoarse gasp.


Sarastro helped her to a sitting position, supporting her until the feeling returned to her muscles.  Nilmar remained by her side, nuzzling her leg with her face and cooing softly.


“You’ve done very well,” Sarastro said, his voice quiet and tempered with an emotion Evanna couldn’t quite identify—admiration?


You’re a noble lord and warrior, what could you admire about me?  But she had stopped the demon.  She’d stopped it, with her own power.  


Her head spun; it was all too much to take in.  Instead of thinking, she stared at the mess that the demons had left behind.   Scraps of black slime peppered the ground and ate holes in the statues, and scorch marks radiated like black stars where the demons had exploded.  Staining Tiandra’s pristine whiteness.


“Hmm, well, we seem to have left behind a good deal of property damage,” Sarastro said.  “It can’t be helped.  I suppose we ought to get out of here as soon as possible.  We have had quite enough excitement for the day, haven’t we?”


Evanna nodded mutely, fighting the urge to throw up.  Sarastro extended a hand towards her, but before Evanna could take it he tensed, frozen in mid-motion, like a cat that had sensed a dog nearby.  Evanna followed his intent gaze.


Several people were approaching them, people clad in the shimmering white robes of Tiandrans.  There were four of them, three men and one woman, and judging by their white hair, lined faces, and stooped forms, they were elderly.   There barely seemed to be any individual differences among them.  They all wore the same clothes, had the same wispy hair topping their heads, and bore the same stern expressions.  They gathered around the ruined square, eyes severe and cold.  


Evanna shrunk back, pressing herself closer to Nilmar’s warmth; Sarastro had placed his hand on her shoulder.  It was only a matter of time before the people—priests?—noticed them.  They’d be stupid not to connect two and two and realize that the strangers had caused the destruction.


The man in the front shook his head and looked away from the damage—and his gaze landed directly on Evanna.  She shivered, feeling like she’d been hit with a frozen arrow.  Suddenly she longed for Mama to be with her, for Mama to hold her and tell her it was all right and then make the mean man go away.


The man advanced towards Evanna, Sarastro, and Nilmar, his sandaled steps ringing in the silence.  All of the priests glared at the three, but none with the harshness of the man in front.  His gaze held a special sort of authority. 


Sarastro tightened his grip on Evanna’s shoulder, digging his fingers in so hard he was probably leaving bruises, but she was returning the favor in kind to Nilmar, whose fur she had bunched her fingers up in.  Her heart was trying to escape from her throat and her neck burned insistently.


“Outsiders,” the head priest spat, stopping a yard in front of them.  “Explain yourselves.  What have you done to us?”

10. The Lecture


Evanna had been in larger rooms—the Warlord’s lair came to mind—but none had felt as empty as the chamber in the heart of the Tiandran temple.  It was a circular chamber with a pointed ceiling that rose so high it vanished into gloom.   The only light issued from basketball-sized spheres that drifted lazily across the ceiling, casting circles of pale light that moved like clouds. Otherwise the room was bathed in a darkness so complete that Evanna couldn’t remember how bright it had been outside.  It felt like she had entered not a building in Tiandra, but another world. 


Tiered benches lined the walls of the chamber like amphitheater seats, enough to seat hundreds of people.  Right now, the benches were mostly empty; their only occupants was a smattering of elders perched on the lowest levels, their robes gleaming in the darkness.  At the front rose a high box in which sat two stiff-backed elders, a man and woman, resplendent scarlet cloaks draped over their robes.  The cloaks were the only color in the room, shocking as droplets of blood.


Evanna herself sat upright in a box in the center of the room.  It wasn’t raised as much as the front box, but it was high enough to make her head spin when she looked over the edge.  About a yard to her left was another box, equally high—in that one slouched Sarastro with Nilmar curled up on his lap.  Unlike Evanna, who was nervously glancing around, he stared straight ahead, his expression stony.


Evanna shivered and drew her knees closer to her chest.  The priests had appeared and surrounded Evanna, Sarastro, and Nilmar before they could figure out what was happening.  Then the priests had marched the three to the temple, rebuffing every attempt to get answers.  Evanna had been too shocked to think of fighting against the frail old priests.  Sarastro must have been the same. 


And now here they were, in what the priests called the temple’s “Judging Chamber.”  Sitting like prisoners awaiting trial.


A trial that wouldn’t be fair.  Evanna saw it in the hard stares of the priests in the seats, of the elders in the high box.  They’d condemned the three from the Institute the moment they’d laid eyes on them.  It didn’t seem natural to Evanna.  Property damage was something to get upset about, but not that much.


Maybe it wasn’t just the property damage that angered the priests so.  Maybe they thought that the three—outsiders, they’d said—had brought the demon to Tiandra.


Who was to say they hadn’t?  That demon was the same one that had attacked at the parade, the one that spoke about “Kingruey’s girl” and “the key.”  It had clearly been following Evanna.


So this is my fault, she thought miserably, wrapping her arms tighter around herself to ward off a sudden chill.


The male elder tapped a crystal staff against the metal rim of the high box, and a liquid, bell-like chime reverberated throughout the chamber.  The female elder did the same, though her staff was made of stone, so it rang with a dull and hollow sound.


“Priests of Tiandra,” the two recited together.  “We open the session of this Judging.  State your grievance.”


“Very well.”  The head priest stepped forward, his voice deep and stentorian in the silence. “As we were leading our daily inspection of the Gateway Park, we saw these two outsiders” –He swept his arm towards the boxes in which Evanna and Sarastro sat—“in the park.  Or should I say, the ruins of the park.”


“Ruins?”  The woman elder leaned forward.  “What do you mean?”


The priest’s tone grew sharp with anger.  “Exactly as I said, Your Eminence.  Surrounding the intruders, splattered all over the park, was this…noxious black substance.  It was eating holes into the statues and fountains, and burning the ground.  Seeing as the outsiders were sitting in the middle of it, it’d be fair to say that they are the ones responsible!”


No, Evanna wanted to protest.  It wasn’t our fault, we didn’t know, we didn’t know…


But she couldn’t deny that she had brought the demon to Tiandra.


“Can you corroborate Head Priest Maceh’s story?” the male elder said.  The other priests nodded in unison, their expressions vindictive.  Evanna’s blood ran cold.  Such rage didn’t seem right.  It had less to do with the desecration of the park and more to do with…


More to do with the anger shaking in the Warlord’s voice as he confronted Tal.


How, Evanna wondered, had Compiteum wronged Tiandra?

“To desecrate the Park of the Gateway…” the female elder hissed.  “Among our own people, that is a crime enough, but for an outsider to do so…”


“Among all the other things that the outsiders have done,” the male elder said.  “When will they ever learn?  It seems only the most severe sentence will work as a deterrent.”


Most severe sentence?  Panic welled in Evanna’s throat.  She had to say something.  Maybe she had brought the demon to Tiandra, but it wasn’t as if she’d intentionally done so!  In fact, if it wasn’t for Evanna, Sarastro and Nilmar, the Tiandrans would have much more to worry about than a few ruined monuments.  She doubted they had much experience fighting void demons.

“Excuse me.”  Sarastro’s voice rang in the silence like the crack of a whip. 


“What is it, outsider?” both elders said in unison, their gazes sharpening like white-hot knives.  Sarastro didn’t appear perturbed, though he sat up straighter.


“I was simply wondering if we could have the opportunity to defend ourselves.  It’s my understanding of criminal justice that usually the accused are given at least a token chance to explain their actions.”


Evanna trembled, unable to believe Sarastro’s daring.  He was taking such a plainspoken, almost haughty, tone with the elders, just like the way he addressed Tal.  The elders didn’t like it; they leaned back as if they’d been hit on the noses, and a scowl twisted the face of the male elder.


“Do not take such a cavalier tone with the Elder Judges of Tiandra, outsider,” he said, his voice like ice.


“Do forgive me,” Sarastro said. “But you must understand that an ignorant outsider like me wouldn’t have much knowledge of Tiandran legal procedures.”


“Silence!” cried the male elder, rapping his staff against the box rim.  The priests in the seats shuffled and hissed in disapproval.  All of them were glaring at Sarastro.  Evanna sensed murderous intent in the air.


“Yes,” the female elder said, looking like she was swallowing lemons to force the words out.  “You do have the right to speak for yourself, outsider.  State your names, and give your side of the story.”


“Thank you, madam,” said Sarastro, ducking his head in the suggestion of a bow, but like his words, the gesture came across as sarcastic.

He continued speaking calmly.  “My name is Sarastro of Fortennia, and my hawkgriffin companion is Nilmar.  This is Evanna Kingruey.”


Evanna wondered if the Tiandrans would know her name as the Warlord had—and revile it.  But the Elders’ eyes remained as hard and disapproving as ever, with no hint of recognition.


“Forgive us for damaging your property,” Sarastro said, “but believe me when I say that it was necessary.”


“Necessary?  And how is that?” demanded the male elder, his eyebrows knitting together.  “You’d need a very good reason, intruder, for ruining the Park of the Gateway!”


“It is a good reason,” Sarastro said.  “You see…we were fighting a demon.”


“A demon?” the female elder said.


“That is nonsense,” the male elder said.  “Demons do not come from this world.  You could not have fought a demon, unless you led it here.”


That was it.  The accusation Evanna had feared, because it was true.  If it hadn’t been for them—for her—the demon wouldn’t have attacked and none of this one would have happened.


She bunched the material of her skirt into her hands, ignoring the pain when the wool stuck to the raw skin of her palms.  They could not talk their way out of this now.


Sarastro seemed to have realized the same thing, if the perturbed glance he exchanged with Evanna meant anything.  When he turned back to the elders, though, he kept up as calm a front as ever.  “You are aware that the worlds are growing closer and closer.”


“Nonsense,” the female elder sniffed.  “We have nothing to do with our fallen…comrades.  And I use that word in its loosest sense.  Since the first day that we became joined with them, we recognized them as broken, lawless, and wild.  As influences that could pollute Tiandra, the civilization which we have worked so hard to build to the heights of glory and perfection.  We could not take the chances of letting those worlds’ noxious influences seep into ours.  And so since the very beginning we have maintained powerful barriers between Tiandra and the fallen worlds.  There is no way that the demon could have entered here unless you brought it.”


The elder’s voice was so snooty that Evanna wondered why Sarastro didn’t just punch her already.  Of course, they couldn’t physically reach the elders, and doing something like that would put them in an even worse position.


When Sarastro spoke, his voice held an edge that hadn’t been there before.  “Perhaps we did bring it here, but we also destroyed it.  If we hadn’t done anything to stop it, no doubt it would be attacking you next.”


A collective hiss rose from the observing priests.  The elders didn’t seem offended, though their gazes hardened.  They resembled statues, carved not from stone but from disapproval and dislike.


“That may be so, but the fact is that you intruders brought the demon in the first place,” the male elder said.  “We’ve done so much to keep Tiandra separate from sullying influences.  A demon and two intruders are sullying influences indeed, and must be dealt with.  We are Tiandra—the world of purity and perfection!”


“Is that so,” said Sarastro, his voice shaking.  “Is that so.  Are you really so perfect?  Then explain why your citizenry spends its days sleeping instead of working industriously!  Explain why you do nothing to stop the dust that leaves your people indolent and sluggish!”


“How dare you!” cried the male elder, surging to his feet.  He pointed his staff like a sword at Sarastro; Sarastro returned his gaze evenly.  “You ignorant intruder, you could never understand!”


Sarastro’s lip curled, but he didn’t speak.  Evanna was possessed by the reckless urge to defend him.  What he had said rang of truth.  She, too, didn’t think that this world was nearly as great as the elders believed.  Maybe on the outside it appeared better than the others, all flowers and sunshine and gleaming marble, but she’d seen the slumbering people.  The ragged little girl.  The cold disdain on the priests’ faces.


The sleeping dust.


“Yeah,” Evanna said, standing up as well and noticing with a surge of vindictive delight that she was the same height as the male elder.  “I bet the reason you don’t do anything about the dust is because you’re using it on purpose.  You want the people to be asleep.”


The instant the words left her mouth she regretted them.  Why had she said such horrible things to these people who held her fate in their hands?  It didn’t matter if her words were true. Fighting them was suicidal.


“Evanna!” said Sarastro, his eyes widening.  Even he seemed to think she was going too far.  She flushed and stared at her toes, wishing fervently that she could take back what she’d said.  That was why she hated speaking.  Too often she just blurted what was on her mind, and that landed her in situations such as this one.  Though admittedly never before as grave.


“You go too far!” cried the female elder, standing as well.  “Insolent fools, to think that we even gave you the courtesy of a Judging!”


“A lesson must be taught to all intruders who believe they can force their will on Tiandra,” said the male elder, his eyes flashing.  He extended his arm and pointed his crystal staff straight at Sarastro, while the female elder pointed her stone staff at Evanna.  Evanna wondered what they were hoping to accomplish, but then the tips of both staffs glowed with a blinding light that reminded her of the sun.


Evanna’s heart constricted and her neck throbbed.  She didn’t know what the glowing light was—magic, probably—but she knew that it would harm her.  In all likelihood, kill her.


No, I can’t die, not here, not like this!  But how could she fight back?


That didn’t stop Nilmar and Sarastro from trying.  Nilmar leapt to the edge of the box, her fur bristling; Sarastro reached over his shoulder as if he meant to draw his sword, but remembered too late that he didn’t have it.  The priests had confiscated it from him in the Park.  He instead balled his hands into fists and assumed a defensive stance, though Evanna knew full well his defiance was futile.


She knew what they were thinking—that it felt better to actively resist their deaths instead of sitting back and accepting it.


Evanna squeezed her eyes shut, clutching the front of her dress.  She wasn’t Sarastro and Nilmar.  She wasn’t a born fighter, she wasn’t the type to face the inevitable with defiance.  But defiance rose inside her anyway.  She couldn’t die before she found the truth behind Mama’s murder, behind Mama’s murder and the magistrate’s.


