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			For Clark and Lexi

			One of whom doesn’t particularly mind 
when you drop a big paper bag on their head,

			while the other minds very much indeed
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			Before there was memory, before there was history, there were the leviathans: the colossal, monstrous creatures that lumbered ashore each wet season and went wandering the plains, bringing death and panic with them. For centuries, the folk of the land lived at their whim, and knew only fear and suffering.

			Then the people of the Valley of Khanum learned the secrets of shaping flesh and root and branch—secrets rendered from the blood of the leviathans.

			They altered their bodies. They made themselves brilliant, and strong. And when they emerged so transformed from the shadows of that valley, they began to change all the world before them.

			First, they devised methods to bring down the leviathans. Then they conquered the petty tyrants, who ruled the highlands where the leviathans could not venture. And thus, the Empire of Khanum was born.

			For six hundred years, the Empire has spread and survived—but only barely. The first people of Khanum died out long ago, and the Empire lost much wisdom and cunning with them. Each year, the leviathans still come ashore. Each year, all the arts and genius of the Empire must be mustered to hold them back. And all the while, harmony, equality, and progress must be maintained, for without them, the Empire shall unravel.

			Within this Empire serves Dinios Kol, who is assigned to the Iudex, the imperial institution for administrating justice. His mind is altered so he forgets nothing. He acts as assistant investigator to Ana Dolabra, a woman so brilliant she lives most of her days blindfolded and rarely leaves her rooms, for fear that common life shall overwhelm her mind.

			Together, they are tasked with the investigation of imperial deaths of an unusually difficult or dangerous nature. He investigates and remembers; she analyzes, evaluates, and spies hidden truths in all he witnessed.

			Together, they bring justice to the Empire.
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					A Most Curated Butchering

				
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
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			“It is an inarguable truth, you know,” said Ana, “that most people are absolutely enthralled by dead girls.”

			I cracked my eyes and gazed at the carriage ceiling, certain I’d misheard this comment. I waited, listening to the rumble of the wheels and the crackling of the horses’ hooves on the gravel road.

			Perhaps she would stop now, I thought. Perhaps there would be no more of it.

			I shut my eyes and sought my way back to sleep.

			“In fact, did you know, Din…” said Ana.

			I opened them again.

			“Did you know, for example, that out of all the recipients of the Order of Kibiri—the highest possible honor given to law-keeping imperial officers—that nearly eleven percent of the recipients earned this honor for resolving the murder of a young girl?”

			“Is that so, ma’am?” I said, hoping to satisfy her into silence.

			Yet she continued: “Oh, yes! That death, that very specific death, which is a mere fraction of all unlawful activity across all the Empire—that is given astonishingly disproportionate commendation! If you pursue, oh, corruption, or malfeasance, or lethal negligence—any one of which could cause harms far beyond the untimely expiration of one single goddamn comely nubile—then all are apparently indifferent to you! Instead, countless justiciars jump at the mention of a dead young girl, much as a hunter might leap to his feet at the glimpse of a stag—for that way lies speedy elevation!”

			I readjusted the pillow I’d made of my Iudex coat. “How upsetting, ma’am.”

			“Yes. Very morbid. Very ghastly, Din. Honestly, the more I think on it, the more disturbed I grow.”

			She crossed her arms, turned her blindfolded head to the corner of the carriage, and let out a great huff.

			We rumbled on. I watched her out of the corner of my eye. That had to be the end of it, surely.

			I shut my eyes.

			“But the other kind of death…” she snarled.

			“Ohh,” I murmured.

			“…that gets the most amount of ridiculous treatment, is most assuredly a death among the gentry!”

			I decided to surrender entirely and sat forward, yawning. I should have known better than to hope: Ana nearly always talked throughout every minute of a carriage ride, no matter how long.

			“You could be a goddamn onion farmer,” continued Ana, “covered in shit from collar to crotch, and yet if word were to strike your ear about the murder of some flouncing little princeling, a debauched dandy who’d never deign to step foot in the same fucking room as you, you’d sweep your hat from your head, press it to your breast, and soulfully murmur—Oh, oh! What evil has befallen our realm this day?” She scoffed. “And yet—and yet!—somehow, here we are, Din!” She pounded the wall of the carriage with a fist. “Trundling through bean field after bean field, dashing off to look at a corpse that is not only the body of a dead girl, but a dead gentry girl! I wonder what awful crime I have committed to earn the ire of the fates in this fashion!”

			A call from our carriage’s pilot: “Need anything, sir?”

			I cracked the window and called out, “No, all is well.”

			“It’s just I thought I heard pounding, sir.”

			“All is well!” I said and shut the window with a snap.

			“Is it?” demanded Ana. “Is it well? I find I disagree! For do you know what truly galls me about this particular task that has been heaped upon us?”

			I watched her finger tremble with rage in the dim light of our carriage. I did some dour calculations in my mind.

			We still had quite a ways to go. The more time she had to build up her fury, the worse her behavior would be when we arrived.

			“I assume, ma’am,” I said, sighing, “it is that you do not find this murder we’ve been assigned to be interesting?”

			“Correct!” she cried. “Not interesting, not at all! If you have a dead girl, odds are you will find a very stupid boy on the other end of the knife. And that they have, in fact! Got the little fucker locked up and all! We need hardly attend this for a minute!”

			At that, my eyes shivered in my skull, and I summoned up my memories of our briefing orders.

			As an imperial engraver, I had been augmented to possess a perfect memory and could summon nearly any experience from the depths of my mind. Our orders had been so stark and perturbing, however, that I hardly needed to use my talents at all to recall them.

			Phrases from our orders leapt out to me. Some choice excerpts included “profound social strife throughout the region,” “hyperinflation of costs of key imperial goods likely,” and—most noteworthy—“potential casualties quite high.”

			I released my memories and returned to the moment.

			“We attend this, ma’am,” I said, “because the murder suspect is of another gentryclan. The two families are now on the verge of outright war. One death may become dozens, if not hundreds.”

			“But none would be interesting!” she said. “Not a one, not at all! They can gut each other in the goddamn streets, for all I care!” With that, she crossed her arms and continued muttering.

			

			—

			After enduring another hour of Ana’s fuming, I climbed out of the carriage to join the pilot atop his perch. Though it’d grant me little sleep, the sound of the horses’ hooves was at least less caustic.

			I sat blinking sleepily as we trundled through the leagues of bean fields. The horizon was flat, green, and endless, with nary a tree in sight. The sight somehow defied the eye. It was as if the whole of the canton of Sapirdad had been transformed, every scrap of soil and nutrients redirected toward the cultivation of beans. An odd sight, to me: I had grown up on these very plains—though on the other, less wealthy side of the Empire’s third-ring wall, of course—but the total defoliation of this landscape made it entirely alien.

			We turned off the Great Spoke Road and started toward the city of Lacanthim, and the way ahead filled with carriages, carts, and riders. I’d expected to see cattle on the roads—these lands were famous for their prized urhosi cows, which were often as big as a house—but though many of the carts were ferrying livestock, they were certainly not cows. Rather, each one was piled high with cages containing small, unsightly creatures of a like I’d never seen before.

			I wrinkled my nose as one particularly full cage passed us. The beasts within were not cats, precisely, or squirrels or weasels, but something in between. They were small, furred, greenish-yellow things, each about the length of a man’s arm, with a ringed tail, small black eyes, rounded ears, and—most noticeably—long, prehensile fingers and thumbs on their front legs. They almost had the look of human hands, yet leathery and distorted. I watched one tapping its long digits along its cage and felt distinctly revolted.

			“Are those,” I said aloud, “the…”

			Our carriage pilot laughed. “Yes, sir. The famous cats. Though here they’re more famed for their odors.”

			I gazed at one cart full of cages as it shrank into the distance. So those had been the drokha-cats of the Empire’s third ring, released into the fields at night to pick the crops so the laborers would find bushels brimming in the morning. I guessed that their humanlike hands had been why they’d been chosen for such duties.

			My mouth twisted. “Those little beasts are the ones that handle all the harvest?”

			“Yes, sir. Nearly every third bite you eat probably passed through their fingers.”

			“I suppose it’s not wise,” I remarked, “to learn too much of where your meals come from.”

			He glanced at me. “If the cats bother you, sir, I’d stay clear of the flensing halls. Those’d likely turn your gut a mite more.”

			I opened my mouth to ask, then thought better of it. As pastoral as the farmlands of the third ring might appear, already I felt they were as strange as all the rest of the Empire.

			Soon the traffic on the road backed up, blockaded by some obstruction ahead. I couldn’t see any hint of it this far back from town: all I could spy were dozens of cages full of cats screeching and hopping about, which caused the horses to whicker nervously.

			“Any idea what’s blocking the road?” I asked.

			“No, sir. Never seen it like this, sir.”

			I shot a sour glance at the line of carts ahead and climbed back down to speak to Ana.

			“Road’s blocked up, ma’am,” I said as I slipped inside.

			“So I gathered!” Ana snapped. “I am not a goddamned imbecile, boy! What is the damned issue?”

			“Don’t know, ma’am,” I said. “But our orders were to be at the inn in town by midday.”

			“Oh, hell,” she muttered. “Am I truly about to force us to speed to this miserable task?” She waved a hand at the ceiling. “Tell the child up there to cut across country.”

			“We are, ah, surrounded by croplands.”

			“And?”

			“And, I am unsure if the locals would appreciate us driving across their crops in this manner, ma’am.”

			“Tell them I’ll pay for it myself!” she snarled. “It’s fucking beans, correct? Cow feed! How much could it possibly cost? I wish to get this over with, damn it all!”

			I climbed back out of the carriage and rejoined the pilot atop it. “My superior has asked us to drive across the crops,” I said to him.

			He stared. “She what, sir?”

			“Is there a short path we could take about the town?” I asked. “Some back way toward an alley?”

			“You drive a cart across someone’s crops, they’re liable to take you to court.”

			“Well, as officers of the high court, we shall be well familiar with that,” I said, defeated. “But there is a murdered girl in town, and we must get there speedily. We’ll pay for whatever damages we cause.”

			Still he hesitated. “I’m not sure if I could get more work here if folk knew I did such a thing.”

			“You can blame it on her. They’ll quickly learn her nature and believe you. You can blame more on her if you wish. Crop failures. Pestilence. They’ll believe that, too, soon enough.”

			The pilot took a breath. Then, with a flick of the reins, he nudged the horses off the road and into the bean fields. The other carters and drovers and riders caterwauled and hollered mightily as we churned through the crops, and though our pilot grew pale as a pasture moth’s wing, soon we left them behind and approached the city directly.

			Then we saw what had blocked the roads, and I likely grew just as pale as our pilot.

			The lane ahead was blockaded with a dozen men, all of them armed and clad in various shades of yellow from head to toe. Many were armored, though not with the plate or mail of the Legion, but some manner of algaeoil leather—and each leather cuirass bore a crest upon the chest.

			I could not make out the crest from this distance. Yet I knew what it was, for I had read my briefing carefully. It was surely a crest of a bull, set upon a field of saffron: the family crest of the Armenta gentryclan.

			Their presence made a dreadful sense to me—for the current suspect of the murder, a young man named Castus Armenta, was a prime son of that family. What these armed folk wished to accomplish by being here, I did not know, but I felt sure the answer was a foul one.

			I called down to Ana: “Appears we might be late, ma’am. Armenta forces fill the city ahead.”

			The carriage shutter cracked open the tiniest bit—even when blindfolded, Ana disdained exposure to the exterior world—and her voice came ringing out: “Oh? Any sign of the other clan?”

			“Not yet.”

			A reflective pause.

			“Then either they all lie dead,” pronounced Ana’s voice, “or, more likely, there is a standoff in the city.”

			“What makes you think so, ma’am?”

			“Well, the local peacekeepers have locked up Castus Armenta for the murder, yes? And I am sure the family of the slain girl would very much like to break him out of jail to hang the little bastard for killing her. Which means the Armentas, if given the chance, would like to break in and spirit him away before they can do so! The fact that the Armentas are still here suggests they have not yet achieved this—probably because the other family is preventing them.” A rough cackle came from the carriage window. “A stalemate, then! Each family would like to chop the other to bits—but none can strike the first blow, for that would be dishonorable. We shall have our work cut out for us, boy.”

			The carriage shutter closed with a snap.
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			I had expected the Armenta forces to part as we approached. Instead, they stood in a line, gazing at us with truculent indifference. Our pilot nervously tugged the reins when we could go no farther, and pulled the carriage to a halt.

			“Make way, please,” I called to the Armenta men.

			None of them even glanced at me.

			“Make way!” I called louder. “I am Iudex and bound for the murder in the city.”

			“The custodi have young Castus,” one of the Armenta men said. “We’ll not depart until he is safe.” He looked at my heralds as if they were but blots of bird shit upon my uniform. “Nor will we allow any authority to force us away.”

			“I am not asking you to leave,” I said. “I am asking you to stand aside! A slight shuffling, as opposed to a grand retreat.”

			“Why should we?” called another man, this one wielding a great lance. “The custodi wish to hang Castus straightaway, and we shall not let that happen.”

			“They surely do not,” I said, now quite angry. “The custodi will follow imperial policy, which does not allow us to do anything straightaway, even when we wish to! And besides, it’s not their case anymore, but mine. Now stand aside!”

			The men exchanged mistrustful glances.

			“You can either stand aside,” I said, “or do so after a cohort of Iudexii justiciars comes to clear you out! Which is what will happen if you don’t move—for I will be forced to make you, and spill blood.”

			One of them raised his nose at me. “No custodus would dare draw blade against the Armentas.”

			I leapt down from the carriage and walked over to him. Though he was a Tala fellow like myself—which was to be expected, as we were upon the Plains of Tala—I was a good four smallspan taller than he. And even though I wore only my blue Iudex coat as my armor, my air of indifference to him put a gleam of worry in his eye.

			“I am not a custodus,” I said. “I am Iudex. And we are here to set this aright. Now part.”

			They began shuffling to the side. I climbed back atop the carriage, and we began to slowly trundle through, though I noted that the pilot’s hands shook with fear.

			A creak as the carriage window cracked open again, and I heard Ana’s voice: “I always love it when you put on a bit of swagger, Din.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” I said.

			“Though I am sure you are aware you are not permitted to challenge citizens with swords, nor would your blood draw a cohort of justiciars here.”

			“They don’t know that, ma’am.”

			A low chuckle, and the shutter clapped closed again.

			

			—

			Having conducted investigations in some of the most unruly and dangerous parts of the Empire, I was quite familiar with being among armed forces. Yet as we creaked through the packed lanes of Lacanthim, I found that these folk were a very different breed from every other order of the Empire.

			These forces were not outfitted for war, but for riding: their high boots had obviously been designed for stirrups, and their leather armors certainly could not withstand imperial steel. More, they were all sour-eyed, hard-skinned men whose faces seemed only capable of squinting, like they’d spent countless days and nights in the field, exposed to the elements. Cattle men, perhaps: field hands and drovers who shepherded the great herds of urhosi about the pastures. They carried tremendous lances at their sides, and as I passed one bare lance I gauged that the thing could easily cut a man in half. Whatever challenges these drovers met in the fields, they put it down with deadly force.

			But far more unsettling than the drovers’ lances were their mounts, for they sat atop destriers: the great, altered steeds that were common to these cattle lands, though they were dreadfully expensive. Each destrier stood some ten span high—high enough to be level with me atop the carriage—and were as skinny as a stork’s neck, with hardly a scrap of fat upon their haunches. Their strange, elongated legs shimmered like springs as they walked, and their yellow, birdlike eyes had a challenging gaze, as if the beasts knew they possessed great authority and were here to put you in your place.

			I had seen destriers only occasionally in my service before now. Most were used by the Legion to run messages about the East during the wet seasons, so they were only ever glimpsed when situations were dire, and even then you only saw a flash of them. To see so many magnificent, profoundly augmented creatures here in one place doing nothing but angrily stare at me was unsettling.

			As we made our way toward the scene of the death—a tavern called the Cat’s Eye Inn, our briefing had indicated—the Armentas grew in number and density, and our progress turned to a crawl. I also noted that this lot bore a great deal more polearms and lances, and sat atop the tallest destriers.

			Then there came a gap of about fifty span where no one stood at all—and there, down the lane across from that, was another group of armed, hostile-looking drovers, facing us and prepared to ward off any attack. These drovers, however, were not arrayed in the saffron colors of the Armenta clan. Rather, they wore a pale red, paired with a crest depicting a hawk in flight: the color and crest of the Burav gentryclan—which was, of course, the family of the slain girl.

			A stalemate, then. Just as Ana had predicted.

			“Go slow now,” I said softly to our pilot. “These folk here don’t know of us yet.”

			We creaked across the gap between the two forces, the eye of every drover fixed upon us. There was a great muttering among the Burav ranks as we approached—the point of every lance tracked our movements—and I stood and called out to them.

			“I am Signum Dinios Kol,” I said, “investigator of the Imperial Iudex, Special Division. We have been sent here by order of the high courts to ensure that justice is done, and done fairly. We ask you to step aside so—”

			A voice from the back broke in: “Let them through, let them through! Part, my fellows, and let them through!”

			To my surprise, the drovers and their destriers began to do so, shifting until they’d formed a corridor wide enough to permit our carriage. At the end of the corridor stood a common-looking tavern, wrought of woven fretvine with a rounded roof and a tall, rounded green door.

			A man emerged from the throng to stand before the green door, facing us. He somberly waved a hand, and we approached.

			Though he was dressed in the pale reds of the Burav clan, this fellow was not at all a drover. He wore a shining, silken shirt, a linen cloak with elaborately woven collar and cuffs, and a brown bicorn hat with a single, tasteful feather tucked in the brim. All of this spoke of tremendous wealth, but the greater indicator was how the drovers and field hands reacted to his presence: they gave him a respectful distance and, when they dared to look his way, they bowed their heads ever so slightly to show fealty.

			He was very clearly high gentry, in other words—and yet his face was quite something else. Nearly the whole of the man’s head had been augmented: his ears were purpled and slightly elongated, and his nose was swollen with abnormally wide nostrils. Most notable were his eyes, which had been so altered that the flesh about them was deeply purpled, and the orbs themselves looked larger than normal. I strongly suspected he was capable of perceiving lights and auras that I was blind to. The only feature the man possessed that was not pinkened or purpled from grafts was his prodigious black beard, grown long in the Kurmini style—for he was of that folk—and tied into a set of golden rings at the tip.

			All this was most unusual for the gentry: they commonly preferred to alter their bodies for aesthetic reasons, or to lengthen their age (or, as I knew, to allow greater amorous capacities). To see a gentryman whose biological powers had been so enhanced was something I’d not expected.

			Our pilot pulled the horses to a stop before him, and I climbed down and bowed to the gentryman. “Good morning, sir. I am—”

			“You need not introduce yourself again,” he said somberly. “I heard you well enough from where I was.”

			I cringed ever so slightly. Of course he had: his ears were just as augmented as his eyes.

			“Do you know of me, Signum?” he asked.

			“I take it you are Burilis Burav, sir,” I said, bowing again. “Prime father of the Burav gentryclan.”

			“That I am,” he said. Though his voice was calm, there was a frailty to his eyes. “And it is my daughter, Zansay, who is slain and lies within. The custodi will not permit me to enter, nor to bear her away. So! I am forced to stand here and wait.”

			“I grieve your loss, sir.”

			He nodded quickly, as if struggling to maintain his emotions. “I will be speedy here, Signum. I am not hostile to you, nor the canton custodi. I served my time in the Imperial Iyalets myself, as an Apothetikal.” He gestured to his augmented face. “Unlike the Armentas, I understand how and why the Empire does what it does. But I must insist I be given access to my daughter. We have waited far too long to give her the honors owed to her. Especially given the straightforwardness of this horror.”

			At this, he glanced to his left at a boy of about eighteen, tall and skinny and solemn—and nervous, as well, unsure how to marshal his movements. He, too, was of Kurmini folk, with a wisp of a beard about his lip and cheek, and he was unmistakably the son of Burilis Burav. He wore a large tughra ring on his right hand, signaling that he was of gentry stock and which house he belonged to: a curiously outdated affectation, as most gentry these days hardly ever interacted with anyone who wasn’t either a relation or paid help. The ring seemed an ungainly thing as well, with a large point in the middle forming the beak of the hawk in flight—the family crest.

			Most critically, I took note of the look from father to son: it was one of acrid reproach, as if Burav worried the boy was not strong enough to bear this.

			“I’m afraid my superior officer and I must review the death scene first, sir,” I said to the elder Burav. I gestured at the carriage behind me. “And we must speak with the witnesses and the custodi before we can release your daughter’s body to you.”

			“Again, I doubt whether there is anything to review!” Burilis said, bristling. “It is a horrid thing that the Armenta boy has done, but a simple one!”

			“Could you provide me with your understanding of what happened, sir?”

			“I was not present during this atrocity,” he said frostily. “I only came here once I heard it had happened. And besides—wouldn’t you wish to hear from the custodi first? They are subordinate to you, yes?”

			“I wish to get your thoughts as well, sir,” I said. “In case there is some disagreement between what the custodi say and what members of your clan report is the case.”

			Burilis considered this. “I am told that my daughter came here yesterday in the early evening.”

			“For what reason, sir?”

			“She had told me herself she was visiting town to meet a friend of hers—an Arniz Dosi. However, she came to this inn instead, for reasons I do not know, and gave a false name to the innkeeper. She then went to one of the rooms, where she met…” A quiver to his beard. “The boy.”

			“Castus Armenta?”

			“Yes. Though I understand he, as well, gave a false name. It is the first time my daughter has come here, I know that—I am certain of that. I am unsure what feints or tricks the boy used to draw her to this place. There is obviously some…amount of subterfuge occurring here. Several hours later, the little rat came charging out of the chamber and into the street, covered in blood. Then he cried out and sprinted away. The innkeeper went to check on the room, and there…” He trailed off.

			“I see, sir. Was Castus Armenta apprehended then?”

			At this, Burilis grew too emotional for words. He angrily gestured to the boy, who stepped forward and said in a soft, quavering voice, “N-no. He ran into the fields, and then into the woods. By then the custodi had been called, and they brought their trackers.”

			“And you are, sir?” I asked the boy.

			“Jalin Burav,” he said. He bowed seriously. “It was an easy thing to follow Castus, given the blood upon him. They found him in the deeper wood, where the trees are…quite old.”

			There was a strange tone to those last two words. I sensed I knew what he referred to here, but decided not to pry further on that subject.

			The Empire brims over with elder mysteries, boy, Ana had said once. Don’t pick at them unless you’re sure they’re fucking pertinent.

			“What reason might Castus Armenta have for perpetrating this act?” I asked them. “And for exposing himself so openly?”

			“Reason?” said Burilis, bristling again. He stepped forward, shoving his son out of the way. “The reason is that they hate us and always have. They nearly extinguished my family’s holdings mere decades ago! And they have defamed my son’s name in the public streets here, every day!”

			At this, Jalin visibly squirmed.

			Burilis continued: “Worse, there is a strain of madness that has emerged in that family recently. I wish the Armenta boy had turned his blade upon himself first, as several of his kin have done!”

			I carefully engraved that comment in my mind, then looked to the son, Jalin.

			“M-my father speaks truth,” said Jalin. “The Armenta line has befallen a perversion of spirit. But they remain our greatest competitor in land. Even now, after one of their prime sons has done this crime, they fill the streets, ready to meet us in combat.”

			“And why, I must ask, are your own forces here?” I asked.

			“Because the Armentas obviously wish to evade justice!” said Burilis. “They will snatch the boy from the cells and take him deep into their lands, where no custodi—or Iudex—shall ever find him. And that we won’t permit!”

			“But you won’t be first to draw steel against them, I’m sure?”

			“No,” said Burilis stiffly. “We are gentry. We do not conduct ourselves so dishonorably.”

			A muffled laugh echoed from the carriage. Burilis looked up, his brow knotting.

			“Thank you for your testimony, sirs,” I said. “My investigator and I will now review the rest of the scene, and the evidence. If you please…”

			I returned to the carriage door and put my hand upon the handle.

			“Who is your superior?” demanded Burilis. “Why do they stay within the carriage? Are they injured?”

			I paused, debated how to answer, then surrendered and opened the door.

			There was another bout of muttering from the Burav drovers as I helped Ana climb out. This I understood perfectly, for Ana was in nearly all respects a figure both repellent and alarming, and today she was unusually so: though her thin, pale, stiletto-stab of a face was clad in her typical blindfold, this morning her lips bore a generous staining of both ink and food, and her snowy hair had grown so unkempt that it resembled a tangled bird’s nest. (An apt comparison, for I spied the odd leaf in her locks.) The only features that marked her as a Iudex investigator were the color of her dress—the dark blue of our order—and the handful of heralds pinned to her collar.

			She emerged with a tight frown splashed across her face—she hated going out into the open, especially after a carriage ride—yet she replaced it with her usual pearly grin. As this was far more discomfiting to look at, I half wished she’d return to the frown.

			I turned to the Burav father and son to introduce her, but Burilis spoke first: “Ah! It’s…Dolabra, yes? Is this she?”

			Ana and I paused, surprised, and turned to him.

			“Correct!” said Ana. “I am Immunis Ana Dolabra. Yet I would recall meeting a gentleman of your prestige. How might you know me, sir?”

			“Through reputation,” Burilis said, puzzled. “You were involved, I believe, with the situation in Talagray some year or two ago. And there was a rather lurid account I heard at a dinner…something about a severed head found in a ditch, stopping up an irrigation drain?”

			“Ah, yes,” said Ana, grinning. “I was peripherally involved in both, true. Though it was Din here who fished up the head.”

			Both Buravs looked to me. I bleakly stared back.

			“I understand that you are a skilled investigator,” said Burilis. “But I wonder why we need an investigator at all, given that the nature of my daughter’s killing is so clear.”

			“Oh, but that, too, should be very clear, sir!” said Ana. “It is because my superiors believe there is a chance, however remote, that I can keep you and the Armentas from killing one another here in the town square.”

			There was an awkward silence. Jalin glanced nervously at his father.

			“I personally believe that the fastest way to bring peace and stability to this situation,” continued Ana smoothly, “is with the swift and merciless application of fair justice. Regardless, of course, of the victim or murderer’s social status—that’s the ‘fair’ bit of it, after all. If this crime is as obvious as all believe, then my judgment shall be speedy. If any attempt to interfere in the delivery of my judgment, then my punishment of them shall be the same! And I will tell the same to the Armentas, when I see them.”

			“And why,” said Burilis, “would you need to see the Armentas at all?”

			“We must interview the boy,” said Ana with a shrug. “If I did not grant the accused even a cursory questioning, it would be a severe dereliction of duty. Should Castus prove as mad and stupid as you suggest, then it will be quick enough.”

			“But…how will you review the death scene of my sister,” said Jalin, “if you are blindfolded?”

			“Thoroughly,” said Ana curtly.

			Jalin again glanced at his father, as if hoping he could make sense of this answer.

			“This is my daughter, mind,” said Burilis softly. “Though you may claim to be a bloodless professional, she is not merely some…some casualty, to me.”

			“Every victim of every murder I have ever investigated has been someone’s child, sir,” said Ana. “Someone’s son, or daughter, or—in the innermost rings—anything otherwise. I do not grant them bias because of it. In fact, I would be a worse investigator if I did. Now—it will take me some time to proceed through the situation. While I do so, I would like you and your people to withdraw from the city, if you could.”

			“What?” said Burilis, huffing slightly. “Why?”

			“Well, for one thing, so many folk standing in the street makes it goddamn hard for me to get about! But more, dozens of angry boys holding big sticks with blades attached tends to end badly. If I have to manage more murders today, sir, it shall take me even longer to release your daughter’s body. And that, I know, you do not want.”

			“If we leave,” said Burilis, “the Armentas will surely snatch their boy away!”

			“And if they do that,” snapped Ana, “I will feed them their own hands! You are aware of what was done in Talagray. I will achieve the same here. Do you doubt me, sir?”

			Burilis glowered for a moment. “I will withdraw—but I will take up positions to the east, on the roads to the Armenta holdings. I wish to receive my poor, blessed daughter’s body swiftly—and if the Armentas try to run away with the boy, we shall chase them down! This I swear to you, Iudex.”

			“Swear all you like,” said Ana with a sniff. “So long as I can do my duties here, sir, it is all the same to me.”

			I waved to our carriage pilot to wait for us at the inn’s stables. Then, together, we entered.

			

			—

			“How was that, Din?” asked Ana as I led her inside. “Was it as diplomatic as you desired? I swear, I thought I heard a squeak and squawk as your sphincter puckered beside me.”

			I shut the door firmly. “I did enjoy your claim to be so unbiased, ma’am.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes. Given that, as you made clear during the journey here, you are quite biased against the gentry class.”

			“I am not biased against them at all!” she said, feigning offense. “I am merely biased against bastards. The gentry class just happens to brim over with folk of that particular breed.”

			“Even when they are grieving fathers?”

			“Oh, then they are even more dangerous, boy. A powerful, grieving father will do all manner of mad things to achieve the vengeance he desires! It was only by indulging in the unpleasant tactic of withholding his daughter’s corpse that we extracted any obedience at all.” She cocked her head. “What did you make of his comment, though—that he was so very certain this was the first time his daughter had ever done such a thing? Do you think that is so, Din?”

			I glanced about the interior of the Cat’s Eye Inn. It was rather a shabby place: the fretvine walls had not been adequately trimmed, and bloomed with pale leaves in the corners. I got the immediate sense that it was a tavern where the lodgers and porters all very carefully minded their own business—and I struggled to imagine any innocent reasons why a gentrygirl would wish to stay here, of all places.

			“I think a father’s love, ma’am,” I said carefully, “is often blinding.”

			Ana grinned. “Aptly put! Let’s speak to that damned innkeeper.”

			The innkeeper was a nervous, doddering little woman named Ithia, who smelled very strongly of cabbage and kept offering us cups of watery tea as we spoke to her at her counter. Before we had even introduced ourselves, she told us repeatedly that she knew nothing and could not understand what had happened. It took some work to calm her and hear her story.

			“The boy gave his name as Vineo Tibrum,” Ithia said, stammering, “and the girl gave hers as Bosa Muzin. I had no idea who they were, sir, none at all! They certainly had never stayed with me before! The boy arrived yesterday afternoon and took the room. The girl came at evening. I did not ask questions, madam—and sir—for that is not my station. My lodgers enjoy their privacy. But it was not until midnight that the boy came running out! He dashed right down the hall all dripping in blood and ran outside and began hollering madly! Then I…Well. I went to the room, and I…” She trailed off, too horrified to speak.

			“Did you hear any screams?” I asked. “Any sound of a struggle?”

			“No. No, not at all.”

			“None?” I said.

			“No, sir. None.”

			“And how long were they in the room together?”

			“Ahh—I would say about five hours, sir.”

			Ana leaned forward. “This was the first time they had ever stayed in your establishment?”

			“Yes, madam,” said Ithia.

			“And they were in there for five hours?”

			“Yes, madam.”

			“And you had no idea who they were?”

			“None at all, madam.”

			“Nor that they were gentry children of the two dominant landowning families of this canton? You did not realize this, you say?”

			A bead of sweat trickled down her brow. The aroma of cabbages intensified. “Well. No, madam.”

			Ana turned away. “I shall sit while you deal with her.” Then she tottered blindly over to a chair.

			Ithia watched Ana go, puzzled. I fixed the innkeeper with a smile that was polite but cold. “We have not viewed the room yet,” I said gently. “You are aware of this, yes?”

			“Well. Yes? I saw you just come in.”

			“Correct. But—once we are in that room, we are going to see many things. The girl was the prime daughter of a gentryclan. Such folk are often augmented in many ways. Do you comprehend this?”

			“I…yes?”

			“Very visible ways,” I said. “Ways that would likely mark them as gentry to anyone with a pair of working eyes. More, it is possible we may find signs of a familiarity between the boy and the girl. A familiarity that is very common to a boy and girl who stay in a room for five hours together. One that might indicate that this was, in fact, not the first time they stayed here.”

			Ithia was now staring at me with very wide eyes.

			“If this is discovered, Miss Ithia,” I said, “then it would indicate that you have lied to us. Lying to the Iudex is no small thing. So. I would suggest you reconsider some of your answers to these questions.”

			“I…” she began.

			She fell silent, thinking. I waited, watching the sweat wander down her brow.

			“I wish to be protected,” she said softly.

			“From?”

			“The families, sir.”

			“Why?”

			“Well—the girl and boy, they paid me for my silence!” she whined.

			She expected me to be shocked, but I gestured impatiently for her to go on.

			“I was to say nothing of their meeting! They warned me if word got out I’d assisted them, their parents would bring hell down upon me!”

			“How often were the two young people meeting here?”

			“Once a month!” she said, now on the verge of tears. “Sometimes more! Always the same room, always the same false names!”

			“For how long?”

			“A year,” she moaned. “More or less.”

			“Be specific,” I said sharply. “Look at your book, if you need.”

			She did so, pawing through the pages. “Th-thirteen months. The first day was the…the eighth of Tavlesi.”

			At that, I opened my engraver’s satchel, produced a small glass vial, uncorked it, and sniffed. The aroma of lilacs suffused my nose. With this scent, I could better anchor all my memories of the investigation, from dates to names to distances and times, and summon them to repeat later when Ana demanded.

			“Was the relationship consensual?” I asked.

			“I know nothing of the relationship at all! I wished to keep everything a transaction. An exchange. Business!”

			“You’re sure you heard nothing else?” I asked. “You didn’t hear Zansay Burav scream, for example?”

			“No, sir.”

			“And you saw nothing?”

			“Nothing! Nothing save when I looked in the room, and then I fetched the custodi straightaway!”

			“Which way to the room?”

			She pointed down one passageway. “There’s a custodus stationed before it. The rest of them went running out to the jails, where I heard the two families are threatening to kill each other!”

			I peered down the passage, which wound along the rounded walls of the building. A trail of prints stained the fretvine flooring there: bloody footprints, now quite dried. They ran the length of the hall like music notes scrawled upon a parchment.

			“They won’t even let me clean up,” said Ithia piteously. “I’m sure I’ve lost all my business for the month. And I shall lose more, surely, if the Armentas and the Buravs really do go to war! The whole city, and canton—hell, the whole of the Empire shall fall to pieces if that happens!”