A voice cut through the heavy silence in the chamber, an intimately familiar voice, but sharper and harsher than Evanna had ever heard it:


“Just what is going on here?”


Everyone’s attention was snapped to the entrance of the chamber, far below.  Evanna even forgot her vertigo in the astonished moment.


Striding through the doorway, her dark hair gleaming under the ghostly lights, was Tal.


Tal?  How’d she get here?  She wasn’t supposed to know, thought Evanna with a mixture of elation and dread.


“Who are you?” demanded the female elder, lowering her staff a fraction of an inch.


“My name is Lady Natalia Redmond of Compiteum,” Tal said.  “These two are under my employment, I believe.”


“Their employer?” said the male elder, his brow furrowing.  “Then are you the one who sent them here in the first place?”


His tone was sharp and accusing.  Tal refused to take the bait—she replied, her voice calm, “Of course not, Your Eminence.  Do forgive me.  I had no knowledge of their actions.  I’ll be the first to say that what they did is most regrettable, and that they should be punished for it.”


‘Precisely!” the male elder said.  “That’s why we must teach them a lesson so no intruder ever repeats their crime!”


The female elder put her hand on his shoulder, making him lower his staff.  He threw her a wild glare, but she shook her head and leaned forward, saying without words that she was listening to Tal.

Tal didn’t speak next, though; rather, Sarastro rounded on Tal and yelled, leaning over the edge of the box, “How did you find us in the first place, Natalia?”  He sounded slightly resentful.


“Well, you wouldn’t know,” Tal said.  It was hard seeing her from a distance, but she seemed to be smiling wryly.  “You see, Sarastro…the day that you joined the Institute, I had Dr. Ithrey put a magical tracer inside you.  You’d have no memory of it because he did it very innocuously, while you had your shoulder draped over his arm, in celebration of your ‘newfound companionship’ or whatnot, I believe.”


Sarastro paled, and a snarl contorted his face.  “How dare you,” he hissed.


“It was a necessary precaution; you know that as well as I do,” Tal said.  “You are a criminal, after all.  Now, Your Eminences.  Can you be persuaded, just this once, to return my employees to my custody?  I assure you they didn’t mean any harm to the Park of the Gateway, but their ignorance should not be excused.”


The male elder still looked doubtful, but the female elder was mollified.  She said, “It seems that not all outsiders disrespect the foundations of Tiandran society.”


“No, not all of them do,” Tal agreed.


“I have your word it won’t happen again, Lady Redmond?” the female elder said.  “As a matter of fact, I’d have to say that it’s only fair that these two be prohibited from ever setting foot into Tiandra again.  That would ensure that this fiasco is not repeated.”


Tal paused for a moment before ducking her head in a bow.  “Agreed.”


“Very well.”  The female elder rapped her staff against the box rim, followed seconds later by her companion.  “The two accused shall return to their home world, but if they are ever seen in Tiandran territory again, then they will be executed on the spot.  Is that understood?”


“Yes, Your Eminence,” recited all the priests and Tal.  Evanna realized too late that she and Sarastro should have joined in, though given Sarastro’s very sour expression, she doubted that he would have.


The male elder looked disapproving, but the female elder gestured towards than imperiously, almost impatiently.


“You may go, then.  But I wish never to see your faces again.  This Judging is over.”


“I cannot begin to express how utterly disappointed I am.”


Evanna shivered under the force of Tal’s disapproving gaze.  She had linked her hands behind her neck and squeezed, even though the irritated skin wasn’t throbbing more than usual.  The gesture was a reflex, one she slipped into every time one of her teachers or Father lectured her.


Tal’s office, a round chamber dominated by heavy wooden desk surrounded by a circle of voice-pipes, was hardly Evanna’s classroom or Father’s bedroom, but the sick anticipation twisting her stomach was far too familiar.  If not worse, because the lecturer wasn’t a teacher she hated or Father who she hated even more; it was Tal, her mother’s friend and her new mentor.  Evanna stood before the desk behind which Tal was pacing, Sarastro silent and dour by her side.


“I am disappointed in both of you,” Tal said, her voice cold and measured. “In you, Sarastro, for defying orders and entering a Section without consulting the rest of the Institute.  In you, Evanna, for not stopping him in the first place.”


Evanna hung her head, her chest tightening.  The worst thing was that Tal was right.  If only Evanna hadn’t let Sarastro sweep her into this crazy, pointless mission.  Then none of this would have happened.


Abruptly, Tal stopped pacing.  “Sarastro, you may leave.  I will deal with you later, though I don’t expect to go anywhere with you.”


“Nice to see that you’ve got such faith in me, Lady Redmond,” Sarastro said.  Evanna couldn’t believe that he could still address Tal so mockingly, even now.


“Out,” Tal said flatly.


Sarastro obeyed, dipping his head in the suggestion of a bow before shutting the office door behind him.  Dread welled inside Evanna’s throat when the door clicked shut.  Unhelpful as Sarastro’s presence had been, at least it meant that Tal’s anger would be divided between the two of them.  Not concentrated solely on her.


Victor stood beside the desk, which should have offered Evanna some comfort, but it didn’t.  The tight-lipped and blank expression on his face terrified her more than Tal’s fury.


“Evanna,” Tal said.  Evanna whimpered.


“I—I’m really sorry, Tal—”


“Save it.”  Tal waved a dismissive hand.  “Just what the hell were you thinking?”


Evanna had been floored the first time that Jen had cursed, but hearing a swear word from Tal’s mouth was too much.  She wanted to faint.  The blood rushed away from her extremities and she tottered.  No one moved to catch her, so Evanna had to dig her feet into the carpet and force herself to remain upright.


“I d-dunno…I just…I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”  She was almost sobbing from consternation.  “I’ll never do that again, I promise!”


Usually Evanna remained sullen and silent when adults were yelling at her, but this time, to her surprise, she was genuinely remorseful.  Because everything Tal was saying was true.  Evanna had done a terrible thing.


“I don’t think you will do it again,” Tal said, “but I need to know why you did it!  Do you even understand the consequences of your actions?”


Her face was bloodless and she was clutching the back of her desk chair, digging her fingers into its \ cushioned surface so that she was almost poking holes into it.  She looked only seconds away from shouting.


“I j-just, I don’t, I just felt like I had to do something…”  Evanna trailed off.  She really did have no reason for doing what she’d done.  She’d simply got caught up in the heat of the moment with Sarastro.


“Oh, this is…this is just…too much.”  Tal groaned and shook her head.  Victor took a concerned step in her direction.  Evanna was too afraid and miserable to feel jealous.



“My lady…”



“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Tal murmured.  “I just can’t believe this…I mean, you, of all people.  Evanna.  I’d have expected better from you.  Sarastro, I can understand, but you…you’re Elise’s daughter.  Surely you must have some sense of right or wrong??


“I kn-know, b-but what I was doing, it felt like the right thing to me!” Evanna cried.

“Well, it wasn’t!”  Tal’s voice lashed her like a whip.  “It was the worst possible thing that you could have done!”


“I…”  Evanna staggered backwards.  The office spun around her.  “I d-don’t understand…”


“No, of course you don’t.  What could a little girl understand about the intricacies of politics?”  Tal’s eyes were glowing with a feverish, hateful light.  Hateful.  A hatred that was directed at Evanna solely, burning like sunlight concentrated through a magnifying glass.


“For years, ever since Elise’s death, I have spent time, effort, and money to build this Institute from nothing.  I have spent years working with the Sections, if not obtaining their support at least their tacit approval.  And now you have put this foundation which I have worked so hard to build in danger.  You.  A silly little girl acting on a silly impulse.  You may have ruined everything.”


With every word a knife twisted inside Evanna’s heart.  Guilt flooded her, but for the first time, something else tempered it.  Discontent.  Resentment.  She didn’t like the way Tal was talking about her.  A silly little girl… Well, maybe she was silly.  But that impulse hadn’t been.


“It c-can’t be that bad,” Evanna choked.  “W-we killed the demon, and it’s not like they won’t let anyone from the Institute back into Tiandra…just us two.”


“There is much, much more to it than that, you fool!” Tal shouted, slamming her fist into the table.  A mug full of pens upended itself and spilled its contents in a clattering shower upon the floor.  Victor bent down to pick them up, conveniently preventing either Evanna or Tal from seeing his face.


Evanna’s heart skipped a beat when Tal shouted.  She’d never seen anyone so angry before, not even her teachers when they were yelling at her for bad test scores.  


“So much more, which you don’t understand!” Tal continued shouting.  “The Tiandrans have always been the most difficult to placate.  The most opposed to our existence.  But I managed to work out an agreement with them: we would not visit their Sections unless they explicitly allowed us, and while there we would take the greatest care to avoid leaving behind signs of our arrival.  Both of those conditions you broke.  While they have been mollified for now, rest assured that this incident will loom on their minds every time they must deal with the Institute again.  And it will reflect on the entire Institute.  They will think the entire lot of us fools with no self control, all because of your actions!”


“Why do you even need them?” cried Evanna, less out of rage than fear.  “They were just horrible to us, anyway—”


“It doesn’t matter how pleasant or unpleasant they are!  The fact is, when the war comes, we will need their support.  All of us—the city, the Sections—must stand together if we’re to have a chance against the invaders from other dimensions.  Thanks to you, the tiny trust I have managed to build has been obliterated.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t know any of this,” Evanna said, frustrated.


“Well, then shouldn’t you have thought about it?” Tal hissed.  “The Sections are not your playgrounds, little girl.  You’ve realized that most of the Section denizens hate the city, haven’t you?  So shouldn’t it have crossed your mind at least once to be prudent in your dealings with them?”


Evanna was barely able to speak through her tears.  “I—I didn’t ask for that demon to come.”

“You could have prevented everything by not going,” Tal said.  “But instead, you chose to hop along with Sarastro thanks to your bizarre urge to do ‘something.’”


“B-but I—”


“That’s enough.  You clearly have no idea what you’re saying,” Tal said, turning away from Evanna and waving a dismissive hand.  “You have no impulse control in the slightest, do you?  I’ve witnessed it before.  You just charge in and do whatever springs into your mind.  Sometimes it helps us, so I can’t begrudge you for that.  But I knew all along that eventually, it would get you into trouble.”


“Then wh-why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”


“Because I was under the mistaken impression that I didn’t need to.  That spending time in the Institute among real researchers would mature you.  It did for me, and it did for Elise.  Apparently, I was giving you too much credit.”


Evanna wiped at her tears, hoping that would staunch the flow, but more just kept coming.  She no longer saw Tal or the office—she saw nothing but a blurry mess of color through fogged glass.  “Nnh…no one ever h-helped me…”



“And no one ever helped me either, and you don’t see me complaining,” Tal said archly.  “Don’t try to win over me with self-pity, girl.  I can guarantee you that everyone at the Institute has a more sorrowful story than you.  Honestly, do stop crying.  It’s doing nothing for you.  How old are you, anyway?”


That did it for Evanna.  She no longer heard Tal’s voice but Father’s, low and throbbing with disapproval.  Aren’t you too old to cry?  The little choked whimpers rising from her throat became a full-blown, body-wracking howl.  She wrapped her arms around her chest, her knees shaking, feeling that she would never be warm again.  No.  She never had been warm, ever since Elise Kingruey had died.


“You’re nothing like Elise,” Tal said, her voice ringing with cold judgment.


“N-neither are you,” sobbed Evanna.


She had no idea why she said it, but didn’t regret it.  Because it was true.  When she’d first met Tal, she had (though she’d never admitted it, even to herself) believed Tal to be the second coming of her mother.  After all, she was such a beautiful and knowledgeable woman, just like Mama had been, and she’d been Mama’s friend, too.  Evanna had looked forward to Tal becoming her mentor, the female guidance that she had lacked for eight years.


But now that Evanna had encountered this side of Tal, she knew with growing conviction that Tal shared almost nothing in common with Elise, deep inside where it mattered most.  She had come across as kind and patient, but now she had descended into shouting and name-calling.  Mama wouldn’t have calling her a fool and a silly girl.  Mama wouldn’t have made fun of her for crying.  Mama would have hugged her and told her it was all right, no matter how bad a thing Evanna had done, because part of doing bad things was learning not to do them ever again.


And Mama wouldn’t have been so selfish.  Selfish.  That was what Tal was when it came down to it.  She was right to be angry with Evanna—Evanna would admit that—but she wasn’t angry for the right reasons.  I have spent years working with the Sections… I have spent time, effort, and money to build this Institute from nothing…You have put this foundation which I have worked so hard to build in danger…The tiny trust I have managed to build has been obliterated.  I, I, I.  She was phrasing everything in terms of how it affected herself.  Not everyone else in the Institute, who’d probably die on the front lines in this coming war.


Just herself.


Rage, hot and terrifying yet liberating at the same time, burst within Evanna like a flash of lightning.  It grew and grew and grew until her insides were quaking and boiling and she wondered how she’d ever been cold in the first place.  She straightened and met Tal’s gaze even through the flowing tears and started screaming, with no idea what she was saying but the words all felt so damned right.


“You’re not like Mama at all!  I don’t see why she’d have ever been friends with someone like you…someone so selfish!  I know.  Mama—Mama wouldn’t yell.  Mama would understand.  But I don’t think you can understand people in the first place, ‘cause you, ‘cause you, all you want is to be better than other people, to order them around.  Like Victor!  You’re just mad right now because I did something you didn’t tell me to do.  It wasn’t the right thing to do and I know it but that’s not why you’re mad!”


“Evanna!  How dare you!” Tal shouted.  “You don’t know the first thing about anything!”

Tal’s latest insult galvanized her.  Biting back an ugly, corrosive sense of wrongness, she gripped the edges of the desk, leaned forward so she was within inches of Tal’s smoldering gaze, and shrieked as loud as she could:


“And YOU know?”