			I thanked her and returned to Ana.

			

			—

			“So,” Ana purred as she took my arm. “Did I hear aright? It appears that the two were lovers, as we guessed?”

			“So it seems, ma’am.”

			“Mm. Two lovers, from two feuding gentryclans, meeting secretly under false names for their tryst!” She scoffed. “How puerile. How derivative. I pray it is more deviant than it appears!” She paused. “Still…I admit that though this murder appears straightforward, it is a trifle confusing to me, Din.”

			“How so, ma’am?”

			“Well. If I were to kill a girl in a room in a city, what I would not do is run outside bloodier than a butcher’s sweat rag and then scream to ensure every eye was put upon me! Anyone of sense would make a stealthier escape—a window, or a side door, or some better exit, off into the dark.”

			“Perhaps it’s as Burav said, ma’am—there is a madness in the Armenta line.”

			“Well, there’s madness and then there’s goddamn idiocy! But I note—our briefing did not contain any mention of the boy’s story of what happened, true?”

			I consulted my memories, my eyes shimmering as I pulled the briefing from the depths of my mind.

			“No, ma’am,” I said. “The boy has yet to speak, apparently.”

			“Hum! And the innkeeper did not hear the girl scream?”

			“She repeatedly claimed not, ma’am.”

			“Nor do we have any witness who claimed to have heard any commotion?”

			Again, I consulted my memories of the briefing and confirmed that was so.

			“Then that, I grant,” she said, “is mildly intriguing. Let’s view the scene, then, and see if we can determine why the boy chose to pierce this girl with something besides his eager pri—”

			I pulled her down the passageway.

			A single custodus was stationed before the chamber door, dressed in the pale blue of his order and clad in a steel cap. He was shocked to see us, and as he unlocked the door he said, “I’d have thought you’d come with my princeps, ma’am! Yet right now, he and the rest of my peers are at—”

			“Yes, yes, at the jail,” said Ana, yawning, “preventing either a lynching or a massacre. So we heard! I will assume they are doing a very good job. Please remain here while we view the room.”

			The custodus bowed, then quickly stepped back—far enough, I noted, that he would not see into the room when we opened the door.

			I turned the knob and pushed open the fretvine door.

			The smell of blood and gore washed over me in a tremendous wave. I grimaced, prepared myself, and peered inside.

			She lay upon the floor on her left side, one pale arm draped awkwardly behind her back. She was wearing a mothsilk nightgown, one of terrifically expensive make. The stain of blood had crawled up the fabric until it resembled a length of shore drawn upon a map. I was faintly surprised the blood had not crawled any higher, for the pool of gore around her was so tremendous that it threatened to fill every crevice of the vined floor.

			It was at that moment that I felt a profoundly strange sensation, one entirely new to me: something in my thoughts trembled.

			Shifted. Like a larva turning over within an egg.

			Then I heard a voice, speaking softly but clearly within the chambers of my mind—Not right.

			I grunted softly, surprised and slightly pained. I had experienced many strange things as an imperial engraver—to be so cognitively altered meant your mind was no longer wholly your own—but I had never heard voices before.

			Nor had I ever felt an impulse as abrupt and definite as the one that had washed through me: the incontestable sense that something in the room before me was not right, though I could not yet define what it was.

			The voice and the cerebral convulsion faded from me just as quickly as they’d emerged. I stood holding the doorknob as the sensation drained out the back of my head, feeling both mystified and repulsed.

			What had that been? Had it been a memory, or something else?

			Ana’s hand gripped my arm tighter. “I taste,” she murmured, “a bit of hesitation in you, Din. Is all well?”

			I thought about it. “N-no. I…don’t think so, ma’am.”

			“Something amiss with the scene?”

			“I think…maybe, ma’am,” I said slowly. “But I’m unsure what, just yet.”

			For the first time in hours, I saw a crinkle of cheerful surprise in her face. “I see! Well. Let us go in, then.”

			I shook myself, led her inside, and shut the door.

			

			—

			I stood in the entryway and shot a reluctant glance around the chamber, worried the voice might speak again. My thoughts remained mercifully silent. Perhaps, I hoped, it had been a passing anomaly. Then I surveyed the scene.

			A blade of pale sunlight slashed through the shutters, casting one half of the chamber in sharp relief and setting shadows all about the other. I took the space in carefully. It was a simple room, with few unnecessary adornments. A mossbed sat in the corner, one fernpaper sheet piled in its corner. A pot of sotwine stood on the table beside it, and there, half buried in the pillows, two glass cups gleaming like woodbeetles in turf. I could see only one piece of baggage in the room: a small trunk, bound in fungal leathers, with brass corners and a brass latch, unlocked. A narrow border of artful fabric marched about the edge of the leathers, dyed a pale red—the Burav hue. Zansay’s trunk, then.

			I looked down at the wide slick of blood. It led away from the body, and toward the wall with the shutter. The girl lay upon its border as if reclining dreamily by the edge of a lake.

			Ana sniffed the air. “I catch a hint of jasmine here…perfumed gel. Applied to the body, surely. This was to be a place of delights. I wonder why he felt the need to kill her?” She coughed. “Tell me where to stand, Din. I shall wait for you to do your work.”

			I spied a tiny closet built into the corner. “You can stand here, ma’am,” I said. “Before the closet door.”

			“Ohh? A closet? Open it and see if there is anything of interest within!”

			I did so, peering into the small space. “Empty, ma’am. It was unused.”

			“Then I shall sit inside and enjoy the contained quiet while you do your inspecting!”

			I led her into the closet (I was not perturbed by this request, for she often climbed within trunks and boxes to think), helped her sit, and then shut the door firmly. Then I turned about, pushed my hair out of my face, and sighed.

			Nothing else to be done. I strode across the lake of blood, grimacing as it clicked beneath my bootheels, and knelt to study the body.

			She had been a beautiful creature in life. Hardly more than twenty, her dark hair gleaming, her icy gray eyes fixed in an expression of vague confusion, like someone who’d just entered a room and forgotten why they’d done so. Her hair was so thick it was like spun jet, and she had been something of a hirsute thing—there was a glint of soft, dark down along the back of her neck—yet her arms and the backs of her hands were completely exfoliated: an expensive alteration, but one common to the middle and upper class of the Empire, who disdained body hair.

			But it was her eyes that were most indicative of her wealth. The girl was clearly of Kurmini stock, who were usually black-haired and dark-eyed, but Zansay’s eyes were a startling, unnaturally bright shade of icy gray. Changing the color of one’s eyes was no cheap thing, even in the third ring of the Empire.

			I made note of this, then moved on to review the rest of her.

			The wounding had been done to the girl in two distinct acts, the first to the right shoulder, the second to her stomach. The shoulder joint was nearly split through, the narrow muscles of its front and the bicep below severed as the weapon—a blade, surely—had wound its way about the socket. I could even see a wink of bone and ligament within the laceration.

			But the stomach was by far the worst of it. The left muscle wall of the abdomen had been sawed through carefully, surely shredding most of her innards as the blade had worked its way down. The incision turned inward at her pelvis, and then raggedly cut its way across her waist, freeing her intestines of containment. A bundle of dark, gleaming innards had slipped out to pool upon the floor beside her. In the dim light of the room it almost looked like a ribboned bow pinned to the side of her waist.

			I sniffed my vial as I studied her injuries, anchoring these sights deep within my memories. Then I narrowed my eyes, thinking.

			I went back to the shutters, opened them to permit in more light, and returned to look again.

			I peered at her shoulder and spied gentle grooves in the darkening flesh there. A serrated blade, then. Teeth about an eighth of a smallspan apart.

			My eyes shook in my skull now, and I recalled our briefing: a knife had been found and secured by the custodi after they’d arrived on the scene. I made a note to ask on this.

			Yet the wounds seemed a strange thing to me. If someone wished to kill a person with a long knife, a simple stab would do. These wounds were different: ritualistic and careful, with a great amount of sawing. It suggested some intent beyond death.

			I moved on to her hand—or the one I could access, as her left arm lay down in the blood. I saw no cuts upon her right hand, nor any bruises. The knuckles were tiny, perfect pearls, a hand that had known neither labor nor violence.

			I grunted, surprised, and again studied the wounds on her torso. The cuts were so terribly precise, even at the end. And this should not have been so: while the start of such a wound was often relatively clean, it always grew ragged and uneven as the victim struggled in pain.

			Yet there was no sign of struggle on young Zansay. No lacerations on the palms, or bruised fingers. Not even a cracked nail.

			I fished her left hand out of the blood to study it, then paused.

			“Hum,” I said softly.

			Though her left arm lay in the blood, the hand had been turned up, away from its slick surface—and though the interior of her forearm was mostly clean of blood, the entirety of her left palm was red. It was like she’d pressed it securely against the bloodied floor.

			I knelt lower, peering at the body, and saw another stain I could not comprehend: an oblong, rounded blot upon the front of her left knee, as if she’d also pressed her kneecap against the bloodied floor before submitting to death.

			I studied the blood about me, hoping to find some explanation there. The majority of it had come from the wound in her stomach, of course, where she’d been nearly disemboweled. And yet the blood was so evenly distributed: it lay nearly entirely toward the back half of the room, and not at all at the front. It was as if she’d simply stood here and bled. More so, there was no sign of violence to the room: no errant smear of blood, or evidence of a struggle, or grappling, or of any attempt to make her submit.

			Another trembling in my head. The chambers of my mind pulsed and flexed, like the airs of a passageway shifting as a far door is opened on a windy morn.

			The voice returned, whispering—Yes. This.

			“Stop,” I said and pushed on my temple.

			The voice departed, but slowly. I felt as if a presence was still in the room, lurking behind the bottle of wine or the window shutter.

			“Am I going mad?” I whispered aloud, as if wishing to make sure my ears still functioned aright.

			Nearly all engravers eventually went mad, of course—though I’d been assured such a fate was many years off.

			A quirk, I told myself. Happenstance. You’ve a task to do.

			I shook myself, then moved the girl’s trunk to one of the bloodless corners of the room and opened it. Within were clothes, and perfumed gels, and a few paints for her face—and the sheath of a knife, about a full span long, made of old, well-worn leather.

			I turned the sheath over in my hand, puzzled. Had this held the knife that had killed Zansay? I did not know, for the custodi had taken the murder weapon, I’d been told. A strange thing to find here, either way. I replaced the sheath but made a note of it.

			Lastly, I checked the bed. Almost instantly, I spied waxy, crackling streaks on the sheets. I could have sniffed the bed to confirm my suspicions but did not need to: I knew the sight of a man’s spendings well enough. There’d been a great deal of coupling in this bed, most of it recent.

			I returned to the closet and opened the door. Ana grinned up at me like a ghoul emerging from a tomb. “Well, Din? What say you? Is it as straightforward as all claim?”

			“I am unsure, ma’am,” I said slowly. “For I’ve no idea what I’m looking at.”

			“Ohh? Might this tawdry shit have a faint whiff of something fascinating? Let us see! Spill your observations to me, boy.”

			

			—

			I spoke then, sniffing my vial and allowing my memories to come pouring out of my mouth. My eyes quaked and trembled as I did so, and it felt as if I occupied a hundred different places within the room at the same time, peering at everything from every aspect and trying to describe it at once.

			And yet the voice—whatever it was—did not speak. For that, I was quite grateful.

			When I was finished I took a sip from my waterskin and watched Ana sit there, nodding.

			“So,” she said softly. “So, so, so. Again, the innkeeper claimed she did not hear Zansay Burav scream at all during this grievous wounding, correct?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Though you saw no injuries or bruising to her throat that could have silenced her.”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“And you see no sign of violence in the room, nor any sign that Zansay herself fought back while this was done to her? Despite these wounds being, well—agonizing to suffer, I am sure.”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Hm. You mentioned there is a queer staining to her left hand and left knee—both bear distinct blotches of blood?”

			“Yes. As if she pressed them against the bloody floor.”

			“And the knife sheath—you found it in Zansay’s bag?”

			“True. It is the only bag in the room, but—it is curious.”

			She sucked her teeth. “And I note that Burilis Burav claimed repeatedly that this was a very straightforward case, and we did not need to investigate at all.”

			“Yes, ma’am. I can confirm that.”

			“And Master Burav demanded we give him her body as swiftly as possible. A bit odd, yes?”

			“I…ah, suppose so?”

			“Hm! My, my…” she said, smiling. “Well! What do you think the odds are that our labors here will achieve our goal of preventing a gentry war, Din? For I myself am suddenly pessimistic! If we do not condemn Castus speedily, we will surely have a bloody mess on our hands—or, rather, one bigger than what’s before us.”

			“Can’t say, ma’am,” I said. “But…surely they won’t actually go to war, ma’am?”

			“Apparently I have a blind inspector!” said Ana. “Didn’t you see all those fellows with lances just now, boy?”

			“Yes, but—while I understand the Buravs and Armentas are competitors…I struggle to imagine people killing each other over cows.”

			She laughed gaily. “Oh, no, Din, not just over cows. This is about land! And, specifically, how the Empire is running out of it.”

			I considered this. “Last time I glanced at a map, ma’am, the Empire seemed quite spacious…”

			“Oh, true, true, true! And we use every inch of it. We have stolen secrets from the bloods of the titans and taught all of nature to grow and warp and shift at our pleasing. But that requires reagents, and fertilizer, and more. In other words, it takes land, child. But an urhosi cow takes a great deal of very valuable land to grow. Not just for pasture, but for feed. I mean, have you seen the damned things? They’re fucking enormous. The Empire has come to dearly love the taste of beef flesh and forever demands more of it. But all the easy lands have been claimed, and now the cattle families can only expand by seizing land from one another, by coin or sword. It has all become a tremendously delicate situation.”

			“I suppose we can’t just tell our citizens to dine on something besides cow flesh.”

			She laughed gaily again. “Oh, no. Try that and you’d have riots! The poor so love the taste of flesh, for it makes them feel wealthy, and the wealthy can’t imagine a life without it. And with such social unrest…”

			“We wouldn’t be able to hold back the leviathans,” I finished, sighing.

			“Just so. Strife of all colors is to be avoided in the grand and holy Empire of Khanum. And thus the price of a luxury, and all the land it thrives upon, becomes so very critical—as does this girl’s death. Just as the innkeeper said, if the Armentas and the Buravs go to war, all could unravel! Now, give me a moment to consider everything you told me…”

			She bowed her head and began rocking back and forth and muttering. I glanced about but could find nowhere to sit that was not bloodied—or, in the case of the bed, still damp with the residue of coupling.

			Again, I felt an impulse manifest in my mind, and a burst of wordless whispering in my thoughts. It was like a ghostly presence within me, reacting to the sight of the room.

			I grimaced. I did not wish to do this—discussing my personal affairs with Ana was something I always strictly avoided—but I found myself desiring guidance.

			“One…one other curious thing, ma’am…” I began.

			“Eh?” she snapped. “What? I am thinking!”

			“My, ah—my mind has been doing something very odd.”

			She waved a hand—Go on.

			“When I first looked at the room, ma’am, some…some presence within my thoughts seemed to react to it. With a voice of its own. Specifically, the voice did not much like that the room was so undisturbed, and the blood so strangely distributed. I found it very uncomfortable—and very strange. It has never happened before to me.”

			I expected her to gawk at me, to claim I was going stark mad. Instead, she blithely waved a hand.

			“Ahh!” she said. “You shouldn’t worry! Nothing is wrong.”

			“No?” I said, relieved.

			“No, no. It simply seems your engraved memories have now attained a new level of maturation, Din.”

			“I…what? How do you mean, ma’am?”

			“Oh, it’s very common for Imperial Sublimes such as yourself. I thought you knew of it, but—you likely did not know how it would feel when the time came.” She touched the tips of her indexes to her temples. “The accumulated memories build up within the mind, you see, and if they are memories of similar subject—say, scenes of violent death—they begin to respond when exposed to new experiences of that same subject. They are almost like an alternate identity within the mind, voicing when things are similar or dissimilar, right or wrong, suspect or trustworthy.”

			I listened to this distantly, aware only of the hum of my heart.

			“Your memories reacted instantly, child,” she continued, “because they saw the pristine nature of the room and did not like it. Nor should they have! Oh, it is often a very handy thing to have your memories surveying your experiences, counseling you when things are awry. But that voice is not always to be listened to, for the past is not always an accurate predictor of the future! You must not fully trust this voice within you, as beguiling as it may sound.”

			A deep pit of dread bloomed in my belly. “I…see.”

			Ana cocked her head. “Something wrong, Din? Most engravers welcome this maturation. It often proves a useful tool.”

			“Yes. But—my augmentations are…changing, then, ma’am? Entering the…the mature part of their span?”

			“So it seems.”

			“I see,” I said weakly. “I just…I thought I would have more time, ma’am.”

			“More time?”

			“Yes. Before things changed. Before…”

			There was a long silence. I could not give voice to the thought but knew it well.

			All Imperial Sublimes—the folk augmented by the Empire to possess profoundly heightened cognitive powers—experienced truncated life spans, and were afflicted by madnesses and pains in later life. Engravers like myself often fared poorest: to have so many memories stored within the mind was like running a horse at full gallop too often. Things simply fell apart.

			To hear now that my alterations were “maturing” suggested I was further along in this process than I’d thought. I touched my brow, trying to fight the vague feeling that there was something gestating in my skull: an awful little fetus quietly devouring my thoughts, like a chick consuming the albumen within its egg.

			“You, ah, knew the nature of your augmentations when you accepted them, I thought?” asked Ana.

			“I knew them,” I murmured. “But knowing them and living them are two different things.”

			“I see…Well. The Empire does labor to amend the pains of its Sublimes,” she said carefully. “Though, I will note, not necessarily out of some beneficent impulse—it is no good thing for your most valuable servants to perish early.”

			“Last I heard,” I said tartly, “these treatments were still decades away.”

			“Perhaps,” she said. “I confess, I do not know, Din. What I do know is that all Sublimes are generously rewarded with lands and dispensation at the end of their service. Yet…I feel this is likely of little balm to you now.”

			I stayed silent, struggling to think.

			She raised a hand. “I have kept you too busy to permit the necessary reflections here, child. And I should not have brought it up now—not when we have hundreds of gentry farm folk dreaming of slitting one another’s throats! We have pressing matters today.”

			I gritted my teeth and took a moment. “Yes, yes…” I said. “I see.”

			“Here is what we shall do now,” said Ana. “You must go and talk to Castus Armenta immediately—and specifically, Din, you must ask him what Zansay over there did after she died.”

			All thoughts of my own plight faded as I struggled to comprehend her words.

			“Beg pardon?” I said. “What do you mean, after she died? Generally I thought people did very little after such an event.”

			“True, true,” said Ana. “But! We have signs of much strangeness about Zansay’s death—namely, that she did almost nothing to stop it! She shows no sign of resisting, as your memories spotlighted for you. She did not scream. The woundings are terribly, surgically clean. Really, we have but one indication of her movements—the printing of blood upon her palm, and her knee. Can you imagine what caused such a printing, Din?”

			“I’m afraid I cannot, ma’am.”

			“Well!” Ana smiled, delighted. “It seems to me that those prints were made after she lowered herself down, propped herself up by hand and knee, and lay in her own blood!”

			I glanced over at Zansay’s corpse, as if to reassure myself that it was still. “You think…”

			“Yes! Though I cannot explain it, I believe someone—presumably Castus—nearly cut off the girl’s arm and then disemboweled her, and then stood back while she very calmly lay down! The killer’s behavior, I cannot speak to. But I find the victim’s to be quite curious, given she’d just had her fucking midsection sawed through.”

			“How…how could such a thing be possible, ma’am?”

			“I do not know, Din. It will require investigation. But consider—we have a victim, so carefully arranged! And a murderer, so obviously, blatantly complicit! It is to me a butchering most curated. And that I find very interesting. Let us hope young Master Armenta can offer guidance here!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			It was a gloomy, melancholy walk to the Lacanthim custodi jail. Part of the gloom came, of course, from the figures all about me: though most of the gentry forces had withdrawn from the city, plenty still remained, and glowered fiercely at all who approached, including myself.

			But much of my gloom came from the revelation Ana had just provided to me. For three years now I had assisted her in her duties and had borne her many burdens without complaint—or, at least, too much complaint. Yet now I had the burdens of my own augmentations to deal with as well—and all too early, it felt.

			How many years of sanity do I have left? Twenty? Thirty? I did not know, but I felt as if a tremendous hourglass had been turned over within me, and each grain tumbled down with the crash of a boulder.

			To a certain extent, my melancholy was melodramatic. Death and madness in the Empire were no unfamiliar things. Many Legionnaires didn’t live past thirty during their time battling the horrors of the East. High imperials who submitted to the Jurvi di Maerus—the “walk of the wall” that required a citizen to serve at least eight years at the sea walls before they could petition to serve in higher office—fared even worse and often perished before they finished. An engraver reaching “maturation” at the age of twenty-three was far less bleak than those fates.

			And yet it was my fate. Though Ana had been right: I’d fully known these consequences when I’d agreed to become an engraver in the first place. When I’d taken the Sublime suffusions, I’d ceased being a common member of my species of birth. Even my skin had turned faintly gray, as was ordinary for those who’d had significant suffusions done to them. I was as distinct from them as an owl is from a sparrow.

			Yet I could not reason away my dread. How strange it was to walk about this farm town feeling as if I had some traitor lurking within my skull, peeping out the backs of my eyes with me.

			At least, I thought, I did all this for the right reasons. For my family is better off now.

			Or I thought they were, at least. While it was true that I had submitted to serve the Empire to pay off my father’s debts and end my family’s poverty, I had no idea if I’d succeeded. For the past three years, the only correspondence I’d received regarding my family had been bank notices indicating that the money I’d sent them had been punctually withdrawn. (Besides, of course, the notice last year of my father’s death, and that had been regarding the costs of his treatment and burial. Even in death, the man had been little more than a punishing expense.)

			Beyond these invoices and notices of accounts, I hadn’t heard a word from my grandmother and sisters. Nor had I sent them any letters myself. One reason for my silence was the sheer madness of working for Ana, as managing her moods tended to dominate the entirety of my day. But more, I had come to sense a quiet, bitter resentment in my choice to no longer write to my family.

			A trade had taken place: my future for their stability. I was uninterested in their contentment in the same way a slaughtered sow might be uninterested in learning whether its flesh had made for a delicious meal.

			Better not to know. Focus on the path ahead, the investigation, and my orders, however mad they might be.

			I plodded on into the muddy streets of Lacanthim, feeling uneasy and terribly alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
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			Though the rest of the city of Lacanthim had mostly emptied of glowering drovers, this was not so at the jail. A small crowd was assembled there, each brandishing weapons, and all facing in toward the jail’s entrance. When I finally pushed through I found that yet another stalemate between the Buravs and the Armentas was taking place here—this one was far more lopsided, with but one Armenta against a small horde of Buravs.

			The sole Armenta champion stood before the door of the jail, blocking any entrance. He was a tremendous slab of a man, a broad, hulking Tala fellow whose armor and helm were greatly scuffed and scratched. His beard was thick and white, yet cut through with many scars, and a sash of Armenta yellow was draped across his tremendous bulk. Despite his size, there was a profound weariness to him: he slumped where he stood, gripping his lance for support, and his eyes gazed out from below his helm with a look of bleary resignation. He did not want to be here, I felt, yet felt obliged to stand in this place.

			And his chances seemed dismal: some two dozen Burav field hands stood in a circle about him, all wielding sword and lance. They shouted and jeered at him, banging the shafts of their weapons together until the sound was deafening.

			The only reason the Armenta man had not been cut down was the presence of an officer of the local canton custodi, who stood in the street before him holding back the Burav folk. The custodus was a weathered fellow with a wide-brimmed leather hat, a pale blue custodi cape, and three heralds at the neck signaling he was a princeps. His mustache had been grown long into a silvery curtain, entirely obscuring his mouth, and it swayed and danced as he snarled at the Buravs. He seemed well accustomed to issuing commands, for he had the look of a drover to him: he wore high riding boots and his legs were bowed, and his skin was dark and lined from the sun.

			The Burav field hands called out, shouting, “Prove your worth! Step down, Armenta, step down!” and “He shall steal the boy away! He plots it now!”

			The custodi princeps waved a hand at them and cried, “Enough! Go! I’ll tolerate no more of this! You must lower your arms and go!”

			One of the Burav field hands cried back: “The instant we leave, he shall take the boy, and evade justice!”

			The Armenta warrior sighed and seemed to deflate as he gripped his huge lance. “I will not,” he responded. “I stand here to ensure that you do not get to him. I shall let Castus have what justice the custodi give him, but I’ll not let your blades near my nephew’s throat.”

			I studied the man’s aged face carefully. This fellow, then, was Castus’s uncle. I sighed inwardly: more than half of this damned investigation would probably be figuring out all the relations tangled up in this gentry feud. I sniffed my vial and began to build two family trees in my mind: one for the Buravs, the other for the Armentas.

			“You are all unmanageable!” snarled the custodi princeps at the crowd. “I am half tempted to lock you both up for disturbing the peace!”

			At that, I strode forward and said, “I agree. You should do so.”

			The custodi princeps did a double take. All eyes locked upon me as I walked out to join him.

			“I am Signum Dinios Kol,” I said, calmly but loudly, “of the Special Division of the Imperial Iudex. I am taking control of this investigation. You may all leave.”

			There was a stunned silence. Then the Burav crowd shouted and jeered at me.

			I stood up to my full height and placed a hand on the locking hilt of my sword. “You may leave,” I said, “because Castus Armenta is now in my protection, because it is my investigation now. If anyone were to attack or harm him—or attempt to free him from my custody by force of arms—they would be interfering with an individual implicated in a formal Iudex investigation. This crime is often met with a short trial, and a short rope.” I tapped the herald of the eye within the box pinned to my breast, indicating that I was an engraver. Then I carefully stared about at every one of the drovers surrounding me. “I shall remember all your faces, all your stances, all your words. I will remember them forever. I ask you, then, not to do anything foolish in my presence. I cannot forget it, so I cannot let it go unmet.”

			The crowd hesitated, uncertain. This was an old trick I had learned from an elder engraver: people did not like being aware that their faces and actions were being recorded by the Empire, and found themselves reluctant to hang about someone so altered. They often forgot, of course, that these were but memories, and I could do little with them alone—and they also forgot, thankfully, that all such recorded experiences could be permanently destroyed simply by parting my head from my shoulders.

			How ironic it felt then: though I’d just been bemoaning the punishments of my alterations, now I brandished them to cow these fools.

			“I’ve already spoken to Burilis Burav,” I called to them. “He withdraws from the city as we speak. As folk of his house, you should do the same.” I gave the Armenta warrior a hard look. “Indeed, all should do so.”

			The Armenta warrior blinked, taken aback by my intrusion, then nodded. “I will. If the Iudex claims Castus’s custody, I will step down.”

			“Then we are done here.” I turned back to the crowd. “Unless some truly wished for violence?”

			There was a fraught silence. Then, reluctantly, the crowd of Buravs slowly began to depart.

			The custodi princeps waited until most of the crowd had shuffled away. Then he sighed and muttered, “Titan’s taint! I was damned sure we’d have blood there, and most of it mine!” He looked me over. “That was skillfully done. Are you always able to get folk to stand down like that, Signum?”

			“No,” I said honestly. “It often goes much more poorly than that.” I bowed to him. “I apologize that we weren’t formally introduced, sir.”

			“No need,” he said, mopping his brow. “There’s nothing formal about this day. Though I’d not have the Iudex arrive to find all my city filled up with brigands clamoring to start a gentry war! That’s a black mark against me and mine.” He doffed his leather hat and bowed. “Princeps Atun Seriv, canton custodi.”

			“There’s no black mark, sir. You did well to hold them off as long as you did.”

			“You’ve already been to the inn, then? Seen the body?”

			“We have. I came to speak to Castus Armenta directly about the event.” I turned to the Armenta warrior, who still stood before the door of the jail. “I note you remain, sir. Who are you?”

			“Trikao Armenta,” he said. “Uncle to Castus Armenta. I tarry here only to see if there is some way I could help clear Castus’s name of guilt…” He leaned on his lance like an old man on his cane. “But, I admit, I can think of very little.”

			“You can’t offer anything to dispute his crime, sir?”

			“I wasn’t here,” he said. “I don’t know what happened—beyond what everyone claims, which is that the boy is guilty as sin.” He removed his helmet. Though his beard was white and full, his pate was as bald as an egg. Then he squinted at me. “Ho, there! Have…is there a chance we have met before, Iudex?”

			I paused, puzzled. “I doubt it, sir. I would, ah, remember you.”

			“Of course you would, given your nature…Hm. Still, I find something familiar in your face…” He shook his head. “But, no. I can’t comprehend this crime—what young Castus was doing, or why. It’s a great tragedy. He is my sister’s last! To hear he was consorting with a Burav girl—and that he murdered her in some fit of pique…I am aged ten years by this day, I swear.”

			“What might you mean, your sister’s last?” I asked.

			Trikao looked at me warily, then glanced at Seriv. “I…take it the signum’s not from here.”

			Princeps Seriv shook his head. “I doubt the Empire told him much at all. Beyond that war was about to break out between you lot and the Buravs.”

			“That’s so,” I said. “If you’ve more details, I’d be eager to hear them.”

			Trikao’s air of weariness grew to despair. “Ohh,” he murmured. “Strange, to have someone not know something that hangs over me so heavily…and especially given all the poisonous gossip that washes about this canton.” He ran his knuckles through his white beard and looked at me. “My sister Velona is head of our clan. Her children were to inherit her spreads—her lands—when her passing came. Yet three of her four children have perished in the past three years. And now the last, young Castus, is locked up within. That’s why I stand here—I must protect the last inheritor. Even when he is accused of such a horror.”

			There was a dense silence as I absorbed this.

			“How did the others…” I asked.

			“Suicide,” said Trikao grimly. “For two of them, at least. Lyimo drowned himself. Sagma, hanging. The third perished in an accident—young Gevma fell from his horse, got dragged. A horrible thing.”

			Princeps Seriv cleared his throat. “Suicide is no uncommon thing here, Signum,” he said quietly. “Those who work the flensing halls and butcher the livestock are afflicted in ways few could stand.”

			“But to have it fall upon my line so fiercely,” said Trikao, “is a thing so terrible it denies words.”

			I sniffed at my vial, engraving this. “You have my condolences, sir,” I said. “I believe Burilis Burav did mention something of this…”

			“I’m not surprised. Many love to wag their tongues about the curse of the Armentas—especially our enemies.”

			A curse, I noted. How bleak.

			“Is there any explanation for this conduct?” I asked. “Something the medikkers could determine?”

			“As in, is there some cleft in our brains full of poison?” said Trikao. “No. My sister has paid no end of medikkers and Apoths and posigers to come and treat her and her children and her family for all manner of disorders. None have found a thing. Nor did Castus show any sign of madness before last night—or, none that I could see.”

			“And what is this gossip you so dislike, sir?”

			His eyes grew stony beneath his brow. “That we are being punished by the fates. Perhaps even by the Daljen ancestors themselves—for pride, or some hidden sin. But these, I tell you, are lies and madness. The words of cowards and fools.”

			I paused, surprised. The Daljen were an ancestor pantheon that was worshipped by the very rich among the Tala folk. My own family, being nigh destitute, had not observed those customs. I’d not heard mention of the name in some time, so it was something of a shock to hear it now.

			Another consequence, I reminded myself, of being back on the Plains of Tala, the lands of my birth. But now I dwelt in a far wealthier portion than any I’d ever known.

			“Is there anyone else we can consult about Castus’s behavior?” I asked.

			Trikao hesitated. “Though I saw him often, I was not intimate with Castus. My son and his betrothed were close with him, however. I can send for them to come to the city, now that there’s no danger. They may know something that can spare him from the noose—if anything can, that is.”

			I thanked him, asked him to do so, and entered the jail with Princeps Seriv.

			

			—

			“We’ve young Castus in the common cells,” said Seriv as we entered the passages of the jail. “He’s not said a word yet, though he was a chatty thing before. Perhaps he’s had some affliction of the brain that’s driven him to do this, and it affects him still.”

			I glanced sidelong at Seriv as I followed him deeper into the cells. He even had the walk of a drover, loping along with a bowlegged stride. “May I ask a very foolish question, Princeps?”

			“That’s the only kind I’ve answered this shit day, sir. Ask away.”

			“Why do the Buravs and Armentas hate each other? I know of many gentryclans that bicker over land, but few that draw blades over it.”

			He stopped in the hallway and sighed. Then he pushed back his hat and ruffled his (surprisingly tremendous) mane of white hair. “That question isn’t foolish, but it is…tricky. I’ll try to keep my answer succinct.” He pulled a long wooden pipe from his pocket and chewed its end for a moment. “I suppose it’s like everything else—it comes down to grafts, and alterations. And who got them, and when.”

			I motioned for him to continue.

			“These are farmlands, sir.” He gestured with his pipe end, as if drawing a map about us. “Some of the most valuable soil in all the Empire. Our purpose here is the cultivation of leaf, stem, and flesh. So the Apoths, whose domain is entirely that, have a heavy hand in these lands. The Armentas were the first to benefit. About a century ago, the Apoths developed all kinds of grafts, treatments, and suffusions for the altering of flesh. Most of it was ways to make soldiers larger and stronger to man the sea walls—but what can be done to a man can be done to a cow even more so, and cheaper, for a cow’s suffering is of no worth. The Armentas used these treatments to create entirely new bloodlines of urhosi cattle. Huge things, massive creatures, with better meat than other herds. They developed the best ways to do this, became very trusted across the Empire—and very rich. So much so they bought up almost all the lands of the other families of the canton.”

			My eyes fluttered and I recalled a line that Burilis Burav had said—They nearly extinguished my family’s holdings mere decades ago.

			“Including the Buravs?” I asked.

			“Indeed,” said Seriv. “The Armentas bought them out until the Burav lands were a speck on the map. Looked like someone had spilled a bit of soup in the corner. But then, about twenty-five years ago, the Apoths came out with another set of miracles—these for the growings and harvesting of plants. Specifically, the beans for cow feed. And the Buravs saw an opportunity and moved.”