Tal was too astonished to answer, at least verbally.  She tried to push Evanna away from her but Evanna was quicker.  Whirling around, Evanna raced towards the door, flung it open, and ran down the empty halls of the Institute.


And ran, and ran, and ran.
11. Alone


“My lady…?” Victor said cautiously.  “Are you all right?”


He approached his lady with soft, deferent steps, taking care not to startle her.  Though such rages were rare from her, they occurred often enough that he knew that in the aftermath, anything—the slightest perceived insult—could incite her to lash out again.  


Tal didn’t look ready to shout or hit, though.  She had rested her elbows on the desk and buried her face in her hands, her dark hair cascading in waves around her face.  Victor placed a hand on her shoulder, feeling its soft roundness even through her suit jacket.  Tal twitched but didn’t try to shake off his touch.


“My lady, do you want me to go after her?”


Tal mumbled something inaudible.  Victor leaned a little closer.


“My lady?”


“I said, that would probably be wise.”


“Very well, my lady.”  Victor bowed from the waist and prepared to depart, but Tal stopped him by lifting her hand.  He turned.  She had lifted her face and was gazing at him steadily, the corners of her lips still trembling but her gaze level.


“Wait.  Just…talk to me, for a second.  Talk to me.”


“My lady?”  Rarely did Tal give such confusing orders.  Victor took a few steps closer to her.  Mindlessly, he reached out and adjusted her lace cravat, which had become crooked during the commotion with Evanna.  He did it without thinking.  Caring for Tal had become an automatic reflex for him and he wouldn’t have it any other way.


“Please,” Tal sighed, squeezing his hand when he tried to withdraw it.  Victor’s heart leapt into his throat but he redoubled his efforts at pulling his hand away.  No, never.  He could not touch her that way.  They were master and servant and he would be fine with that till the end of his days.


Maybe not entirely, but he would convince himself he was.


“I don’t understand, my lady,” Victor said, deciding the truth couldn’t hurt.  “Are you really that upset?”


He supposed Tal had a reason to be, but he was more surprised than anything.  To imagine that the quiet, stammering Evanna Kingruey had the strength to shout so passionately…and such horrid accusations, too.  His lady, selfish?  No.  She was the most generous soul he knew.


“I want you to talk to me, Victor,” Tal said, and then shook her head with a rueful sigh.  “Oh, dear…even when I’m trying to be friendly I end up ordering you around anyhow.  Perhaps she was right.”


“No!  She wasn’t.  That was a horrible thing to say and she shouldn’t have said it.”


“Maybe it is…true, in a way.”  Tal smiled bitterly.  “I don’t have much time for other people.  After Elise died, I…never did.  Or maybe I’ve been doing that on purpose?  Closing myself off?  I don’t know.”


“My lady, please don’t let Miss Evanna’s words affect you this badly,” Victor said, scared though he did his best to hide it.  He didn’t like seeing his lady this weak.  “She’s just a little girl who was upset, so she said some regrettable things.  That’s—”


“Victor, Victor.”  Tal cut him off, though she didn’t sound displeased.  “What Evanna gave voice to were the thoughts that keep me from sleeping at night.”


By now, she had released Victor’s hand.  It dropped limply back to his side.  He wasn’t conscious of it, wasn’t conscious of anything but his own heart beating a painful staccato against his ribcage.


“I sometimes wonder if I’ll ever measure up to Elise.  She was the most selfless person I’ve ever met.  If she saw even a street beggar in trouble, she’d dive in to help however she could.  The reason she researched into alternate dimensions was because she loved this city and wanted to help it.”

“I don’t…I don’t quite follow, my lady,” Victor said.


“That’s all right.  Well, you see, Compiteum has had a bit of a population problem lately…the news does its best to keep it hush-hush, but it’s very real.  And it’s mostly occurring in the poorer sections of the city.  Elise thought that if she found a way into other universes, she would be able to relieve our resources somewhat.  Give us more room to exist, in an entire other world.”


‘That’s…”  Victor didn’t know what to say to that.  It sounded grand, and foolish.  Or maybe it was only foolish in hindsight, now that he knew that the other worlds Elise had inadvertently discovered suffered from as many problems as Compiteum, and in the case of Zerbroch at least, were even more crowded.
“I…I am not like that,” Tal said.  “I’ll be the first to admit it.  I’m much more ruthless, always have been.  I…when I see a beggar, I don’t think, ‘Here is somebody who needs my help.’  I think, ‘How can he be of use to me?’”  She was still smiling, but her smile had attained a crooked, miserable quality.  “I am truly the lowest of the low, Victor.”


“That’s not true, my lady.  You are kind,” Victor said.  “Otherwise you would not have taken me in.”


“But even you have proved to be of use to me, haven’t you?” Tal said quietly.


Victor didn’t speak.  A lump had risen in his throat and his hands were trembling.  To distract himself—and Tal—from his sudden weakness, he busied himself rearranging the stacks of paper and books on Tal’s desk.


“See what I mean?” Tal said.  “I’ve long wished to become like Elise but now I fear that’s impossible.”


“My lady, you should just be yourself,” Victor said.  “You’re fine the way you are.”


“Funny, Elise’s daughter doesn’t seem to think so,” Tal said, with a self-deprecating shake of her head.


“What does it matter what she thinks?” Victor said.  “You are the leader of the Institute itself.  The founder.  She is just…someone who works for you.  Dr. Kingruey’s daughter or not.”


“Ah, Victor.  You’re a lot more like me than you think,” Tal said.


“N-no, my lady,” Victor stuttered.  He wasn’t.  He could never compare to Tal, the angel who had saved him.  


“You know,” Tal said pensively, gazing at the map of Compiteum framed on the office wall.  It was an old map from before the worlds had linked, and as such displayed streets and districts that no longer existed.  Tal used it to remember those who had been lost.  “You know…she is a lot more like Elise than she thinks.”


“Who?  Miss Evanna?”


“That’s right.”


Victor didn’t think so.  He thought of the sobbing, miserable girl in the office and then the cool, smiling woman who graced the newsreels.  They couldn’t possibly be connected.  Or maybe they were.  The way Evanna smiled—the few and far between times that she did—was exactly like her mother’s.


“She’s kind, just like Elise,” Tal said.  “I don’t know exactly why Evanna did that foolhardy thing, but I’m willing to bet it was because someone was in trouble.  Perhaps Sarastro, or Nilmar.  Or maybe she wanted to avenge Enrique’s death.  I don’t know.  But even before that, she…I would never have accepted Sarastro’s deal.  Or befriended Nilmar.  That girl is so very kind and she doesn’t even know it.”  With a sigh, Tal rested her chin in her hands, a pose that made her look heartbreakingly girlish.  “I envy her.”


“Even what she said to you…?” Victor said.  “You think that’s true?”


“It might be,” Tal said.


“All the same, she should not have shouted at you like that,” Victor said.  “You are the leader of this Institute so you ought to be treated with some level of respect.”


“Well, then,” Tal said, the old gleam returning to her eyes (Victor’s heart skipped a beat when he saw it, “be sure to tell her that when you find her.”


“Excuse me, my lady?”


“Didn’t you yourself suggest that you were going to find her for me?” Tal said.  “I can’t go myself…she’s still too angry at me, and what would I say, anyway?  You’re much gentler than I am.  Closer to her age, too.  You should understand her better.  Comfort her better.”


“M-my lady…that is not true,” Victor began.  He wasn’t gentle, not by a long shot.  In the end, he was perhaps more selfish than Tal herself.  He could never explain to her why, though, because that involved explaining…the deeper thing.  The thing that shouldn’t have been.

But he recognized the sharp tone of an order in her voice, and unconsciously straightened upon hearing it.  He would be allowed only a token protest.  Once Tal gave him a command, he had no choice but to follow.  The prospect always caused a little bubble of joy to rise in his stomach, but he’d never given thought, let alone voice, to that joy.


“You will find her, Victor,” Tal said.  “Talk to her and bring her back here.  Is that understood?”


Victor gazed upon her, at her eyebrows still creased from stress and the little smile twitching the corners of her red-lined lips which didn’t extend to her eyes.  Her cravat had become crooked again.


He feasted his eyes for as long as he dared, and then he sank into a bow.  Not his usual rigid bow from the waist, but a bow on one knee, with his arm crossed over his chest.  It was the lowest possible homage a servant could pay his master and he rarely used it with Tal.  She professed that she didn’t like it; “too subservient,” in her own words.


Perhaps a little subservience was in order here.  He wanted to show her, beyond all doubt, that he would obey every order she gave him.  That he was hers, in body and mind and soul.  No, he could never do enough, but this…this was a start.


“Yes, he murmured, “my lady.”


Sarastro found Ithrey in one of the Institute dressing rooms.  Since the bedrooms were too small for a single person to store his clothes in them, the Institute members had transformed neighboring chambers into dressing rooms lined with lockers, mirrors and clothes-trees, in which they could dress, undress, and examine their appearances without bumping heads and elbows on pipes.  Sarastro rarely used them because there was always a chance someone else would walk in you were undressing—but today he was using that chance to catch Ithrey when his guard was down.

The scientist had removed his lab coat.  It was startling how something so simple could change him so drastically.  Usually, swamped in the oversized white coat, he looked imposing, or at least unapproachable.  All cold calculations and business.  Now, in his shirtsleeves and pinstriped gray vest, he looked as ordinary as any salesman or lawyer off the street.


Ithrey had his back turned to Sarastro, which Sarastro supposed was a good thing.  The taller man was absorbed in hanging his coat next to a row of similarly sized lab coats.  A popular rumor in the Institute purported that Ithrey threw away a coat every time he got so much as a pencil smudge on it, which Sarastro didn’t doubt.  Otherwise, it would take too much effort to keep his coats perennially starched and snowy.


As Ithrey finished hanging up the coat and began unknotting his wine-red tie, Sarastro decided to make his entrance.  He stepped through the threshold and clapped his hands.


“Good afternoon, Dr. Ithrey.”


Ithrey whipped around like he’d sighted a poisonous snake.  Probably, he held Sarastro in even lower estimation than one.  “What the hell are you doing here?”


“I see you’re polite as ever, Doctor,” Sarastro said, closing the distance between the two of them.  Nilmar trailed at his heel, cooing in anticipation.  Oh, did she have a diabolical sense of humor.


“Go jump off a bridge and die,” Ithrey declared in a monotone.


“Hmm, how uncreative.  I’m afraid I can only award you one point for that,” Sarastro said.  “What happened to your previous biting wit?”


“Spare me.”  Ithrey rolled his eyes.


“I will.”  Sarastro stepped in front of Ithrey just as Ithrey made to exit the dressing room.  The scientist cocked a slender eyebrow.


“Kindly let me leave.”


“No.  Not until you answer a few questions.”


Ithrey sniffed and pushed his spectacles up, making a point of using his middle finger to do so.  “Unlike you, I actually have work to do around here.  So make this interrogation quick.”


Was he actually consenting to it?  Probably just for practical reasons.  Sarastro leaned closer; much to his amusement, Ithrey leaned back in response.  Not that Sarastro was here to be amused.  He was here to obtain answers to a most unpleasant question.


“Why?”


“Why what?” Ithrey said.  “Care to be more specific?”

“Don’t joke around!” Sarastro shouted, and to accentuate his point Nilmar screeched.  “This magical tracker in my arm!  Why did you put it in?”


“It’s Dr. DeVry’s magical tracker, to be exact,” Ithrey said.  “I was simply the one who inserted it.”


“Yes, well, why did you do that?”


“I’d imagine that, if you’ve found out about it, Natalia has already told you.”  Ithrey sniffed again and turned to the side, preparing to leave.  “So I’ve got nothing else to say.”


Sarastro growled, a low, dangerous sound from the base of his throat.  Ithrey stopped mid-step, unable to hide the shiver that raced down his skinny back.


“Why don’t you trust me, Ithrey?”


Ithrey had the presence of mind to laugh, even though his shoulders were still trembling.  So he was afraid of Sarastro.  Sarastro didn’t know why, but that annoyed him.


“Isn’t it obvious why I don’t trust you, you fool?  You’re a megalomaniacal bastard who—”


“Spare me,” Sarastro said, his voice tense.  Anger and something else—deeper and more painful and more tender—were surging in his stomach.  “You know me better than that.  You know what you owe me.”


“I owe you nothing,” Ithrey said flatly.


“Are you forgetting what I did for you seven years ago?”


“That was seven years ago.”


“Time does not erase debts, Ithrey.”


Much to Sarastro’s satisfaction, Ithrey didn’t have anything to say in reply.  Good.  He wasn’t here to argue, fun as that might be.  He was here to set things straight between them, if at all possible.  Ever since that stormy night seven years ago, nothing but complications had piled up between them, spreading and tangling like a forest of briar.  Could they still cut a straight path through the briar, or would it smother them both?


“You remember what I did for you,” Sarastro said.  By now, he stood close enough to put his hand on Ithrey’s shoulder, which he did.  The scientist tensed but didn’t throw his grip off.  “That night.  Remember?  You were on the run from the Zerbroch Super-Section and your father the Warlord.  You’d been running from them for two…three days, already?  Your shoulder was an inflamed, pus-infected mess because a Section guard had shot you while you were sneaking past the electrum fence.  You were delirious with fever and hadn’t eaten in days.  I found you.  Collapsed in front of my hunting cottage, I found you.  I took you in.  I fed you.  I cleaned and bandaged your wounded shoulder.  I saved you from the brink of death.”


“Yes,” Ithrey said, his voice strained and distant.  “Yes, I remember that.”

“Funny how you don’t seem to act like it,” Sarastro said.


“Because of everything that happened afterwards.”  Ithrey breathed in sharply and twisted his long fingers together, agitated.  “Imagine my feelings of betrayal when the next time I saw you, you were sitting in a cell in Compiteum all because of an ill-advised attempt to invade this city.  The city which took me in and gave me an education and home.  Can you not imagine that I’d be at least a little upset?”


“And can you not imagine that I’d be upset that you chose to treat me with nothing but disdain?  Two can play at this game, Ithrey dear.”


“It was your fault,” Ithrey said, his voice so quiet it was almost inaudible.  He had lowered his head.


“So I cannot help my ambitions—”

“No, maybe you cannot, but at least you can control whether you act on them or not!”  Ithrey whirled around to face him, his nostrils flaring.  “Normal people don’t go around invading other dimensions.  Have you ever thought about that?  Maybe that’s why everybody hates you so much.”


“Not everybody,” Sarastro said.  “Not Evanna.”


“Evanna?  She’s just a silly little girl who wasn’t even aware of the invasion.  Of course she wouldn’t understand,” Ithrey said.


“You’re not giving her enough credit.”


“Oh?”  Ithrey raised both eyebrows.  “Should I give her any?”

“You don’t know,” Sarastro said with a burst of rage.  “You wouldn’t know.  What she is like…that girl.  She’s so utterly determined.”


“What’s this?”  Ithrey chuckled darkly.  “Do I detect a trace of…affection…in your voice?  Do you actually like her?”


“Well…yes,” Sarastro said.  He didn’t know why it had taken him so long to answer and he regretted it.  Evanna wouldn’t have hesitated if asked if she liked Sarastro.  She had made it clear when she’d hugged Nilmar and offered to go with him on their pointless excursion to Tiandra.  Why had he done that in the first place?  For her, a girl he barely knew…but she was…she was the first in years who had seen beyond the criminal and would-be-conqueror. Or even the noble lord.  She had seen Sarastro.


How could he explain to Ithrey that he owed her so much?  Ithrey, who apparently didn’t understand debts.


The painful feeling tightened in his stomach and Nilmar cuddled next his ankle, cooing, trying to reassure him.  Sarastro swallowed a few times, trying to clear both his throat and his thoughts.


“I like her,” he said, a little louder. 


“Wonderful,” Ithrey said dryly.  He was already walking away from the room, having thrown Sarastro’s hand off his shoulder.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got—”

“She isn’t the only one,” Sarastro said.


“What?”  Ithrey threw him a sidelong glance.  “What are you talking about?”

Sarastro effortlessly overtook Ithrey even as Ithrey was walking away from him, and blocked the doorway so that the scientist couldn’t exist.  Ithrey’s face contorted and he spat a curse word at Sarastro, which Sarastro pretended to ignore.


“I love you, you know,” he said.


Ithrey responded instantaneously.  A sharp pain bloomed across Sarastro’s left cheek and Ithrey was standing only inches in front of him, so close that Sarastro felt the scientist’s hot, angry puffs of breath against his face, his eyes narrowed into slits of hatred.


“How dare you.  Get out.”


Normally, when Ithrey got angry, Sarastro did his best to needle Ithrey into a deeper and more incoherent rage.  This time, though, he sensed it wouldn’t be wise.  He had never seen this kind of anger from Ithrey before.  Not with his eyes like smoke and a muscle above his left eye twitching and his entire body arrested with shivers.  He looked delirious, a soldier roaring across a battlefield and blindly slaughtering everything in his path.  It was an anger nobody had a name for, Ithrey least of all.

And so for the first time, Sarastro listened to Ithrey.  Turning around, Nilmar bounding after him, he stalked away down the hall.  

The attic was waiting for him.


Evanna had long stopped running, but she had yet to stop moving.  Doggedly she pressed forward, ignoring the burning in her legs and the shortness of her breaths.  If she fell still, unwanted thoughts and feelings would flock in her mind like crows to a tree, and then she would sink to the ground and never get up.  No.  Right now she didn’t want to think.  She just had to move.


After she had fled Tal’s office, Evanna hadn’t run to her room, nor a common room, nor even the attic.  She had run through the Institute’s winding halls, which had become so familiar to her, until she reached the main lobby and shouldered her way through the doors.  Doors which, previously, she had never exited unless she was with a group.  Not any longer.  


This was the first time since she’d joined the Institute that she had wandered the streets of Compiteum on her own.  She felt strangely lonely but tried to force the loneliness back.  She couldn’t think about it.  If she did, she’d remember everything that had happened, everything that Tal had said and she had said…


Evanna paused mid-step to get a bearing on her surroundings.  The summer sun beat mercilessly upon her neck, sending ants crawling under the inflamed skin.  She clamped her hands over her nape and wished she’d had the presence of mind to bring a hat with her.  Then again, she hadn’t had the presence of mind to do anything after bolting from Tal’s office.  The tears had long dried and turned her face into a puffy pink mask.  Her throat was still sore from sobbing.


Somehow she had ended up in a prosperous, upper-middle-class neighborhood with tall houses lining broad boulevards. The houses, pushed up next to one another, reminded her of the row houses she had seen in Zerbroch, but with their pastel-painted facades, rococo curlicues adorning eaves, and little front gardens hemmed in by wrought iron fences, they were much more beautiful.  Much more…familiar.


With a start, Evanna realized that this was the neighborhood in which she had grown up.


It was. Disbelieving joy flooding her veins, Evanna scampered down the sidewalk and stopped in front of the house at the corner of the street.  It looked a bit different—in Evanna’s memory, it had been painted mint green, not pastel pink—but otherwise everything about it tugged painfully at her heart.  There were the white-painted double doors with the cat door for Mister Mathieu; the weathervane turning creakily atop the peaked roof; the bougainvilleas overflowing from window flowerbeds.  Even the battered old bird feeder remained in the garden.  Evanna didn’t have to look at the patina-encrusted plaque next to the door, because she knew the house number by heart.  1900 S. Darbrook Street.


Her old home.


Not a house.  Home. Home in the way that Father and Maria’s cramped apartment never would be.  Evanna had been born in this house and she had lived her first six years inside its airy halls.  In the kitchen nook, she and Mama had conferred over homework problems.  In her top-floor bedroom, she had opened the window and clambered onto the balcony to listen to the night breeze whispering over the garden.  In the downstairs family room, she, Mama, and Father had gathered to listen to comedy dramas on the radio.


After Mama’s death, Father no longer could afford to live in such a nice house, so he’d sold it and moved into Maria’s apartment.  Evanna had done her best to banish her memories of the house, certain that she would never see it again.  It was better to forget.  


Evanna had thought she’d cried away all her tears, but renewed wetness stung the corners of her eyes and her throat convulsed in the throes of a sob.  She whimpered and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.  Her neck gave a twinge that almost sent her to her knees.


Who lived in the house now?  Someone must, because otherwise it wouldn’t have been repainted.  Perhaps they were proud to own the house which had once belonged to Elise Kingruey.

Rage joined Evanna’s sadness.  More people capitalizing on Mama’s loss.  She should be living in that house right now.  Living in it with…


Who?  She had no one.  Not even the Institute members anymore.  She’d be insane to believe that they’d welcome her back after those horrid things she’d said to Tal.


Tears welled anew in Evanna’s eyes and she led them fall, streaking hot paths down the sides of her cheeks.  She twisted the front of her dress in her hands, ignoring the pain as her injured palms brushed against the cotton, and sank in a heap in front of the house.  Who cared if the people who lived in it saw her and wanted her arrested for trespassing.  The house was more hers than theirs.


Even the air itself had grown colder, as if responding to Evanna’s sinking spirits.  So cold, indeed, that she shivered through the light summer dress and sneezed a few times.  This was a winter chill, the kind that sank into her bones.  The sidewalk was crackling with a light layer of frost…


Evanna jolted to her feet.


It was already too late.  The void demon formed a ring of oozing black around her, surging up and down like flames and grinning with its horrible flap of a mouth.  Daring her to escape when she could not.

“Kingruey’s girl,” it crooned.  “Here you are.  Waiting for me, with your key.”


Evanna screamed and, as the blackness coursed in around her, fainted.
12. The Demon Charmer


Evanna awoke to the sound of someone knocking on a door.


She wondered who it could be.  No one in the Institute needed to knock to announce their presence; they just shouted through the voice-pipes.  Maybe they’d come to tell her that she’d fallen off her bed…she certainly felt like it.  Her body wasn’t nestled in its usual comfortable cocoon between the sheets, but sprawled on a cold, hard surface, and instead of resting atop her stack of squashy pillows, the crown of her head bumped against something solid and curving and icy cold.  She whimpered and withdrew her head, only to have it knock against a floor that felt awfully like it was paved in tile.


No bedroom had tile floors.  The only tile floors Evanna had encountered before were in bathrooms.


Evanna bolted upright, even though her aching limbs screeched in protest.  At first, she saw nothing.  Nothing but a heavy blackness that made her flail her arms in a desperate attempt to grab something solid, so it wouldn’t feel like she was drowning.  One of her hands stuck cloth.  No, not cloth, but smooth vinyl that rustled like a shower curtain…


As her vision adjusted, Evanna saw that it was indeed a shower curtain.


She couldn’t make out details in the gloom, but she saw enough.  Saw the toilet behind her—it was what she’d bumped her head against—the porcelain curve of a sink jutting beneath an oval mirror, and an arms’ length to her right, a shallow depression for showering, separated from the rest of the room by a plain vinyl curtain.  The gleaming white and pastel blue tile on the floor formed a diamond and square pattern. She was in a bathroom.


The knocking grew louder and more insistent.  Evanna shuffled across the cold tile on her knees, too winded to stand.  She wondered why she had been sleeping on the bathroom floor in the first place.  No matter how tired she became, she would never fall asleep in a bathroom.  The Institute bathrooms weren’t like this, either.  They were communal, which had greatly embarrassed Evanna before she realized that there were so few Institute members that she was guaranteed not to run into one of them while showering in the early morning.


So how had she gotten here…?  Her mind was working sluggishly, struggling to assemble the missing pieces of her memory.  No, they weren’t missing.  Just very cloudy.  Her palms were stinging, her neck was throbbing, her throat ached like she’d been yelling…why…


A sudden shiver arrested her limbs; she had to wrap her arms around her body to stave off the chill.  She shouldn’t be cold; the bathroom, if anything, was uncomfortably warm.  Yet she…


She was cold because of the void demon.  Because, as she’d been wandering her old neighborhood, the void demon had appeared in a surge of blackness and engulfed her and then—and then she’d awoken a prisoner.


“Hey!” shouted a voice over the staccato knocking.  A woman’s voice, husky and ragged.  “Are you awake yet?  C’mon.  You can’t have been out for that long.”


Who was it?  An ally?  Or the one who’d captured her?


Evanna staggered towards the door, but when she tried to turn the knob it didn’t move.  She frowned and tried again.  No luck.  Almost as if someone was holding the door shut on the other side, or rather…the door was locked.


The idea was preposterous.  What kind of bathroom locked from the outside?  But this wasn’t an ordinary bathroom, as unassuming as it appeared.  Why else would she have awoken there after she’d been captured by the void demon?  It was a prison.


Perhaps the person on the other side was her jailer.


Evanna squeaked and was alarmed by how thin and cracked the sound came out. She cleared her throat, swallowing a block the size of an apple, and tried again.


“I…I…wh-who are you?”

The woman, the jailer, laughed harshly.  “Ohh.  You’re curious now, huh?  Hey, how do you like the bathroom?  I just got it remodeled.”


Panic spiked in Evanna’s stomach.  “N-no, I…”


“Don’t like it?  Aww, suck it up, kid.  You won’t be staying here for long anyhow.”


Something about the voice—probably its upfront confidence—reminded Evanna of Jen, but Jen didn’t speak with such a bitter edge.  Whoever this woman was…Evanna feared her.


“Why so quiet?  Sheesh, thought you’d be more talkative.  Most of you Compie types can’t shut up to save your fat asses.”


Compie.  She’d said “Compie.”  So that meant she wasn’t from the city.  Evanna had only heard the residents of one world refer to Compiteum citizens that way.


“Y-you’re from Zerbroch?”


“Ooh, nice guess.”


“Wh-why did you do this?”  To her shame, Evanna’s voice died into a whimper.  She clenched her hands into fists, ignoring the pain as her fingernails dug into her skinned palms.


“What, you mean, captured you?  Don’t get me wrong, I’ve got nothing personal against you.  At least, nothing more than what I’ve got against every Compie.  But the Boss wants you.”


“The Boss?” Evanna echoed. Her mind was running into overdrive, connecting the puzzle pieces that had been presented to her.  This woman jailer from Zerbroch.  The void demon.  ‘The Boss.’  He hates you more than anything…he wants you for it.

This woman had to be the demon charmer.  The one with the red streaks in her hair, the one who had been chasing Evanna since the parade.


Evanna was shivering so badly that even her knees couldn’t support her weight any longer.  She collapsed against the door, squeezing her cheek against the cool wood.  The thought of being separated from the demon charmer by only inches repulsed her, but she was too weak to move.  


“Yeah, the Boss,” the demon charmer repeated unhelpfully.  “Don’t know why, but whatever, I’ll follow his orders.  What else can I do?”


“Who is this Boss?”  The one who wanted her.  The one who hated her.  All along she had focused on uncovering the identity of the demon charmer—but the important one, the one machinating everything, was the man who had hired the charmer.  And why?  He claimed to want Evanna’s key…but that was nonsense.  Evanna didn’t have any key except for the one to her house, and she never carried that with her anymore.  Who would go to such lengths for a simple, mundane key like that, anyhow? This key was something different.  Maybe not a physical key at all.  The girl from Tiandra had suggested that it, whatever it was, held great magical power…

Which meant Evanna couldn’t possibly possess it.  A sob welled in her throat.  Had she been pursued and captured over a misunderstanding?


The demon charmer unleashed a raucous laugh. “Aww, silly Compie, you say the darnedest things!  Like hell if I’ll tell you.  But hey, I’ll introduce myself if you want.  I’m Ayrene Kruo, from Zerbroch.”


Now Evanna had a name to match to the dark coat and red streaks.  But no face.  She whimpered, “Wh-why am I here?  Where am I?”