			“The Buravs could not compete with the Armentas on the growing of cows—but they could do so in growing their feed.”

			“That is the spill of it, sir. They made heaps and heaps of money, nearly overnight. The Buravs have bought back almost all their lands. We now have a stalemate, for neither can truly attack the other’s trade. One dominates the animal—the other, its feed. They need each other, and hate each other, sir. They are wealthy beyond measure, but each can think only on what the other possesses.” He sighed and returned the pipe to his mouth. “For a long while the feud was mostly bickerings and resentment. In the past five years, it has gotten much worse. There’ve been skirmishes. Injuries. The occasional casualty. And then the Armentas began to decline, which has made things quite black.”

			We continued until we came to a small rotunda, with several short passageways of cell doors stretching out about me. The air was foul here, reeking of sweat and waste: a familiar odor to me, as I had visited many jails and prisons.

			“My briefing mentioned you had found the murder weapon,” I said.

			“Yes,” said Seriv. “We found it in the room with the dead girl, and I packaged it up. I had no time to do much else with it, after the Armentas and the Buravs came trooping in…”

			He fumbled about in a bag that had been tossed in the corner of the room, then took out a package wrapped in leather. He unfolded it to show me a bloodied, serrated knife, with a blade nearly a span long, and a plain, unmarked wooden handle. Its teeth were about an eighth of a smallspan apart.

			My eyes fluttered in my head as I summoned up the memory of Zansay’s wounds. There was little doubt in my mind that this had been the knife that had harmed her.

			“A flensing knife,” said Seriv.

			“A what?”

			“A flensing knife, for work in the flensing halls.” He wrapped it up and placed it back in his bag. “Where all the arts of butchery are put to thousands of cattle carcasses, to make flesh for the inner rings to dine upon. A dark thing that this was used upon the scion of a ranching house—true?”

			

			—

			Castus Armenta was locked in the first cell in the passage. He sat in the corner, head bowed, back slumped. He was wearing an old linen shirt and breeches, and from the fit they must have once belonged to someone else, for Castus was practically swimming in their sleeves. I guessed his other clothes had been too bloodied.

			He did not look up as I entered and sat on the bench opposite him. He was a young man, barely twenty, dark headed, well built, and quite tanned: I guessed he, like so many people of this land, had spent his days in the saddle tending to herds of urhosi cows. Yet there was a softness to his eyes, or perhaps his chin, as if despite his labors he’d left childhood behind so recently that he still bore some of its traces.

			But there, behind his ear, and at the base of his neck: a coil of something dark and crusty. Dried blood—Zansay’s blood, to be sure.

			“Castus Armenta?” I asked.

			He blinked slowly but did not look at me.

			“I am Signum Dinios Kol, of the Imperial Iudex. I’m given custody of your case. I am here to listen to your account of last night.”

			The young man took a deep breath and sighed.

			“Do you recall what happened, Castus?” I asked. “And can you account for your actions before and after the death of Zansay Burav?”

			He said nothing.

			“I’m tasked to get your account, Castus,” I said. “I must stay here until I get it.”

			His eyelids fluttered, and he swallowed. Then, hoarsely, he said, “No.”

			“No? No, as in…”

			“No, I cannot account for my actions,” he said dully.

			“Because you refuse? Or because you can’t remember?”

			Silence.

			“Or because you can find no explanation for them?” I suggested.

			Another fluttering to his eyelids. “The…the last one.”

			I watched him sitting there, slumped against the fretvine wall. He looked like a man who had had his spirit ripped from him, like a cook pulling the veins from a shrimp.

			“Did you kill Zansay Burav, Castus?” I asked.

			“You ask me plainly?”

			“I do. Did you?”

			A slight crinkling about his eyes. “I…I do not know.”

			“Why don’t you know?”

			“I…remember,” he said slowly. “But I don’t know. It is like a madness. You wouldn’t understand.”

			“I might. I’ve heard many strange things in my time, Castus.”

			“But not this. To live it was like living a nightmare, full of sound and strangeness. I’ll not tell you of it.”

			“Why?”

			“Because…I am sure that what I say will give you cause to hang me. And I feel you’ve enough of that.”

			I studied him carefully and considered my words. “You say last night was like a nightmare, and full of mad things. But was one mad thing something Zansay did…after she was attacked? Did you see her do something you can’t explain, Castus?”

			He looked up at me with a wild, wary gleam in his eyes. He was silent for a great while. “Was…it real, then?” he whispered finally. “Did it truly happen?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me what you saw?”

			Castus swallowed again and thought for a moment. “If you’re here,” he said finally, “then you likely already know of…of Zansay and me.”

			“Of your tryst? Yes.”

			“Did Ithia tell you?”

			“We had to threaten her. She tried to defend you until the end. How did it begin?”

			“By…by happenstance,” he said. “A chance meeting in the city. At a damned fabric merchant. She was buying cloth, and I saw her and said she would look lovely in the pattern.” The ghost of a smile. “And she laughed, because she was buying the cloth for a sofa. It was a small moment, but…one we both remembered.” The smile faded. “Both of us are people who are much pursued because of our names, you see. Loved for our position, for our circumstances. Yet for her…”

			“You knew that affection was real,” I said, “because she had no reason to love you for your name.”

			“Yes.” He sighed. “We planned to run away together, you know. Escape this horrid feud. We weren’t sure where we’d go. To the Outer Rim, perhaps. We’d cast our fates to the wind even in that wild place, if it gave us freedom. If my family were to know, it would have doomed me. But I wound up doomed regardless, true?”

			“Why run away? A union between the families would end any tension, true?”

			A hollow laugh. “This is the third ring, Iudex. People here do not change. Custom, culture, ancestors, fealty—these rule all. And the hatred between the Armentas and the Buravs is very old.” He buried his face in his hands. “We should have gone earlier. Should have fled weeks ago. Then I could have…”

			He fell silent.

			“Tell me what happened,” I said.

			“I will…tell you what I experienced,” he said carefully. “But I can’t trust any of it.” He swallowed. “We were in the chamber in the inn. Together. Then…Zansay found the knife.”

			I chose to feign ignorance. “What knife?”

			“A flensing knife. Sheathed and packed in her bag. But she did not put it there. She’d never handled such a thing—she didn’t even know what a flensing knife looked like—and neither of us could explain it.”

			My eyes trembled in my head, and I summoned the memory of pulling the sheath from Zansay’s belongings.

			“What did you do with it?” I asked.

			“Nothing!” said Castus. “We had no use for such a thing! We puzzled over it, and set it aside. This was the one time we could be together, and we would not be bothered with knives. The night continued…” He paused. “And then I heard something.”

			“What was it?”

			“I…am not sure,” he said honestly. “But it sounded like…song.”

			“A song?”

			“Yes.”

			“What kind of song?”

			“Someone singing. Outside our chamber, in the street or the courtyard. It almost seemed to echo from very far away.” A strange light crept into his eyes, as if treasuring a wonderful memory. “But it was the most beautiful sound, Iudex. Like the voices of angels, if they were to rise up from the deep mounds where so many lie buried, as the old tales claim.”

			I studied his face carefully. I did not see any sign of lie or madness. “What then?”

			“The song kept going. It was beautiful, so striking I almost couldn’t breathe. But then Zansay rose and…and turned to face the window. She just stood there for a long while, and then…then the song grew louder in my ears. As if its tones had been meant for her—and then it turned to me.” His eyes grew wide, and his face trembled. “It was like every fiber of the world was singing to me. Every street, every wall, every roof was a reed that danced in the wind, creating this pure tone…All of creation, praising me, whispering to me, as if the stars and moon themselves were singing just for my ears…And then suddenly things smelled…different.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“It smelled like…the flensing halls,” he said reluctantly.

			“How was that so?”

			“I don’t know! Honestly, I don’t. But I’ve worked in the flensing halls of my family. My mother obliges us to do this, you see—for the Buravs do this to their own boy, out of the belief it makes him strong, and she’ll be damned if we don’t do the same. I’ve butchered the corpses of many cows and worked there so often, I’ve even dreamed of being trapped in that place. But in that moment, Iudex, it was like I was back in those halls, yet a shadow version of them. I smelled it, and heard it, and felt…”

			He looked down at his hands. I imagined his next words—Felt the wash of blood upon me.

			“Then what?” I asked.

			“The song kept going,” he whispered. “It kept echoing in my ears. It was like I was filled with light. But then the blurriness faded. The world became real, and I was seeing…her.” He wiped his brow. “Zansay. All cut up. Cut open, along her stomach. She was so…so wounded. But she didn’t scream. She just gazed quietly at the window, and then she…she lay down. In her blood. On her side. As if lying down for rest. As if nothing bothered her at all in the world.”

			There was a long, fraught silence.

			“Then I heard the song again,” Castus murmured. “The angels in all things, chanting within the walls, within the stones of the world. And then, suddenly, I was outside. I didn’t remember moving. I looked down. I saw I was bloodied. So I…I cried out and ran.”

			I paused to turn this over, feeling it out, sensing the soft spots in his story.

			“You don’t remember cutting her?” I asked.

			“No.”

			“Do you remember drawing the knife?”

			“I don’t even remember holding it! I remember none of it. It was like the works of a mood graft, or some illness. A dream that comes in the depths of infection. But the Apoths claim my blood is clean.”

			I sniffed my vial, embedding this in my memories. “Why did you run to the forest?”

			Another hollow laugh. “To pray.”

			“Pray to…”

			“There are old shrines in the forest. Statues of the Daljen, the great precursors of this land. I was so…so convinced it was all a nightmare. An unnatural curse. I thought if I could find my way to the shrine of Gaddar, master of orchards…” He shook his head. “A mad thought. A childish thought! Yet…”

			“Yet what?”

			“When I…was in the forest,” he said softly, “I became lost very quickly. Yet I felt certain that I was not…alone in the forest. Someone had followed me.”

			“What makes you say this?”

			“Things I heard. The snap of twigs about me, the rustling of foliage. The way the night birds stopped calling, as if something had drawn close. But if someone was there, they didn’t approach or attack. Perhaps I imagined it, just like my mind imagined everything else last night.” He wiped his eyes. “The custodi found me at dawn. I’d left a trail of blood, of course, and the wood was so dense that I grew stuck. I was perhaps the silliest villain the custodi have ever caught.” He let out a miserable laugh, then choked and began to sob.

			A butchering most curated, Ana had commented. To hear Castus refer to himself as a villain so easily caught caused those words to surface in my thoughts.

			“When you worked in the flensing halls, Castus,” I said, “what tasks were you put to?”

			“The…the gutting of the cows,” he whispered. “That was what I did this last slaughtering season. The innards are dried and powdered and used by the Apoths in many things, I am told.”

			“And how is this done?”

			“I sense your thinking, Iudex. It is the same.”

			“I must have your words exactly, though.”

			Again, he wiped his eyes. “We remove the limbs first. To get access to the creature’s innards.” He touched his shoulder. “A quick sawing to the cuff, so it will drop but not clatter to the floor. Then…down, and across. I have done this dozens of times with a flensing knife. But I…I have no memory of…of…”

			“I see,” I said quietly.

			A horrid silence filled the jail cell.

			“Is it the curse of my kin?” he whispered. “Is it real? For I can’t imagine that fate alone would do this to us. I have lost two brothers and a sister. My…my life has been little more than funerals for the past years, Iudex. Yet I won’t be able to even go to Zansay’s. Will I?”

			“I don’t know, sir.”

			A long, solemn silence.

			“I have changed my mind,” Castus said. “I hope you do hang me, Iudex.”

			“Why do you say this?”

			“I don’t want to be out of this cell.” He turned his eyes on me, so wide and despondent. “I don’t want to go back into…into the world I knew, and know for every minute that she’s gone, that I might have killed her. Might have butchered her just as I did so many livestock. That’s not a world I wish to know. So I shall take any escape offered. Even the noose.”

			

			—

			I left him there in his cell. I did not say goodbye: such was his sorrow that a polite gesture felt cruel, somehow. Then I stood in the central chamber, lost in my thoughts.

			Seriv approached. “He spoke to you then, sir?”

			“Yes.” I sighed heavily. “I suppose I need to see where you found him, Princeps.”

			His face creased in dismay. “That would be in the old forest, sir.”

			“I know. Yet I must see it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5
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			To my surprise, the old forest was but an hour’s ride from Lacanthim. “Remnants of the wood still cling to the waters of these places,” Seriv explained when I mentioned this. “They burned a great deal of it back to make farmland. But along the streams and rivers, it refuses to burn. The greater spread of it is to the north.” Then he paused. “You’ve not seen any stretch of it, I take it, sir?”

			“No. We came from the south.”

			“I see. Well. It can be an experience.”

			I watched as the wood emerged on the horizon. It was already almost evening, so this was a poor time to go seeking evidence in such a place. Yet I knew Ana would demand to know of it, so I narrowed my eyes and studied carefully as we approached.

			To begin with, the forest was not green but had a queer, purple hue to it. It formed a velvety wall that surged up above the farmlands, and the contrast—in shape, in color, in darkness—was so striking it almost felt like a hallucination. The trees were of an ancient, altered breed, with pale, delicate boles and wide, amaranthine leaves that blotted out the sun. They did not grow like normal trees, either: they sprouted in very defined, hexagonal clutches, with six different trunks sprouting from each node of roots.

			So this was the famous, unnatural forest of Sapirdad: a wood created by the first imperials, the ancient Khanum, long ago in the elder days to ward away any trespassers. Like most works of the Khanum, it was quite renowned—but the forest of Sapirdad was unusual in that nobody knew quite what the Khanum had wished to keep people away from. The accepted theory was that they’d wanted to keep grave robbers from violating the last resting place of their famed sibling tribe—the Daljen. Who had, like all of the first imperial tribes, died out centuries ago. Yet no one knew for certain.

			We rode closer to the trees. The nearer we grew, a strange, unsettling feeling stole over me, though I couldn’t name why. It was as if a great gloom arose behind my eyes, and my heart was suddenly shadowed. Even my horse—a pudgy little mare who resented my size—grew skittish and whickered in protest.

			“You feel it, sir?” said Seriv.

			“I do. What is it?”

			“Wasn’t sure if an Imperial Sublime would. It’s the forest, sir. The Orbiis say the trees emit a pheromone that makes the blood frightened. Makes you wish to leave swiftly—because those who made it didn’t wish for anyone to step inside.”

			I cringed as a pang of discomfort shot through me. “I thought the trees kept people out just by being so densely grown.”

			“That’s what many folk from abroad think, true. Most don’t know about the discomfort because most don’t get near enough to feel it.” He sighed a little. “But we shall, of course. Though we’ll have to go on foot. Our steeds won’t bear it.”

			We dismounted and did so, and came to the edge of the forest. Unlike nearly every forest I’d ever passed through, this one was silent and utterly still, bereft of any bird call or a flicker of a moth’s wing. Even if it hadn’t put some pheromone in me to set my blood dancing, I’d have found it eerie. Still I looked, engraving the experience carefully, gazing into the great, velvety wall rising before me, endless and unfathomable.

			I asked Seriv what he knew of the forest, and he shrugged. “What most do, sir. Rumor. Myth. It’s an old thing, and those who made it weren’t interested in sharing why they put it here. If the reason was ever known, it was forgotten long ago, along with a great deal else.”

			“But it was made to ward people away from the last tomb of the Daljen—true?”

			“Maybe! Of the Daljen themselves, we’ve little more than stories. They were here once. They farmed these lands and grew wonders. Now they’re gone. That’s the run of it.”

			“And they’re worshipped here, true?” I asked. “I heard Trikao Armenta mention the Daljen.”

			“Yes, sir. The Armentas revere them as ancestors, as many wealthy Tala folk do. Although, well…the Daljen died out and disappeared, yes? First out of all the old imperial tribes. And no other ancient imperial lands are guarded by such a forest.” He glanced at me. “So. Perhaps they were doomed, some say.”

			I realized what he meant. “Or cursed?”

			“You have the read of it, sir. More gossip, more rumor. Were the Daljen cursed? Has that curse now moved on, and ensnared the Armentas? Is that why their line is nearly ended, just like that of the Daljen?” Then, sounding slightly embarrassed, he added, “And then, of course, there’s the lights.”

			“What lights?”

			“Well—I’ve never seen them myself, sir. But there are rumors of folk sighting a flickering in the trees. A light, flashing and quaking, in the deepest stretches of the wood, where none can approach.”

			“When did this happen?”

			“Oh, on and off for a while now, sir. First spotting I know of was three years ago. I’ve watched the forest myself, sir, and never seen a thing. And many watch the trees these days. They’ve seen no one enter or leave. But every so often, another drover comes flying down a road in the night, crying out that he’s seen the lights again.” He shrugged. “I manage drunken drovers and feuding farmers. I shall let the works of the unseen be.” He nodded ahead. “That’s where we found Castus.”

			We walked to a spot not more than twenty span down the tree line, where many branches were broken and bruised. From the look of it, Castus had only penetrated about ten span into the trees—yet I couldn’t imagine how he’d managed even this, given how densely the boughs were grown, and how the airs of the forest put a thread of fear in one’s thoughts.

			“He said he’d been followed,” I said. “Felt someone growing near to him in the dark.”

			“He said the same to us, sir, when we found him,” sighed Seriv. “But we all descended on him in a rush, and in deep night. If there was sign of some other soul out here, we’ve marred it, I’m afraid. And we saw no one else out here, of course.”

			I gazed at the patch of broken branches for a long while, thinking. “He also said he came out here to pray—is that so?”

			“There are a few old shrines within the wood. They burned back the trees and treated the soil to make paths for the pilgrims. One lies near here, true, the shrine of Master Gaddar. But to my reading of it, sir, the boy was simply out of his head. Which hangs, I feel—for he had to be mad to attack the girl to begin with, true?”

			I gazed out at the pale, leaning branches. My skin began to crawl. I turned my eyes away and asked to leave this place.
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			When I returned to the Cat’s Eye Inn, little had changed: Zansay still lay upon the floor in a lake of blood, and Ana still crouched within the closet like a creature from a spirit’s tale. It felt faintly wrong to leave Zansay lying there in such a manner, as if she were a part of the room’s décor, but I was familiar with Ana’s response when I had raised such concerns before: If the dead mind how we treat them, they can goddamned feel free to speak up.

			“Well?” purred Ana as I opened the closet door. “How was your discussion with the young Master Armenta, Din? Or was he capable of speaking at all?”

			I recited all I had experienced, sniffing at my vial, the words tumbling from my lips as if I was emptying my soul of some pestilence. Ana listened with her head bowed, rocking back and forth in the closet. When I finished, she sat very still, her blindfolded head bent at an angle. She pursed her lips, then lifted her face to the fretvine ceiling and let out a slow, leaking sigh.

			“The forest of the Daljen,” she said softly. “I am slightly envious that you saw it, Din! It haunts these lands, yes? This memory of a forgotten age persisting at the periphery of this quiet farmland…”

			I reluctantly conceded that this was one way of putting it.

			“Listen, child—when we first came in here, you told the carriage driver to wait for us in the stables, true?”

			“That’s so, ma’am. He is likely still there.”

			“He damned well better be—along with all my possessions! I need you to go there, quickly now, and go through my trunk and bring me something.”

			“What, ma’am?”

			“My pipes,” she said. “All of them. All my flutes, and pipes, and other woodwinds. My clartulya, the bocal shawm, the Uluyrian pipe set, the syrinixia, and so on. I believe there should be a dozen or so.”

			I grimaced. Ana was an oft-distracted musical dilettante, picking up obscure instruments to master one or two tunes, then forgetting the thing entirely. As such, she had quite the collection of abandoned instruments. Traveling with the harps, especially, had become a burden for me.

			“I can,” I said slowly. “But—why?”

			“I told you to hurry, boy!” she snapped. “We are racing against the decay of that girl’s biologies! For while I am unsure what Apoth techniques I’d need to prove myself right, there is an older, simpler test we can use—but her ears must be intact!”

			Unnerved, I did so, and brought back a sack of many jumbled pipes, flutes, and some reeded instruments whose names even I did not know.

			“Excellent,” said Ana. She flexed her fingers with an unnerving crack, then licked her lips. “I am going to begin playing these instruments, Din—but just a few notes apiece. I believe the higher pitches are what we seek…but I admit, I am not sure. Just keep your eyes on that dead girl! Let me know if anything unusual happens.” Then she took a breath and began to play.

			But play was not quite the right term for it. Rather, Ana first played a scale that ascended to the instrument’s highest pitches—and then kept going. Soon the notes grew so high that they were either inaudible to me or were akin to a needle in my ear, threatening to make my eyes water.

			As she did this, I watched Zansay’s corpse. The girl remained on her side, left arm cast forward, right draping behind. If there was a change in her, I could not detect it.

			Ana continued on, cycling through the clartulya, the Uluyrian pipe set, the syrinixia, and a few I had never seen her play myself. She played the highest pitches possible, and more and more often played in octaves I found difficult to hear at all—yet Zansay remained unmoved.

			I bore this experiment in silence until Ana began sweating from the exertion of so much piping. I cleared my throat and asked, “Ma’am—what is it you try to do?”

			She glowered in the direction of Zansay’s corpse as if it were a disobedient mule. “Are you familiar with the drokha-cats of this region, Din?”

			I didn’t need to browse my memories to answer: I remembered the sight of the cats’ long, leathery, black fingers poking through the bars of their cages all too well.

			“I am, ma’am,” I said.

			“And what are they most famous for?” she demanded.

			“They…are trained creatures, ma’am,” I said. “They go out into the fields at night and pick the crops and place them in bushels for the field hands to collect in the morning. Rather like the spirits summoned by the girl at the loom in the old stories. Thus they save a tremendous amount of labor, all across the agrarian regions of the Empire.”

			“Very good!” said Ana. “You are only off slightly, Din. For one thing, you missed that their genesis is actually here, in the city of Lacanthim. This place is where the technique of their use was first developed, thus beginning something of an agricultural revolution.” She fumbled through her bag and selected the shawm as her next instrument. “But more importantly, I would not call them trained creatures, Din. Rather, the cats are conditioned.”

			“Conditioned…how?”

			“Oh, chemically. Biologically. The cats used in fieldwork are all infected, you see, with a very unusual, altered fungus—one that is known as the guiding web. The fungus spreads throughout the brain of its host, causing it to become very sensitive to very specific pitches. And this makes them amenable to conditioning.” She spat into her dress and began to polish the shawm’s mouthpiece. “Specifically, associating an action or a task with a very particular sound!”

			She expected some response from me here. I stayed silent.

			“Each cat is initially guided into collecting the grain or crops of a harvest,” said Ana, “usually by rewarding them with food. While they complete these simpler trainings, however, a person nearby plays a very high pitch or tune upon an instrument—I believe a pipe is preferred. Because of the guiding web infesting their nervous system, the cat begins to associate the action being performed with that specific sound. After their conditioning is completed, when they hear that pitch or song again, they are filled with a profound, undeniable desire to reenact that task.”

			I slowly looked back at the corpse of Zansay Burav, her pale, gray eyes still searching the ceiling so thoughtfully.

			Ana paused to play three high pitches upon the instrument. The body did nothing.

			“So intense is the desire of the conditioning, Din,” she continued, “so powerful the mesmerism, that the cats will thoughtlessly complete any action even remotely similar to the task ingrained within them! If they are trained to collect apples, for example, they will fetch red balls and bring them back to the bushels. If they are trained to collect wheat, they will also feverishly grab other grasses with similar spikelets and florets. These incorrect actions will still grant the cats the blissful chemical release that is the work of the fungus. It is a powerful method, in other words—yet imperfect.”

			“And…and you think…”

			“I think…that cultivating a strain of the guiding web to condition a human being is unthinkable, child!” said Ana dryly. “This is what all the Apothetikal literature says, to be sure. Such a phenomenon has never been recorded in the history of this alteration’s genesis, brief as it is! And yet—we have many strange behaviors here, do we not? We have a girl who stands perfectly still while she is attacked, and does not resist. Almost as if she was conditioned not to! And a boy who hears a strange, lovely music, and goes into a dreamlike state where he remembers a very specific place, and action!”

			“The flensing halls,” I said softly. “Where he gutted the cows.”

			“I think it is possible that both Zansay and Castus,” said Ana, “were infected with either the guiding web or something very much like it—and carefully conditioned to create this murder! Perhaps during the hours Castus worked in the flensing halls, he was hearing a high pitch inaudible to others—one that he came to subconsciously associate with that grisly work. And when he walked or moved about in any other common time of day, he heard another pitch, played by some manipulator upon a pipe, to be associated with movement. And perhaps last night he was helplessly puppeted into not only butchering his lover—but also sprinting outside so that all would behold him as her killer! That divine vision he experienced, the sensation of all creation praising him—that, I suggest, is what it feels like to be under the influence of the fungus!”

			“Yet…why would this be done?” I said. “Why arrange it so particularly?”

			“I’ve no idea, Din!” She played another set of high-pitched notes upon the shawm. “But if I am right, it is a most brilliantly awful method of murder, yes?”

			“True…but what is it you wish to prove with the pipes here?”

			“Ah, well…I am attempting to exploit a fascinating quirk of nature! For the guiding web is also referred to as the revenant’s mist,” said Ana. “It has earned this name because its neuro-infestation is so powerful that its hosts can still show limited responses to the proper notes even after death! It was, perhaps, a very unlikely thing, but I was hoping that if Zansay here was infected, I might stumble across the right tones…” She shrugged. “If nothing else, it has prompted me to dig out some instruments I forgot I even owned!”

			Then, with a cheerful smirk, she blew on the shawm, louder and higher, so high my ears were pained.

			And this time, Zansay moved.

			First, there was a deep, unnatural clicking sound from the dead girl’s throat, almost like she was choking. Then a quaking spread through her limbs, starting at the neck and wriggling down to her fingers and toes—and then she rolled over, raised her head as if disturbed from sleep…and sighed.

			It was a curious, awful sound, the air slipping between her cold lips. Yet worst of all were her eyes: for her pale, icy gray eyes shook as she convulsed, rolling back into her head—yet not both at the same time, nor even in the same exact direction. I was reminded of a genia from the old tales, possessing a child’s body and whispering secrets from the world behind the world, and how all who heard the words were driven mad.

			Then her body went still, and she collapsed back into the pool of blood.

			It took me a moment to collect myself. I was against the wall, I realized, with my back pressed to it, as if to get as far away from the dead girl as I could.

			“So,” drawled Ana, “I take it that worked, Din?”

			“M-ma’am,” I said hoarsely. “What…what was that?”

			“I thought it would be quite clear,” she said. “The girl has the web in her. And so does Castus, I presume.” She sighed. “What a pity this is! It takes an interesting turn, yet fills me with dread. A question, now, Din…”

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“Though you met him only for a moment…do you trust this Princeps Seriv of the custodi?”

			“S-Seriv?” I said. “I…Well. Yes.”

			“Are you sure? You are a good judge of character, but we must be certain.”

			“I believe so. He stood up to both families when blades were drawn and demanded peace. He seemed a decent sort.”

			“Then go and fetch him. We must have an ally in this. He shall have to do.”

			

			—

			Like most drovers, Princeps Seriv’s preferred expression was a constant, skeptical squint. Yet as I brought him to the chamber, introduced him to Ana—always an unsettling experience for anyone—and watched as she laid out her theory for him, his tanned, lined face went through an astonishing medley of reactions. Many were so radical they caused his wrinkles to vanish entirely, revealing narrow, untanned stripes of pale skin about his eyes.

			The worst, of course, was when Ana again performed her grisly little magic trick: playing a single high, faint note upon the shawm, and inducing another unearthly, whispering sigh from the corpse on the floor. Seriv’s bowed legs sprang to life and, just as I had done, he pressed himself against the wall, trying to put as much distance between himself and the dead girl hissing on the floor as he could.

			When she finally finished, he remained adhered to the fretvine wall and stared at the corpse with naked horror. “By…by hell!” he finally gasped.

			“I agree,” said Ana. “My guess is that when the Apoths tested Castus’s blood, they checked for fever or grafts. They did not think to look for the web!”

			“Nor should they have!” said Seriv, sweating. “The web works upon the field cats alone! I’ve…I’ve never heard of it jumping to a human!”

			“But now it has, sir,” said Ana. “Yet I would not say ‘jump.’ This was no accident. This murder was arranged, in every possible manner. The behaviors of the perpetrator and victim were so very carefully planned.” She leaned forward, and her blindfolded face grew intense. “Can you comprehend the implications of this, Princeps Seriv?”

			Seriv blinked for a moment, then fumbled for his pipe—but he did not put it between his lips. He just turned it over and over in his hands, gazing at the girl’s body.

			“This speaks to experience,” Ana continued. “To familiarity. In other words, sir…I doubt very much if it is the first instance.”

			Seriv pulled his eyes from Zansay’s corpse to look at Ana. “What are you claiming, ma’am?”

			“I claim nothing,” said Ana. “I have been here mere hours. But…I understand there has been much madness in this canton in the past years, and a great deal of it lethal—true? And it has singularly affected the Armenta clan—or, at least, that is what has been noticed so far. And today, young Castus Armenta was almost assuredly bound to hang. Strange, is it not?”

			Seriv let out a slow sigh almost as unsettling as Zansay’s, then sank down the wall until he sat upon the floor.

			“You perceive what I suggest, sir?” said Ana.

			“You don’t know what this could do,” Seriv said softly.

			“I’m afraid I rather do,” said Ana.

			“No! You do not!” he said, suddenly angered. “I spent hours today trying to keep these two families from killing one another! Bloodshed was just barely avoided! And that was when we had but the one body—and a Burav one at that! But to say now that the entire Armenta line has not foundered, but been eliminated…and to implicate him as a killer, ma’am!”

			There was a silence.

			I glanced back and forth between the two. “I’m sorry—him? I was unaware we had a suspect.”

			Ana extended a hand to Seriv. “Din lacks the background for this. But you, Princeps, appear to have already made the leap…”

			Seriv’s face now lacquered with sweat. “I told you, Signum Kol,” he said, “that the Burav clan made a fortune from agrarian alterations.”

			“Yes?” I said.

			“But I did not identify the main one, for I didn’t think it pertinent!” His mustache quivered. “The vast, vast majority of all the enormous wealth of the Buravs comes from their alterations done not to a bean or plant, but to a very unusual fungus. They did endless labor to render it harmless—but very useful…”

			A chill swept across me. “Oh,” I murmured.

			“Yes, sir,” said Seriv. “It was the Buravs who developed the guiding web. They are the folk who mastered using it to command the herds of drokha-cats to harvest the fields!” He wiped the sweat from his face and dried it on his shirt front, leaving a dark shadow of a hand on his heart. “And it was not just any Burav. It was Burilis himself who achieved this! The father of that very dead girl there.”
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			Seriv selected a different inn for us to stay at that night, a place called the Green Drover that he claimed was one of the finest in the city. “The Armentas themselves often stay here, sir,” he told me. “Though, ah, only when they’re on their own business. When they have guests, they put them elsewhere. And those residences, ah…”

			“Are too expensive?” I suggested.

			“Well, that. And they offer…different entertainments. And I don’t much enjoy the idea of one such entertainer wandering into your immunis’s rooms. I might have another body in an inn to deal with then.”

			I realized what he meant, and, shuddering, agreed with him.

			Like many buildings of Lacanthim, the Green Drover was adorned with features of the cattle trade: hides pinned to walls, horns above every door, and a good number of windows and shutters were made with braids and ropes fashioned from tendons. Even the mai-lantern shades were wrought of leather and were shot through with veins and other features of dead flesh. I found the effect rather grisly. It had its own pump room, however, with fresh waters, and after a day of walking about my thirst was unbearable, so I gladly and greedily drank from its spigot.

			I rushed to move Ana into her chambers, as she had a very specific layout for her rooms: a central stove, her trunk of books and instruments, her mossbed, and a table—not to mention the windows all carefully veiled. Usually she complained mightily while she waited for me to finish such arrangements, but this time she was quiet, sitting in the entryway with her head bowed and her fingers flitting in the lap of her dress. Though it was peaceful, I liked her silence not at all.

			Once all was assembled and her mai-lamps were glimmering, Seriv and I brought Ana to her chambers. As was her custom, she opened her trunk and produced two books and began to read their lines with her bare fingers, which were preternaturally enhanced to sense the scrawl of ink. Seriv did not seem bothered by this—I guessed the shock of what he’d just learned had rendered Ana’s irregularities quite quaint. He just sat in a chair, scraping out the bowl of his pipe with a tiny knife and staring into the shadows of her dimly lit room.

			“I will now suggest,” Ana began softly as she worked, “many uncomfortable things. I must ask for total secrecy from both of you. What is whispered here cannot escape these walls—for otherwise we shall have catastrophe, I am sure.”

			“Of course, ma’am,” said Seriv, rather hoarsely.

			“Good,” she murmured, and turned over the pages of the two books. “To begin with—we are woefully behind comprehending the nature of this fungus. For example, how is it administered? How does it work? How can we test for it? And how were Castus and Zansay poisoned?”

			“The common treatment, when given to the cats,” said Seriv, “is a simple pellet, fed to them once. A highly concentrated dose. Then they are conditioned with pipes and fl—”

			“Yes, I know that, but this one conditions humans,” said Ana. “Thus, it is quite a bit fucking different! Are we sure it is administered the same? Are there even any tests we can use, or symptoms we know to look for?”

			“I was a drover once, and though I worked with cows, ma’am, I didn’t wrangle cats,” said Seriv. “Here I am fairly ignorant.”

			“As am I. It took me nearly a goddamn hour of playing pipes to get Zansay’s body to react! My ears ring still! We cannot use such a primitive method to discover other victims.” She glowered for a moment. “And, much more frustrating, we cannot simply go to Burilis Burav and demand to know all the details of how his creation works! Nor can we go to any other provincial expert, either.”

			“Ah—why not, ma’am?” I asked. “Surely we could find some authority here who could help.”

			Ana sighed. “Now we come to what I dread most…Understand, both of you, that this killer, whoever they are, is a person who has prepared for Zansay’s murder—slowly, thoughtfully, and carefully! Yesterday, we had no idea that both Zansay and Castus had been cerebrally infested. Nor, apparently, did they know themselves! So I am given to wonder…” One eyebrow rose up past her blindfold. “…how many others might also be infected, conditioned, and prepared to die—right now—without their ever knowing it?”