“Ooh, aren’t you full of questions, Compie!  Yak-yak-yak, that’s the way all you Compies are.  On and on.  As for where you are, this is my house.  Y’like it?  Granted, that’s only the bathroom you’re in…”


Evanna glanced around.  The bathroom’s furnishing was spartan, but it was of a good size—large than the tiny water closet in her apartment, anyway—and the oval mirror was framed in gleaming gold.  Evanna was reminded of the bathrooms in her old house.  It didn’t matter how nice the bathroom was, though, because it was still a prison.


“I…I…” she stammered.  “If y-you’re from Zerbroch, why do you have a city house?”


“The Boss gave it to me,” Ayrene said.  “Isn’t he so kind?  Granted, I’m not going to stop at a single house.  One day half of this entire goddamned city will be mine, and I’ll be free to do whatever the hell I like with that half.  Nice, huh?”

Whoever this Ayrene Kruo was, she was clearly deranged.  Tal often said that the most insane people were the most dangerous, especially if they’d been put into positions of power.  Tal.  No, Evanna didn’t want to think about Tal, not now.


“Bathrooms make quite convenient prisons, y’know.  Ain’t no windows for you to sneak out of, and if you wanna take a shit or a leak, you won’t have to do it on the floor and cause a stink.”


Evanna doubted that she’d be able to relieve herself when she knew the demon charmer was standing right outside the door.  Why was she thinking about such pointless things?  No, she ought to focus on escaping…or, barring that, extracting information from Ayrene.  She already knew the demon charmer’s name, and the fact that she was working for another person.  Whoever this mysterious “Boss” was, he wanted Evanna’s “key,” and if he’d bought the house for Ayrene, then he must be wealthy.


Once, Tal had explained to Evanna all of the complicated intrigues and connections between the city’s influential families.  Evanna struggled to dredge up what she’d learned, but most of it had long faded, dissolved in the acid of her memory.  She pressed the heels of her hands over her squeezed-shut eyes, suppressing tears of frustration.  She mustn’t cry.  She had already cried too much today.


“Hmm, wonder why someone like you would make the Boss so skittish, though.  ‘Cause if you asked me, I’d have to say you look pretty pathetic.  Well, you did manage to fend off Glissan twice, but that’s sheer luck, ain’t it?  If you hadn’t had any gold or silver present you’d already be in the Boss’ hands.  Whatever he wants to do with you.”


Ayrene lowered her voice to a threatening hiss with the last sentence; the meaning was not lost upon Evanna.  The little strength left in her muscles gave way and she slid limp as an empty sack down the door, collapsing into a spasmodically twitching heap at its foot.  She couldn’t consider that thought.  Had never before considered it, because what kind of man would desire too-tall, too-skinny, Evanna Kingruey?  This “Boss” couldn’t want her for that.  Besides, the girl from Tiandra had said he hated Evanna.


“But you’re so ugly,” Ayrene said, stating exactly what had been running through Evanna’s mind.  It stung all the same.  “So it can’t be that. Whatever, I just do what he says.  Oh, speak of the devil.”


Somewhere beneath her, Evanna heard the melodious chime of a doorbell and the scurrying of a servant.  So she was the on the second floor…  Moments later came the creak of a door swinging open and the low, unintelligible tones of the servant’s voice.  Heavy, measured steps—the sound of dress shoes against wooden stairs—grew louder and louder, and then became muffled again as if the man was walking across carpet.  Evanna pressed her ear against the door, not wanting to miss a single thing that Ayrene and this man, clearly the Boss, said.


“Well, hey there, Boss,” Ayrene said, bounding away from the door.  Her boots seemed awfully heavy, since they clomped against even the carpet.  “I got you the ‘key,’ just like I said in my telegram.”


“Excellent,” the Boss said.  “I’ll go see her later, I think.  After I get something in my stomach.”


“Geez, sometimes I think you only come here to sponge off my food.”


“Now, Ayrene, who is the one who pays you enough to buy such delicacies in the first place?”


Ayrene sighed; Evanna could just imagine her tossing her head like the popular girls at school did when they were trying to be petulant.  “Yeah, I know, Boss.  Okay, okay, let’s have tea.”


Evanna strained to listen, fearing that the Boss and Ayrene would head downstairs, but she needn’t have worried.  There seemed to be a table somewhere within the vicinity of the bathroom, because the scraping of chairs and the clink of silverware drifted from a few yards outside the bathroom door.  Soon, the aroma of rich, fruity tea and fresh-baked scones wafted to her nostrils.  She didn’t bother holding back the saliva that flooded her mouth.  How long ago had it been since she’d eaten?  The morning before she had left for Tiandra…and how long ago had that been?  In the darkness of the bathroom, she couldn’t gauge the amount of time that had passed since her capture.


“Sooo…Boss.  Wanna tell me just what’s so important about this girl?”


“Well, she did manage to stop Glissan twice…”


“Those were flukes!”  Ayrene’s voice grew tight.  “Why’d you make me send Glissan after her in the first place?”


“Because she has a key, Ayrene, dear.”


“A key?”  Ayrene sounded skeptical.  Evanna was sure that the grain of the wooden door would end up imprinted on her skin, since she’d pressed herself so tightly against it.  “Didn’t look like she had any key on her.”


“Evidently, you didn’t look hard enough.  I know that she has the key.  She must.  You said as much when I had your demons first sense for it.”


Something about the Boss’s voice was familiar, but Evanna couldn’t place what.  It was a perfectly ordinary male voice.  Clipped, precise, and calm.  She’d heard hundreds of voices like it drifting past her on the streets.


“Tch, what’s this key to you anyway, Boss?  Hey, have one of the boysenberry scones, they’re the best…”


“Thank you, dear.  As for the key?  Well, I need it to escape this world, if I ever must.”


“Why d’ya need a key to do that?  You can just run to a Section, can’t you?”


“My, these scones really are quite good…who made them?”


“Nobody.  Well, I guess, the bakers at the Bellevue Café…but that’s not important!  C’mon, Boss.  Tell me why you need a key to get outta here.”


“Of course, I could run to a Section,” the Boss said, setting down his teacup with firm, decisive clink.  “But I wouldn’t be escaping this world.  Not exactly.”


“Huh?  Yeah you would be.  I mean, y’can’t say that Feras or Tiandra is a part of this damn city.”


The Boss sighed.  The sigh stirred some faint recognition in Evanna’s mind, but again nothing came of it.  “No, they are not.  I understand your confusion, Ayrene.  It’s what most people think—the three worlds are separate.  Well, they’re not.  Not really.  When they crashed into Compiteum, they became merged into Compiteum.  Their energies, their wavelengths, everything…twisted to match Compiteum’s.  In the view of the overarching multiverse, these worlds are Compiteum.  And Compiteum is the three worlds.  One massive…super-world, you might say.  But still one world.  If it weren’t for the Sections, why, the worlds would bleed together and elements of all four would meld into one.”


Evanna remembered how Tal had said that the worlds were growing closer together.  Were the worlds already beginning to merge into this super-world?  Or had they always been merging, and the Sections were meant not to contain them but to hold back the flood of melding?  Maybe the Section levies were now weakening.

No wonder the city so zealously tried to keep the Sections contained.  They weren’t oppressing anybody; they just wanted to ensure that the worlds didn’t lose their identities.


“Ha, so you say the Sections are a good thing?”  Ayrene laughed.  It struck Evanna that she’d never heard Ayrene laugh with humor before.  “Don’t try that shit with someone who remembers a time when Zerbroch covered more than ten square miles.”


“If it weren’t for the Sections, dear Ayrene,” the Boss said, his voice serious, “there would be no Zerbroch.”


“Tch.”  Ayrene didn’t try to argue any longer, though.


A chair scraped again and with a rustle of cloth the Boss stood.  Evanna pictured him brushing imaginary lint off the front of a snowy linen summer suit, and something about that image trembled with familiarity.  Exactly what, she couldn’t say. 


The Boss’ steps grew louder and louder—he was heading in her direction. Evanna bolted from the door and scooted backwards on her hands, terror twisting her stomach into knots. 


“Now, if you don’t mind, Ayrene,” the Boss was saying, “I think I ought to pay our little guest a visit.”


“What?  You seriously gonna reveal your identity to her?”


“Why not?  It couldn’t hurt.  She already is ours, after all.”


“I guess…”


The Boss’ tone rang with flat finality.  “Kindly open the door for me.”


“Tch, all right.”  When the lock on the other side clicked, a flicker of hope leapt inside Evanna.  Maybe this was her chance to escape…slim as it might be.  

But when the door swung open and spilled forth a rectangle of golden late afternoon light, Evanna fell onto her elbows, blinded.  Her head spun and dark spots swam across the haze of white her vision had become.  When she blinked, hot tears coursed down her face.


“Aww, can’t handle the light?” Ayrene jeered.


As Evanna’s vision cleared and the pounding in her head lessened, she started making out distinct shapes.  Including the figure clinging to the doorframe, leaning forward with a look of disdainful curiosity written across her face.


Ayrene Kruo.  The demon charmer.


The first thought that flickered through Evanna’s mind when she laid eyes on Ayrene was that she was glad that she’d already visited Zerbroch.  Otherwise, she would be utterly disoriented by and even terrified of the demon charmer’s appearance.  The young woman wasn’t very tall, shorter than Evanna (which wasn’t much of an accomplishment), but she looked larger and more intimidating thanks to the bulky trench coat that swamped her petite frame.  Her face was round and childlike, but resembled a mask because dark makeup surrounded her eyes and swept in sharp arcs down her cheekbones.  The highlights in her shoulder-length jet-black hair resembled streaks of blood.  An iron cross encrusted with glimmering rubies hung from a dog collar around her pale neck, and dangling from heavy bangles on her wrists were metal plates that gleamed with jet stones.


“You look like a wreck,” Ayrene announced, her plump, black-lined lips twisting into a sneer.  “Too bad the Boss has to see you like this.”


“Let me see,” the Boss said, as if Evanna was a zoo animal.  Ayrene respectfully stepped inside.


Evanna stared blindly at the Boss, taking in everything and nothing at all.  His ivory summer suit.  His bowtie, the same color as the sky and his smiling eyes.  His golden hair, neatly slicked back and brushed away from his forehead.  His round face, his bulbous nose.


He looked friendly, kind, and fatherly.  He dressed like a politician.  And he was so, so horribly familiar.


“M…Mayor Syne,” Evanna croaked.


“Good afternoon, Miss Evanna Kingruey,” Mayor Jay Syne said.  “We have not formally met, but I did glimpse you at my reelection parade.”


Evanna felt like she was choking.  Even her lips could barely move open and closed.  Her knees were shaking and her throbbing neck felt like it was going to split wide open.  


In the center of it all was the horrid knowledge, a revelation that she fought against with all her being…


“My, you’re not polite at all.  Not like your mother,” Syne said.  “Then again, polite as she was, she could always come up with the most complimentary ways to say an insult.  You wouldn’t even know she had just insulted you until after the fact.  Ah, I was on the receiving end of her poisoned-honey tongue so many times…”

Evanna whimpered.  She could breathe now, but every breath felt like a burning blade stabbing her chest.  “Y-you—you’re—the one wh-who—”


The one who sent the demon charmer after me.  The one who wants my key.  Who wants me more than anything.  


“Hmm?”  Syne arched an eyebrow.  “Yes, I am the one who ordered you captured.  Because I believe that you have my key.”


“What key?  I haven’t got a key!” Evanna cried, her voice so high and thin she barely recognized it.  


Syne’s congenial smile tightened and his eyes darkened as if a cloud had passed over the sky.  The air seemed to drop several degrees in temperature.  Evanna shuddered.  She was no longer seeing the kindly mayor, but…something dangerous.  Dark.  A creature like a demon, only worse.


“Don’t be ridiculous, girl.  I understand that you would go to great lengths to hide that key, but I warn you: do not deceive me.  I have killed to obtain that key.  I will not have it slip from my grasp this late in the game.”


I have killed.


Even though Evanna hadn’t eaten in hours, sick and sour bile flooded over her tongue.  She fought to swallow it, but her stomach seemed incapable of holding anything and her esophagus had constricted to the width of a thimble.  Where her mind should have been was nothing but a racing blur.


Killed.  I have…


“Mama,” Evanna whimpered.


Syne gazed pitilessly down upon her.  Even though he was still smiling, his face had no expression at all.  It was an implacable white wall.


“It was an accident,” he said quietly.  “I had intended simply to wrestle the key from her, but when she would not give it to me…well, that was all her fault.  She hid it well, though.  I’d never have imagined that she would pass it to her incompetent daughter.  But Ayrene’s demons are powerful at magic sensing and their magic did not lie.  Now hand over your key, Evanna Kingruey.”


“The magistrate,” was all Evanna could force out.


“Another unfortunate,” Syne said.  “If he’d simply told me where you were, then perhaps he would still be alive.”


It was the Mayor saying this.  The Mayor whom the entire city adored, the one whom even the stodgiest editorialists affectionately referred to as “Pops.”  The man whose warm, gentle voice illuminated hundreds of living rooms as families gathered around their radios.  The man whose forever smiling visage adorned countless newsreels.


The same man who stood before Evanna, speaking coldly to her of murder.  Murders that he had committed.


He had…


He had killed Mama and the magistrate.


The thought was too horrible for Evanna to bear.  She scampered backwards, wanting to put as much distance between herself and the demonic creature opposite her.  The cold tile burned against her palms and her neck throbbed dully.

“Hand me your key, Evanna,” Syne said, his voice sharp-edged.


“Yeah, don’t make things difficult, girlie,” snapped Ayrene, peeking over Syne’s broad shoulder.   “Give us the goddamned key and we can be on our way.”


Still Evanna scampered, until her back bumped against the toilet bowl and she could move no more.  Her breath came in short, shallow gasps; the world faded into and out of focus as she blinked.  A sob rose in her throat, dry and painful, but no tears came.