			There was a silence.

			Seriv’s mustache twitched. “Oh, hell…”

			“Y-you think, ma’am,” I said, “that if we go about asking too many questions about the guiding web…and if the killer realizes that we know what method they are using…”

			“Yes,” she said. “I think they will stop moving slowly, and start moving very, very quickly. It may take only a simple tune upon a pipe—one that most folk cannot hear, for recall that the innkeeper said she heard nothing at all!—and suddenly we might have people wandering into rivers to drown, or stepping in front of a charging carriage, or…or, hell, I don’t know, sticking their goddamn heads in the oven to set their hair alight! We are in an unenviable place now, children.”

			Seriv stopped scraping out his pipe. “Ah…do…do you think that I, ma’am, might…”

			“Might be a potential victim?” said Ana archly. “Might have an infection in your brain conditioning you for murder and death?” A tiny shrug. “It is perfectly possible!”

			“Oh, hell,” whispered Seriv.

			“You are apprehending the shitpot we are currently bubbling in, Princeps! We must catch up, yet we must practice the utmost secrecy while we do so! I could request records from the Apoth authorities, but scribe-hawks take days if not weeks…” She cocked her head. “But we may have a local resource we can trust! Seriv—Din here told me you’d briefly mentioned the Orbiis to him when talking about the old forest?”

			Seriv and I exchanged a worried glance.

			“The…Orbiis, ma’am?” I said slowly. “You wish to bring this to them?”

			“I do not wish to!” she said with a sniff. “But I see no other option.”

			Seriv looked at me as if to say—Is this another jest? I could only manage a shrug in response.

			The Orbiis—or “leaf-sniffers,” as they were often mockingly called—were the imperial department tasked with maintaining the stability of all agricultural lands. While this was a noble duty, it was accompanied by enhancements that made them far more eccentric than the typical Imperial Iyalet: namely, a desire to taste soil, leaf, and bark. Yet all their odd habits did not detract from their authority: when the Orbiis made a ruling, they were listened to.

			Still, I balked at the idea of involving the Orbiis in a murder investigation, especially one that concerned the gentry. It made as much sense as putting a mad poet in charge of defending the sea walls.

			“You sure it’s wise to involve the soil-tongues in this, ma’am?” said Seriv dubiously.

			“Well, consider it!” said Ana. “The Orbiis are most assuredly less likely to be caught up in the petty squabbles of the gentry—they care more for root and loam than they do politics—but they are also masters of all that grows and thrives in this land, true? Including the guiding web?”

			“They surely know much of the web, ma’am,” conceded Seriv, “for it’s well-known that they despise it. Something about using neuro-fungi in everyday farming practices being unwise…”

			Ana laughed cruelly. “They may soon prove correct there! Yes, I like the sound of this! We are quite desperate for allies in this fight…and I would welcome the Orbiis’ assistance. Specifically with the corpse.”

			There was a silence.

			“I take it,” I said, sighing, “you are not going to release Zansay’s body to her father, ma’am.”

			“Oh, hell no, I shall not!” said Ana. “Not if her fucking head is swilling with fungus! The Orbiis officers are well accustomed with the maladies of livestock. I am sure they can manage a dead gentrygirl easily enough.”

			“You intend to have the Orbiis…perform an autopsy on Zansay Burav?” asked Seriv, appalled. “I mean, they autopsy sick calves and the like, but…but to her, of all people…”

			“I don’t trust any of the medikkers here,” snapped Ana, “as they’ll have allegiance to one house or another. And we know that this strain of fungus is different, for it apparently infects humans! We need to get a grasp on it, and quickly. No, no—the Orbiis it is! What is the fastest way to get ahold of them, Princeps? And mind, I’ll not put words to parchment! We must be as secretive as possible.”

			Seriv begrudgingly said, “That can be difficult, then, ma’am. The Orbiis patrol and survey the farmlands here regularly, but as, ah, their duty is to monitor the environment, that’s rather a wide spread to get lost in. But…if I make it a pressing issue, ma’am, I can have my people find them by midday tomorrow. And it is a pressing issue, to me, as I might have this damned thing living in my own skull. Yet I’ll have to tell something to Burilis Burav. He expects us to release his daughter’s body. If we say we plan to have her chopped up by the Orbiis like an ailing sow, I’ll have hell on my hands.”

			“Blame it on me,” said Ana. “Decry me, complain of me, stall him. Zansay is a murder victim, and we do not need her father’s permission to perform an autopsy. But we cannot wait about to hear if the Orbiis consent to join us! We must keep moving—and attempt to determine who else the killer has struck down.”

			I nodded glumly. “The Armentas, ma’am?”

			“Indeed,” sniffed Ana. “The Armentas have suffered two suicides and an apparent accident. Very sad—but also very strange. I am forced to ask, Seriv—was there an investigation done for any of them?”

			“Afraid not, ma’am. I only investigate when foul play is declared. And for such deaths as these…”

			“Yes, yes,” muttered Ana. “They didn’t appear foul at all! This is a wicked tool indeed.”

			While they contemplated this, I quietly nursed the fire in the stove back to life and began preparing a teapot. Seriv’s mustache danced as he sucked his lips. “I did not investigate,” he said. “But…the head of the clan, Velona Armenta…she has. Repeatedly, and carefully.”

			Ana turned to him. “Did she…” she murmured. “Why? Did she suspect something?”

			“She wasn’t looking for signs of criminal activity, ma’am,” said Seriv. “But rather a…a more divine intervention, if you catch my meaning.”

			“Oh, hell,” muttered Ana. “She is a creature of faith, then?”

			“Indeed, ma’am. Very fervent.”

			“Mm. What pantheon in particular does the old bat think is punishing her?”

			“I, ah, believe she’s trying to appease all of them at the moment,” said Seriv. “Though she specifically attempts to appease the Daljen, of course. She has demanded testimonies, evidence, stories from all who knew her slain children. She seeks, I think, the sin that invited so much pain.”

			The teapot began to burble discontentedly. I lifted the pot from the stove and poured Ana a cup.

			“Trikao Armenta mentioned something of this,” I said quietly. “He made it sound as if many suspected that the Armentas had committed some crime and were now condemned by all gods and spirits for it.”

			“And it sounds like Velona Armenta has listened to them!” sighed Ana. “Perhaps in her grief, she has come to believe it. Not a terribly trustworthy source…but much like the Orbiis, she may be the only one we have.”

			“She may not be easy to speak to,” said Seriv. “Velona Armenta is much aged by sorrow. She has locked herself up in the family seat of Aimafall and speaks to very few these days.”

			Ana thought for a moment. “What about this Trikao Armenta, the fellow who stood before the jail’s doors? Could he be a useful ally in getting us an audience?”

			“Trikao is Velona’s elder brother,” said Seriv. “He is a dutiful servant to the family, as you saw today, Kol—though he has no illusions about his house’s decline.”

			Ana frowned. “He’s her elder brother?”

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“Then why didn’t he inherit the place as head of the family?”

			“The Armentas keep to the old ways. Inheritance is settled by a competition—who can raise the grandest herd over a season. Trikao lost to his sister. Thus, he is legally disqualified from ever being the Armenta prime chief. Yet he remains devoted still.”

			“Admirably barbaric, I suppose,” mused Ana. “A bit like that family of petty kings I read about the other day, where one would inherit the harem, and all the others would be castrated. Do you recall, Din?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” I said dully as I poured my own cup. “You read many passages aloud and seemed to find it terribly amusing.”

			“So I did, for so it was!” She waved a hand. “I see no other way forward. Talk to this Trikao Armenta, boy. Try to arrange a meeting with Madam Armenta tomorrow. If he will not help, find someone who will! For if Velona Armenta is the chief expert in her children’s deaths, we must hear all she learned—even if her investigation was born out of superstition. In the meantime, Princeps Seriv, send your people out to find the Orbiis. I want a knowledgeable eye on that dead girl’s body—for I suspect what festers within it is terribly unique.”
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			Seriv informed me that Trikao Armenta would be found at a sotbar known as the Crooked Horn—another place much favored by the Armentas, he said. I started off for it, and despite my many worries, I could not help but find the town of Lacanthim charming: the orbed, fretvine shops and homes all sat piled up along the cobblestone lanes, with little streamers of smoke uncoiling from the rooftops as countless suppers were prepared. Great mai-lanterns hung from posts along the streets, and in the soft rain they gained a gauzy, shimmering halo of pale sapphire.

			A Tala evening, a Tala rain. I had not seen such a thing in many months. I felt an urge to reach out, snatch up a raindrop, and taste it, as if reunited with some fragment of my very soul. I continued on.

			I found Trikao Armenta sitting alone at a small table in the corner of the inn known as the Crooked Horn, nursing a tiny thimble of wine. It would have been a comical sight, to see such a huge man sipping from such a small vessel, had it not been for his face: I had never seen a more somber creature than he, sitting with his head bent, his snowy beard brushing his collar. He brightened slightly when he saw me and tried to force a bit of wine upon me, but I abstained, claiming my duties. His brightness dimmed when I asked of the other deaths of the Armentas.

			“Why?” he said. “What’s this to do with Castus?”

			“We don’t know, sir,” I said. “We’ve no idea if it has anything to do with Castus. But I feel obliged to ask of them, as every person we speak to brings them up.”

			He gazed at me for a long while. “You aren’t beginning to believe it—are you?”

			“Believe…?”

			“In the curse. In this mad foolishness.” He leaned forward, his chair creaking under his weight. “I tell you, my family has done nothing to invite this pain.”

			“Sir—”

			“We do not deserve what has happened to us! Nor do we deserve to have the custodi and the Iudex digging about in our tragedies, just like all the gossip-mongers of the canton attempt every day!”

			“I don’t intend to cause pain, sir. But we still don’t understand the motivation for the murder. Castus appears to have been genuinely in love with Zansay. We only seek to understand him more.”

			“You will find no understanding in it!” he snapped. “I don’t, and I was there! I…” His face grew ashen. “I still can’t comprehend it. I showered those children with gifts, from childhood to adults. I do not know why two of them sought relief from life itself, nor can I explain why fate took the third. I still feel a great emptiness they left behind in me.” He looked at me pleadingly. “Please do not go opening all the old wounds of my kin, Signum. We have suffered enough and shall surely suffer more.”

			I paused to calculate how to proceed. I could tell him now, of course, that we did not think those deaths were the whims of ill fate, that someone had somehow engineered them, much as a drover might herd a cow into its paddock. But this, I knew, would have been unwise: Ana had ordered me to maintain secrecy for a reason.

			I studied Trikao’s face, weary yet resilient. He certainly would not grant us an audience with his sister—not after I’d already raised his hackles. On to his son, then.

			“I understand, sir,” I said. “May I still speak to your son, however?”

			He relaxed. “Of course. Ippeas is close to Castus, as is his betrothed. I did as you asked and summoned them. He should arrive soon, though his bride will surely be here first, though—she is a skilled rider. She…” He stopped to look over my shoulder. “Ah! She comes now!”

			He nodded down the lane behind me. I turned to look.

			

			—

			To watch the girl riding down the lane to us was akin to glimpsing a fable of some storied champion bringing word of great threat. She did not merely sit in the destrier’s saddle, nor hold its reins, nor simply guide the beast: rather, the act of girl and steed were one, her long, lean body shifting with the pounding of the creature’s shimmering legs. Her black hair rippled behind her like a banner as they galloped, her dark eyes fierce and her shoulders tucked. The sight of her movement was so poised and immaculate, it made one imagine that if she ran out of land to ride upon, she might ride into the sky itself.

			Despite her effortless grace, she was dressed as any drover, with high leather boots and a light leather shirt to shield her arms. A knife was sheathed at her side, and a lance was sheathed in the saddle on the other. Her face was fixed in worry as her destrier hurtled down the lane to us, its flanks muddied, its breath hot and fast. She dismounted in a flash, reined her steed to the post, and hurried over, her bright eyes fixed on Trikao.

			“I’ve heard the news, Grandfather,” she said breathlessly. “It can’t all be true, can it? It…it really can’t be…”

			I did not introduce myself as we stood to greet her. In fact, I said nothing. I simply gazed into her face, open-mouthed. Not because it was a beautiful face—though it was a very beautiful face, truly—but because it was a face I recognized.

			For it was almost my own, after all, in so many subtle ways.

			“The worst is true, yes,” said Trikao to her. “This fellow is from the Iudex and seeks to understand it all. I hope you can help him, for I’ve few answers.”

			The girl turned to look at me. She did a double take and froze, stunned and open-mouthed just as I was.

			“I…what?” she said quietly. “Wait! No, I…”

			I should have known, I thought. For Trikao Armenta himself had told me I looked familiar, so much so he’d thought we’d met before. And now, here she was.

			“D…Din?” said the girl, shocked. “Din, is…is that you?”

			“Eh?” said Trikao, puzzled.

			I swallowed. My mouth was like sand, my throat a cauldron.

			“Fotia?” I said uncertainly.

			There was a long silence.

			My sister stared at me, then pressed a hand to her face. “What are you doing here, Din?” she asked. “What in hell are you doing here?”
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			In countless odeons and poems there are tales of families separated by war, famine, titan, or contagion, and in these there always comes a moment when they are finally reunited. They spy one another, cry out each other’s names, and are overcome with delight, embracing and laughing and weeping as the years and leagues apart suddenly dissolve.

			Yet now, as I gazed upon my sister Fotia who I had not seen in nearly six years, all those stories seemed a bitter joke. We did not run to each other, or grasp hands to confirm our flesh was true. We simply stared, as if we were strangers awkwardly forced into this encounter.

			Which we were, I realized. I had never seen Fotia ride in all our childhood, and most definitely not like that. I had no idea how she’d come to learn such a thing—or how she’d come to be in this place, of all places, at all.

			“Mm—what?” said Trikao. “What do you say there?”

			Fotia took a step toward the table, squinting at me. “You…are gray,” she said.

			“P-pardon?” I said. “I what?”

			“Your skin. It’s gray. I’d heard some of your kind changed their skin, but…I didn’t think I’d…” She trailed off, then again said, “How are you here, Din? Of all the people I imagined to find drinking wine with Grandfather Trikao, I never expected you.”

			I gaped at her, but thought—Grandfather Trikao?

			Trikao’s eyes shot back and forth below his huge white eyebrows. “I take it you two are…acquainted? No, no, I see it now…You are related? Is this so?”

			“Yes,” I said slowly. “We are, sir. Though I have not seen my sister Fotia in some ti—”

			“Five years,” she said. “And four months. A few weeks on top of that. I can’t do the math right now. I’ve not the mind for it.” She looked at me, and something bright shone in her glance—but it was neither love nor joy. “Again. What are you doing here, Din?”

			I cleared my throat awkwardly. “I…it’s as Trikao said. I am here to investigate the death of the Burav girl.”

			“You’re the one who locked up Castus? You’re the one who’s here to hang my friend?”

			“I’m not here to hang him,” I said, nettled. “I am here to…”

			I stopped.

			Her friend, she’d just said. And what was it Trikao had told me earlier?

			I was not intimate with Castus. My son and his betrothed were close with him, however. I can send for them to come to the city, now that there’s no danger. “Betrothed…” I said slowly.

			I turned to look at my sister. I saw a flash of worry cross her face, only to be replaced by a very familiar look of defiance.

			“You are…to marry?” I said, agog. “Fotia—you’re betrothed to this man’s son?”

			She stuck her chin out at me. “Yes,” she said. “I damned well am, Din.”

			I felt myself coloring. “My little sister is going to marry…a gentryman? Of the Armentas?”

			There was a long, awkward silence. I had been carefully curating the family trees of these two houses throughout this investigation, but I’d never expected to add my own sister to one side.

			Trikao cleared his throat. “I, ah, will give you both a moment.” He stood, bowed, began to walk away, then paused to step back quickly and pick up his tiny thimble of wine. “Pardon,” he whispered. Then he turned and left us.

			Fotia and I stared at each other. Then, emanating an air of the utmost hostility, she sat down in the chair opposite me, pushed her black hair back from her face, and smiled coldly. “So. What shall we talk about, brother?”

			

			—

			“How…” I stammered. “How are…”

			“How are you doing today?” Fotia proposed. “Is that what you wish to ask me?”

			“Wh-what?”

			“Oh, quite well, Dinios. I am doing wonderfully on this fine evening. How goes the wet season for you? What other inane chatter shall we indulge in?” Her eyes went bright with anger. “How else are we to bridge over the yawning gap of—what is it now?—three years of total silence? Of no word, nothing whatsoever about your whereabouts, or your damned well-being?”

			I felt my face grow flushed and hot. “It wasn’t total,” I said.

			“No?”

			“No! I sent money, and I know you all got it.”

			“Oh, money,” said Fotia contemptuously. “Yes, very warm and intimate, that! By hell, I didn’t even know if you were alive, Din, did you know? I genuinely thought you might be dead, and what we were getting was just bereavement pay! And now here you are, alive and whole and swanning about in your fancy blue coat, chatting up people I know so well—but terribly surprised to see me!”

			“That’s ridiculous.”

			“What is?”

			“Imperial bereavement pay is far higher than my monthly dispensations. If I’d been dead, you would have been granted lands and, depending on the circumstances of my death, entitlements.”

			Fotia stared at me. I immediately sensed that this had been an extremely stupid answer.

			She raised a hand and made a gesture. One of the tavern clerks came scurrying up. “A pot of sackwine, please,” she said, “and a large one. I shall need it to get through this conversation.”

			“I have been,” I said, slowly sitting, “very much engaged with imperial work.”

			“Doing what? Can you tell me that? Or will I get nothing?”

			“I was attempting to explain my silence. I have been busy doing many awful things for the Iudex, and trying to get promoted, so that I can keep paying off Father’s debts.”

			“For three years? You were kept busy for three years?”

			I opened my mouth, wondered what to say that could possibly satisfy, and closed it again.

			“I see,” she said icily. “But here you are on the Plains of Tala. And I note the look of surprise has not yet left your face. So. I’ll assume you didn’t know I was here.” She sighed. “Did you intend to ever visit our home while you were here, brother? To seek me out even once?”

			Again, I felt a heat in my cheeks. “There is a ring wall between here and home.”

			“And you’ve imperial credentials! It’d be an easy thing for you to visit.” She let out a low laugh. “How much like Father you are! Always leaving the room, slipping out the door to escape to your strange business.”

			This cut me deep. I looked away and touched my head. I recalled Ana’s discussion today, about how my augmentations were “maturing” whether I liked it or not, and felt anger flash hot within me.

			“How am I the one earning this castigation?” I said. “You seem to have gotten the very good end of whatever deal this was.”

			“Have I?”

			“Oh, clearly! Your skin’s the same color you were born with. And now, aren’t you engaged to a gentryman? To the son of Trikao Armenta? Hell, Fotia, I almost wond…” I forced myself to stop talking.

			“Say it,” said Fotia.

			“I did not say anything.”

			“But I know what you were going to say.”

			“I thought the sum of this conversation,” I said rather acidly, “was how little we knew about each other after all these years apart.”

			The bar clerk returned with two tiny glasses and a pot of sackwine so ripe it made my eyes water when he opened it. Fotia swiftly and expertly poured a glass, tossed it back, then looked me in the eye and said, “You, Dinios, were going to say that I had found another source for money, weren’t you? After we’d used you up, for all your pay.”

			I coolly met her gaze. “Well. That was exactly what Grandmother told me I was doing, when I left. Something about being the man of the house. Shouldering family burdens. And Father, of course, said nothing at all.” I poured myself my own little glass and drank it. “As Kols, we are quite accustomed to financial desperation, Fotia. So—I am given to wonder.”

			“Then you’re a poor investigator, and you know fuck-all, dear Din. Because then you’d know that Trikao Armenta—”

			“Oh, you mean Grandfather Trikao?”

			The smile became a scowl. “I have great fondness for that man. I’ll not see you mock him.”

			I waved at her to continue.

			“The inheritance of the Armenta spreads does not pass through him. So it will not pass to Ippeas.”

			“Ippeas,” I said, tasting the name in my mouth. “That’s the boy, then? Your fellow?”

			“Oh, titan’s taint,” muttered Fotia. Again, a glass expertly poured and swiftly drunk. “You can’t do this, Din.”

			“Do what?”

			“You can’t come swaggering back into my affairs, playing the role of the stiff, disapproving big brother. Not after three years of absolute silence!”

			“I suppose you’re going to tell me it’s love, then,” I said. “Because it can’t be money. Not if he’s not inheriting. It’s not like just being part of a gentryclan doesn’t grant him fortune and privileges few could imagine.”

			At that, a shadow passed over her face. “Maybe some, yes,” she said. “But not the Armentas. Not these days.”

			A long, heavy silence. I turned the tiny glass about in my hand, watching the purple dregs wash about. I poured myself another glass, and then—slowly—one for her.

			I studied her out the side of my eye. How strange it was, to see her face, yet beautiful and mature—and suddenly so full of genuine fear.

			“How are you here, Fotia?” I asked. “How did you come to be in this place, out of all the Empire?”

			She sighed deeply and drank. “Honestly, I…I don’t quite know. We were in Daretana, scraping by. Using most of the money you sent to pay down Father’s debts. The rest we used for food. Got very used to lentils. And Grandmother aged, and got sicker, and we needed help there.”

			“It wasn’t enough, then?” I said. “All I sent you—that wasn’t enough?”

			“Not with an aging woman, a dying man, and three growing girls. Especially Karatho and Ithipia, who were still quite young then.”

			I looked away, dismayed. How wretched, how futile it all was: I’d sold away decades of my life, and had still come up short.

			“So we needed money,” Fotia continued, “as we always did. But Daretana changed in the years you were away. The golden safety brought by the Legion, as the imperial declarations so love to say. A horse breeder bought up the farm down the road from us. Raised mounts for the Legion and the work at the sea walls. One day, for a lark, I joined the farmer in breaking his steeds.”

			“Breaking…?”

			“Taming them. Teaching them to forget their wildness, learning how to be ridden. It’s not a natural thing for them. The breeder needed the help and even taught me how to do the same for destriers. The breeder was a man of some renown. One day, a customer came to view his offerings, as she had heard his specimens were beyond compare.”

			“Velona Armenta?”

			“The very same. Head of the whole clan. She happened to see me riding. Said she liked the look of me. Said every mount looked better for having me on it. And then she asked if I would come with her if she bought the lot of them. That was two years ago. I didn’t know then that she was…she was suffering and might have wished for company.”

			I did the math, and realized: two years ago would have been when Velona’s daughter, Sagma Armenta, had hanged herself. The second of the three deaths.

			“So…she was buying…a replacem—”

			“No,” said Fotia quickly. “I was not that. Sagma was a very proper gentrygirl. I think Velona just…wanted a new face about. She liked to watch me ride. And I became one of her drovers.”

			“You are…a drover for the Armentas?”

			“No.” She stuck her nose in the air. “I am a top drover for the Armentas.”

			“Wielding a lance in the field? Ushering urhosi cattle about?”

			“And uglier things besides.” She grinned, and there was a touch of wildness to it. “It’s a mad life, being a drover. I sleep under roofs very rarely. Often I camp afield with the herds—and the midges and the beetles and the boars. But it’s a better life than the one I had. Than the one we had, I suppose, in Daretana. All penned in together.”

			There was a somber pause. We each sipped our sackwine, unable to think of anything to say after that.

			“They’ve moved, you know,” she said lightly. “With my money and yours, we got them out of the Outer Rim and into the third ring here.”

			“You did?” I said, startled. “We did?”

			“Yes. Little town called Rimula, about a day’s ride from here. Grandmother has a servant to keep her well. Ithipia and Karatho can afford real dresses.” She paused. “Hardest bit was leaving Mother behind.”

			I put my cup down. I had not thought of that in a very long time: the grave in the wood, and the little granite headstone, and the clutch of peya-lilies that somehow always bloomed in that place.

			“Do you remember what Mother looked like, Din?” Fotia asked. “I don’t. All I had was that stone in the wood, and little more. Still, it was…very difficult to leave that place to the fates. But I suppose all is left to the fates, in the end.”

			It took me a moment to recover from that particular blow. “How you’ve grown,” I said softly.

			“Is dread the same as maturity?”

			I filled my glass. “In the Empire, perhaps.”

			

			—

			We spoke of many things then: on how she’d met Ippeas (“I beat him in a riding competition. It wasn’t until well afterward that he admitted the reason he’d lost was because he’d kept staring at me…”), her relationship to the Armentas (“They treat me as if I’m somewhere between favored servant and—strangely—forgotten distant relation”), and our own grandmother (“She’s just become more of herself as she’s aged, and wishes to speak only of her own virtues, her own victories, and how no one else could ever compare”).

			She then asked me of my life. My answers were grudging and monosyllabic. I told her my work was fine and tolerable, and did not mention severed heads, or gutted girls, or my service in Talagray, when the horror had emerged from the seas and all the sky was filled with bombard smoke.

			“Your words are polite,” said Fotia, “but there’s more behind your eyes, brother.”

			“My work is an ugly thing,” I said quietly as I sipped my wine.

			“I see that now. Will it be ugly here as well, with Castus?”

			“It is already, Fo.”

			She sighed. “This isn’t how I’d wish to meet you, brother! Emerging from the rainy shadows, here to hang my friend. By hell…will you hang him, Din?”

			“The evidence is not at all in his favor,” I said. “But that’s what I wished to speak to you about—you and your Ippeas. Because Castus’s motivations are very…strange to us. We are working to understand them.”

			She was watching me very closely. “Very strange, you say?”

			“Yes.” I blinked—the sackwine was weighing on me heavily now—and tried to think of how to say neither too much nor too little. “In that we can’t figure out what they were at all. I wanted to speak to Velona Armenta to ask her about her son—and the misfortunes of her other children. There is…ah, more to understand here. It’s a mad thing to ask, but—can you help me meet her, Fo?”

			Fotia leaned in slowly, eyes fixed on me. She did not speak for a long time.

			“What?” I said.

			“I can’t believe it,” she said softly.

			“Can’t believe…”

			“You don’t think he did it,” she said. “Do you?”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You didn’t say it,” said Fotia. “But I can smell it on you. For one thing, if you had been talking to Trikao, then I know he’d have told you he’d let you do no such thing. Very few speak to Velona now, and he’s protective of her—especially when it comes to the deaths of her children. Yet you persist. You wouldn’t bother if it was some cursory questioning you needed to do. You expect to find something important from her.”

			“Yes, but I—”

			“But more so,” she said, her wild smile returning, “I know you, brother. Remember when that fox had kits in the woodpile behind our house? And you stumped around claiming you knew a great secret, because you’d seen them playing, and wouldn’t tell us where?”

			“I didn’t do that. Did I?”

			“You have the same stiffness to your back! The same silly, smug face! It looks like you’re sucking on a talint coin. Does this act actually work on people?”

			I looked her in the eye. “Can you help me speak to Velona Armenta, Fo?”

			“That depends. Do you think doing this will help Castus?”

			“Yes.”

			“How?”

			“I can’t tell you that.”

			“Why not? And don’t say you can’t t—”

			“I can’t tell you that, either.”

			“Bastard. Utter bastard.”

			“There are dangerous things at work here, Fo,” I said.

			“You think I don’t know that?” she shot back. “I’ve lived in halls of grief for the past two years. I was there for Gevma’s funeral. And I’ve seen what Velona Armenta has done to herself.”

			“What do you mean, done to herself?”

			She hesitated. Then she looked over my shoulder and her expression grew grave. She burped, hiccupped, muttered, “Oh, fuck, here we go,” and wobbily stood.

			I did the same, not comprehending her worry—and then I realized I was fairly drunk. I turned about, squinting in the rain—suddenly it was very hard to make sense of the glimmering nightscape of the churning streets—and saw that another rider was arriving, atop another destrier.

			The man was clad in the yellow embossed leather armor of the Armentas, though his was of very fine make. As he leapt down from his destrier and pulled his helm from his head, I saw he was a Tala man—not as tall as I but more broadly built—with a wide face, thick beard, and a constellation of tiny scars across one cheek and down the left side of his neck. A cheerful blunt instrument of a fellow, I thought, though at the moment I did not sense any malice from him.

			Yet from his build, his beard, the way he carried himself: this was clearly the son of Trikao Armenta.

			His gaze fell upon Fotia, and his expression changed to one torn between relief and exasperation. He shook his head, advanced, and said, “Fo, what do you mean riding off like that, especially on a night like…”

			He paused as he saw me. Then he blinked at me for a moment, took in my uniform, then peered at my face and glanced back and forth between me and Fotia. “I…what?” he said.

			Fotia pointed at me with a finger, and said with a noticeable slur, “ ’s my brother. Din.”

			

			—

			There were many poor ways to meet one’s potential future sibling-by-law, yet as I stood blinking in the rain, I couldn’t imagine a worse way than doing so when you are drunk and he is utterly unprepared—especially when the man in question is of gentry stock and you are currently investigating his cousin for murder.

			I fumbled in my memories for how to manage this situation and found nothing. Slaughter and combat were easy things compared to this deathly awkwardness.

			“Fotia…” said Ippeas Armenta slowly. “Ahh. Are you drunk?”

			“No,” said Fotia. She swayed slightly on her feet. “Well, no, not quite. Or yes.”

			I sighed. “Why don’t we all sit down?”

			Over the next rambling, freewheeling ten minutes or so, Fotia and I struggled to explain to Ippeas my appearance here in Lacanthim. It suddenly all felt very petty: with death and war stalking this place, how could family squabbles ever hope to matter?

			“So,” Ippeas said slowly at the end of it. “You, Signum Kol…” He paused, as if testing out the name of his potential brother-by-law. “…are here to try and keep my family and the Buravs from going to war.”

			“That’s one of my duties, true.”

			“It’s surely the most difficult of them…And, you are here to try to determine Castus’s guilt. Though, to hear the chatter, his guilt is very obvious…?”

			“But he doesn’t think it was him, Ip,” said Fotia. “He thinks he’s innocent.”

			“I did not say that,” I said quickly.

			Though I cringed internally: Ip?

			“How can he be innocent?” said Ippeas, looking to me. “I mean—didn’t he run out of the room all bloodied?”

			“I did not say he was innocent,” I said. “But I also can’t explain what he did. I’d like to hear your and Fotia’s stories of Castus’s movements and behaviors in the days before, to try to explain it.” I shot a glance at Fotia. “If you’re capable of giving them.”

			Ippeas blinked miserably. In that gesture I caught a flash of his father, so deeply forlorn that it was woven into his every movement. “What we know…Well. Have you told him, Fo?”

			“I’ve told him nothing,” said Fotia, “and not that, not yet.”

			“Told me…?” I said.

			Ippeas sighed. “Of his dalliance.”

			“Ah. You knew about Castus and Zansay,” I said.

			“Yes. Castus chose us to be his confidants, of all people.” Ippeas glanced around the sotbar. “But we must speak quietly now! If my father hears mention of this, he’ll have my damned head.”

			“What can you tell me of the relationship?”

			“Well, I knew it was insane! And I knew they met once a month. But did he worry about what would happen if they were discovered? About the possibility of clan war? No! No, he worried instead that he couldn’t bring her gifts, for she was just as rich as he was. He spent his idle days thinking up silly things to give her. Flowers. Trinkets. Shows of affection.” A resentful frown briefly coursed through his face. “Such are the things the prime children may worry about, I suppose…”

			“And no one else knew, besides you two?” I asked.

			“No,” said Ippeas.

			“You’re sure?”

			“I’m certain! If they had, the two of them would have had their backs flensed from whipping! Especially Castus. Our family has been through so much, but then to betray us so with a daughter of our enemies?”

			I debated what to ask next. I wondered first and foremost how Zansay and Castus had been infected with the guiding web, and had then been so carefully conditioned for the murder. But there seemed to be no simple way to do this without indicating that the two had been poisoned—and that would bring up a whole host of questions I had no desire to answer.

			Ippeas continued: “Castus eventually let slip they were actually trying to run away, perhaps to the wilds. And that was when I knew…”

			“That he was really in love,” sighed Fotia. “For Castus loves his comforts and would normally never abandon them for anything. Yet for her…”

			“What a state we are all in!” said Ippeas. “Of all the girls he had to pick, why did it have to be her? It’d have been a finer thing for him to try to marry the goddamn statue of Mistress Panus!”

			I looked to Fotia, confused.

			“Daljeni saint,” she explained. “Her statue is over in the woods.”

			“Ohh,” said Ippeas, taken aback. “Is…is your brother not…”

			“I told you this!” said Fotia. “My family was not observant! I’ve been clear about this many times!”

			“You have not,” said Ippeas, stung. “You almost never talk about your home, Fo.”

			I sensed they were about to drift into some familiar squabble and raised a hand. “Was there anything strange about the relationship?” I asked. “Or his behavior?”

			“What, besides that Cas was full of insipid foolery?” said Fotia. “No.”

			“For Castus, I think…Well,” said Ippeas. “It was more than love, even. It wasn’t just running away with a girl. It was also just running away.”

			“From what?” I asked. “From this curse I keep hearing about?”

			“Perhaps. But I also think he was running away from that house. My house, I suppose. It is no cheery place now. It hasn’t been for some time, since the deaths of my cousins.”

			Now we came to it.

			“What about them?” I asked. “I know only a little of it. Your father wouldn’t even speak on the subject.”

			“That doesn’t shock me. Many are convinced we’ve committed some secret evil and invited the ire of the fates. It causes him no end of grief.” He took a quick sip from Fotia’s cup. “The first was my eldest cousin, Lyimo. He went missing one morning, three years ago. They found him drowned in a stock pond in our northernmost spreads.”

			“There was no sign of violence?”

			“No,” he said. “Many thought it was the work of our enemies, at the time. But no. Lyimo’s body was whole and fair.”

			“Did he act strangely in the days before?”

			“No, no. He was something of a peacock, a proud, gay thing. He’d just been put in the marriage market, so to speak, and enjoyed being plied with many gifts and favors. He was often more than a little drunk more than a little too often.”

			“But he wasn’t melancholic or distracted?”

			“No, he wasn’t. But Sagma and Gevma…they were so terribly tormented, in their last days.”

			“Sagma was the one who hanged herself?”