“I—I—I haven’t got a key.”


“Yes, you do,” Syne said impatiently.  “Now hand it on over.”


“No!  I mean it!” Evanna cried, her voice cracking in desperation.  She had no idea what he was talking about.  All she wanted was to return home—yes, home.  Not to the Institute, but to Mama.  To a Mama who was still alive and would smile at her and comfort her after she awoke from her bad dream…


“Don’t you dare lie to me!” roared Syne, lurching forward, his fat hands balled into fists.  “I know you have the key!  You must!  You must!”


He was desperate too, Evanna realized in a dim way.  Why, she hadn’t the faintest clue.  Whatever this key-she-didn’t-have was, it was important enough for Syne to stake everything on it.  For him to even bloody his hands over it.


Maybe she could use that fact…or maybe not.  After all, she didn’t even possess this key.

“I don’t,” she whimpered.  “I—I swear—I d-don’t.”


“You’re lying!” Syne said.  


Ayrene put a hand on his arm.  “Sheesh, Boss, don’t blow a gasket.”


Syne rounded on her, his eyes bugging out.  “How dare you—”


“I’m only saying it as it is,” Ayrene said, shrugging.  “Look, what’s with the rush?  You’ve got all the time in the world now that you’ve captured the girl.  It’s not like anybody’s looking for her, y’know.”


Evanna’s face burned and shame strangled her throat.  She knew it was true.  Tal wouldn’t want her, not after she had yelled like that, and Father…if Father was really concerned for her, he’d have found her already.


“So wait,” Ayrene continued.  “Wait ‘til tomorrow to really put the screws to her.  The girl will crack like one two three, I’m telling you.  But right now, I think you’ve promised me a trip to the opera house since I’ve finally captured the target.  Yeah?  You did say you’d reward me in your telegram…”


Syne turned away from Evanna so that he was completely facing Ayrene.  Evanna could see the florid rolls of his neck fat above his stiff shirt collar.  Although Ayrene was speaking to Syne, she threw the occasional glance at Evanna.  A glance suffused with vindictive triumph and the hint of a smirk playing at the corners of her lips.


What did she want?  Was she trying to…help…Evanna?


“Well, I did say that,” Syne said mildly.  It was hard to believe he’d been shouting seconds ago. 


“So?  Let’s go, Boss,” Ayrene said, tugging on his sleeve.  “I hear that Evangeline is still running, yeah?  Let’s go see that one.”


“All right, if you say so, my dear,” Syne said.  He still sounded a mite reluctant, but when he looked back upon Evanna his expression was no longer so hard.  “Don’t think that you are off the hook, Evanna Kingruey.  You can’t hold out forever.  I’d advise you to hand over your key sooner rather than later.”


Evanna wanted to protest some more, especially since she didn’t have a key in the first place, but all her strength had left her.  She could only sag against the toilet, boneless.  


The door slammed shut with an ominous click, flooding the room in darkness again.  Bright spots danced in front of Evanna’s eyes, dazing her.  As if in a dream, she heard Syne’s and Ayrene’s voices recede into the distance.


“Of course, you’re going to have to remove that dye from your hair…no point telegraphing that you’re from Zerbroch.”


“Aww, c’mon, Boss, you’ve given me this lecture how many times already?”


How could they discuss something so normal when before they’d spoken so casually about murder and torture?  Evanna couldn’t comprehend it.

Her stomach gave a violent lurch and she clamped her teeth shut before bile spilled from her lips.  It was lucky that she was in a bathroom, she thought grimly.  Dragging herself to her knees, Evanna leaned over the toilet, seized the edges of the seat, and emptied what little had been in her stomach in the first place.


To Evanna’s surprise, she had yet to cry.  She kept expecting herself to give in to the lump constricting her throat, but although the backs of her eyes burned, she could never summon tears.  Eventually she gave up sitting with her back to the wall, trying to force out sobs, sniffles, and tears, and started to think.


She was startled by how clear her thoughts were.  Certainly, there was fear.  Certainly, there was uncertainty.  And above all there was a complete lack of understanding.  But through it all, Evanna knew with cold clarity that she had to do something.


Exactly what, she didn’t know.  After everything she had found out, she was powerless.  All along she’d lived with the naïve hope that together with the Institute, she would uncover her mother’s killer.  It would take time and doing but hopefully by the time they identified the killer, they would have ample evidence to put him into prison forever.  She had never envisioned…this.  Getting captured by the killer, only to discover that he was the most powerful man in the city.


How could they fight someone like him?  Even the Institute, with its Redmond money and prestige, would be crushed like an insect by the Mayor and his clockwork soldiers.  The thought weighed on her, crushing the air from her lungs—and any tears she might have cried.


She couldn’t think about the impossible task lying before her.  Defeating the Mayor came second to her more immediate, and much more surmountable, predicament.  Getting out of here.  Of course, she knew that in the end the Mayor controlled everything and her escape would have grave repercussions, but whenever the thought rose inside her she quashed it.  That was surprisingly easy to do, because it didn’t make her want to cry.

Since the tears weren’t coming, Evanna mindlessly pulled one of the bobby pins from her hair and began twisting it into a single length of wire.   Easier said than done; the pin wire was stiff and every movement of her fingers sent pain prickling in her scabbed-over palms.  After half an hour of wrestling with the pin, bending and stretching it until her fingernails tore and bled, she ended up with a fairly serviceable lock pick.


But would it work? The bobby pin, despite Evanna’s ministrations, might not fit through the keyhole at all.  Even if it didn’t work, she was glad that she had made it.  It had given her something on which to concentrate and distract her from despair.  


She had to test the pick quickly, before Ayrene and maybe even the Mayor came back.  She shuffled across the tile floor on her knees, and when she reached the door she inserted the pin, millimeter by millimeter, into the keyhole.  It met a little resistance, but if she angled it a few degrees it managed to get through.  Once it was fully inside she turned it.


Nothing happened.  Forcing down the dread in her stomach, Evanna turned the pin again, harder, but it remained stubbornly stuck and she could feel it beginning to twist and warp.  That wouldn’t do.  If it got bent out of shape then she’d have to waste precious minutes straightening it.


Evanna decided to turn the pin in the opposite direction.  The movement, startling her, was easy and fluid, and she was rewarded with a click that rang unnaturally loud in the silent bathroom.  Evanna stared at the door, her heart pounding.


She’d done it.  She was free.


Quickly, she withdrew the pin and slid it into the front pocket of her dress.  She seized the knob, taking care not to brush her palm against its cold metal surface, and pushed it open.


The sun was setting, bathing the hallway in stripes of rich golden light.  Evanna stepped forward, tottering when her shoes sank into the soft, cream-colored carpet beyond the tiled bathroom floor.  She stood in a short hallway that ended in the bathroom; a door, presumably opening into a linen room, was nestled in the wall to her right.  After a few short strides, Evanna reached the end of the hall.  To her left was a nook separated from the rest of the room by a floor of honey-colored stone that glowed in the dying sunlight.  A round, dainty table with matching chairs dominated the space—clearly Ayrene and Syne had been taking their tea there.  The rest of the story was dominated by a sitting room of sorts, in which striped couches were arranged in a circle around a shiny, wood-paneled radio set.  Bookshelves lined the wall beside an open door that led into a bedroom.

Evanna guessed that this was the second floor.  Its layout was similar to that of the second floor of her old house, except somewhat smaller.  A wrought-iron staircase coiled upward from behind the tea table, and at the far end of the floor another spiral stairwell plunged down. 


No one was around, not even a servant.  By all means Evanna should have scampered towards the staircase and made a quick retreat, but she wanted to find out…more.  About what, she didn’t know.  Maybe some concrete evidence that Syne had murdered Mama.  Maybe a way to defeat Ayrene and her void demon.

Whatever it was, it led Evanna not directly across the sitting room, but towards the open door.  She stepped inside on her tiptoes, wincing even at the muffled, mouse-soft sounds of her footfalls.  For a heart-stopping moment she expected someone to shout at her to stop trespassing before throwing her into the bathroom again.  But no shout came, and Evanna let herself relax.  Nonetheless, she took great care to keep her steps from ringing too loudly—the thick carpet helped by muffling all but the heaviest steps.  


The bedroom was large, about the size of Mama’s master bedroom in the old house.  Thick, parchment-like curtains were drawn over the window, blocking out the day’s last brilliance.  The darkness was cool and silent and made Evanna’s inflamed neck prickle.


In the center of the room stood a canopy bed stacked with pillows and draped with shiny, silvery sheets.  Sheer silver curtains surrounded it like a shroud.  Evanna padded over to the nightstand, made of dark wood polished to a shine, and stared at the objects resting upon it.


Ayrene’s bangles, and a small, gently curved hunting horn.  Evanna picked up the horn first, but almost dropped it—it was much heavier than its size suggested.  Forged from blackened iron, it was encircled with three raised bands of elaborate engravings and jet stones.  The engravings’ spiderwebby designs reminded Evanna of the tattoos she had seen on some Zerbrochians.

The bangles were wrought from the same material and also decorated with bands of jet-inlaid engraving.  From each bangle, connected by a small hook-and-eye closure, hung a rectangular plate of a darker, more lightweight metal emblazoned with jet stones.  Evanna ran her fingers over the cool metal, admiring the detail that had been lavished in the designs.  It didn’t fit her idea of beauty, but it came across as beautiful anyhow.


Were these the tools that Ayrene used to charm her demons?  How did they work?


Evanna picked up a bangle, grunting at its weight, and shook it like it was a tambourine.  The dangling plate swung from side to side, issuing a clear, melodic chime like a bell. 


Instantly Evanna seized the end of the plate to keep it still, biting her lip and waiting with fearful anticipation for someone to burst in.  Nothing happened.  The violent thudding of her heart quieted

Evanna slipped the bangle into her pocket along with the lock pick, and lifted the horn again.  This time, she was expecting its weight, so she used more strength to hold it up.  Nestled in her palm, its cool surface felt like a balm to her stinging scabs.  Evanna lifted it and pressed her lips to the narrow end of the horn and blew.


A note, too loud and too discordant, jangled through the air.  Evanna squeaked and jumped, though she clutched the horn like it was a lifeline.  Somebody had to have heard that—


Something had indeed heard, and had answered.  Crouching at the foot of the nightstand was a demon.  One of the rat-like creatures with glowing stripes that she had seen in the Warlord’s lair.


“Oh—oh no, oh no,” Evanna whimpered, holding up her arms to protect her in case it wanted to attack.  “Don’t—stay away, don’t—”


The demon obeyed with hesitation, scampering to the side so that it was no longer facing Evanna.  It threw her a beady-eyed glance as if awaiting her approval.


Why was it listening to her?  Evanna had gotten demons to obey her commands before, but she’d had to shout in desperation and the demon always took its sweet time to follow through.  This one had obeyed in an instant.


Because she…she had called it.  With the horn.


Evanna didn’t know whether to choke or to laugh.  As if in a dream, Ithrey’s words came flooding back to her: A booming discipline in Zerbroch, if you have the aptitude for it, of course…  Humans were the same no matter what world they came from.  Who was she to assume that the kind of personality conducive to demon charming existed only in Zerbroch?  Perhaps there were hundreds of people in the city who had the ability to command demons, but had never realized it because they had never come into contact with demons.

But Evanna had.


“Oh, I, I…oh…”  Evanna stared at the demon, nauseated yet triumphant at the same time.  “Um…do you think you could help me out of here?  I just…”


The demon lowered its long head into a nod, which made Evanna laugh aloud.  She wondered if any of this was even real.


Any idle wonderings fled her mind when a voice cried out from behind her:


“What are you doing?  Step away from the lady’s room this instant!”


A full-bodied woman in a maid uniform stood at the doorway, shock and anger written across her face.  She brandished a broom like a weapon.


Oh, no!  The servants!  Evanna had believed that she was alone in the house after Ayrene and Syne had left, but of course she wasn’t.  She had completely forgotten about the house servants.  Stupid of her—even her mother had employed two servants to help with the household chores, back when they had lived in a big house just like this one.  


Well, she’d made a mistake.  Now she would have to recover from it.  Acting on a reflex alone, Evanna shouted, “Get her!”


To reinforce the order, Evanna reached into her pocket and gave the bangle a random shake.  She didn’t know if that would do anything, but it seemed to have worked—the demon bounded forward, snarling, and sank its needle-sharp teeth into the maid’s ankle.  She howled.


If there were any other servants about, they had definitely heard that.  Soon they’d come swarming…  Panic squeezed Evanna’ throat.  “Take her out—make sure she doesn’t chase us—”


The demon bit harder and the maid’s shriek reached a fever pitch—before her eyes rolled back in her head and with a deep sigh, she fell back, limp as a sack of stones.  And heavy as one, too, if the crash from her body meeting the floor was any indication.


Evanna was running out of time.  Her terror had spiraled beyond control but through it all she still clung to that cold clarity.  To the knowledge that she had to run.  Nothing else would stand in her way.  


Just as Evanna reached the staircase, another two servants came surging up it—a steward and a cook, judging by their uniforms.  She didn’t think twice.  “Get them too!”


The demon unleashed a high-pitched, coyote-like yowl and leapt upon the steward.  The steward swung his fists as if that would stop the demon’s assault, but its teeth dug into his throat and he fell backwards with a gurgling cry, losing his footing and slipping on the polished wooden stairs.


A scream tore through the air as the steward collided with the cook behind him and both men tumbled down the stairs, to land with an uncomfortably heavy thud on the floor below.  It took Evanna a second to realize that the scream was her own.  The demon trotted back to her, its worm-like tail raised, looking supremely pleased in itself.  Evanna couldn’t bear to look at it.


The urgency of her situation pounded in her veins.  By now, Ayrene’s neighbors had to have heard the shouts, screams, and thuds from the house, and would come to investigate—or worse, call the police.  Evanna bounded down the stairs, taking them two at a time, the demon scampering in front of her.  