			“Yes. She hanged herself in the pavilion where she and Lyimo and I played so often as children. She did display a great sorrow beforehand, an incurable sadness. It was Lyimo’s death that affected her so, I thought. They were very close.” Another weary sigh. “But it was Gevma’s death that hurt us the most, I think, for we’d all suffered so much already.”

			My eyes shimmered as I recovered the memory. “This was the boy dragged by his steed?”

			“Yes. Fell off a destrier. But he was deeply disturbed and saddened the weeks before…I know he was not sleeping. He tottered about the halls of Aimafall as if a ghost.”

			“Yes,” said Fotia quietly. “Like a person worn so thin you could see right through him.”

			I frowned as I pondered this. There seemed to be no commonality between them all: for the first death, it had been a suicide with no melancholy; the second, a melancholic suicide; and the third, a similar melancholy, but an accidental death.

			Perhaps Ana was right: this could be the work of the web, for only it could explain why so many different deaths had come to find such different people so rapidly. I reckoned it would be an easy thing to condition a person to simply walk forward into a pond, and it would be even easier to condition any action that would get someone killed while riding a destrier.

			The second, though: how would someone condition a girl into hanging herself? The act of making the knot, looping the rope just so, setting up a chair to be kicked out from beneath you was no simple thing. And, after all, a person could only do this act once. How could they condition her to perform it?

			“You see?” murmured Fotia to Ippeas. “There it is. He believes us. He knows Castus is innocent.”

			I glared at her. “I’ll need more than this.”

			“Then what will you need?” asked Fotia.

			“I need to hear from Velona Armenta herself.”

			Ippeas pulled a face like he’d just bitten into a turned scallop. “Ohh…I wish you’d not ask that of me. Madam Velona is…not well.”

			“What is not well?” I asked.

			He grumbled for a moment. “Velona is…struggling with the loss of her children.”

			“That’s understandable. But I sense there’s more.”

			Ippeas glanced at Fotia. “This isn’t something we discuss much outside Aimafall. In fact, it’s somewhat forbidden for us to speak of outside the family seat.”

			“By who?”

			He pulled another face.

			“Your father?” I suggested.

			“Yes. He is seneschal. He protects the interests of our house, so…” He sighed. “Madam Velona thinks very hard about inheritance these days. She is convinced that some…some force in the world, perhaps the ancient Daljeni spirits themselves, are plaguing her for some past misdeed.”

			“And her lack of wellness has something to do with…warding against these spirits?” I asked, still puzzled.

			Ippeas glowered into the table and said nothing. Finally, Fotia said, “No. Madam Velona is attempting to produce more heirs to her line.”

			I stared at them. There was a very long silence.

			“F…fertility treatments?” I ventured.

			“Yes,” said Ippeas reluctantly.

			“I…see,” I said. “And—how old is Madam Velona?”

			“A little over sixty,” said Fotia.

			“And the treatments are very difficult,” said Ippeas. “Very bad for her body, mind, and spirit. Yet she persists.”

			I considered that, slightly aghast. Despite all the arts of the Apoths when it came to stem and leaf and shaping flesh, managing fertility and reproduction was devilishly difficult. It was one thing to change a being’s nature, but manipulating the miracle of gestating new life was simply too sensitive, too unpredictable—and too damaging to both mother and child. Only the very, very wealthy could afford it, and it still only offered dismal success rates, and a high chance of pain, afflictions, and death.

			Ippeas raised a hand. “I don’t wish to speak on this anymore. I know little of my aunt’s state now. I am…not as favored by her as others.” A shadow flitted over his face at that. I made note of it. “But Fotia is. If you truly think speaking to her would help, she might be able to assist.”

			“I could, yes,” said Fotia grimly. “I’d tell her my own brother is investigating her son’s case. That may make her willing to speak to you. If you think such a thing could aid Castus, of course.”

			How strange it was, to hear that my sister was so esteemed in so powerful a house. “I do think so. If you can do that, I would be grateful, sister.”

			“I can guarantee nothing,” she said. “She’s got a fondness for me, but that’s not the same as influence. I’m but a drover still.”

			“If you call upon Aimafall tomorrow,” said Ippeas heavily, “we will see what can be arranged. But I still am unsure what speaking to Velona can do—unless you mean to solve this entire curse upon my family.”

			With a frown, I produced my engraver’s satchel, slid out the vial of lilac aroma, and took a sniff, anchoring this conversation in my memory. It was a common act for me, but when I looked back I saw both of them watching me, anxious and disturbed. In a mere second, I had gone from a confidant to something very different. Much like a porpoise swimming alongside a school of fish, we could see commonalities shared among us, but it was clear I was very different.

			I cleared my throat. “I thank you for this,” I said. “I’ll take your leave, and report all this to my superior.”

			“You want to go?” said Fotia, surprised. “But we just sat down together.”

			“You wish to socialize now?” I said. “After we’ve spoken of such death and sorrow?”

			“Well, we could talk of something else,” she said crossly.

			“All right.” I looked at Ippeas. “What are your conditions for marrying my sister?”

			“Din!” said Fotia, outraged.

			“I understand gentry marriage contracts are very different from those of common folk,” I continued. “I am most interested in learning what language will be applied to your union.”

			“M-mine will be a far cry from complex,” said Ippeas, coloring again. “Since I’m not of the prime clan.”

			“All right. Then it will be simple. So—why have you not married already?”

			Now it was their turn to sit in awkward silence. Fotia glared at me furiously.

			“You’ve not decided on a date?” I suggested.

			“No!” said Fotia, irritated. “And it is something of a sore subject!”

			I looked back at Ippeas. “Are you leading my sister on?”

			“Din!” said Fotia. “Damn it all!”

			“No,” said Ippeas. “But…”

			“But?”

			“Well—Signum Kol, I’d not wish her to marry me with my circumstances being as they are!” said Ippeas. “I’m not a prime son. I’m hardly more than a drover here. I serve a family that seems cursed to many. And even if we were not cursed, we’d still be in a murderous feud with the Buravs, with many openly wishing for war. I…I wish to wait, to try to better my position.” He looked to me. “I don’t think it such an unreasonable thing. Could you ask someone to anchor themself to you, with your future so dismal and uncertain?”

			I studied them: Ippeas, so nakedly earnest and conflicted; Fotia, so anguished and distraught. How odd it was, to hear a gentryman speak of his circumstances the way so many common folk did of their own.

			“I…don’t know, to be honest,” I said finally. “I hadn’t considered it. Imperial Sublimes do not marry.”

			“No?” said Ippeas.

			“Usually no. We do not engender children, and we do not live long lives. Few would desire such a union.”

			At that, the discomfort about the table twisted again, like the wind changing directions. Ippeas and Fotia both shifted in their seats.

			“I, ah, see,” said Ippeas. He opened his mouth to say more but coughed and fell silent.

			I stood. “I’ll take your leave,” I said stiffly. “Your friend has befallen a tragedy, and I’m an interloping presence. This day has been difficult enough.” I raised my hand as Fotia stood and opened her mouth to speak. “I’ll see you tomorrow, of course, Fo. But I warn you—I’ll likely come with my superior. And though I may seem strange to you now, she’ll be far stranger.”

			“I don’t care about that,” she said. “But will I get to see you again after? I’ll not let you become a ghost to me again, goddamn it!”

			I attempted to smile. “I shall haunt you plenty. Let us hope it’s the only haunting that happens in this place.”

			It was a weak joke and died as it met air. I put down a few talints for the wine, then left to return to my inn.

			

			—

			I trudged back through the mud, the rain thrumming on my shoulders, my skull pounding with memories attempting to beat their way in. Yet unlike my engraved memories, these were not perfect, preserved seconds floating in my skull: these were sweaty and half remembered, yet heavy with nuance and feeling, for they were from before I’d ever been altered.

			The smell of spiced tea in the mornings. The laughter and whisper of my sisters in the next room. The family of foxes that had lived under the wood shack, the little kits peering out at my sisters and me with their bright green eyes. And the lighting of the lanterns on the Eve of the March, these great, ornate, copper things that my grandmother had cherished, and insisted be hung just so before their lighting.

			I want them hung high, she’d tell our servants. Hung high so they can be seen from a distance! If we are to be lavish, I wish for others to know it, damn it all!

			The pale orange of her robes. The plummy twinkle of the amethysts in her ring. The smell of the reagents she’d mixed into her hair to make it part so precisely. How strange it was to have so much of my grandmother return to me now, in this distant place.

			Yet most of all, I remembered how she’d stood over me as I did my letters.

			I would kneel on the pad of carpet before the parchment, ink brush trembling in my fingers before I attempted—for perhaps the dozenth time—to carefully form the imperial standard characters with an ink brush. My reading and writing skills had been abysmal then, and no matter how I’d focused and gritted my teeth, each stroke of the brush had been awkward, clumsy, unreadable. My grandmother had stood over me, eyes bright and furious as she boomed—Do you know how your fingers work, boy? Do your eyes see the paper? Why can’t you do this? I confess, I cannot comprehend it! What weakness lives in your head?

			She would relent—eventually. Then—after I’d put away the brushes and burned the parchments I’d written in the fireplace—then came the retreat to the chambers upstairs, and the scrape as I slid open the closet door.

			The comforting, musty darkness. The caress of my mother’s forgotten hanging clothes on my neck as I hugged my knees to my chest. And then, finally, the saline sting of tears.

			Once, I recalled, as I had huddled in the closet, there’d come a knock at the door, and a voice—Din? Din, are you there? Are you all right?

			Fotia. How small her voice had been in those days. She’d asked if I was there, if I needed help. Yet I’d not answered, and had instead hid away deeper in the clothes. When my sister opened the door and peered inside, I’d waited, not daring to breathe, until she’d left without a word.

			I wondered as I stood in the rain—why had I hid from her? Why had I disdained being seen? Even now, years later, I did not know.

			No, I said to myself as I walked. No, no, you will not think of such things. Not now.

			I made my world small then: there was the road, and I was upon it. All the rest could be locked away, put away, forgotten in some dusty shelf of my soul.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10
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			“Your sister is an Armenta?” asked Ana. So great was her shock that she ripped off her blindfold and stared at me, her yellow eyes blinking in the dim light of her chambers.

			“N-no,” I said resentfully. “Well, yes, in that she works for them. But no, as in, not ye—”

			She flapped a hand at me. “I am uninterested in your flustered mutterings, boy! By hell! This must come as quite a surprise to you. I mean—to be perfectly transparent, Din, you spoke of your family so rarely that I actually felt obliged to check imperial records to confirm they had not suffered some plague, and were all long dead!”

			I stood in the glimmering light of Ana’s sole mai-lantern, wishing I’d saved my report until morning. I should have left her with her tomes and her scribblings and her out-of-tune lyres. Her mood was always better after some time tinkering with her obsessions in the dark.

			“You have been spying upon me, ma’am?” I asked.

			“No, I confirmed that you were not an orphan of some reprehensible tragedy!” said Ana. “Young men of such ilk are often prone to rash stupidity and make for very poor investigators.” She paused to dig a tiny, brined fish out of a pickling jar on the table beside her, then popped it into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “Well! I suppose I ought to ask how you are doing. Emotionally, I mean. Besides, obviously, not very well.”

			“It is a…a strange thing. I lack the training for a reunion of this nature.”

			She laughed lowly. “Sadly, I do not think the Empire could ever train us on how to manage familial relations, in any capacity. Did you like the boy, at least? Did you ask him of his fortunes, his prospects, and so on?”

			“N-no?” I said. “We mostly talked about the murder. And the curse, and such.”

			“I see. Did you toast them, at least? Ask them what they might desire for nuptial gifts?”

			I said nothing.

			Ana slowly turned to me. “Did you at least offer them your blessing, boy?” she cried. “Or offer to be at their wedding? Or anything?”

			I said nothing.

			“By hell, Din! I do not know personally many siblings, but you certainly sound like one of the least adequate ones imaginable!”

			“May we turn the subject,” I said, “back to the investigation? Death seems a simpler thing than this.”

			“Yes, yes…” Ana idly chewed another tiny black fish, its bones crunching in her teeth. “You are tired, Din.”

			“I thought that obvious, ma’am.”

			“I was observing a failing, boy—because you have missed a connection that seems notable. Take note. Lyimo killed himself some three years ago, true?”

			“True, ma’am.”

			“But there was another unusual phenomenon that began three years ago, true?”

			I blinked. Then, slowly, the memory swam up within the dark depths of my skull. “Oh. The lights in the forest…”

			“Correct! Seriv did not provide us with a precise timeline, but it certainly sounds like the mysterious flashing lights in that ancient, altered wood began three years ago—right about when Lyimo Armenta took a deep dive in a shallow pond and never came up! Isn’t that terribly interesting?”

			I struggled with this for a moment, bewildered. “But…what connection could there possibly be between the two?”

			“Oh, I’ve no idea. Were I a fool, I would say it makes a crude sense—the Daljen stir in their tombs in the forest and shift their doom onto the Armentas! But I need not reach so far for explanation. We’ve a feud between the gentry, and money, and land—that is reason enough for me to think the genesis for these crimes is all too human. Yet as with all things concerning that elder race…it gets rather tricky, true?”

			I stayed silent. I had not wished her to broach this subject, but there seemed to be no avoiding it now.

			“Most of old history gets painted with a rather broad brush,” said Ana softly. “Folk these days know a good deal of the race of the Khanum—and yet they also know nothing at all. It is known, for example, that those fabled people emerged from the Valley of Khanum hundreds of years ago. It’s known they changed themselves drastically, making themselves strong, brilliant—and strange. It’s known the Khanum worked many wonders, some of which still persist. And it’s known they all vanished, of course—save for one, who now inhabits the great Sanctum at the core of all the Empire, and has not been seen by mortal eyes in many a year.” She bent lower, her yellow eyes fixed on the floor, her pale fingers tracing the curls of the fretvine. “Yet few know they weren’t some exotic, uniform, fantastical species, but people. They had families, houses, titles, tribes. There were the Daavir, of course, the clan of the emperor, long may he persist. The Daljen were another house and were considered the mightiest of all the Khanum—for a fleeting moment, at least. Like all their kin, they faded and vanished…but the Daljen vanished first, nearly a century before all others. As to why, that is not known.”

			The rain rose outside, pattering over the domed roof. A few fretvine leaves along the walls trembled, as if exulting in the moisture.

			“We now find ourselves in a rather queer stretch of creation, Din!” Ana continued. “In the inner rings of the Empire, there are many old things made by the Khanum that still exist, and go unquestioned. The folk there have fashioned a manner of living with the inexplicable. Closer to the Outer Rim, people organize their lives around the wet seasons, and the horrors of the deeps—which are even less understood.” She laughed darkly. “And here we are in the third ring! Pressed between the old works of the Khanum, and the seasonal madness of the leviathans! We’ve much unearthliness about—but no spirits, nor ghosts, nor gods. There are none at all in the Empire, I think.”

			“No, ma’am?” I said.

			“No.” A cold, nasty smile. “For if gods existed, shouldn’t the world make more sense? Shouldn’t all feel more stable, more comprehensible? I consider myself a wise thing, yet when I consider creation, I see little but blind hunger and the ravages of nature. The only order to be found is what we’ve put there, boy.” She slipped her blindfold back on, dug up a book, and began reading. “Let us go to the Armentas tomorrow, then, and see what order can be found in the deaths of Velona’s children. After that, we shall recruit the Orbiis to read the entrails of young Zansay Burav. Perhaps we shall spy some glint of the future in her viscera, just like the prophets of old.”

			

			—

			I sat on my mossbed in my chambers, listening as the rain intensified on the fretvine roof. How strange it felt to be in this place, where so much history hung over me—both personal and otherwise.

			Just last year, Ana had revealed to me that her enhanced, unnatural brilliance was not like the abilities of any other imperial servant. Rather, she’d been successfully altered to possess the powers—or at least some of the powers—of the Khanum themselves. When and why this had been done to her of all people—why she had been chosen as the person in whom to resurrect that long-lost race—I did not know. Nor did I know why she still seemed a small, rather skinny woman rather than the towering giants of the stories.

			More, I knew I would likely never learn any answers. Ana had also been conditioned—perhaps in the same manner that Burav conditioned his field cats—so she could not speak of any of this without inflicting great pain on herself. This suited me fine: I did not wish to ask, and she was not able to answer.

			After this revelation, my service to her had seemed a noble thing. She was a valuable, powerful being, yet a frail one, and needed protection. But sometimes I was forced to wonder.

			What manner of being was Ana? Why had the Khanum, masters of so many strange arts, been unable to save themselves? And why had their line been revivified in her blood, of all people?

			The rain swelled and faded about me. I lay down, shut my eyes, and tried to banish these thoughts from my mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			
				[image: ]
			

			The carriage ride east to the Armenta lands was only marginally more comfortable than our trip to Lacanthim the day before. Though I’d rested well, both the dinner and breakfast I’d been served at the Green Drover had been replete with beef and sweet tallow—and while they tasted delicious, I was unused to their heaviness. In the Iyalets, we mostly dined on rice and lentils, as these offered plenty of nutrition, were cheap and easy to transport, and had also been augmented to appeal to the human palate. This much animal flesh was new to my digestion and had lingering effects. With each bump, a greasy bubble came bubbling up from my innards, followed by a reprimand from Ana: “Keep your filthy air in your own goddamned body, boy!”

			When we first entered the Armenta spreads—demarcated, of course, by the high, trellised “bird-perch” gates of the gentry—my first impression was one of a great agricultural power. The pastures were rich and green, with drovers and hands atop destriers flitting this way and that, lances glittering in the sunlight.

			More impressive than these were their herds. Each urhosi cow was easily as large as the carriage I now rode in, and sported so much bulk that I wondered how their legs kept them upright. It became very easy to understand why the drovers of this land needed destriers: a normal horse would be like a small dog to these creatures.

			But though the urhosi were magnificent, I could spy colorations to their joints, and backs, and shoulders: a purpling here, a bulge of bone there. They had been grafted and altered, manipulated to grow to such tremendous sizes, and then reinforced in countless places to support such weight. Each cow had to have been fed enough reagents and tinctures to breed a whole cohort of augmented Legionnaires. How odd it was, to imagine the amount of wealth poured into each specimen, only to be sliced and served upon a plate.

			But as we neared the clan seat of Aimafall, the mood of our surroundings changed. The herds dwindled and vanished. Then came the statues placed on either side of the road, depicting tall, narrowly built, humanlike figures, each one offering a gift to travelers: a chalice, a rod, a branch of a fruiting tree. Many of the figures had a symbol engraved upon their brows, one I did not recognize: two spheres separated by a single vertical line.

			Though they were beautiful statues, immaculately carved from dark stone, I could only think of them as “humanlike” as opposed to simply human: there was something strange to the shapings of their cheeks and brows, and their fingers (did I spy one knuckle too many there?) that made me think they were not common folk.

			These had to be the celestial Daljen, I assumed. I did not describe these to Ana, for I had no desire to bring up this subject again.

			Once we passed these first stone heralds, however, things grew even stranger. I spied fretvine constructs hanging along the roads: little cages dangling from staves, some containing papers, others urns and ceramic vessels. Some held what appeared to be the carcasses of small birds. Each cage was festooned with long, colorful ribbons painted with symbols, and they twisted and twirled in the gentle breeze.

			“Ah!” said Ana when I described these to her. “Those are offertories, avarias. Religious structures, built to attract the attentions of the unearthly. In the inner rings they build them quite tall—I believe the assumption is that the best spirits are very, very high up in the sky—as if such entities purchased property the same way ordinary humans do, and the least accessible is best!”

			“But why are there dead birds in some? And urns in others?”

			“I cannot quite say, but—I suspect Velona Armenta is attempting to earn favor with the Daljeni spirits, yet isn’t exactly sure how to do so. Thus, she is pulling from several different pantheons…The birds are for Yaprak, the Rathras deity of forests, who so delights in their plumage. The urns likely contain the ash of blessed trees, and are surely for Ochima, one of the old Tala gods of the hollow hills—you probably know that one, Din.” A cruel smile. “My guess is that Velona doesn’t know what will make the fates stop persecuting her, but she’s willing to try anything!”

			“Odd to know, ma’am,” I said as I glanced outside, “that the culprit is human, and the weapon the guiding web.”

			“Know? We do not know anything, Din! Rather, we strongly suspect. Recall our goals here, please—we must learn more of how Castus’s siblings died. Perhaps our killer arranged their deaths, too—but it might be mere chance! Regardless, we seek a pattern. If we cannot determine who our killer might be, we at least need to find a way to identify who they’ve infected! All this will be quite pertinent when we finally cut up Zansay Burav’s corpse and take a peek.”

			Another discomfiting bubbling in my belly, but this one had nothing to do with tallow.

			“So stay watchful, and speak with care, boy!” said Ana. “Do not upset the lady of the house—who is, as we’ve been told, both delicate in body…” She turned her blindfolded face to the closed window. “…and, apparently, in mind.”

			

			—

			The home of the Armentas—the structure known as “Aimafall”—was a massive, sprawling thing that had obviously been added onto for over a century, as the styles of fretvine, stonewood, and old-fashioned brick were strikingly different from portion to portion. The southern great hall was the most recent bit, and sported enormous glass windows of pane glass—still a rare luxury in most of the Empire. But all the glass windows were blocked on the inside, with great sheets or curtains pinned up to keep out the light. A strange choice, to build features of such elegance, then cover them entirely.

			Though the house was a grand thing, it had its ghastly touches. An immense number of horns were arranged over the main entryway, all grouped together in twists of ivory and keratin and bone, until the entire face of the building seemed to be bristling. It was in no way a welcoming sight for a visitor.

			We came to a stop before the entryway. Then the great doors below this ferocious display flew open, and Trikao Armenta came striding out.

			For a moment it was odd to see him without his leather armors, dressed as a country gentryman might on any day—but because of his size, and the naked anger in his countenance, I found him no less intimidating than when I’d seen him yesterday, wielding his great lance.

			“So!” said Trikao as I opened Ana’s door. “I made my wishes known to you, Signum Kol. I did not wish you to go about digging up all my sister’s sorrows. Yet you have gone behind my back and used other influences to circumvent me.” He squared up to me, his great beard bristling. “In my own home. During this tragedy. This offends me, sir. So much I wonder what defense you may offer.”

			“I’d say, sir,” said Ana, stepping out with her customary blindfold and grin, “that he was following my orders. I am Immunis Ana Dolabra, and I am commanding this investigation.” She bowed, one hand extended in a courtly flourish. “I thank you for not spitting my assistant here on the spot! I have kept him alive for nearly three years now. That is something of a record for me.”

			Trikao’s tremendous brows converged as he looked her over. “It is you who wishes to pester my poor sister?”

			“It is, I’m afraid to say. I wish to do so because we have spoken to Castus’s friends—to Din’s sister, and your son, I mean—and they can no more explain his actions than you! Given the gravity of this investigation, we are obliged to ask all involved their opinions. And what a dereliction of duty it would be, Master Armenta, if we did not at least call upon the suspect’s mother but the once!”

			He stepped close to Ana. “You do not understand. I am seneschal of this family. It is my duty to protect them in all things. You would cause her pain by discussing this. I cannot allow it.”

			“You protect her even though you will not inherit?” said Ana. “I find such devotion very fascinating, sir. Rare to find true loyalty amid the verdant fields of the Empire nowadays. But was it not Velona who bested you to win the prime seat? If so, she’s surely a woman of strength. I shall bow to her will—when she delivers it to me, sir.”

			Trikao’s eyes, which had so often seemed both weary and warm to me, turned icy. His huge hands flexed, as if dreaming of wrapping his fingers about Ana’s neck. Then, without a word, he turned and marched back into the darkness of the hall.

			We waited. A servant emerged, bowed nervously, and gestured for us to enter.

			“I suppose, ah, we are permitted inside, ma’am,” I said.

			“I’m not sure why you worried so, Din,” said Ana with a sniff. “My diplomacy skills seem to be very adequate so far.”

			

			—

			The air within Aimafall was close, dark, and musty. The number of lamps were few, and almost no window was left open, so the light was very poor. I squinted to peer about—and then realized hundreds of glass eyes were staring back at me.

			Hanging about the high fretvine walls were dozens and dozens of preserved urhosi heads, each one fixed to stare down at us, their eyes glimmering in the weak light of the lamps. They had fond-names below them, etched on little plaques—“Glad-Walker,” or “Proud-Milk,” or “Fly-Chaser”—and below each plaque was a square of hide, set within a frame.

			I was so perturbed by this sight that I almost leapt when the Armenta servant shut the door behind us, bowed, and whispered, “This way, sir and madam.”

			We followed him through the hall, the glass eyes observing our procession. I whispered what I was seeing to Ana, and my words seemed very loud in this silent place. I had passed through great halls in my time, but never one as deathly still as this. I glanced at the servant who led us through the entry passages and saw that his face was pale and downcast. It was as if this hall dwelt in endless mourning, all windows veiled, all lights dimmed, and if you wandered through here it dimmed your very soul as well. I could not imagine my sister dwelling in such a place.

			We entered one grand passage—like the others, this one sported a wall with a small forest of horns and trophies—and Fotia herself emerged from the darkness ahead, her face just as pale as the servant’s. She waved to me, hissed, “There you are!” and gestured to the servant to leave. She waited for him to depart, then turned to me.

			“You’ve no idea how much work it took me to get you in here!” she whispered. “I practically wore holes in my trousers from begging. Trikao is still raging about it—though I’m sure he’s already given you an earfu…” She glanced at Ana, then paused, taken aback. “Ahh. Might this be your…”

			Ana grinned and bowed. “Good morning! Though I cannot behold you myself, might I assume that you are Din’s sister? Very good! I am Immunis Ana Dolabra, dear Din’s commanding officer. I wish to offer my congratulations and commendations on your burgeoning nuptials! I understand Din here missed his chance to do the same for you—very tragic, that. I shall not make the same mistake. May your home be forever warm, and filled with a great, squalling brood of healthy, fat little urchins!”

			Fotia stared—yet she didn’t react to Ana’s behavior with anger or alarm, as so many often did. Rather, she looked at her with an expression of great disappointment.

			It puzzled me until I realized what she was thinking: This is the imperial my brother serves under? This is the woman who commands his life? I found a bleak humor in it: both my sister and I had for the first time glimpsed the reality of each other’s adult lives, and found much to regret.

			“Thank you, ma’am,” said Fotia finally. “You, ah, are very kind. You wished to speak to Madam Armenta, I understand? I’ll walk you to her chambers.”

			Again, we started off into the gloomy house, this time winding up a stairway that sported a fretvine railing cunningly grown to resemble horns.

			“I’ll assume,” said Fotia, “that my brother told you of Madam Armenta’s health?”

			Ana clung tightly to my arm as we climbed the stairs. “That she is undergoing fertility treatments, even at her advanced age?” she said. “Yes.”

			“This means she likely won’t be able to talk as long as you might wish. Her medikkers won’t allow it.”

			“I suppose,” mused Ana, “we couldn’t just tell them to fuck off?”

			Fotia slowed very slightly as she climbed the stairs, blinking in shock. “Ahh. Well. No. For one thing, she listens to them very closely—and for another, they may actually be right. Her health has been severely damaged by the treatments. She truly does need her rest.”

			“All this,” said Ana, “to produce more heirs. It seems rather ghastly! Why not simply name another member of the family the inheritor?”

			“Velona is a woman of proud heritage. It is her mandate to bequeath her empire to her child. And then, there’s the memory of her lost children. It would be a betrayal to them if she were to give all her property to one not of their direct blood. Perhaps it’s a way of keeping them alive, in some small fashion.” She stopped, then gestured at the far wall. “Those are the Armenta children, if you’d wish to see how they were in life.”

			Hanging on the wall above us was an enormous painting—one that had doubtlessly been done by a spatiast, given the astonishing quality of craftsmanship and skill. It rendered its four subjects so perfectly I would have sworn they could begin moving.

			On the far left stood a tall, handsome young Tala man with a flashing grin and a dashing cloak: Lyimo Armenta, surely, the one who had been found dead in a pond. He looked every inch a prince, yet there was something slightly unpleasant to his smile. I felt instantly that this was a man who’d grown up expecting to inherit and had no intention of using that inheritance well.

			To Lyimo’s left sat a beautiful, clear-eyed Tala girl of about nineteen, her black hair done up in an ornate scarf, and a set of purple ribbons wound about her pale neck. Her dress shimmered with silk and glittering cloths, suggesting it had cost more than my yearly pay. This was Sagma Armenta, then: the girl who had hanged herself.

			Behind her was a rather thick, soft-faced younger Tala boy, his uncertain eyes peeping out from beneath a mop of dark hair. He wore his cape and black riding boots with an air of discomfort, as if whoever had dressed him had assumed he’d grow into them but he still had a good ways to go. This would be Gevma Armenta, then: the one who had tumbled from his destrier and perished.

			The fourth and youngest one, of course, I knew. Castus Armenta was dressed even more ostentatiously than all his siblings there in the painting, with a bright yellow doublet and a cap sporting not one, nor two, but six white feathers. He had a sword buckled in his belt, and his smile was no less dazzling than Lyimo’s.

			How strange the sight was: he had been so diminished in that jail cell, yet once he had been a glittering thing.

			I murmured my description of the sight to Ana, who listened carefully. Then we climbed the rest of the stairs until we came to a great balcony overlooking the floor below. Whole, preserved urhosi stood about us, enormous specimens re-creating a small herd. Like the heads below, their glass eyes had an uncanny glint to them and seemed to look only at me.

			This was disturbing enough, but then there came a scuttering, and something small and dark went crawling between the herd’s legs. I stepped back, alarmed, but Fotia tutted and said, “Oh, she’s gotten out again! Here! Come here, girl! Please…no, no, don’t run away!”

			Fotia dropped to all fours and went crawling after the creature. As she did so, a man came sprinting out of one of the distant passageways, huffing and red-faced, asking, “Did the thing go in here? Is it chewing on the blasted cows again?”

			“If Velona hears you calling it a thing, she’ll have your scalp,” said Fotia from beneath one of the taxidermied cows.

			The man quailed slightly, glancing at a distant, tall door that stood open a crack. His voice dropped to a whisper: “She might have my head anyway if I can’t bring her awful pet back! The thing—I mean, the creature—listens only to you, it seems.”

			I studied the man. He was a tall, spindly, sallow thing, with high cheekbones and a sloping brow. His skin was quite gray, like my own—a sign of significant suffusions—and he was attired like a common medikker, with an algaeoil tunic of dull brown, though he did not bear any formal imperial heralds or colors. He didn’t look at me at all but kept ducking about the stuffed herd, fussing and muttering.

			Then Fotia shot up. “I have her! Silly girl, where are you getting to…”

			She walked toward us, a familiar creature cradled in her arms: a green-furred, long-fingered drokha-cat. It stared at us with wide, silvery eyes, and its unpleasantly leathery fingers tapped anxiously on Fotia’s arm, like a patient suffering from nerves. A tiny collar was buckled about its neck, and hanging from it was a small brass tag with a name engraved upon it: Coral.

			The medikker sighed in relief. “I’ll tell you where she’s got to—she’s chewing on these dead cows’ tails and noses! She has particular affection for the ears. I thought these beasts ate only plants!”

			“Where’s your pipe?” Fotia asked him. “If you’d played the proper tune, she’d have come to you straightaway.”

			“Madam Velona has…withheld it from me,” the medikker grumbled. “She says that Coral has a great nose for character, and I must shape mine to her liking. It is, I regret to say, a familiar impulse among my patients! They lack so much control that they begin to assert themselves in unusual ways…” He turned to us and flashed a smile. “I apologize, I should have introduced myself. I am Osumlik, medikker to Madam Velona.”

			I bowed and introduced myself and Ana.

			“I assume you’re here to talk about her son?” said Osumlik. “An awful thing. But I hope you shall not push her into too many unpleasant subjects.”

			“Given that we are here to discuss the deaths of her children,” said Ana, “and the jailing of her youngest for murder, I am unsure if that can be avoided.”

			“Ah—”

			“I would like to broach another unpleasant subject with you, sir,” she said. “Perhaps my reading is out of date, but last I checked, fertility treatments after the age of fifty generally only succeed in producing a healthy child about twenty percent of the time, true?”

			Osumlik opened his mouth, but Ana barreled on.

			“More, after the age of sixty, the treatments resulted in significant issues for the mother—with some forty percent dying within five years. Given that Velona Armenta is over sixty, I assume that the dangers are markedly increased for her, correct?”

			“I…well, there the studies are not certain, bu—”

			“The studies are not certain,” said Ana, “because they do not exist, because no one has ever done it, because it is mad. Given that one core tenet of imperial-approved medikkers is ‘all to the health,’ I am curious as to how Velona’s course of treatments aligns with that! Is what is being done to her all to her health?”

			Osumlik looked down his nose at her, though now he was sweating more than he had been when chasing Coral. “We must take the sentiments of the patient into account, madam.”

			“And her money, of course,” said Ana. “For she is, after all, eager to pay for all this, despite its madness. I simply find it notable…so many Armentas have befallen misfortune recently. And here Velona is demanding it be done to her, and you gladly abetting it!”

			Osumlik sputtered, while Fotia’s face was fixed in terrific discomfort. Then, with no warning whatsoever, the little drokha-cat sat up, sprang out of Fotia’s arms, and scurried through the cracked door on the other side of the balcony.

			“We’ve been summoned,” said Fotia.

			We walked to the cracked door, Osumlik sputtering on behind us, and entered.

			

			—

			The room within was not at all what I’d expected of a prime gentryfolk’s chambers. It appeared spacious—but it was hard to tell, as coils and drapes of mosses hung from the ceiling so densely it was like passing through a jungle.

			My eyes fluttered as I studied the mosses, identifying them in my memories. There was katuska-bloom, and emmek, and kul-weed: all used by Apoths and medikkers for their ability to pull contaminants from the air. The atmosphere of this room was likely some of the purest in all the canton.

			Or, it would have been, if it were not for the numerous offertories and avarias that stood about. Some of the cages contained urns and carven stone boxes; others, glass chambers containing bones or preserved moths. If it hadn’t been for all the cleansing mosses, there surely would have been a great stink of decay.

			Fotia led us forward. The drapes of moss formed a corridor, and there at its end was a woman seated in a fretvine chair cunningly grown to sport wheels so it could be pushed about.