Her eyes landed on an expansive foyer but she didn’t have the time to examine it.  The only thing she focused on were the double doors, made of the same polished dark wood as the nightstands in Ayrene’s room, waiting tantalizingly close yet frustratingly far away.  Evanna put in an extra burst of speed and crossed the foyer in three long strides.  She threw the doors open and tasted the cool night air on her face.


Evanna didn’t stop.  Almost sobbing in relief, she surged forward, following the cobblestone path that snaked through the front yard, and vaulted herself over the low wrought iron gates.  Her feet hit the concrete street with an impact that jolted through her calves, and she was running again.  She tore down the boulevard, deeper into the night, deeper into the darkness.
13. Evanna and Victor


Not until Evanna began tromping down the brick-paved paths curving through the park did she realize that she had run a painfully familiar route.  She had followed the old streets and passed the old houses and reached the old park in which she and Mama had loved playing explorers.  This was her former neighborhood.

Ayrene Kruo lived in the same neighborhood in which Evanna had grown up.  The thought made her sick.


By now, she had stopped running.  A stitch in her side doubled her over and her breath came in short, wheezing gasps, never enough to fill her lungs.  The back of her neck was slick with sweat that stung the irritated skin.  Though her heart was still hammering a war beat, it had calmed down from its earlier hummingbird-like flitting.

She clung to the trees lining the path for support as she stumbled blindly forward. The rough bark scraping against her sore palms grounded her.  She was still here.  Still alive.  And free.


Free from Syne and Ayrene and the void demon and those poor servants who hadn’t done anything…


Nausea made Evanna’s head swim, but she had nothing, not even acid, left to vomit.  No.  She couldn’t think about that.  The demon had only been following her orders.  It was her fault for not being specific enough.


Said demon had long vanished.  Evanna didn’t know where it had gone and she didn’t care.  Her stolen contraband—the bangle and horn—bounced uncomfortably inside her dress pocket every time she took a step.  Not for the first time did she wonder what on earth had possessed her to steal them.  Once Ayrene discovered that they were gone…she’d probably be even angrier than she would be over the servants.


The arbor, surrounding her in a comforting cocoon of cool green, abruptly ended.  Evanna was left standing in a wide expanse of grass broken by networks of hedges and little gardens.  Water tinkled in fountains, gleaming in the ghostly light cast by gas lamps.  Evanna shuddered, feeling vulnerable.  Feeling, with a sick jolt, that this was too much like Tiandra.


Just like in Tiandra, wrought iron benches were scattered strategically around the park, next to paths and in front of fountains.  Most were unoccupied, which didn’t surprise Evanna.  Not many people chose to walk in the parks at night, not when they had radio shows they didn’t want to miss.  So far, the only people she’d seen in the park were a policeman and a sleeping homeless man.


But someone sat in the bench nearest her.


Evanna approached slowly, barely daring to breathe.  The seated figure was a small, slim Asian man in a simple black suit.  His head was lowered, so Evanna couldn’t see his face, but her eyes fell upon the sheathed sword leaning against the bench like a stick propping up a tent.

Victor.


Evanna tried to say his name, but her voice came out as a hoarse croak.  She cleared her throat and tried again.

Victor looked up.


They locked eyes for a heartbeat of a moment—liquid black into murky hazel—and then they both raced towards each other, their footsteps crunching against the grass.


Slim but powerful arms encircled Evanna and crushed her into an embrace.  She didn’t find it hard to return the hug, squeezing him as tightly as he was squeezing her.  She dug her fingers into the back of his suit jacket and breathed his scent, something sharp and spicy and tinged with metal.  He was here.  Really here. 


“Miss Evanna,” Victor murmured.  “I’ve finally found you.”


“Oh Victor,” was all Evanna could force out.


They pulled apart from the embrace though that was the last thing Evanna wanted.  He held her by the shoulders to inspect her, as if trying to confirm that she was real.  She didn’t even mind that he had to look up to meet her gaze—at least he was looking at her.  With a spike of concern, she saw that his eyes were rimmed in dark circles and his hair disheveled.  


“How long were you looking for me?” she said in a whisper.


“Since this morning,” Victor said.  “Since you ran.”


“Oh.”  Evanna’s head spun.  She knew she had to tell him something deeply important, but couldn’t gather her fleeting feelings and sense of dread into coherent words.  The only conscious thought that passed through her mind was: He’s here.  He came for me.


“My lady asked me to search for you,” Victor said.  “She was very concerned for you, you know…I believe she regrets shouting at you so severely.”


“What?”  Heat rose in Evanna’s face and her stomach twisted.  Tal?  Would Tal really do that?  She’d been so angry after Evanna had shouted those horrid things…


“She said you were gentle.  Like your mother,” Victor said.  He had released Evanna and was striding down one of the paths.  Evanna walked side-by-side with him.


The instant he spoke, Evanna shook her head.  “N-no.  I’m nothing like my mama…”


She clutched at the demon-charming instruments in her pocket, squeezing the cold iron for comfort that she didn’t deserve.


“Perhaps you are, Miss Evanna.  I don’t know.”  Victor offered her a weary smile.


“I…I…no, I’m not,” Evanna murmured, flustered.  “Mama would never have said those things.  Y-you saw me say all those things, I…”


Victor didn’t speak.  Evanna didn’t dare look at him, so she settled for staring at the regular herringbone pattern of the bricks beneath her feet.  Her eyes burned, but no tears came.


“Perhaps you both are at fault.  At the very least, you can acknowledge it,” Victor said.  “Isn’t that too a form of gentleness?  Being able to admit it when you’re wrong and feeling guilty about it?”


“Everyone’s like that, though,” Evanna said.


“Not everyone.”  Victor smiled tightly.  “Some people know that they’ve done wrong, but can’t possibly feel guilty.”  He paused, and added, “Like me.”


“Like you?  But you haven’t done anything wrong!” cried Evanna.


“Oh, you don’t know...  My lady does, though.  And she still forgave me, even when I myself could not concede that I had sinned.  She denies being gentle, but I really think she is.  She is…the most gentle person I know.”


He strode on ahead of her, his hands clasped behind his back, his head lowered.  The sword scabbard strapped to his back gleamed in the lamplight.  Evanna permitted herself to stare at him fully, the way she never could when they were face-to-face.  She took in his thin, pale neck rising above his suit’s shawl collar, and his shaggy sideburns stirring in a night breeze.  The bottoms of his earlobes were, Evanna noticed with a little bubble of surprise, pierced and adorned with small jade studs.  She wondered why she had never noticed before.


Victor was gentle too, she thought.  He denied it, but why else would he search all day for a bratty, undeserving girl like Evanna?  And search with all his effort, judging by weariness in his face.  He hadn’t needed to expend so much effort; he could have just returned to Tal after an hour’s searching and announced that Evanna was gone for good.  That was probably what her father had done after she’d gone to the Institute.  But Victor…


When he spoke of Tal, his voice was so…tender.  Evanna had never heard him talk like that before.  His voice soft, every syllable caressed by an emotion she couldn’t understand.  Hearing it made her heart ache.

Feeling horribly embarrassed, she asked aloud, “What…I mean, how do you feel about Tal?”


Victor stopped mid-step and turned around, a surprised frown creasing his face.  “Why do you ask?”


Evanna’s neck gave a twinge.  She half-noticed that they had left the park and were now striding down a street lined not with manorial houses but shops and boutiques.  Not the same street that she followed every day after school, but similar.  In the darkness the barred-over windows looked ominous, like the closed eyes of a fitfully sleeping beast.  The little circles of gaslight that broke the darkness at regular intervals did little to calm her nerves.


“No reason,” she said, remembering that Victor had asked her a question.


“Hmm…well, I suppose…Miss Evanna, can you keep a secret?”


The painful emotion had returned to Victor’s voice, even more strained.  He had started walking again, but the stiff set of his shoulders telegraphed his distress.  Evanna’s heart pounded.

“Yes!  I absolutely can!”


Especially if it’s for you.


“Well, then…I…”  Victor smiled, but it was haggard and didn’t extend to his eyes.  “I know that this is not exactly…appropriate…I should say.  Especially for one of my station, but…”


He shook his head in a self-deprecating manner.  “You see, my lady took me in during a very difficult time in my life.  It was…about three years ago, when I was sixteen.  Not that much older than you are now.  I—my parents are immigrants from Cathay.  They set up a little shop much like these ones—”  He waved his hand towards a row of delis and laundries  “—and built it into a booming business.  By the time I was born, we had significant wealth and influence, at least among our immigrant community.


“These days, I understand the sacrifices and all the toil that my parents put into their business, into ensuring that their children had a better future…but back then, I chafed against their restrictive rules.  I fell in with a group of delinquents.”


“Delinquents?” Evanna echoed, marveling.  She couldn’t picture the proper and conscientious Victor as a hoodlum.

“Yes.  I know it’s hard to imagine.”  Victor laughed without humor.  Evanna was reminded, with a shiver, of Ayrene’s laughs.  “But it did happen.  When my parents found out, needless to say they were furious.  They threw me out and forbid me to ever return to their home.  I…I probably would have starved on the streets had I not met my lady.  I will never quite forget that meeting.  I saw her, a wealthy woman wandering in a poor neighborhood, and I immediately seized upon the, well, opportunity.


“But when I tried to pick her pocket, she whirled around and snatched me by the wrist, and told me with a twinkle in her eye that I should do a better job.  I was angry, of course, and I tried to attack her.  She parried every one of my blows effortlessly, and lectured me on how best to attack an opponent quicker than oneself.”


Evanna frowned.  Tal fighting?  She couldn’t picture that.


“And when it was done and she had soundly defeated me…I expected her to simply walk away and leave me there, battered and starving.  But instead, she offered to take me in.  To give me a new life even when I was unrepentant, when I believed that I had done no wrong.  It was the first time…”  Victor was blinking very hard, and his voice had acquired a harsh edge.  “It was the first time that anyone had ever said anything of the sort to me.  ‘Would you like to go home with me?’ she said…”


He looked full on Evanna, not bothering to disguise the tears shining in his eyes, and said, “I have been home ever since.”


Evanna’s throat tightened and burned and the nape of her neck throbbed horribly.  Those words that Victor was saying, with so much emotion…she’d always thought that his feelings for Tal ran deeper than a servant’s should for his mistress, but this…it…


“You asked me how I feel about my lady,” he said.  “It’s quite simple, Miss Evanna.”


He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand before speaking, and when he did speak his voice was steadier, and clearer, than Evanna had ever heard it before.


“I love her.”


Evanna felt as if she’d been punched in the gut.  Even as she gulped for air she couldn’t fill her lungs.  Nothing could.  Nothing could replace the emptiness that seized and twisted her insides, an emptiness that was colder and more terrifying than ten void demons combined.  When tears stung her eyes again, they weren’t hot but freezing.


I love her.  Not, I love you.  Well, it wasn’t as if she had ever expected to hear those last three words, but all the same…

“I know that it’s not exactly orthodox,” Victor said.  “Not even approved.  Not even…right.  For someone as low and ungrateful as me…  But I do.  I love her all the more because I know that I cannot have her.  And because I love her, I went to search for you.  As she wills, so I will follow.  Do you understand, Miss Evanna?”


No, no.  I don’t.  I don’t want to understand, I won’t ever understand!  Evanna squeezed the front of her dress, bunching up the material in her hands, seeking some reassurance however small.


“I’m sorry,” Victor said, and for an insane moment Evanna thought that he was apologizing for basically rejecting her feelings, until she remembered that he didn’t know.  And he would never know.  “I know this is overwhelming, and not easy to understand.  Love…hopefully, it will be easier for you.”


No.  It wouldn’t be.  Because Victor had to go ahead and say that.


The instant the thought crossed her mind, shame flooded Evanna.  Why was she thinking about her love life at a time like this?  It didn’t matter if Victor loved her or Tal or no one.  What mattered now were the words the Mayor had spoken, Ayrene’s reaction when she discovered her demon charming gear was missing, and this mysterious key that Evanna supposedly possessed.  All of the things that she’d discovered and swirled around her head like a flock of dazed birds unable to fly straight, so they kept on crashing into one another.  Something great and terrible was at stake and all Evanna could do was whine about her feelings.


“V-Victor,” Evanna stammered.  Even saying his name hurt.  “Listen, listen, you’ve got to—when I was gone, I found out, I—something terrible—”


“Hmm?”  Victor cocked his head to the side.  “What’s the matter, Miss Evanna?”


Victor’s blasé reaction made her want to scream.  Why couldn’t he perceive her urgency?  Then again, he hadn’t been able to perceive her feelings, either.


“It’s the Mayor!  The Mayor, he—”


“Citizens,” said a cool male face that clicked with every syllable.  “Stop where you are and put your hands in the air.”


Evanna and Victor whirled around at the same time, both gasping.  Five clockwork soldiers stood under a circle of gaslight, their uniforms gleaming like freshly spilled blood, sabers drawn.


“Miss Evanna,” Victor said instantly, stepping in front of Evanna and reaching for his sword.  “Stay behind me.”


Evanna whimpered, too terrified to protest.


The soldier in the front marched closer to Victor, click-clock-ing with every step.  “Citizen.  I am giving you one chance.  Put down your weapon.”  Click-clock, click-clock.


“Unfortunately, I cannot do that,” Victor said.  “I don’t know what you want, but—”

“Oh, believe me, I think you both know full well what I want.”  A new voice, clipped and congenial, issued from the clockwork soldier.  It was distorted and staticky, as if Evanna was hearing it through a radio, but that made it even more horrifyingly familiar.  The only time when most residents of Compiteum heard their Mayor’s voice was when he addressed them in his fireside chats.

“Who…?  Mayor Syne?” cried Victor.


“That’s right.”  The clockwork soldier turned stiffly to face Evanna.  She quivered under the hard, flat stare of its amethyst eyes.  “Now, now, Evanna Kingruey.  I think you know what it is I want.”