			The woman watched us approach. Her gaze was strong, and there was much about her that suggested a life once lived with vigor—the darkness of her skin, for example, was like that of someone who labored outdoors—but she was now devastatingly reduced. She sported huge, dark circles under her eyes, and the skin about her lips was dry and papery. She had lost all her hair and now wrapped her pate in a bright yellow cloth. Yet though her face was thin, her neck and arms and legs were bloated and swollen, and shot through with coils of purple and gray: signs of great alterations done to her.

			More disturbing was the apparatus that sat beside her. It was a glass pot filled with cloudy, amber fluid, with some breed of crustacean lurking at its bottom. A coil of long, translucent, intestinal tubing wound out and entered the woman’s arm at the elbow. I watched as the thing in the pot shuddered, and dark ichor coursed down the tube and into her veins.

			As a final, absurd note to all of it, the drokha-cat Coral now sat upon the woman’s lap, watching us with its wide, anxious, silvery eyes—though it had donned a small red cap, fastened about its tiny neck. I guessed the old woman had stuck it on her as we’d approached.

			The woman raised a hand and gestured. “Fotia,” she said. “Come. Come, girl! I wish to see something!” Though her body was weak, her voice was firm, and my sister quickly did as she bade.

			The woman gazed at Fotia, and then at me. “What a likeness!” she said. “And what a bloodline you must have had! You two are as pretty as a pasture flower…To think that such faces could be made without the arts of flesh-crafters.”

			Though I was slightly offended, I bowed to her and introduced myself and Ana.

			“A pleasure it is to meet you, ma’am!” said Ana, grinning cheerfully despite the morbid atmosphere. “I thank you for making time for m—”

			Yet Velona Armenta had only eyes for me, and said, “It should be you who’s jailed, you know, and not my son.”

			“I…I beg your pardon, ma’am?” I said.

			“You abandoned your family,” Velona snapped. “Walked away. Slithered into the jungles like a fox. That’s a great crime, you know. This girl’s heart bears many cracks because of it.” She reached out and fondly took Fotia’s arm. The intestinal tubing attached to her elbow shuddered as she did so, and Coral had to shift to avoid its touch.

			“I…was doing my duty,” I said haltingly. “I wished to support my family, ma’am.”

			“If a man cannot support his family on his homestead,” said Velona, “upon the very earth he owns, then he is no man at all. This is what the Daljen said—the records of Master Haal. I hope she has excoriated you, boy! Did she speak her mind honestly to you?”

			“My sister,” I said, “has never lacked courage when it comes to speaking her mind. I found she has not grown out of the habit.”

			Fotia managed a half smirk at that.

			Velona narrowed her eyes. “You’ve a clever tongue. I dislike that. Artful words veil a dark soul. But…I did not call you here to correct your crimes, and I’ve only so much time. There are other misdeeds we wish to discuss. Far worse ones, perhaps…perhaps of an unnatural making. Yes?”

			Again, Ana bowed. “This is so, ma’am.”

			Velona looked away. “Yes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12
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			Velona’s eyes flicked to where Osumlik stood in the draped moss. “How much time do I have?”

			“Oh, rather less than half an hour, ma’am,” he said, bowing. “Then we shall need to begin a new set of treatments. You will need ah, extensive bed rest for that.”

			“Yes…of course.” Her sagging eyes blinked for a moment in the darkness. “Once I saw all my lands atop my destrier, Fallowdance. Now I am confined to the landscape of my sheets. Such is my devotion to my bloodline.”

			“It seems a grave thing, madam,” said Ana, “to shape your body in this distinct manner.”

			“Is it?” said Velona. Something in her eyes flashed. “I am a rancher born. I have seen miracles done in this trade of flesh and blood. And besides, is this not the Empire? Are we not experts in leaf, root, branch—and tissue, even our own?”

			Ana bowed but said no more.

			“I know you have spoken to my nephew Ippeas, and Fotia here,” continued Velona. “As well as my brother. I will presume they told you the truth, then—that Castus, my youngest, could not have done this crime.”

			“They told Din this, yes,” said Ana.

			“And what do you think?” she demanded.

			“Oh, we are open to all possibilities, madam!”

			“All?” said Velona. She sat forward. Coral again shifted discontentedly in her lap. “When you say all, how do you mean it? Do you mean another fellow could have done this deed? Or that there is some foul work here? Or something even stranger? Tell me now! Be specific!”

			“Well—I am of Sazi stock, ma’am,” said Ana. “From the innermost rings of the Empire. My upbringing there made me aware of many mysteries—some we can comprehend, and others we cannot guess at. Thus, I am open to more explanations of the world than most.”

			I suppressed the urge to frown. Ana, I knew, was profoundly contemptuous of nearly any explanation for any crime besides basic human stupidity or greed. Behind most every murder, Din, she often told me, is a fool who thought they’d gain a pocketful of talints, or earn a satisfying hump or two out of the killing.

			Yet I knew she now played to Velona’s spiritual leanings and stayed silent.

			The answer seemed to please Velona. “Mysteries…” she said quietly. “Yes. I am beset by mysteries. Not puzzles, or riddles—but those of a more…uncanny sort. An alignment of deeds and, and events that cannot be natural. You saw my works when you came in, yes? The heads of my beauties, and the specimens I have wrought?”

			“I did not,” said Ana, gesturing to her blindfold. “But I presume you mean those most admirable urhosi creatures Din mentioned he saw?”

			“Indeed. They are the fruit of all my labors. I have overseen the development and breeding of lines of urhosi that are as unlike their ancestors as diamonds are from rough! I’ve procured bulls and cows from all across the Empire, and applied suffusions and grafts to them to augment their biologies so that their progeny is without compare. There is the penguia line, for example, who yield the greatest, most marbled cuts for the table. There is the forctia, grandest of all, who are to other cattle as gods are to common men. This I did, you see, because of the bounty of this land, left by our forebears.”

			Velona fished in her robes and pulled out a charm that hung from her neck by a silver chain. I recognized the symbol: it was the one that had been engraved on the brows of the Daljen statues outside—two spheres placed on either side of a vertical line—but I still had no inkling what it meant.

			Velona saw my confusion. “It is the sign of Master Gaddar!” she said with a touch of anger. “The tree bearing fruit, for he was lord of all orchards!”

			“Of course,” Ana said quickly. “Of course, madam…”

			“There is no richer earth than here!” said Velona. “Not in all the Empire! The arc of soil across these hills is undoubtedly the work of the Daljen. With these fields they fed the elder Empire, their many blessed sister tribes of the Khanum, and the common folk! They were the shepherds, and we their flock. All that occurred here was given their boon—and all that sinned, they punished.” She replaced the totem in her robes. “Are you familiar, Dolabra, with the songs of the Daljen?”

			Ana hesitated. “I am familiar with one story, of the Daljeni figure known as Qul,” she said. “How he came upon a wretched man, and sang him a new fate to afflict him for the rest of his days…”

			“Yes. Yes. The Khanum of old had mighty voices and could sing a curse or prayer upon a common man and change his very destiny! This I know all too well…”

			“You suspect,” said Ana, “that the ancestors are punishing you now, madam? You, or your line—they have sung you a new fate?”

			“Yes,” said Velona. “This is obvious! I…I try to defy it now.” She placed a hand upon her bloated stomach. “The Armenta line must be given an heir. That is our heritage. That is our oath.”

			“But why would the great ancestors wish to take your children, madam?” asked Ana. “What could you have done to earn their ire?”

			“I don’t know!” cried Velona. “This question afflicts me greatly. But I know my sorrows are not natural! I know it—because of how it started with Lyimo.”

			“Tell me, madam,” said Ana softly. “Please.”

			Velona gazed at Ana as if reassessing her. I saw in an instant what she might perceive in my immunis: Ana looked very much like a witch in nearly any light, but especially in this dim, dismal place. Someone given to superstition might imagine unnatural wisdom in her pale figure.

			“My beautiful boy, my eldest,” Velona began. “He was confident, assured. Not at all a creature of sorrow, nor given to tragedy or despair. All admired him! All looked forward to the day when he would inherit our spreads! He had turned his thoughts toward marriage, and many families of great worth had begun sending him entreaties for attention, and gifts. At first Lyimo delighted in this—yet then he grew distracted. It was as if he’d forgotten about marriage at all. Instead, he began…slipping away at night.”

			“Slipping away?” asked Ana. “To where?”

			“To the forest,” whispered Velona. “He would walk across our fields, until he came to the border of the forest. And there he would stand stock-still, like a statue, gazing in! Something had seduced him there. Called him. Sang to him, perhaps! And then they found him in the pond—yet where was this pond, of all places?”

			“Near the forest,” murmured Ana, playing along. “Of course…”

			“And what is in the forest?” said Velona, giddy to find a fellow conspirator. “The resting place of the ancients! There are countless shrines and statues within those trees, many that we cannot access! And there, at the center, their tomb, forbidden to all. It could only have been the work of the Daljen! Their song, from the deeps of the earth. I…I do not know what I have done to earn their wrath. Is it our wealth? Is fortune always to be followed by her trail of dead?” She shut her eyes. “How I dream of the feel of my children, the sight of them, the smell of them. Of…of being out of this tomb of a bedchamber. I dream of riding with them, of the great sky, of the chambers kept for us at the Prancing Calf in the city. How wondrous were our festivities at that fine place. So many toasts, and much boasting and tales and song.” She opened her eyes and demanded, “Where are you staying? Are you put anywhere decent?”

			“We lodge at the Green Drover, ma’am.”

			“Hm. A middling place. We often send our merchants there. It may be suitable for you. The Drover is for work, the Calf for play. My Lyimo knew that well.”

			I recalled what Seriv had said of the Prancing Calf: they offer…different entertainments. And I don’t much enjoy the idea of one such entertainer wandering into your immunis’s rooms. When I took that into account—along with Lyimo’s rather smug grin on the painting outside—his fondness for the Prancing Calf made a terrific sense.

			“We preserved Lyimo’s body and quickly sealed him,” continued Velona, “as is the custom of our folk. All know there shall come a day when the Empire’s arts catch up to our forebears, and we are again capable of suffusing life back into the dead. But then came Sagma and Gevma. And that is when I knew my persecution was divine in origin! For though my second son and daughter perished in very different manners soon after, they both experienced horrific dreams in the weeks before they died!”

			My eyes fluttered, and I recalled what Ippeas had told me of Gevma: he was deeply disturbed and saddened the weeks before. I know he was not sleeping. He tottered about the halls of Aimafall as if a ghost.

			“Dreams,” said Ana softly. “What kind of dreams, madam?”

			“Dreams of being lost in this house! Of being frozen in their chambers! Sagma dreamed of being unable to leave her room, unable to make anyone hear her, and was forced to dress herself before her mirror over and over again! And when she died, she was dressed as if she had just arrayed herself for the day, her dress and ribbons all done—as if she wished to wake up from this never-ending nightmare.”

			“I see,” said Ana softly. “And Gevma?”

			“He dreamed of the same. Of being trapped in his chambers. Of standing in his room, unable to move. As if frozen in place!” She leaned forward. “Do you see my worry? Our souls may be sealed here! We may be damned to dwell within these walls, forever!”

			“That makes a strange sense…” said Ana very seriously. “But did Lyimo complain of any dreams?”

			“Lyimo? No. No, his acquaintances did not say so.”

			“I see. And…you mentioned he was planning marriage, and many families were sending him gifts. What manner of gifts, might I ask?”

			“Oh, many things. Treasures. Gold, and gems. Cakes. Chocolates from the far north. I recall he was enormously pleased after being sent a crate of prized sotwine…A Choros Ayak vintage, I believe.”

			My heart flickered at that. A pot of wine that had been sent to Lyimo—claiming to be from a family abroad, perhaps—would have been a simple method of poisoning him. Yet how the other two might have been infected, let alone conditioned, I had no idea.

			Velona mistook my consternation for confusion. “It’s a very famous winery. Always put a little stamp of a flower on the cork. Some high houses fashion displays of them, showing how many pots have been drunk at their tables. But we, of course, are not so vulgar.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” said Ana. “Do you recall which families might have sent these?”

			“I do not. We disposed of it all some time ago. It had all rotted or turned to vinegar.”

			“I see,” said Ana. “Lastly—do you see the hand of the Buravs in any of this? For many folk in the town say they are your enemy.

			“Burav?” spat Velona. “Burilis Burav? No, by hell, no! The man is a schemer, a, a spider, true—but he cannot shape the fates of folk like this! These arts are beyond him. I am sure of it!” She sank back, defeated. “I…I can only see the hand of the divine in this. For do you not see the hell that has been made for me?” She gestured at her body. “It makes a terrible sense…”

			“Yes,” said Ana softly. “Yes, I think so. You, who engineered so many great bloodlines…”

			“I must now do the same to myself,” said Velona. “I must doctor my body just as I did my beauties. What a thing it is, to work with flesh! I once thought my mastery of the womb a wonder. Now, as my own arts are performed upon me, I feel it is a horror.” She shut her eyes, shuddered, and wearily said, “I…I am finished. There are no more words within me. Perhaps you can find some grain of truth in my sorrows to end the plight of my kin. For now, I am tired. I will indulge in what few delights I have.”

			She reached behind her chair and produced a long, unusual pipe. My nerves twanged like the string of a bow at the sight of it: it looked a good deal like Ana’s shawm, being about the length of a man’s forearm, but this one was curiously fluted, with many apertures running its length. I quickly engraved its likeness in my mind—for this, I felt sure, was the instrument that controlled the guiding web.

			Velona took a breath, then paused. “I’ve no air,” she murmured. “Osumlik!”

			“Yes, madam?”

			“Take the pipe and make dear Coral dance. It’s the only thing that can mend my heart after so many awful tales.”

			The medikker reluctantly took the pipe, shot a grudging look at the little green beast in her lap, then placed the instrument to his lips and played.

			What happened next was very strange. It was not quite that I did not hear the note as much as my ears acknowledged that some kind of sound was occurring, but they could not catch it. It was beyond my hearing, I presumed.

			Yet Coral reacted instantly. She began to jump madly up and down in Velona’s lap, leaping again and again, as if reaching for an invisible fruit on a branch above her.

			“No, no!” snarled Velona. “Stupid man! That is the tune for her exercises! I wish to see her dance, not leap about!”

			Osumlik apologized, then played again. Once more, that unsettling sense of an inaudible note in my ears—and then Coral leapt down and began to dance.

			It was a sight both bemusing and repulsive. The little green beast rose to her back feet and made stuttering, awkward little steps about on the floor, gesturing with her long-fingered hands to a silent beat. Yet her silver eyes remained wide, and fixed, and joyless. I couldn’t help but imagine a miserable panic in them.

			“Yes, yes!” said Velona. She clapped her hands softly. “I do love it. It is the dance known as the qu-alm, you know.”

			I affected a smile but kept watching the creature’s terrified gaze. Had Zansay and Castus felt the same thing, I wondered, when they’d been forced through such horrors together in the night?

			

			—

			As we left Velona’s chambers, Ana’s skinny hand flashed out and took Fotia by the shoulder. “I would like a place to talk in private, girl.”

			Fotia took us to a tiny antechamber leading to another room. It had been a bedroom once, with a sumptuous four-poster bed, and a large silvered mirror hanging from the far wall. A dressing table was placed before it, covered with many fine boxes containing countless luxuries: perfumes and oils, rings and necklaces, and—most of all—ribbons and scarves of many colors. All were covered in a thick layer of dust. This chamber must have sat undisturbed for months.

			“This was Sagma’s, once,” said Fotia softly. “Velona hasn’t had any of it removed. She said it would pain her too much. Or maybe she doesn’t want to disturb anything hanging about here. The lady has tried to cleanse the room of ill spirits, as you see.”

			I followed her gaze. There, hanging from the chandelier, was a chain with a little brass charm at the end, bearing the two spheres separated by a vertical line.

			“The sign of Master Gaddar?” I said.

			“Yes,” said Fotia. “The Daljeni seer of fertility, regrowth. This chamber’s like a…a limb, poisoned and rotting after an adder’s bite. She asks for Gaddar’s attentions, for him to breathe life back into this wing of the house.”

			“Fascinating,” said Ana idly. “Is it working?”

			Fotia shot me a sullen glance but said nothing.

			“Was all your madam said true?” asked Ana.

			“Yes, I think so,” said Fotia. “As to whether her line is truly cursed…”

			“I cannot control the divine! I am interested in only the details. I wish to ask about the manner of burial—she mentioned something about preservation. Did she mean a sepulcher?”

			“Yes. The Armentas keep a sepulcher, and tombs within. The bodies of their dead are washed of all agents of rot and preserved within airtight casks. It is a…a considerable process, I am told.”

			“I see. Thank you. One last question—have there been any other unusual deaths here? Or any sightings of any agents or ill-wishers interfering in your affairs?”

			“Well…no. Not that I am aware of. But I’ve only been here two years. Lyimo’s and Sagma’s deaths were both before I came.” She glanced at me sidelong. “Why? I…I thought you didn’t believe Castus was guilty, but…what is it you worry about?”

			“I don’t know, precisely,” said Ana. “But—I ask you to do your utmost to keep our visit here a secret. We do not want gossip to spread!”

			“Gossip of what?” said Fotia. “And who do you worry about hearing it?” She paused. “You asked of the Buravs…Do you really think they might be managing this, somehow?”

			“If they were,” said Ana, “can you imagine why Burilis Burav would allow Castus to kill his own daughter?”

			“N-no…?”

			“Then you are just as bewildered as we are now. Tell me—do the medikkers make any progress in granting Velona heirs?”

			“Not yet,” sighed Fotia. “I’m told the process takes years, and she started this but months ago.”

			“And what of the male seed?” asked Ana. “For last I checked, it takes two to engender children…”

			Fotia wrinkled her nose. “Yes…the service that employs Osumlik is quite established, and much used by the gentry. I am told they have…donations from houses abroad. To ensure that the children are born of the proper class, and race, and with the appropriate suffusions…”

			“Like picking a child out of a shop window,” said Ana, bemused. “How grotesque!”

			“Velona’s impulse isn’t nearly so shallow,” said Fotia. “She is desperate.” She sighed. “I…I wish you could have seen her before. She was a bold thing and rode well. She preferred to be abroad, with the other drovers and herds. Now she has all the windows covered. Can’t bear to look out and see open hills anymore—for she’ll never ride a destrier again, and for an Armenta, that’s akin to death.”

			“She does this out of despair or delirium, then,” I said.

			“No,” said Fotia. “I think it’s duty. Madam Velona’s sworn to her house, and all its customs, going back centuries. Now she must contort herself to ensure it persists.”

			“She chooses to change her very body in order to keep all things precisely the same,” mused Ana. “How very imperial of her.”

			

			—

			As we rode back to Lacanthim, Ana sat bent in the corner of the carriage, muttering to herself like a person unhinged. Finally she snapped her fingers and said, “Give me the visual element, Din! How they looked, what they did, all of it. And quick. Especially about the instrument they played back there!”

			I sniffed my vial and did so, chanting as we rode. I did not love this task: it was a haunting thing to dwell so much on the sight of Velona Armenta, so swollen yet withered, and her eyes so full of madness.

			When I finished, Ana sat up, sniffed, and said, “I am loathsomely irked by this. The pipe for the web is very much like my bocal shawm, by your telling of it—and thus, we only happened to confirm the presence of the fungus in that dead girl by sheer luck! And I so very hate luck, boy. I will not leave my goddamn investigations to the obscure will of the fates! Though at least we make some headway now.”

			“Do we, ma’am? Nothing that Velona said makes me think the Armentas perished from the web—at least, nothing concrete, for no death was similar to the other. Not all perished of apparent suicide, and not all of them were tormented in their last days.”

			“How rewarding it is to see that you still need me! For there is a commonality, one established with the fourth Armenta poisoning—Castus himself! Did you miss it, boy? Didn’t he, too, mention dreams to you?”

			My eyes shuddered in my skull, and I recalled his words: I’ve worked in the flensing halls of my family…I’ve butchered the corpses of many cows and worked there so often, I’ve even dreamed of being trapped in that place. But in that moment, Iudex, it was like I was back in those halls, yet a shadow version of them…

			“Dreams,” I said quietly. “And a specific dream, at that.”

			“Yes. Dreams of being trapped within a location! That’s three out of four of the Armenta children, with Lyimo being the sole exception. So I am given to wonder—are these nightmares a symptom of the guiding web? A sign of its conditioning? Let’s pray the fine officers of the Orbiis can offer more guidance—followed by the use of their knives upon Zansay’s corpse!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13
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			Though Velona Armenta had spoken romantically of the pastures and hills of the canton of Sapirdad, as I rode the tired nag I’d rented to trail the Orbiis, I decided it was the most monotonous, featureless country I’d ever passed through. The land was flat, dusty, and filled up with bean crops. It was like a landscape painted by an artist running out of paints and simply trying to make do.

			Seriv’s men had indicated that the Orbiis were surveying the Burav fields to the southwest. Each field was demarcated by a row of tall spindle-trees planted to prevent soil erosion from the wind, but they made it impossible to use my spyglass to see far ahead. I was forced instead to trot through empty field after empty field, with naught but the beans to look at.

			Then I passed through one wall of spindle-trees, heard the clatter of hooves and cart and the chiming of reins, and looked to my left.

			An ornately decorated cart was trundling toward me along the edge of the field, sporting three high pennants, all striped with crimson and purple. The cart was followed by nearly a dozen people in capes and coats sporting a similar pattern. As they walked, they snipped off pieces of the tree leaves and the crops and stowed them away in a pot at their side as they walked. Though this was strange, what sat in the middle of the cart was even stranger: it appeared to be some kind of throne, with a feathery, delicate, pale tree growing from its back, and a figure slouching in the seat before it.

			I gazed at the figure. They, too, were draped in fabric striped with purple and crimson—the colors of the Imperial Engineers and Apoths, I realized, but mixed—yet they had a mask affixed to the bottom half of their face, covering their nose and mouth, with algaeoil tubes coiling down to a set of dark red casks beside the throne. The figure was sitting in a position of profound boredom, one masked cheek resting on their hand, eyes staring idly out over the endless fields of crops. Whether they were male or female, I could not tell: they were slender and pale, with bright, flaxen hair flowing down one shoulder to spill into their lap. Though I could glimpse no more than this—save perhaps a smooth, clear brow and a set of somber eyes—I thought them very beautiful, even at this distance.

			I studied the procession, taken aback. These were the Orbiis officers? This looked more like the ritualistic parades the Legion held before the wet season, to bless the warriors who’d hold the walls. Yet this was where Seriv had indicated they’d be, so it must have been them.

			Now, I thought to myself, how to convince these people to return with me to Lacanthim to cut up a corpse?

			I nudged my nag forward and called to them some fifty span out, announcing my presence. To my surprise, none of them responded. They just kept marching on, taking snippets of the leaves and spoonfuls of the soil.

			“Hail there!” I called. “Hail! I am from the Iudex. I wish to speak to you.”

			Yet they did not stop or even look. As I drew near I noticed many of them wore masks, just like the fellow on the cart: not warding helms, but some kind of breathing apparatus that covered only their noses and mouths and were then connected by algaeoil tubes to glass percolation pots at their sides. They churned little handles set in the pots to stir the contents as they walked, like pipe-players in a corner band.

			I drew closer to observe. One masked officer was strolling along, breathing the airs from his pot with a serene look on his face, like a mendicant at meditation. I glanced at his pot and saw that he appeared to be churning simple grass and leaves within it—more or less exactly what the others had been snipping from the fields.

			I peered at his heralds, hoping they could offer some explanation. They merely told me the fellow was a spatiast: another type of Imperial Sublime, like myself, but whereas I was augmented to perfectly remember all I experienced, a spatiast was augmented to analyze, capture, and manipulate physical distances to an inhumanly perfect degree. This made them astonishing artists, mapmakers, and engineers—and, occasionally, deadly crack shots. But I had never heard of spatiasts ambling about huffing muddy waters like a mood-addict puffing at a tincture.

			The officer looked up at me with a queer bliss to his gaze.

			“Ahh—apologies,” I said. “Didn’t meant to interrupt.”

			He blinked and smiled a little. Then he extended a hand to me, his thumb, index, and middle finger stuck straight out, his ring and pinky curled in.

			I rode alongside him, waiting for the meaning of the gesture to become apparent. When this did not occur, I coughed and said, “Are you all right, sir?”

			Then a calm, loud voice from ahead: “What do you want?”

			I looked up. The figure in the cart was now leaning over the arm of his throne, his masked face still resting in the palm of his hand (for I sensed the voice was male—perhaps). He watched me with a rather bored expression while the cart trundled along, wheels squeaking.

			“I’m Signum Dinios Kol, sir,” I said. “From the Iudex. I wished to speak to the Orbiis commanding officer, if I cou—”

			“Ohh,” he said, as if disappointed. “Did you.” He raised a hand, and the parade came to a halt. Then he sat there for a long while, blinking slowly, and again leaned forward to peer at me.

			“You,” he said finally, “are wearing blue.”

			“I…yes. That is so.”

			“A dark blue. Not the light blue of the canton custodi.”

			“Ah. Yes. That is also true.”

			“Mm. So—you are Iudex, then!” he said with a touch of pride, as if he’d just solved a tricky puzzle. “For only they wear dark blue.”

			“Yes,” I said slowly. “I…believe I said that.”

			“Did you?” he said absently. “I can’t recall…You said so much, after all.”

			I frowned, aware that I had only said a handful of words at most.

			“So—what is it you wish to talk about?” said the fellow. “We’re very busy today, chap. Got a lot of fields to review. Many samples to taste, and flora to sample. The wet season comes, and with it many molds, many invasive species floating downstream, many rivulets and ravines slashing through.” He studied me again. “That horse is much too small for you, by the way.”

			I struggled to get ahold of this conversation. “I…wished to speak to the commanding officer of the Orbiis here, if I could, regarding a specific organism.”

			“Ohh?” said the fellow. He pushed his blond hair back with a flamboyant flick. “How intriguing…I don’t often get chaps riding out of nowhere wishing to chat about organisms. Even specific ones. Which one might you mean?”

			“The guiding web,” I said.

			Instantly, all the Orbiis officers—even the ones who were masked and tasting of the churned grass-waters—turned to look at me.

			The throned fellow’s dreaminess dropped like a curtain. “Ahh,” he said. “That one.”

			“Yes.”

			“Well. Shit,” he muttered. He reached up and began to unbuckle his mask. “Then I shall help you. I am Commander Raudoti Tauri, the lead officer of the Orbiis here. But…” He paused. “I note—you are Iudex.”

			“Yes?” I said warily. I did not wish to revisit this subject again.

			“I have actually never met a Iudex officer. And you are here to talk to me…about the guiding web?”

			“Yes, sir?”

			“Then that would suggest something…well, criminal has occurred regarding its use.”

			Something tightened in my face. Despite his dreamy madness, it seemed this Commander Tauri was no fool.

			“I wish to consult with you, sir,” I said, “and learn more. That is all.”

			He slid off his mask and stepped down from the cart. “Let’s step away for a bit, chap,” he said, “and have some privacy.”

			

			—

			As I followed Commander Tauri out into the bean fields, I decided he was the most unusual senior officer I had ever met. His hair was tied up in a sloppy knot, he bore no heralds at all, and he wore no jerkin nor shirt beneath his Orbiis coat—indeed, he didn’t seem to notice at all when an errant breeze blew its flaps open, baring his skinny gray chest to the sun. He hummed idly as he strode, pausing only to remark, “A little farther, Iudex! My folk have keen ears. I’d like to put much wind between us and them…for I frankly dread what you’re about to say.”

			I glanced back at the parade of people, who still stood in the field with dreamy looks on their faces. “What are they doing?”

			“Ohh, busywork, mostly. The Orbiis is tasked with maintaining the environmental stability of the cantons. Lots of ways to do that, of course. A chap could go about peering through spyglasses all day and measuring things. Depths of creeks. Widths of forests. Dreck like that. And we do do that, true. But, really, a simpler thing is to—well, to become the landscape, via one means or another.”

			“Become…?”

			“Yes.”

			I expected him to explain. He continued humming aimlessly instead.

			“How do you mean, sir?”

			“Oh. All Orbiis officers are neurologically altered, you see. Specifically, we are altered so that we directly receive complex information from trace organic matter. You can learn all kinds of wonderful things just from, oh, pollens, molds, nutritional breakdowns. All the nature of nature is embedded in such tiny creations.”

			“So…when I saw those officers churning grass and breathing it in, they were…”

			“They were becoming that grass, yes. For a moment, at least. It reveals to them environmental shifts invisible to nearly every other form of human observation. Much faster, too, of course.”

			“But how do you become pollen, or mold?”

			“Well. Do you not consume rice, and lentils, and flesh? How do they become you? For they surely do—that’s the point of eating, to make more of yourself. You’re just not aware of it. Our lungs and minds, however, are augmented to permit us to do so—to peer inward, while others peer out. The experience does make us rather…squiddly, so to speak. As I am sure you noticed. But with it, we can build maps, and charts, and plans—for most of us are spatiasts, you see.” He turned to me, smiling beatifically. “But we’re not here to discuss such bureaucratic fuss, are we? The guiding web. What is it you wish to know?”

			“Mostly, sir, I would like to learn how it is administered to subjects. As well as any effects it might have on them, including unusual symptoms.”

			He watched me for a long while. “Mm. That’s rather odd. The Iudex manages human justice. It is most uninterested in the justice of animals, and plants, yes? They are voiceless to you.”

			“Well, y—”

			“And the guiding web was bred for livestock. Some ninety percent of the fungal species of qaytatin tuman—more popularly known as guiding web, or revenant’s mist—in all the Empire is used for the drokha-cats, who work the fields. For it to have any effect on human specimens, you’d have to consume, oh, about a bucketful of the stuff. Which is quite a feat. Tastes like shit, you see.” He absently twirled a flaxen hair about a finger. “So I now ponder—why is the Iudex here, in this field, talking to me now about the guiding web? How might it be used in human criminality?”

			“I did not claim it did, sir,” I said. “I am merely asking to learn more about it.”

			“Yes, but that’s odd, too.” Commander Tauri sat down in the fields, plucked off a leaf from a bean plant, and began idly rolling it about in his fingers. “Why come to me, of all people? There are many cat herders and local Apoths and animal tenders who deal with the web. They can tell you all about it. So. Why not go to them?”

			“I wanted to speak to someone from outside Lacanthim,” I said.

			“Outside Lacanthim.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You mean, someone not in service to the Buravs or the Armentas.”

			I found I did not enjoy speaking to someone who could read so much into me. “You could interpret it that way, sir.”

			“Could I? How pleasant, Signum Kol, for you to grant me that permission.” He cocked his head. “Tell me. Has it shown up in a human?”

			I hesitated. “Yes.”

			“Hm. Has someone used the guiding web to condition a human being’s behavior?”

			Again, I hesitated—but I decided honesty would be the fastest way to win his favor. Ana had said that we had to make partners of the Orbiis here, as we had no other authority we could trust. And, perhaps, there was something else that made me deem him trustworthy. His eyes, maybe: they were darker than sable, and despite his burbling chatter, they seemed wounded and exhausted. He looked, I felt, like a medikker who had been up for the past three days tending to patients who would not survive; and yet he labored on regardless.

			“Yes,” I said.

			Tauri’s tiny smirk vanished. He stared at me. “Ohh. Really? Truly?”

			“Are you so surprised, sir? You seemed to expect it.”

			“Well. Yes, I mean…that seemed to be where things were going, but one thing to expect it, quite another to hear it’s happened! How did it happen?”

			“Are you aware of the murder of the Burav girl?”

			“You think the web did that?”

			“Yes.”

			“By hell. Why do you think so?”

			“My immunis played a series of notes and pitches on her instruments, and the girl’s corpse responded.”

			“Responded how? Tremors to the eyes? Muscle seizures? Or…”

			“All of those. Yes.”

			“I applaud your immunis’s perseverance! It must have taken a long while to find the right note…”

			“It did,” I said, “and I had to sit through all of it. We think the boy, her killer, might be infected, too. We’re now in a very difficult place, sir. We believe this poisoner has been operating in this region for some time—conditioning people for all manner of awful things.”

			“Oh, Sanctum,” he murmured. “You think there are more people infected beyond them?”

			“Yes. But we’re forced to keep this a great secret, lest the killer—or killers—feel they must move quickly.”

			A look of great sorrow stole over him. “What a thing! We told them, with one voice, all unified—This shall not end well. You can’t deploy a goddamn unstable neuro-fungus across all the fields of the Empire and expect it to stay tamed! And yet our citizens demand flesh. Without the web in all our field cats, we’d never have enough.” He rubbed his eyes miserably. “You want me to autopsy the damned girl, don’t you?”

			“Yes, sir. This is a new strain—one that can infect and condition humans. We need a trained eye to comprehend its nature. How it spreads and what it can do. We don’t trust anyone else in Lacanthim with the task, sir. If these acts truly are the work of one of the gentry houses, they could easily learn too much of our investigation if we use the locals.”

			At that, his eyes narrowed. “One of the gentry houses…You mean Burilis Burav. You suspect it was Burilis Burav who’s been using the web to kill, don’t you?”

			“We don’t know, sir,” I said slowly. “For if it is him, why would he kill his daughter?”

			“Tell me. Did Burav demand his daughter’s body back? Did he make a scene of it, perhaps?”

			Now it was my turn to narrow my eyes. “Yes. Why? How did you guess at that?”

			“We’ve no time. Where’s the girl’s body now?”

			“In the custodi offices.”

			He laughed lowly. “You’ll want to get it the hell out of there, chap! That place is surely unsecured. And if you let her rot for too much longer, her body shall surely fruit.”

			“What do you mean, fruit?”

			“I mean it will fruit. It will create shoots and tendrils from behind the ear, which will then begin spreading spores. I mean—it’s still a predatory fungus! Just a much-reduced, altered, domesticated version.”

			“When…when will it fruit?” I asked, alarmed.

			“Sooner than you like!” he said. “And sooner than I’d like as well, as it will fall to my people to clean up the mess!” He saw my face and raised a hand. “Here, chap, listen. Here’s what we shall do. There is an Orbiis office in the city. I say ‘office’ but it is quite rudimentary—we mostly use it to check molting hens and the like. Have the girl’s body brought there and tell my folk to store it in the secure area. It should hopefully do. I’ll follow you as quick as I can.” He sighed deeply. “But I hope you’re right, Kol, and the web is truly in her!”

			“Why, sir?”

			“Well, I haven’t had to operate upon a human cadaver since my Apoth initiations. It’s quite likely I’ll make a frightful fucking mess of it.” A lazy, dreamy smile. “So if I’m really going to butcher a gentryman’s daughter, chap, it’s best if the corpse is infected—that way I can burn it and hide my clumsy craftsmanship, eh?”

			

			—

			Evening began falling when I was halfway back to Lacanthim proper. I cursed myself for my insistence on hiring the cheapest of horses, as the poor nag couldn’t carry me at a full gallop for longer than a half league, and I did not encounter any faster carriages or destriers who could return me quicker. And though I needed to act swiftly now, I was unwilling to cause a poor creature suffering on account of it. Thus we trundled on together.

			The road turned and we climbed a long, low, shallow hill. Then I looked north and saw it.

			“Whoa!” I whispered to the nag. “Whoa! Stop there…”

			The little horse gladly halted, huffing and snorting. I squinted to ensure I was truly seeing this.

			The dark, old forest stretched out before me. I was some miles away from the tree line, so I didn’t feel the discomfiting buzz of its pheromones. But under the darkening skies the white boles of those trees had the look of bones to me, cast amid a purple ocean—and there, in one of the deepest, highest stretches, one tree was glowing.

			No, not just glowing. Flashing. Fluttering.

			I stared at it, incredulous, yet it seemed to be true: the tree some two leagues north of me was shimmering with a spectral, pale, yellow-green light that shone from deep within it. The light flickered in a curious, rhythmic pattern, on again and off again, as if mai-worms were lining every branch—but I had never seen mai-worms give off such luminescence, or light up an entire tree.

			“By hell,” I murmured. “Seriv was right.”

			I watched the flickering, spectral light for a long while, and sniffed at my vial to engrave the memory carefully. For some reason the silence of the landscape was what disturbed me most: how unsettling it was to see such a phenomenon, and yet the dark, rolling world about me did nothing. I was alone, a tiny speck in the night.

			Then, abruptly, the flashing stopped. The tree became one of many, lost in the shadows.

			I watched the forest. There was no other flashing, no flickering of light. Yet here and there I could spy the tips of statues within the trees, and stranger monuments I couldn’t identify. I disliked how they looked in the starlight: it tricked the eye into thinking they were moving.

			I patted the neck of my old nag, and we continued down the road to Lacanthim. She stepped a little faster now, as if she, too, was glad to put such sights behind us.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			
				[image: ]
			

			The Orbiis office in Lacanthim was not merely “rudimentary” but was in fact a set of unkempt stables with a very small medikker and surgery bay at the back. As was required for imperial medikker facilities, one chamber of the surgery bay was “secured” and was set behind walls of thick, warped glass. It was instantly clear from the chamber’s pristine look that it hadn’t been used in weeks.

			When I described this to Ana, she chuckled nastily where she sat beside me and said, “Probably don’t have much use for secured chambers here! I am sure they mostly deal with diarrhetic mules or some such. This must be the most exciting thing to happen in this grubby little goddamn place in ages.”

			The corpse of Zansay Burav was laid out upon the surgery table behind the glass, stripped of all clothing, her pale gray eyes now slightly sunken. Her skin had grown mottled and discolored from pooling blood. As distasteful as this was to me, Commander Tauri didn’t seem to mind, and hummed to himself as he bustled about like a cook in his kitchens.

			First he cut Zansay Burav’s hair with a pair of shears, then daubed her scalp with lather and shaved it with a razor. It seemed a difficult task, for the chamber was lit by a single measly mai-lamp, and Commander Tauri wore a full warding suit and helm to protect himself from any contagion. He had to keep regripping the razor in his sweaty gloves and tapping the glass orbs of his warding helm to shake loose the condensation to see.

			Once he finished, the commander set down his razor and began his final treatments. First he hung some dozen or so telltale plants from the ceiling, each bound in tiny cages. Then he laid out small vats of soil about Zansay Burav’s shaved head and anchored the vats to the table with heavy clamps. After this, he painted her pate with a purplish fluid, drawing lines about the seams of her skull. Last of all, he lit a small cup of reagent with a flare-pot, allowing a soft haze to fill the chamber. He then doused the flames and began to prepare the chamber for his departure.

			“He won’t cut?” I asked, surprised, after I had described this to Ana.

			“Oh, no!” she said. “Contagion autopsies are not done in person. Too much risk! A body might be playing host to something quite hostile. An abscess brimming with worms that come spilling out when breached…that sort of thing.”

			My cheeks were beginning to ache from being maneuvered into expressions of extreme disgust.

			“What he will do is instead entice threadvine to do these tasks for him,” said Ana. “A type of fretvine, but one specifically for rending flesh and bone. I believe it is also used in the flensing halls of this canton. It will sprout from the soil he has laid down, seek out the reagent he has painted on her skull, bite into the bone there, and retract, splitting it apart. What he intends to achieve by doing this, I don’t yet know—but given that it is a neuro-fungus, I presume he must look directly at the brain and its tissues.”

			I muttered something about being happy I had not yet dined.

			Commander Tauri slipped out the door of the chamber. His two assistants—also bound in warding suits—promptly doused him with acrid reagents to kill all organic matter upon him. Then they did the same to each other: a slightly comic sight, these three people so assiduously lathering one another in their drooping, oily suits. Then they paced in circles, waving their arms about, before finally removing their helms and suits and approaching.

			“I so dislike warding apparel,” Tauri remarked with a sigh. “If I can’t taste the air, it burdens my spirits terribly. But the job is done! The girl’s cadaver shall soon tell us the nature of the thing now festering in her skull.” He glanced back at Zansay. “How strange, that flesh can put such emotions in our mind. She was but carbon and water animated—and yet I can’t help but feel sad to see her there.”

			“Yes, yes, a tragedy,” said Ana, indifferent. “But shall ripping the girl’s head open be enough, sir?”

			He regarded Ana with a wary eye. “Ah! I see your immunis has arrived, Kol. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced…”

			I speedily made introductions between the two of them, yet I noted that Tauri studied Ana’s blindfold with a great deal of interest.

			“To answer your question, Dolabra…yes, a simple cranial split will give us much of what we need,” said Tauri. “The guiding web is a very, shall we say, robust specimen. I’ve also prepared a spectrum of telltale plants that should inform us of how the fungus operates the moment the aperture is completed.” He waved at the constellation of tiny, leafy cages hanging above Zansay’s corpse behind the glass.

			“And how long will that take?” asked Ana.

			“Twenty, thirty minutes. Not long.”

			“Then I hope I can ply you with many questions while we wait, Commander. Namely, about what the hell the guiding web is, how it works, and how it might have come to infest and condition human beings.”

			“Ohh,” said Tauri. “And here I thought the evening was already quite poor. I will have to create a concoction before we speak. My saline levels are all awry, I’m afraid.”

			“What?” said Ana impatiently. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean I sweated a great deal in there, Immunis. My head now spins.”

			“Can it not wait?” she demanded. “We’ve something of a critical situation, true? I can’t imagine darting away for a sip or a bit of sup right now!”

			I coughed. “I suddenly recall, ma’am, that evening when you insisted on staying at your table to finish your pork rib roast, even though a good portion of the inn had caught fire at the time…”

			“Well, that was because I was very hungry, Din!” she snapped. “And the seasoning on that roast was particularly fine!”

			Tauri bowed. “Apologies, apologies! Give me a moment, it won’t take long…”

			He bustled about at the well pump in the corner of the surgery bay, scooped up a cup of fresh water, and poured in a pinch of powder. He stirred it as he returned to us—I caught a whiff of something acrid and tangy, like salted lemons—and he sipped it with a wrinkled nose. “I stay here so rarely,” he muttered, “that I forget the intense mineral concentrations in the well water…”

			“Hum,” said Ana. “You are an efthiki, then?”

			A prim smile. “Correct. Like most in the Orbiis, I have been altered to be preternaturally sensitive to all compounds entering or engaging with my person. It has rendered me very perceptive, true, but…I’m also perhaps the worst dinner guest in all the world now.” A flash of a sad smile—this one directed at me. “So! The guiding web.”

			

			—

			Commander Tauri bound up his blond hair in a great, sloppy bun and sat beside Ana. I studied him as he did so. He was a strange creature, but he was also without a doubt one of the most beautiful people I had ever encountered. He sported high, hairless cheeks and a small, curled nose, and of course his hair was a strange, bright gold. Though he’d identified himself as male, there was something androgynous to him, perhaps even otherworldly, as if he was from a species of being that did not conform to my concepts of biology.

			“There are technically two forms of the fungus known as the guiding web,” Commander Tauri began, sipping from his brew. “The first is the natural, unaltered version. It’s most commonly found here, in Sapirdad, in pools and streams. Creates a cloudy, hazy structure in the waters. Creatures drink from the water, consume the fungus. Then something very strange happens to their brains.”

			“It doesn’t condition them like we do the cats, surely…” said Ana. “I am guessing it makes them sensitive to sounds, then?”

			“Ah, correct! Very clever. The web makes the animal drawn to the sound of water. Running water, dripping water. It rewrites their desires, makes them addicted to tarrying near water like a sotman is addicted to the tavern. It even augments their aural faculties slightly, so they can hear the sound of water at a long distance. They are compelled to linger near these places. It gives them a rush of all sorts of pleasant hormones when they do. It rewards them, you see. They stay there. Then they starve. Then they die. Then it fruits.”

			“Fruits?” said Ana sharply.

			“It comes from behind the ear. A great, black stalk. But though the host’s skull is now marred, and the creature itself technically dead, the fungus isn’t done yet! Once it’s sprouted, it will force the host’s body to walk along the water’s edge. As it does this, its stalk releases its spores. It covers its distance, you see! Wants to contaminate all the waters it can! A very ingenious, very unusual evolution, really, always spreading to new sources of water.”

			Ana began rocking back and forth. “Does this natural form of the web affect human beings?”

			“Oh, certainly. If you categorize a miserable, awful death as ‘affect,’ that is. It is very adept at invading any creature with functional ears and a nervous system.”

			“I see,” she said. “And the other?”

			“The other form of the guiding web,” said Tauri very heavily, “is known as the domesticated web, or the agrarian web. It is much reduced and very refined, harnessed to condition living beings to respond to notes, pitches, and sounds in specific ways. It has not been proven to affect humans—though it can cause a dreadful headache if they consume a good deal of it. It only works upon the drokha-cats, however, and few other select creatures.”

			“And how is this done?” demanded Ana. “How have they fashioned it so that the web only works on select species?”

			“A very good question!” said Tauri. “The answer is—with corpses.”

			“Beg pardon, sir?” I said.

			He smiled weakly. “Yes. Hundreds if not thousands of dead drokha-cats, rotting in giant tanks of water polluted with the guiding web. Only through this is the domesticated web able to learn how to infest and control such a creature. And only such a creature. So you can see that if we have a strain of web that works on humans…”

			My bones turned to ice within my flesh. “You are suggesting,” I said, “that whoever made this strain of the web that can control humans…”

			“Achieved this by breeding it in waters full of human corpses? As mad as it sounds, I can think of no other way! That is the only known method of training the fungus. Perhaps there was a flooded sepulcher, or tomb, or battlefield from the titans…Grisly to speculate, true?”

			There was an unpleasant silence. Tauri glanced back at the surgery bay. “Ah!” he said. “The threadvine ripens.”

			I squinted at the vats of soil about Zansay’s head. Tiny, pale filaments began to emerge and then creep across the table, seeking out her skull. They attached themselves to the lines of purple reagent Tauri had painted there. More sprouted and did the same, until they grew quite dense. It was like watching someone work a loom, creating a horrid, glistening tapestry about the girl’s shaved pate.

			“It will take a bit longer for it to split her head,” murmured Tauri. “Remarkable, is it not? The human skull is strong enough to withstand numerous blows—yet we’ve taught a simple weed to part it as if it were cold tallow…” He sipped his concoction again, pulled a face, and muttered, “So much damned calcium in these aquifers…”

			“Tell me how the web conditions the cats, please, Commander,” said Ana. “I know there are notes, tunes, pitches, and the pipes—but how do these get written into the brains of the little bastards?”

			“Well, it’s not just a matter of tones,” said Tauri. “The right tones must be played in the right order. First, there’s the awakening tone. Makes all the fungal growths in the host’s brain wake up, makes its ears sensitive to the proper pitches. The host is now receptive to the next stage, the conditioning tones—the pitches played to associate a specific behavior with a specific act. They play these tones while the act is performed the first time, and the creature will then be compelled to reenact it whenever they hear that same tune after.”

			“But this version of the web doesn’t spread, or fruit, or kill them?” asked Ana.

			“Well, no…that’s not quite correct. The more the host hears the conditioning tones, and reenacts their performance, then the more the fungus shall spread in the host’s brain, until…” He trailed off.

			“Until it cracks out of their head,” I said, aghast, “like a duckling from a damned egg?”

			“More or less, yes. Or, that would happen if the cat herders and bean farmers didn’t treat the cats to prevent this very thing. They mix a medicine in with their feed, I’m told, to ensure the web is held in check.”

			“It all sounds like fucking madness!” said Ana. “All the cats of this entire damned region could fruit from the skull if they skipped their medicine?”

			“That was the issue we identified when the plan was first proposed,” sighed Tauri. “But the cat-trainers have also conditioned the cats to consume the medicine to ensure this never happens. Thus, we were told, all is well…”

			“And what happens if the little beasts miss the dose?”

			“Then they, ah, begin to exhibit very curious behaviors. And the web spreads each time they hear the notes of the pipe, until it kills them.”

			Ana stopped rocking, face taut. “What manner of behaviors? Might the web affect their sleep?”

			Tauri blinked in surprise. “Hum! You ask me for much when you already seem to know all! Yes, true—the cats begin re-creating their conditioned behaviors while they sleep. Nocturnal disruptions, they called it in early tests. The cats wander about their enclosures as if sleepwalking, attempting to pick beans or anything that even slightly resembles them.”

			I thought rapidly while I absorbed this. It all made a dreadful sense: Castus had dreamed of serving in the flensing halls; Sagma and Gevma had dreamed of being kept still, standing in their rooms. It suddenly seemed very likely they had been conditioned to do exactly these acts.

			Tauri glanced between us. “This means something to you.”

			“All the Armenta children experienced very curious dreams,” said Ana, “before abruptly behaving very strangely—suicides, hangings, accidents, murders. You see the shape of it.”

			“Yes, but…I can’t quite comprehend that,” said Tauri slowly. “The web is used to condition simple actions within cats—picking fruit or going to a specific location. But you are talking about hangings, yes? That can’t be so, because more complex actions are much more difficult! Such a feat should be beyond its capabilities!”

			“Unless,” said Ana, “this is a third kind of web that can do something new. Which we suspect more or less is the exact case, since it can now infest human beings!”

			At that, Tauri was struck silent. An unsettling creak issued from Zansay Burav’s head—her skull trembled a little—but it did not split.

			“If that’s so,” Tauri said quietly, “then I’ll have to alert my superiors in my order. I’ll need specialists, trackers, testers from the Orbiis and the Apoths to ensure the fungus hasn’t spread.” He sighed and sipped at his concoction.

			“But if it did,” said Ana archly, “wouldn’t it be spreading through the water, sir?”

			He paused, lips puckered. He glanced down at his brew, then swallowed. “No fear there, I’m afraid. My body is so sensitive, I’d taste the web quite easily. This well is clear—has a bit too much sulfur in it for my liking, true—but there are dozens if not hundreds of other wells in the city.”

			“Can you test them?”

			“The technique is easy enough. It is a mere scrap of paper. When it’s dipped in waters with a high concentration of the fungus, its hue changes. It would work on any reservoirs or foodstuff or even the saliva of the hosts. But a test isn’t always accurate, especially on the human body! It can take time for the fungus to build up in a host until the test proclaims them infected.”

			“And if they are infected,” I said, “is there a cure?”

			“Well, a cure is…harder. This is a neuro-fungus. It infests the brain. We can do many wondrous things in the Empire, but anything with the brain is delicate and difficult.”

			“Meaning?” demanded Ana.

			“Meaning, we can make a cure, but it shall take time. While we wait, we do have the same treatments we give the cats—it can restrain the fungus but not cure it.”

			Ana laughed lowly. “So the poor bastards won’t die from the fungus, but they will still cut their own throats at the whistle of the killer’s pipe?”

			“Yes,” said Tauri. “If they are conditioned to do so, that is true.”

			She glowered for a moment. “Then we test first. But we must test carefully.”

			“Yes. It’d be damned tricky to test so many wells and waters without starting a panic—or without the objections of the local gentry. They don’t like us Orbiis doing a damned thing on their lands, though we’ve a mandate to do so.”

			Ana paused. “But speaking of the gentry, sir…Din here informed me that you asked some very pointed questions about Burilis Burav when he first told you of the death. Why might that have been?”

			“That is true…” said Tauri. “I suspect you haven’t had the time to research him yet. If you had, you might not have trusted me enough to come to me.” He took a quick breath. “Because Burilis Burav was once a member of my order.”

			“What!” squawked Ana. “Burav was Orbiis?”

			“Indeed.”

			She whirled on me. “Din! You didn’t say anything about that!”

			“Because I didn’t know, ma’am,” I said, flustered. My eyes shimmered as I pulled up my memory of meeting Burav on our first day here. He had gestured to his greatly augmented face and told me—I served my time in the Imperial Iyalets myself, as an Apothetikal. “Burav commented he’d served the Apoths, not the Orbiis.”

			“So he was, originally,” said Tauri. “But the Orbiis pulls officers from both the Apoths and the Engineers, as it takes the arts of each to maintain the stability of the cantons. That’s why our uniforms are striped in the colors of each order, you see.”

			“When did he serve under you, sir?” asked Ana.

			“Oh, not under me! He was here thirty years ago—so, some twenty before I ever stepped foot in this canton. In fact, I’ve never met the man. Yet many elder officers say that when he left us, he did so under a cloud of suspicion and dislike—though none have ever claimed enough to constitute an actual crime. And just after he left the Orbiis, he suddenly proclaimed that he had developed a most marvelous innovation…”

			“The agrarian web,” I said.

			“Correct. We have all found it rather unsettling.” He eyed Zansay’s corpse warily. “Now you see why I suspected he might want his daughter’s corpse returned speedily! If he knew she was infected…”

			“Then he’d also know she’d fruit!” hissed Ana. “A clear signal to anyone that she had the web in her!”

			“Which he would very much want to hide,” said Tauri. “As to how or why this could be done to his own daughter, I cannot say. But I’m not surprised by it.”

			“Why not, sir?” I asked.

			A strange expression crept over the commander then. He looked still at Zansay’s pale corpse, but there was a deadness to his gaze, as if she wasn’t a human being but a twist of tissue upon his dissection tray.

			“The cattle families are peddlers of flesh,” he said softly. “Their lives are measured in the slashing of knives and the creaking of bloodied scales. They bicker and fight for many reasons, but one surely is that they no longer quail at the sight of gore. What’s the difference between a killer and a murderer? Personally, I cannot sa—”

			Then Zansay Burav’s skull burst open.

			

			—

			I lacked words for the sight of it. It was as if someone had pumped air into a leather sack until it split at its seam. Her skull parted along the lines that Tauri had painted on it, and as it did so, many thick, black, glistening curls came pouring out, as if her parietal plate was a door and these curls were guests trying to rush inside to avoid a downpour.

			I stared in horror and disgust. They were unmistakably fungal stalks, somewhat akin to what one might find growing on the underside of a fallen tree trunk on a walk in the woods. Yet these moved so quickly, so hungrily, as if eager to escape their prison. They boiled out of her skull, rising a full span into the air; then they slowed in their ascent; then their surfaces grew slightly hazy and shimmering.

			Tauri and his people watched this monstrosity with an interested eye. “A very sizable postmortem fruiting! It is not mature, however. If it were, you’d see a powder in the air, and the telltale plants would be rioting…” He leaned closer to the glass, studying the tiny telltale plants hanging from the ceiling. Some had changed colors, some had perished, and some hadn’t changed at all. “An interesting set of signals,” Tauri said softly. “I’ll study it more, but for now…like the other breeds, it seems this variety of the guiding web must be cultivated in fresh water first. It offers no danger if you merely breathe in the spores. The interstitial phase must reach maturity in order for it to be a threat to the host. But the concentration moss I hung there—it suggests it takes a good bit of consumption for the fungus to be able to cultivate a human. Repeated doses, delivered over time. A single drop in a cup of wine won’t do, for example. Yet it is a resilient thing…those browning leaves, right there! They indicate that the spores would survive great temperatures.”

			“So someone could bake the thing into a fucking cake, and it’d still be effective?” asked Ana.

			“So the telltales say. As to how the fungus behaves when it is in the body, the telltales can’t attest. But—it is a very vigorous variety of the web. Unusually powerful. And quite, quite deadly. I expect that if a host wasn’t forced to act out their own demise, they were surely doomed.”

			Ana gritted her teeth for a moment. “Given that Zansay required a steady dose of the fungus in order for it to infest her, then I am given to think that the source of her infection was there on the family grounds. And given Burilis Burav’s curious behavior, it makes me think many things…”

			“You think she might have been poisoned under his supervision, ma’am,” I said.

			“Perhaps so. Though I cannot imagine the reason!” She turned to Tauri. “Sir—please continue with your labors here and wring every grain of truth out of that dead girl. Din—a carriage, please, and then let’s fetch Seriv. I don’t care what time of night it is! I intend to kick Burilis Burav out of bed and force him to answer my fucking questions!”

			

			—

			Princeps Seriv proved easy to rouse, for he’d not been sleeping at all. “Find it hard to sleep these days,” he told us haggardly as he climbed into our carriage, “given the feeling of something festering behind my eyes.” When we reported all we’d discovered to him, he reacted with beleaguered dismay: “Then it’s as we feared. The man who fashioned the weapon has been wielding it in secret. Let’s see which way he jumps.”

			“I admire that attitude, Princeps!” said Ana. “But take care—if he jumps for a whistle or pipe, we must be ready.”

			We rode south and then west, along the Great Spoke Road. I had not ridden in a destrier-driven carriage before, and though the wheels were cunningly wrought of a special fretvine to make the ride feel smoother, the steeds pulling us were far more advanced than the fretvine. The experience was like being stuffed in a box that was then shoved off a cliff. Seriv kept attempting to put his pipe in his mouth for a puff, and missing; I kept falling asleep and getting awoken as my head cracked the back panel; and Ana, of course, just sat hunched and muttering. Whether her rocking was caused by the carriage, her own metronomic twitching, or both, I did not know.

			Then she went still. She sniffed once, then twice. “What’s that?” she asked sharply.

			“What d’you mean, ma’am?” asked Seriv.

			“That smell!” she snapped. “I smell a fume on the air! What is that?”

			I sniffed the dank air. Immediately, my nose burned so badly I was forced to sneeze. At the precise same time, our carriage began slowing to a halt, and I heard our carriage pilot crying out, calling to his mounts to stop, stop.

			“Something is wrong,” said Ana. “Something is quite wrong…”

			Frowning, Seriv opened the shuttered window and stuck his head out. The moment he turned his face to peer southwest, his features lit up with a hellish, bright orange luminescence, and his eyes opened wide with fear.

			“Oh, hell,” he whispered. “It all burns! Fire! Fire!” The carriage came to a stop, and he flung open the door and leapt out.

			“Din!” said Ana sharply.

			“I am to it, ma’am,” I said, and followed.

			I felt the heat the instant I moved beyond the walls of our carriage, a low, soft wall of warmth settling over me like a flickering blanket. My eyes burned greatly, and for a moment I saw only the moon above, which had the look of an aging tea-stain hanging in the churning, smoggy sky. Then I turned and beheld the lands to the southwest.

			We had been coming to the entrance of the Burav main spread, I saw; two tremendous fretvine pillars rose up on either side of the road ahead. Set between them was the gentry-gate. Its high, slender trellises framed the road stretching through, wandering amid the open, mown lawns—and then there, some two leagues down its length, stood a burning mountain.

			No, not a mountain, I saw: a building, a structure, one that had been enormous, five or six stories tall, with two high towers on either end. Black smoke poured from the building’s windows like velvety curtains pulled out by the wind, and all the air about it danced with sparks and twirling cinders. Then the night filled up with the ringing of bells: warning bells, tocsin bells, signaling to the populace to awake, awake and take heed.

			I absently rubbed tears from my face. How often had I heard the tones of tocsin bells in my service—but I’d not ever expected to do so in the safe, protected third ring of the Empire.

			“Din!” hissed Ana’s voice from the carriage.

			I tottered over to her, vaguely aware that Seriv was commandeering a destrier from our carriage pilot and intended to speed toward the inferno.

			“Is it the Burav estate?” she asked. “Is that what burns?”

			“I…believe so, ma’am,” I said faintly.

			She cocked her blindfolded head, listening to the tolling of the bells. “Well!” she sighed. “This, I shall say, is quite a fucking complication!”
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			It took nearly the whole of the night to manage the fire at the Burav estate. I assisted as best I could in the water line, passing along bucket after bucket of silty dreck from the stream near the main house. The smoke settled on our shoulders, wrapped about our necks, and smothered our faces, but I heard only quiet words of encouragement, and never a complaint. My arms and back ached and my face grew dark with soot, but still we labored, for still the house smoldered. Yet eventually our buckets of stream water shifted from being used to extinguish the blaze to containing it: the house was deemed lost, as was all within, and now we were to keep it from spreading.

			Some spoke softly as we worked, sharing half-heard news. Nobody knew how the blaze had started, nor who had escaped and who had perished. Yet one thing that the folk of my bucket line agreed on was that the fire had begun inside the house. This produced many glances, both somber and suspicious.

			Morning trickled through the smoke-wreathed skies. I spied Princeps Seriv stalking about with his custodi, his face more haggard than ever: because he was part of the canton peacekeeping force, the task of fire management fell to him. To see him away from the heart of the blaze suggested that he felt it was contained.

			I left the bucket line, approached him, and asked the status.

			“The fire will not spread, sir,” he said in a crackling, hoarse voice. “But the damage is done. The house is hardly more than a shell now.”

			“Any witnesses?” I asked. “Or survivors?”

			“There are folk who escaped, but…we’ve not yet managed them as if this was a crime, sir. Don’t know who’s from where or what they saw.”

			“With your blessing, I’ll try and sort them,” I said.

			I rounded up his custodi and issued orders, asking for them to locate the staff and family of the house. The officers leaned close to me, their ash-stained hands cupped about their ears to hear over the chatter of the crowd. “We must establish a count of who is found and who is not,” I said to them. “Who was seen within, and who we know is abroad. If we find anyone who escaped the house, we need to ask them if they saw the fire begin—and if so, where and when, and who was about it. Am I clear?”

			The custodi then diligently did their work, making inquiries of the crowds surrounding the wreckage or working the bucket lines. Though it took some time, a group was slowly assembled of sooty, weeping survivors. The sight dismayed me, for nearly all wore servants’ livery. I saw not a single sign of gentry station among them: no augmentations, fine apparel, or a single tughra ring.

			As we spoke to the survivors, a story emerged, but one both thin and confused. None of the servants had seen how the fire had started. There was also a great deal of disagreement about where it had started, though many insisted it must have started on the first or second floor, for those on the third and higher only saw the fire when they glanced out the windows and saw the flames shining on the lawns below. But the servants told me they were certain that all the Buravs had been present—for that night had been when Burilis Burav had held memorial rites for his daughter.

			“And…and your officers gather the survivors now?” one footman asked me hesitantly as I questioned him.

			“We attempt to do so, yes,” I told him.

			“But I see none of the family here,” he murmured. “None! Were they all lost? Have all the Buravs truly perished, all in one night?”

			

			—

			Time passed, the hours obscured by smoke and ash. Every voice grew broken and hoarse, every eye tearful and red. The sun rose, its hue stained a queer, unsettling crimson. As it fought free of the smoggy horizon, I finished establishing the full breadth of the extensive Burav family present during the fire—just in time to mark nearly every one of them as missing, presumed dead.

			Kyuli Burav, sister of Burilis: gone. Slakav Burav, cousin of Burilis: gone. Orman Burav, nephew to Burilis: gone. Orti Burav, wife of Orman: gone. Daqi Burav, aunt to Burilis: gone. Nearly the entire family had stayed in the house that night, it seemed, and not a one was found on this smoky morning. As the taste of ash suffused my throat, I tried not to wonder if any of the cinders I swallowed had once been the bones of a Burav.

			Finally, Princeps Seriv emerged from the smog bearing the first bit of good news I’d heard all night: “We have one, sir. A Burav survivor, at last.”

			“One of them made it out?” I asked. “Who?”

			“Young Jalin, Burilis’s son. He leapt from a two-story window. Poor fellow crashed onto the lawns.”

			My eyes fluttered as I recalled the boy: about eighteen, wispy and nervous, squirming as his father raged in the street before the Cat’s Eye Inn. His mustache had been hardly more than a patch of down, and his wrist had seemed too limp to support the large, ungainly tughra ring hanging on his hand.

			“How is he?” I asked.

			“Not well. His body is half-burned, and he broke his leg and a collarbone. The medikkers have taken him to be treated with the other survivors. They deem his chances decent. They shall have to sedate him to apply the proper healing grafts, however. The rest of the Buravs…” He shook his head. “Not a sign. All servants report that they know the Buravs were in the house at the time of the fire. But none saw any sign of them after the blaze began. That is some fourteen gentryfolk lost, if all proves the worst. We’ve no idea how many servants are lost, as there were far more of them. I doubt we’ll know the true count until we’ve sifted through the remains…” He gazed back at the blackened ruin. “Which shall take time.”

			I studied the house with him. I’d not seen the Burav estate when it’d been whole, yet from what remained it seemed to have been a grand thing—and a strong one, wrought of fretvine woven so tightly it should have taken three bombard shots to break through. A great deal of the actual structure remained standing; yet the chambers within, if not all the interior, were lost.

			“I’ll not let my folk enter,” said Seriv. “Not until we get an Engineer here to tell us it is safe.”

			“Then it’ll take days,” I said, “before we know exactly what happened.”

			“But don’t we know?” said Seriv huskily. “I feared gentry war. Yet here we are, with one clan perhaps wiped out entirely.” He turned to look at me, the lines of his face black with collected soot. “And it happened so soon after their daughter was slain. Can’t be coincidence, sir—can it?”

			I watched the smoke unscrolling from the windows for a great long while. “I’d like to establish a list of all servants who are missing,” I croaked.

			“Anything you’re looking for, sir?”

			“Witnesses. Surely one surviving set of eyes saw something of use.”

			

			—

			It took another two hours, but eventually my theory proved correct: one of the kitchen girls was found recuperating in the stables, coughing madly and drinking draught after draught of water—though she mostly retched it up, likely from smoke poisoning.

			My eyes fluttered as Seriv and I approached her, and I consulted my memories of experience with medikkers. “She needs to stop doing that,” I said to the older woman stooping over her.

			“My niece is sick, sir,” said the older woman indignantly. “She has a thirst. I’d be cruel not to give water to her.”

			“She won’t be able to keep water down until she’s given treatments,” I said gently. “I’ll have a medikker come tend to her immediately. For now—I understand she says she saw something last night?”

			The kitchen maid nodded, her face as pale as fresh milk. “Yes, sir. There…there was a man here last night. Standing outside. Skulking about, on the northern side of the house. I saw him, sir.”

			I stooped to put myself on the same level as her. “When?”

			“Don’t know, sir. It was before young Zansay’s funeral rites, I know that. But I saw him creeping up the lawn. Stuck to the shrubbery wall, like he was hiding. It was…” She coughed mightily. “…strange.”

			“Did you get a decent look of him?”

			“I did, sir. Which is what’s so strange, I think. Because at first he moved like a burglar, sneaking up. But then he got close to the house, and he strode out toward the servants’ door. Then he stopped and looked at the windows and door, like he was expecting someone, or…or wasn’t sure if he wished to continue. But he stood in the lamplight for a good while.” She swallowed. “A Tala man. Young, strong. Had a beard. Dressed like a drover or field hand. Don’t remember more, sir. I’m sorry.”

			“What you’ve given me is more than enough. What did he do after he stood there?”

			“He slowly walked up to the servants’ door. But…I never heard it open, sir. He’d come down the servants’ path, and the servants’ gate is warded with a vinegate, so you have to have the right…right reagents key to get in. So I thought maybe he was a friend of a servant, given a key and come to pay respects to Zansay. But he never knocked or came inside—or if he did, I didn’t hear it. Then I saw him running back along the path, and after that I heard the shouts of fire.”

			“He went to the servants’ path? Back to the gate?”

			“Yes, sir. Then the smoke came pouring in…I collapsed. Someone came crashing in, I think one of the grooms. They picked me up, and…next thing, I was lying on the grass outside, coughing. That’s all I know, sir.”

			I thanked her for her testimony, then strode a few steps away with Seriv. I said, “Please fetch her a medikker. Then I need your men to search the servants’ path and see if there are any signs of passage.”

			He sighed. “Suspect we’ve got a wide search ahead of us, sir. But—we seek a Tala man, looking like a field hand, moving about here before midnight.” He glanced at me. “Folk of all kinds serve the families, but…I will say a Tala field hand is much more likely to serve the Armentas, sir.”

			“We don’t yet have evidence to suspect the Armentas, Seriv. As you know.”

			“I do, sir. But common folk don’t need evidence. A story’s good enough.”

			I sighed, thanked him, and sped off to find Ana as the sun crawled into the sky.

			

			—

			I found her sitting in the main path of the Burav estate gardens, hunched and leaning among the blossoms and blooms. As I neared her, she called out, “Your gait is quite wearied, Din!”

			“You know my gait at this distance, ma’am?”

			“I’d know it at a quarter league, boy. Come and report.”