“I don’t have it!”  Evanna clung to Victor’s suit for comfort, but she knew that nothing—not even him—could protect them from the Mayor.


“I told you not to lie to me.  And now I find out that you’ve escaped, somehow,” the Mayor said.  “But not for long.  I have an army a thousand strong, of soldiers whose loyalty I will never doubt because I was the one who gave them life.  Against that, what can you do, Kingruey?  The key, if you please.”


“B-but I—I swear, I don’t have anything like that!” Evanna stammered.


Syne’s voice growled.  “I’m losing patience.  Who is the young man?”


“All you need to know is that I will not allow to you to harm her,” Victor said.  Despite herself, Evanna’s heart jumped into her throat.

“Hmm…you look somewhat familiar,” Syne’s voice said.  A series of louder click-clocks issued from the soldier and its amethyst eyes glowed.  “I have seen you by Lady Natalia Redmond’s side before, haven’t I?  You’re her bodyguard.”


Victor hissed but didn’t say anything.  He drew his sword and leveled it at the soldier, but Evanna noticed the barely perceptible tremor in his wrists and the pallor of his face.  He must have been thinking what Evanna had when the Mayor had first unveiled himself.  That this was impossible.  That they could not, in spite of all their efforts, defy the ruler of the city himself.


“Is Lady Redmond the one sheltering you, Evanna?” asked Syne.  His tone was light and quizzical but Evanna wasn’t fooled.  She trembled but gripped the demon charming gear in her pocket, thinking, I can fight if it comes down to it.


“You have pried enough, Mr. Mayor,” Victor said, respectfully enough, but with a trace of venom.  He stepped forward.


Syne unleashed a satisfied sigh.  “I will take that as a yes.”


The five clockwork soldiers moved in closer, backing Evanna and Victor against the door of a butcher shop.  Evanna didn’t dare breathe.  Their amethyst eyes, winking in the gaslight, bored into her and turned her knees into jelly.

“Put the sword down.  Hands in the air,” Syne’s voice said, lazy with triumph.


Victor slashed in a wide, sweeping arc.  There was the crunch of metal and the rip of wires and then the clockwork soldier’s head flew from its body like a punted volleyball.  It clattered in the street.  The body that remained jerked and danced erratically, sparks flying from the tattered hole where its head had once been.

The blessed sword glowed like an unearthly beacon, drowning out the soft gaslight. 

The four remaining soldiers reacted in an instant.  Click-clock, click-clock, click-click-click, they turned towards Victor and raised their sabers and prepared to gut him like a fish.  Evanna screamed.  Victor parried the first saber, ducked the second, and stabbed the third soldier in the stomach before its blade could touch him.  The sword tore through the metal and wires with a sick crunching sound, burning like a magnesium flare; the soldier, crackling madly with electricity, lurched and fell.


In the reels, during fight scenes, the pianist always played frantic music that made the audience’s blood beat savagely.  But in this fight more intense than any staged and filmed duel, silence reigned.  The whispery silence of the night broken by the crunch of metal and Victor’s low grunts of exertion.  He attacked swiftly, ducking and weaving between the three soldiers and striking whenever he seized the slightest opening.  His sword slid between joints, twisted and turned like the lock pick Evanna had made earlier, and the immobilized soldier went down in a screech of metal.  Once, blood sprayed the air—one of the soldiers had caught him on the arm.


Clicking in triumph, it raised the sword for a second blow, but Victor clenched his teeth against the pain and slashed the soldier in the crook of its elbow.  Its forearm, still gripping the saber, spun in the air like a kicked can before crashing into the window and shattering it.  The soldier swung its remaining fist towards Victor but Victor sliced again and its other arm tore from its body.


He killed it with a slash that severed its head.  The head, half-smothered in the torn red band of the soldier’s high collar, landed beside the head of the first soldier.  They stared up at Victor and Evanna, their amethyst eyes dull and accusing.


Evanna leaned against the wall, all the strength sapped from her bones, aware of one thing and one thing only: she hadn’t been any help to Victor.  She had only sat back and watched.


Hot tears of shame bubbled in her throat but she refused to shed them.  Victor came walking back towards her, still holding his sword in battle position.  The sleeve of his injured arm was soaked red.


“I’d imagine that clockwork soldiers weren’t built to resist a Zerbrochian blessed sword,” he said, his voice quiet and strained.  “Come, Miss Evanna.  It’s imperative that we return to the Institute as quickly as possible.  No doubt the Mayor will come after my lady next…”


Evanna nodded wordlessly.  She saw the question in Victor’s eyes, the confusion, but couldn’t summon the words to answer it.


They ran.  Since Evanna didn’t know the way to the Institute, she let Victor lead, even though he flagged because of his injured arm.  There was no sound except the steady slap of their shoes on concrete.  Strange—even some people should be out and about after night fell.  It almost seemed like they were hiding in their houses, but why?


Evanna found out when she and Victor rounded a corner.  Tramping down a boulevard was a phalanx of clockwork soldiers, seven across and who knew how many deep.  The lines of soldiers seemed to stretch on forever.  Red uniforms and metal faces and amethyst eyes blended together into an endless, amorphous swirl of color.  And sound.  Click-clock, click-clock.  Every clock inside a shop ticking in unison.


“Victor,” Evanna whimpered, clutching the sleeve of his uninjured arm.


“Let’s go, Miss Evanna.  There are other more roundabout ways to the Institute,” he said flatly, seizing her arm and leading her down the boulevard.  But Evanna heard a faint click-clock, click-clock behind them, rising to join the steady rhythm of the soldiers approaching them.  A new phalanx appeared, a smudge of red and metal in the distance.


“Shit!”  Evanna had never heard Victor curse before.  He swept his eyes around wildly, searching for an exit that did not exist.

“Victor—” Evanna began.  Victor held a finger to her lips to shush her.  His eyes fell on the center of the street—no, not on the street, but on a round, raised circle in the smooth concrete.

A manhole cover.

“Help me, Miss Evanna,” Victor hissed, sinking to a crouch in front of the cover.  “It’s too heavy for me to lift myself.”


And with my arm injured, but that went without saying.


The soldiers were closing in on them. Their pace hadn’t changed—it seemed positively leisurely.  As if they knew beyond a doubt that they had the fugitives cornered.  That knowledge made Evanna’s neck tingle and her fingers work frantically, digging into the groove between the manhole cover and the street in an effort to prize it free.  Her muscles strained and she grunted in frustration, but together with Victor on the other end, she managed to lift the cover a fraction of an inch.  It scraped against the sides of the hole.  But when Victor tried to lift it higher, Evanna faltered.  She hadn’t expected the cover to be so heavy and it tilted in her direction before she could heft its entire weight.  Not wanting her fingers to be crushed, she released it and it crashed down with a clang; Victor quickly released his end as well.

“I—I’m sorry!” Evanna cried, mortified.  She wondered why she bothered apologizing when her death was approaching with every click and tramp.  Her death.  Hysteria rose in her throat, choking her.


“It’s all right,” Victor said hurriedly.  “It’s counterproductive to try lifting the entire thing at once.  Let’s just try to slide it off.  Ready?”


Evanna wasn’t, but she had no time.  The soldiers were marching slowly but they had already closed most of the distance between them and her, pinning the two Institute members like a death trap in an action reel.  She seized the manhole cover again, still warm with the day’s residual heat, and together with Victor, lifted it.  She managed to raise it higher than she had last time, but it didn’t clear the hole entirely; Victor started tugging it in his direction, trying to drag it off the hole.  Evanna helped him along by pushing.  

The soldiers were less than a yard from Evanna.  The tramp of boots deafened her, drowning out even the steady clockwork click-clock.  Her fingers were slick with sweat and almost slipped from the metal several times, but she forced herself to cling fast.  Only a little longer…only a little more exertion in her arm muscles, and the cover slid clear of the hole, clattering on the concrete with a nerve-jumping bang.  Victor dropped it with a deep sigh of relief.  His sleeve had bled almost completely red.


A sweet, dark stench arose from the sewer, which reminded Evanna uncomfortably of Zerbroch.  Her stomach twisted; did she really have to go down there?  And who knew how far the fall would be…


One heavy step, and then two, directly behind her.  The snicking of a saber being drawn, click-clock click-clock—


Evanna tumbled forward into the darkness, screaming, but too late.


Pain erupted in the back of her neck.  She was no stranger to pain in that area but she had never endured anything like this before.  This was neither a slowly building throb, nor a steady ache, nor even the searing flames that shot up her nape when she bent over too quickly.  This was a screaming pain.  A great hole gaped in the back of her neck and its mouth was open and twisted into an endless shriek, a siren that sent waterfalls of white cascading over her vision.  She had fallen but she barely noticed the fall, didn’t feel the impact as she landed in sludgy, knee-high water.  Another liquid, burning hot, spilled down her neck and soaked the collar of her dress and brought with it an endless stream of agony.


Her neck, her neck, her neck—  If only it fell off now, if only, if only her head just slid off her neck like it had for the clockwork soldiers Victor had decapitated!  Then she wouldn’t have to suffer through this.  Dying couldn’t hurt as badly.


Above her, metal screeched and groaned and boots thudded and sabers clanged.  The soldiers were trying to break through the manhole cover.  She heard Victor land beside her with a soft splash but even his presence didn’t comfort her, didn’t when he seized her by the back of her dress and pressed a hand over her neck to staunch the liquid—the bleeding—and marched her down the black tunnel, into the darkness, forcing her forward as she sagged and the cold water leeched her strength away.  She was crying, whimpering and groaning like an injured animal.  It felt like everything—every thought and feeling and all her energy—was gushing from the gash in her neck.


Five minutes, or ten, or an hour, or a second, later, Victor shoved her onto solid concrete.  Evanna’s knees hit the hard surface with a jolt that rocketed all the way up her spine but was nothing compared to the pain in her neck.  Soft light crept into the edges of her vision; Victor had drawn his blessed sword.


“Miss Evanna, I’ve got to tend to this,” he said, his voice quiet but filled with hidden urgency.  “Will you allow me to?  It will hurt, but—”


He didn’t need to finish the sentence.  Evanna remembered the clockwork soldiers and the whistling of a saber through the air, and shuddered.


“Good.”  He daubed at the wound with a cloth.  Evanna bit back a scream.  The pain almost blinded her.  She tried to imagine blood soaking the cloth Victor was using—his pocket square?—and her stomach tried to escape through her throat.


After several tense seconds, silent except the screaming of Evanna’s neck which only she could hear, Victor lowered the cloth.  His breaths came in short, shallow bursts, unlike any she’d heard from him before.  It sounded as if he was…astonished.


“Miss Evanna,” he said after a long silence.  Evanna’s neck throbbed and pulsed and it bled some more.  Why wasn’t he bandaging it already?


“What?” she managed to whimper.  “P-please it hurts, it—”


“I know, I’m sorry, but I…”  His tone was soft.  Incredulous.  “Your neck…”


“Wh-what about it?”  Evanna’s teeth chattered.  She didn’t want to hear that she was beyond saving, not at this stage.


“There’s something in your neck.  Something…metal.  I can see it, sort of.  It’s buried inside, but I might…I might be able to pry it free.  If you would allow me, of course.  I won’t pretend that it won’t hurt.”


Evanna couldn’t reply.  The breath had been driven from her lungs and even the pain had faded somewhat, replaced by numb bewilderment.  Something metal…  Victor’s words hung in her ears, surreal, meaning nothing.  Yet everything.  Something built in her stomach, tightening as it spread through the rest of her body.  A…memory?


Not a memory.  Flashes.  Hints.  Voices.  The sharp bite of ether.  Her mother’s face, lined with worry.  Waking up in a hospital bed, Mama stroking her hair and calling her a good girl.  Her neck stiff, locked in a cast of bandages.


“There is a key inside you.”


Evanna’s vision turned white at the edges.  She inhaled.  “No.  N-no, it…”


“Miss Evanna,” Victor said, infinitely gentle, “we haven’t got much time.  Do you want me to do this?”

“Yes!” Evanna cried, too eagerly.


Victor rummaged in his suit and then he took her shoulder, keeping his touch light—his fingers were deliciously cool—and tweezers, sharp and cold, poked into the gaping wound.  Evanna screamed, a high thin sound that soon broke and dissolved into nothing.  Sweat rolled in rivers down her face and it was all she could do to keep herself from jerking out of Victor’s grasp.


Numb seconds slipped past, lasting forever yet vanishing in a blink. Her fingernails dug into her scabbed palms, drawing fresh blood; but that was nothing compared to the pain—the indescribable pain—as Victor pried her raw muscles with his tweezers.  She tried not to feel anything there but she felt everything.  Every movement of the tweezers.  Every time they clanged against metal.  Every time they poked flesh and blood.  Sweat and tears mingled on her cheeks.


“V-Victor it hurts—”


“I know, I know,” Victor murmured.  “It’s all right, Miss Evanna…I’ve got it.  Yes, almost there…got it.  Got it!”


A yanking sensation and one final explosion of pain and then Victor spun her around, turned her so they were eye-to-eye.  His gaze was steady and calm but Evanna wasn’t looking at him.  Blood started soaking her collar again; she didn’t even notice it.  The pain threatened to tug her into unconsciousness.  She fought to keep her eyes open, at least for a few seconds longer, to fully take in what Victor held at her eye level in a pair of bloodied tweezers—


A slender skeleton key, shiny with blood and flecked with tiny bits of flesh.  Her flesh.  Because it had been inside her.


The seer girl had been right, and so had the void demon and Mayor Syne.  All along, Evanna had had a key. A real, physical key.  She just hadn’t been aware of it.  Or maybe she had.  There was a reason her neck constantly throbbed. 


“Miss Evanna,” Victor said.  “I think this is yours.”


“No,” Evanna said as her vision went black around the edges.  “It’s Mama’s.”

END OF BOOK TWO: THE SECTIONS.