			I stood before her, took a wheezing breath, and did so, recounting all I’d seen and all that Seriv had told me. When I finished, she reached out and gently grasped the stalk of a nearby flower—my memories whispered that it was diamdouni—and her white fingers crawled up until they found its bloom. Her index carefully explored its petals like a bee might seek its nectar.

			“A bleak morning,” Ana said. “Yet I note—the house has not crumbled, or caved in?”

			“True. It still stands.”

			“Hum. The fibers of its vine are strong? You don’t see any fraying?”

			“Not from here, no.”

			“I suspect it is covoli-vine, then. Famously fire-resistant. Burilis Burav, being both a former Apoth and an Orbiis officer with great knowledge of environments, likely selected it as the safest building stock for his family. So. You can make your inferences at your leisure…”

			I nodded gloomily. “The fire was no accident.”

			“Oh, not at all. Covoli-vine would not have permitted the blaze to spread so quickly that it surprised the entire household! A reagent did this, then, a…a compound. Something akin to phalm oil—though that would have destroyed even this house, as it can turn a leviathan’s carcass to ash.”

			“Is there any chance we could track the reagent? See who could have purchased or stolen any hereabouts?”

			“I doubt it,” she said scornfully. “Think, child! How was most of the land of this canton made?”

			“Ah,” I said. “They burned back the old forest…”

			“Correct! They have not done so to any great degree in years, but I’d not be surprised at all if a dozen casks of foul reagent were found sitting in the dusty corner of some fucking shed about. And now we have a Tala fellow sneaking through the grounds! That will fuel a fire of gossip perhaps as dangerous as the one that consumed that house. But your kitchen maid did not say that this Tala creeper wasn’t carrying, oh, several casks under his goddamn arms like a porter at a sot house, did she?”

			“She did not, ma’am. Rather, she said he looked nervous as he approached.”

			Ana cursed, then fell silent in thought.

			I gazed at the blackened skeleton of the Burav estate. Someone sobbed in the distance, crying out a name. From the pitch and frequency of the calls, the person was not found.

			“I suppose,” I said, “we can now assume Burilis Burav was not our killer, then.”

			“Can we?” she said. “I feel rather less than cavalier to assume a single fucking thing, Din! Be cautious about the ruins of a fire—especially in an investigation.” She raised a finger. “Someone is asking for you now. I can hear it, and they will come soon. But before you go, I wish to revisit a detail I ignored last night—those lights you said you saw in the forest. We’ve not had a chance to discuss it much.”

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“Where did you see them? Tell me exactly! For while the elevation of these lands is mostly consistent, it is not perfectly even.”

			I did so, describing the exact location where I had spied their flashing.

			Her face grew grave. “Can you repeat how they flashed for you?”

			“You think it wasn’t some spirit light,” I said. “But a code. A signal?”

			“Yes! Obviously! That is what I suspect, at least.”

			“But it came from deep in the forest. How could someone reach those inner recesses, ma’am?”

			“Well, I don’t fucking know, child!” she said, exasperated. “Just tell me how it flashed!”

			I took a breath and summoned up the memory, describing the length of each flash, and how it had fluttered after. When I looked back at Ana, her face was pinched in thought.

			“Thank you,” she purred softly. “That gives me much to think on.”

			“Is it code, ma’am? What does it mean?”

			“At first glance, it is gibberish. But…it is very intentional gibberish. You must give me time with it. Yet regarding the house, and those ashes…I am much less optimistic there! Imagine all the secrets turned to cinders, then dust. It pains me. There was so much to read! And yet, a picture emerges, even now.” She licked a finger, rubbed its tip across her soot-stained brow, and tasted it. “Seriv spoke truth. This feels arranged.”

			There came the sounds of footfalls on gravel, and a young custodus scurried down the path to us. “Signum Kol? I’ve a message from the princeps, sir. We’ve found a witness.”

			“A witness to what?”

			“To how the fire killed the Buravs, sir.”

			

			—

			The man sat huddled in the smoke and mist, clutching a cup of clar-tea and shivering. His beard was patched in places from fire, and his face and hands were badly burned, but the medikkers had already applied pastes and grafts to heal his wounds. As he drank his tea, I saw that his eyes were deeply dilated: they’d given him sedatives, I estimated. Probably katapra. I would only get an hour or so of use of him.

			His name was Kiva Kozder, he told me, and he had been a valet to Orman Burav, nephew to Burilis. I noticed his use of the past tense immediately.

			“I served my master for eleven years,” he continued huskily. “And I…I pray he has found sun and blossoms in the pastures on the other side of this world.”

			“He is dead, then?” I asked. “You know this?”

			Kozder shut his eyes and nodded.

			I sniffed deeply of my vial. The aroma of lilacs was weak to me: I reckoned my nose had been dulled by the smoke. “Can you tell me what happened?”

			“I only saw some of it,” he said softly. “Only some. But…” He drank his tea. Instantly his hands grew steadier. “The prime father Burilis—he called for the full family to be present for the memorial rites of his daughter, poor Zansay. He expected her body to be delivered to them soon, and it’s our custom to entomb her swiftly. They were to honor her with wine and torchlight, in…in keeping with the Bero pantheon. Are you familiar, sir?”

			I nodded, trying to suppress my impatience. The Bero pantheon was much favored among Kurmini folk. It did not surprise me at all to find that the Buravs did not worship the Daljen, as the Armentas did.

			“The whole family was in attendance,” said Kozder. “They all came.”

			“What was the number, in total?”

			“There were thirteen present, sir.”

			I frowned. “We were told that fourteen of the Buravs were at the house. Was someone missing?”

			“Well…y-yes. True. Jalin was not there. Or not at first.”

			“Was that unusual?”

			“N-no. He was terribly grieved by his sister’s passing. And more, Jalin…did not get on well with the rest of his family.”

			I raised my eyebrows at him.

			“Not enough to try to kill them all!” he said, aghast. “He struggled under the weight of being his father’s only son. And he disliked the cattle trade, and many thought him too weak for it. But he was there, sir, in the house—he simply came later. He could not have been the killer.”

			“Where were these rites held?”

			“In the second-floor banquet hall. It is—was—a prized place,” he said. “Most beautiful views, on a clear night. They said that…that it was proper and good for it to be there, as Zansay would have loved the sight. They began her rites late in the night. They invoked the blessings of Okovpir, the divinity of bridges and paths, to guide her into the afterlife. Then…then Guldeniv, divinity of pastures and blooms. And then they…they should have finished with Kyun, the divinity of the sun. But…”

			“But?”

			“Then they froze, sir,” he said softly.

			“Who?”

			“All of them. All of them. The Buravs, both prime and minor. And the servants—footservants and valets and the housekeeper. They all…stopped.” He swallowed. “Those who had been holding wine, or goblets, or platters—they just dropped them to the floor. Those who had been sitting leapt to their feet. Some who had been in different rooms came to that chamber and stopped. They all stood facing different directions. Then they did nothing. I felt I was going mad. I spoke to them, touched them, shook them. I asked what was happening, if they were all right. Even my friend, the maid Miss Qurban—she did not move, did not answer. She just stared, straight ahead, hardly breathing. It was as if I wasn’t even there. Then…then I smelled the smoke,” whispered Kozder. “It came pouring up, up the stairs.”

			“So the fire started below you?”

			“I…assume so,” he murmured. “There came a great heat, and…and I saw the lick of flames down the stairs, and I began screaming. I pulled at the Buravs, tried to haul them away, but they would not move. Yet…” He swallowed again. “Yet as I drew near, I…I realized they were screaming, too.”

			“The Buravs were screaming? What do you mean?”

			“It was very soft, sir. Like a whisper. As if they were screaming in their sleep. But I could hear it slipping from them, this…this soft, terrified sound. It was so awful. Like children, crying out in a dream!”

			I grimaced at mention of a dream. “Then what happened?”

			“Then…then Master Jalin came running in.”

			“From where? You must tell me exactly, please.”

			“I am unsure, but…I believe from the northern wing? That would be where his old bedroom was—as well as Zansay’s. He heard me screaming and came in and saw me. Then he stared about, confused. Saw the smoke. He choked and told me to run. I said I would not leave them, I would not leave his family, and he said he would stay and try to save them. He shoved me through the halls he’d come from, and…and last I saw he was trying to pull his father away. Then came smoke, and flame. I staggered back to the ground floor, and out into the air. I lost my senses then, for I had swallowed too much fumes.”

			“You didn’t see Jalin Burav escape?”

			“I didn’t, sir. I thought he’d died in the fire. He saved my life, though, of that I’m sure. I…I hope the young master recovers soon enough. I shall thank him when I can.”

			“I will ask you something very strange now,” I said. “Did you hear any music, sir? Or see anyone play a pipe, or make an unusual sound?”

			The fellow stared at me. “I…n-no? I do not believe I did…”

			“Thank you. Have you been here at the house long?”

			“I told you,” he said, faintly indignant, “that I have served Orman Burav for eleven years! But…I did take leave for much of last month.”

			“Did you? Why?”

			“My mother was ill. My master permitted me to care for her until she recovered.”

			“When did you leave and return to the house?”

			He provided me with the dates, and I made a careful note of it. “Did any of the other servants in the banquet hall take their leave? Or leave the house, as you did?”

			“I don’t know. I doubt it. We are devoted servants. Why do you ask this, sir?”

			I ignored him and moved on, asking him if he had seen any trespassers, or spied any lights in the forests, or noticed any strange behavior among the Buravs or their servants. Bewildered, he told me no to all of these—except when I asked him about their sleep.

			“How odd to hear you ask this,” he said. “Because…yes, I do recall such a thing. Master Burilis himself mentioned he had not been sleeping well. As did his aunt, Daqi. And…and my friend Miss Qurban.”

			“Did they say why?” I asked. “Did they dream, perhaps?”

			“Yes! Yes, they did…They said they’d had the most awful nightmares. Dreams about being trapped, there in the house. Unable to move, unable to leave. Why? How did you know of this?”

			“When?” I asked sharply. “When did they complain of this?”

			“Well—just after I got back. It was like a shadow had been cast over all the house since I’d been gone.”

			“And did you dream at all?”

			“No, sir? Again, why? What does this mean?”

			I thanked him and let the medikkers take him. Then I stood there, gazing at the ashen house, still steaming and smoking, the air still dancing with flakes of black.

			Dreams, and quiet screaming.

			I took a breath, waved to Princeps Seriv, and pulled him aside.

			“Send a rider to the Orbiis facility in Lacanthim,” I sighed. “And find Commander Tauri. He should be finishing his analysis of Zansay Burav. I need him brought here right away.”

			Seriv closed his eyes. “Yes. It’s the web, then.”

			“Inarguably. Someone infected and conditioned an entire mansion, including the servants and staff. The question, then, is how—and who else?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16
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			Though Commander Tauri had seemed a rather comical, loopy figure in my previous encounters with him, when he and his team arrived at the Burav estate they were anything but: they spoke quickly and brusquely, and spread throughout the estate grounds with an air of aggravated competence, as if they were Legionnaires here to set up a bombard site before nightfall.

			Tauri himself was the most changed, severely rattling off a list of orders to me: “…must ensure that no one who has dwelt on these grounds leaves it, Signum, at least not today! I can’t risk anyone infected getting out.”

			“I did not think humans could spread it, sir?” I said, startled.

			“They can if they die!” he said, exasperated. “And then their heads shall fruit, and distribute spores in nearby waters, where the fungus can then mature and infest any other humans that drink enough of it! But let us confirm the primary infection point first.” He turned to Seriv. “Where is the main Burav well, Princeps?”

			Seriv led us to the well, which was stationed within a small, charming fretvine building to the south of the ruins. Though it was lined with all manner of cleansing mosses, Tauri and the other Orbiis officers flinched when we drew the first bucket from its depths. “I see a cloudiness here,” Tauri said softly. “A web structure in the water. But I’ll confirm…”

			He produced a wheel of dyed green parchment, tore off a strip, and dipped it in the waters. Instantly, the dampened parchment turned a bright orange.

			“Then it’s so,” he said. “Someone has tainted the well with the guiding web. I suspect nearly all the servants are infected—though only some, as you reported, are conditioned…How many served on the Burav estate?”

			“Some hundred or so people, sir,” said Seriv. “Perhaps more.”

			“A hundred potential hosts…” said Tauri softly. “I will need a survey of all water sources on the property. The irrigation networks of Lacanthim are terribly intertangled, and the first order of business is confirming that the web hasn’t spread downstream to any other reservoir! In the meantime, we test each individual.”

			The tests were quickly passed among all who resided on the Burav estate. The process was as simple as licking a torn piece of the green parchment: those pieces that turned orange indicated the host was infected.

			And nearly all of them were. Indeed, a pattern became almost immediately apparent: every person who had lived in the Burav mansion was infected; those servants who resided in their own homes or more distant servant quarters—gamekeepers, stable folk, grooms, and so on—were not.

			Thinking, I turned to Seriv. “Jalin Burav,” I said to him. “Where did he reside? Do we know?”

			“As the eldest son,” said Seriv uncertainly, “he lived in his own quarters on the estate. Why, sir?”

			But Commander Tauri realized and nodded. “Jalin Burav did not obey the commands and perish,” he said to me, “because he didn’t have the web in him—because he didn’t drink enough from the main Burav well.”

			“That’s my guess, sir,” I said. “Though I’m unsure if he was uninfected or simply unconditioned. We’ll have to send tests to the medikkers as they treat him. What shall we do with the others?”

			“We’ll have to quarantine these infected folk. We shall treat and care for them, but we can’t let them circulate until we have a method of eliminating the fungus. It’ll create quite a stir, I’m sure. People here in the third ring aren’t accustomed to such treatment—and the presence of wealth has a way of convincing people they are immune to all earthly ailments. But we must keep this damn infestation from spreading!”

			“It may be too late for that,” I said. “We suspect this is far from the only water source the killer’s infected.”

			“And you’ve no sign of who the killer is yet?” said Tauri.

			Seriv laughed unhappily. “We have lost all clues, signs, and witnesses, sir. It’ll take ages to account for how the fire even started.”

			“It’s only by chance that we know it was the web at all, sir,” I said. “Without that one surviving witness who saw its effects, we’d have no confirmation. But we know these people were victims, just like Zansay and Castus. Yet did the killer start the blaze? Or someone conditioned to do it? We can’t say.”

			Tauri was studying the mansion carefully. “You think if we understand the fire,” he said softly, “then we may be able to catch this killer of yours, and end this threat?”

			“That is my hope, sir, though faint it may be.”

			He kept staring at the blackened walls with his dark, sad eyes—yet now I noticed they were trembling slightly: the familiar signal when an Imperial Sublime was using their augmentations.

			“I may be able to assist here,” Tauri said. “I and my people are spatiasts. Many of us came from the Engineering order. We have a…a facility with structure. And we know the tastes of many ashes and can identify their origins. That may be of aid here, too.”

			Seriv pulled a face. “Taste?”

			“If you wish to understand what happened here,” said Tauri tersely, “we shall have to.”

			“How long will it take?” I asked.

			“First you ask me to autopsy a girl, now you ask me to autopsy a burned building! These aren’t common tasks to the Imperial Orbiis, Signum. Our domain is usually blights of leaf or spoiled reagents. But I shall put myself to it personally. Yet before you go…” He pulled out a wheel of green parchment, tore off two strips, and handed one each to me and Seriv. “Best test yourselves, chaps.”

			I stared at the little green parchment. The idea that I myself might be infected hadn’t occurred to me yet. For one, the events of the past few days had been so chaotic that I hadn’t had any mind for the thought; but for another, the alterations and immunities granted to me to serve in the wild Outer Rim of the Empire usually neutered nearly all environmental threats. I’d gone some years without worrying about any infection, from a cut on my hand to worms devouring my heart. Yet, as Ana had said, this fungus was different.

			Seriv didn’t hesitate: he greedily snatched the paper, licked it once, and then squinted at it, his bushy eyebrows trembling. Then he sighed with relief. “It stays green! Praise Sanctum!”

			I did the same, though my mouth felt thick and hot as I licked it. Mine, too, remained a soft green hue. “As is mine.”

			“For now, chaps,” corrected Tauri. “It takes many sips of infected water, and days for the fungus to mature in you! We shall have to keep testing you—and everyone else.”

			

			—

			I returned to the garden and found Ana still hunched among the flowers. She had somehow painted the digits of her fingers with pollen and then had, through means I could not possibly imagine, enticed several butterflies and bees to idly prowl over her fingertips, gobbling it up. She sat there as I approached, blindfolded and indifferent to the small herd of colorful insects cheerfully flitting about her extended hand. She waved them away as she turned to me and calmly said, “Vomit all out for me, boy. You’ve been gone a decent time.”

			I did so yet again, sniffing my vial and regurgitating all my experiences.

			“So it’s exactly what we expected,” she murmured when I finished. “It is the work of the web. Ironic! I first suspected Burav of being the architect of all this death. He fashioned the weapon, after all, and it had been employed against his greatest foes. Yet now his entire family is slain, save his son, who might still perish. Now, I’d normally be given to suspect his enemies, the Armentas—except they’ve nearly been eliminated by the web, too! Or so we think! I can’t confirm, because people keep goddamn interrupting me with their dying!” She frowned. “Yet it vexes me, Din. I am irked, irritated. Riled to the core. Is this the work of the same person? Do they wish the end of both families?”

			“But to what end, ma’am?” I asked.

			“I’ve no idea. But this is precisely what I feared! I think our killer grew worried when we did not swiftly condemn Castus. They felt driven to act. But imagine it! Imagine the care and dedication it took to manage this feat—to not only poison an entire household but to condition each person. This is not a project of days, or weeks, but months.” She rolled her head back and sniffed the stream of smoke above her. “And now we have this curious Tala burglar, skulking about the grounds and wandering on the lawns…Why was he there, I wonder? I rather doubt if he was our arsonist, after all.”

			“You think he’s not connected, ma’am?”

			“Connected, yes. Complicit, less likely. Remember, the Burav mansion was fire resistant. It would take an advanced compound to set it alight—and a lot of it, too. Being as the maid didn’t mention this bastard rolling a barrel along the path, I think we can count him out. But still, what was his business there? Unless…”

			She went very still. Her eyebrows marched up her scalp. Then she sighed as if quite disappointed and stood. “Enough. While Tauri sieves through the ash, we must push the investigation forward through our own methods. Come. Let us see to young Jalin. I’ve questions for him. I pray the little fucker still has a tongue to answer!”

			

			—

			The medikker tents were an astonishing construction, given that they’d been put together in but a handful of hours. Already the medikkers had arranged stations for those who’d merely suffered smoke inhalations, a second for those who had been burned, a third for those who had been injured by the debris, and finally a fourth station for more severe cases, who had often suffered all three.

			It was in this latter station that we found Jalin Burav. The boy was not yet placed in a milky healing bath; rather, they had stripped him down and placed him upon a bed of sterile moss and had set burn mites upon his flesh.

			I grimaced at the sight of these: the mites resembled tiny black beads picking their way across his skin, removing the dead, burned portion and slathering the wounds beneath with treated saliva. I knew they were a highly respected and valuable healing tool, but it was still a startling thing to see a human body crawling with thousands of insects pecking at his peeling flesh.

			The only thing more disturbing than the mites was Jalin himself. He was, as Seriv had told me, terribly injured: the boy’s young face was blistered and bleeding, his arms and chest were a bright, furious pink ruin of scabbed skin, and his broken arm and leg, though black and swollen, were already set in a vine cast. A tiny pile of jewelry lay beside his head, including his tughra ring with the large, pointed Burav hawk upon it. Its band had been snipped in two: likely his hand had swollen so quickly that the medikkers had been forced to remove it to prevent losing the finger.

			I relayed this to Ana in a hushed whisper. She waved a hand to silence me, then sat beside his bed.

			“Jalin Burav?” she asked.

			He cracked an eye, groaning, and peered through the churning pile of mites on his cheeks.

			“It is Dolabra, from the Iudex,” she said. “We met recently.”

			He swallowed, groaned in pain—his throat was likely scalded—but said nothing.

			“You are likely going to be put in sedation while the medikkers tend to your wounds,” she said. “Before they take you, I must know what you saw of the fire.”

			He blinked his pinkened eyes, then opened his mouth to speak. Air came out in a ragged, agonized sigh, and he struggled to shape it into words. “Are they…all…?” he whispered.

			“Your family? We search the ruins still, sir, so…we don’t know for sure.”

			He took a wheezing breath and whispered, “Yes…you do.”

			Ana said nothing.

			“I tried to save them,” Jalin murmured. His eyes grew wide, and I saw streaks of split skin on his eyelids.

			“So we heard, sir,” said Ana.

			“Again and again,” he choked. “I tried. But…they didn’t listen.”

			Ana leaned closer. “What do you mean?”

			His head fell back upon the mossbed. “You should…kill me,” he whispered.

			“No matter how much you despair, sir,” said Ana softly, “that I cannot grant you.”

			“You…should,” he said again, his voice dying to a tattered sigh. “I…am but flesh. And what else do we do…with flesh in this cursed place?”

			Then he gasped and fell silent. Ana turned her ear toward his lips, then shook her head and muttered, “Unconscious. We shall get no more out of him.” She bowed her head for a moment, then said, “His treatment will be long and arduous, but—I would like to have a custodus sent to keep watch over him. Just in case.”

			“You worry someone might target the survivors, ma’am?” I asked.

			She waved a hand, indicating she wished to leave. Then she took my arm and I led her away.

			

			—

			We withdrew to the south lawn of the estate. Ana stood there in the enormous swath of freshly cut grass—even after all the madness of the morning, I noted how odd it was to waste so much valuable land in this fertile place—gripped my arm tight, and shook her head.

			“Well,” she pronounced. “That was disturbing as hell, I must say! I’ve had folks ask me for death before, but none so swiftly, or with such earnestness! I feel that boy truly wished to die, Din. Yet what did you make of that bit—about how he’d tried to save them, but they wouldn’t listen?”

			“I presume he meant how he tried to wake his family from the effects of the web, ma’am.”

			Ana sucked her teeth. “I suppose you’re right. Still, I wish to learn more of young Jalin. His house is still standing, yes? Go give it a look-over before some mad bastard puts it to the torch, too. I’ll have a custodus take me to where Tauri labors on our burned mansion. How useless I feel, lingering about this damned place like a ghost! If only Burav’s bookshelves had survived. Then I’d have something to do…”

			I did as she bade, stalking off into the vast, sprawling estate. There were actually many homes located on the Burav grounds—high servants, advisers, other kin—but Jalin Burav’s house was positioned quite far away from the main house, tucked into a distant corner and quite inaccessible.

			I made note of this. Jalin was the only son of Burilis Burav—yet from his house alone, he had no wish to be close to the family.

			The house itself was a cozy, comfortable thing, hidden behind high hedges, draped in blooming vines and shadowed by a leaning tree. The cottage’s chambers smelled strongly of tea, and were filled with books, paintings, sketches, and little boxes of stones he apparently found interesting. Most of the sketches were of landscapes and urhosi cattle. However, these were not like the other images I’d seen during my time here, where the cows were grim, savage trophies: these depictions were much softer, more thoughtful, more…kind, in short. That was the only word for it: when you looked at the rich, dark eyes of the creatures on his parchments, so innocent and soulful, you could feel nothing but kindness for them.

			I recalled what the servant Kozder had said of him: He struggled under the weight of being his father’s only son. And he disliked the cattle trade, and many thought him too weak for it.

			I studied another drawing, this one of an urhosi calf contentedly suckling at its mother’s teat. I noted how the little beast’s eye rolled up in its head with drunken pleasure, and the way the mother’s neck arched down so she could regard her infant.

			Weakness, no. Unless sympathy was a weakness in this place, which might be so.

			I found only two things of note in the house. First was the sheer number of mood-adjusting reagents in his bedroom: there were yurtin tinctures for anxieties, anja powders for sleep, tinis for fears, and much more. The boy must have walked about with his head percolating all day. Perhaps this was how he dealt with the stress.

			Then, yet again, it happened.

			I felt my memories move within me, rubbing up against the walls of my skull like a beast attempting to scratch its hide.

			A voice in my mind: You know these treatments. Are these not given to engravers, eventually, as their afflictions grow?

			I grimaced and pressed the heel of my palm to my brow. Be silent. Be silent, damn you…

			A twist in my thoughts, as if bemused: You, too, shall take these cures—should you survive long enough, that is.

			Then the strange, trembling in my mind receded, and blessed silence filled the space behind my eyes. I took a breath of relief.

			Yet I noted…my memories had spoken with a familiar voice. A woman’s voice. Not Ana’s, but…

			No. No, I had lost it. With a shake of my head, I steeled myself and continued my search.

			The second notable thing was a drawing I found that was quite different from his sketches of the cattle. For one, it had been carefully placed on his desk. Yet more, it depicted not cows, but a tree, tall and beautifully rendered with long, slender leaves. Each branch was heavy with fruit of a kind I did not know—were they pears, or pomegranates, or figs?—yet there, in the corner, was a symbol I knew all too well: two spheres, separated by a vertical line.

			My eyes quaked, and I heard Velona Armenta’s voice in my memories: It is the sign of Master Gaddar! The tree bearing fruit, for he was lord of all orchards!

			I picked up the drawing, folded it carefully, and placed it in my pocket.

			

			—

			When I returned to the burned house I couldn’t find any sign of Ana. I was forced to flag down a custodus, who gave me a rather shameful glance and led me to a large Orbiis trunk set on the lawn.

			“I see,” I said, sighing. “Thank you, I can manage from here.”

			I gave the trunk three quick knocks.

			“Din?” said Ana’s voice from within. “Are you done already? Titan’s taint, that didn’t take long…”

			I unlatched the trunk, and Ana popped up like a bewitched corpse from its grave. I glanced about somewhat shamedly: she had a fondness for getting into small, secluded places to have a think, and while I had come to tolerate this eccentricity, it was likely quite disturbing to the custodi.

			I reported on what I’d found, and she nodded along. “So! We have nothing of note…save this sketch Jalin made of a fruit tree and a Daljeni symbol.”

			“So it seems, ma’am,” I said. “Though I found little of worth in that house. He kept no treasures, nor luxuries. He seemed an artistic, gentle soul.”

			“And a tremendously bothered soul, too!” said Ana. She pursed her lips. “Din—there was something Castus said to you once, about Burilis Burav and his children. Please recall it for me.”

			I frowned, searched my mind for the memory, and then found it: “But I’ve worked in the flensing halls of my family. My mother obliges us to do this, you see—for the Buravs do this to their own boy, out of the belief it makes him strong, and she will be damned if we don’t do the same.”

			“Can you,” mused Ana, “imagine Jalin Burav bearing such work well?”

			“In the flensing halls? No.”

			“Nor I. That may explain why he had so much trouble with his temperament. Interesting…yet why, I wonder, would Jalin Burav be drawing Daljeni symbols? Kurmin folk such as he didn’t keep to such a pantheon.” She sighed. “I will remark upon this, but leave it! For Tauri believes he has found something very interesting in the house.”

			“I thought there wasn’t much house left to find, ma’am.”

			“That’s what’s so interesting! This particular bit remains.” She lay back in the box once more but waved at one corner of the mansion. “Look there.” Then she snapped the lid shut again.

			I wandered in that direction, and saw that Tauri and the Orbiis were hard at work—though what they were doing was difficult to decipher.

			They appeared to be anchoring thick, tarred rope to several segments of the Burav mansion’s northeast corner, and were using a medley of reagents and steel implements—screws, levers, wrenches, and the like—to secure the ropes to the wall. What made this or that bit of the wall more appropriate for a rope was beyond me, but it was clear that the work had been carefully done.

			Tauri saw me approaching and gave me a grin and a lazy wave. “We make good progress here! I honestly think my chaps are having a cheerful time of it. Many were Engineers once, as I said. Probably a good bit of fun to trot out the winches and levels once more.”

			“What are they doing, sir?”

			“Ah. Well—they intend to rip down the wall, and cause most of this bit of the mansion to collapse.”

			“Ahh—pardon?”

			An indolent flick of his golden hair, which still shone despite the generous streaks of ash. “Oh, I can hear your thinking, chap. Our primary strategy is not always to stick cords in things and rip them apart, as we did to that poor girl’s skull, and shall now do to her home! Rather, we were surveying the mansion to check its stability to ensure it was safe to enter when we noticed something very strange about its shapings. Many of the walls remain standing. As do a good bit of the stairways, thanks to their covoli-vine threading. Yet we noticed…well, there are chambers on the first floor that have no egress to any hallway that we could identify!”

			I watched as one Orbiis signum screwed in yet another eyed bolt into a stretch of covoli and carefully knotted rope through it. “And…what does that mean, sir?”

			“It means a hidden portion of the house that seemingly has no door,” he said gently. “A set of rooms that fire could not touch—nor could any person enter.”

			“A secret room?”

			“You’re getting closer. We did some cursory examinations. Pulled away a stretch of woven vine that was deemed safe. We found a steel wall behind it—and not just any steel. It is janarti steel, the same grade they use to produce the bombards of the sea walls. From our testings of its surface, it’s about three span thick. An enormous thing, really.” Another lazy smile, as if we were punting a boat across a river together on a carefree day. “Not a secret room. A vault. And one that assuredly survived the fire!”

			I stared at the crumbling mansion, thunderstruck. “Burilis Burav…had a secret vault built into the foundations of his house?”

			“Yes, that’s what we think. Haven’t found the door yet. Much of the surrounding structure won’t last a week, so. Can’t really do any snooping in there. Best to pull it down—and then, with luck, we see what’s inside.”

			I glanced at him again, and saw that his face was filled with delight, like a child at play with his favorite toys. “You were an Engineer, too—weren’t you, sir?”

			“So I was. You can see why I was a little reluctant to perform an autopsy, I expect. I have cursory training in the biologic arts, but…it’s not my strongest virtue.”

			“Were you at the sea walls, sir?”

			His look of delight vanished. “What?”

			“At the sea walls, in Talagray. Spatiasts are often placed among the bombard crews. They have skill with artilleries that are beyond most normal folk. So I simply thought…”

			He gave me a piercing look. Then came a smile, and he laughed, as if trying to forget the whole thing. He walked away without another word.

			

			—

			It seemed to take no time at all for the Orbiis officers to finish their project. Soon the many tar ropes were braided together or affixed with clamps. These braids and knots were then tied to padded horse collars, which they hung about the necks of three of the most terrifying destriers I had ever seen. The beasts were unused to plow-horse work, and champed and whickered in complaint, but their handlers quickly soothed them.

			Commander Tauri’s estimation of the house’s structural integrity was accurate: it took but ten seconds of the destriers’ hauling to make it all come crumbling down. Once more, the air was filled with ash and smoke—but he and his Orbiis had arranged it so that the walls fell in such a specific way as to reveal what lay behind them.

			We waited, eyes narrowed against the soot, cloth pressed to our noses and mouths. Slowly the air cleared, and we looked.

			It was a vast thing, some forty span long and twenty span wide, and where it was not charred and dark it shone like silver in the midmorning light. The Orbiis officers converged on it like ants upon a sparrow’s carcass and began stripping it, pulling away the smaller bits of blackened wood, or using the ropes and the destriers again to remove the larger segments. Then it was fully revealed.

			It was most definitely a vault, much like what one might find in an Imperial Treasury. And there, at one end, was its door.

			It was a small thing, rising to about shoulder height on me, and a little narrower than most common doors. It was just the right size of door, I thought, that any child who spied it would immediately find it captivating, like a hatch leading to a hidden attic. In its center was a large handle, and above it was a curious mechanism. It looked like four little beads arranged in the shape of a diamond, each planted there on the door’s steel face.

			And there, at its top, were three engraved words—Jiltirlik arkasani qunarli.

			“That is the Kurmin tongue,” I said, squinting at the characters through the soot. “Though I don’t know their meaning.”

			Tauri pushed past me to examine the four little beads embedded in the door. “These tumblers…they are very curious. They aren’t wheels or anything so simple! They appear to have—oh, hell—more than thirty sides apiece?” He sighed and rubbed his face in dismay, indifferent to the smears of soot. “You’d better get your immunis, then. She likely needs to see this—and I pray she can make sense of it!”

			

			—

			Ana stood before the door, head bowed, one skeletal hand placed against its steel surface. She listened as Tauri and I described it, as well as its discovery. Seriv lurked at the back, squinting at the door as if worried it might pop open and another inferno would come pouring out.

			“We believe the door was stationed under a stairway,” said Tauri. “If I were to guess, it was quite hidden—perhaps by a tapestry or curtain or some such. The surviving servants claim to know nothing of it at all. It is locked with a most marvelously complex little combination sequence. It does not use wheel tumblers, but rather a set of triacontahedron apparats that seem to use some manner of lodestone embedded within it.”

			“Ahh—what, sir?” said Seriv.

			“It means,” said Tauri, “that we are not looking at trying to hit the right combination of a sequence of four of, say, one through ten on a metal wheel. This would be one of thirty, four times over. Which is, I think, some ghastly number of potential combinations…”

			“810,000, I believe,” muttered Ana.

			We all stared at her.

			“I said I believe,” she sniffed. “I might be off!”

			“I…shall take your word on that,” said Tauri. “So. Stands to reason just flipping the little thirty-sided tumblers randomly about in their sockets isn’t going to get us there.”

			“What’s actually on the damned things?” I asked.

			“The tumblers appear to have the same sets of symbols, at least, which is a relief. Digits zero through ten, followed by nineteen characters of the imperial standard alphabet. As to why it doesn’t have all the characters, I’ve no idea. It excludes some of the least common ones, though. No z, no q—bit odd for a Kurmini fellow, these are pretty well-used in their tongue—but it also lacks the Sazi yulat and the Stravsi trinami.”

			“There’s no possible way that we could determine what the proper combination is?” I asked.

			“Probably not,” said Tauri. “If Burav had left us a simple lock that needed the proper key, my people could probably pick it pretty swiftly. We spatiasts are cunning craftsmen, you see…But tumblers are much trickier.”

			“Yet it looks like old Burav might have left us a clue,” said Seriv. “What’s it say at the top of the door there?”

			“It’s Kurmin,” I said. “It reads—Jiltirlik arkasani qunarli. But I don’t know the translation, but we’ve many Kurmin folk about, so—”

			“Brilliance is forever fecund,” said Ana. “There. I have saved you the time.”

			Tauri glanced at her sidelong. “I was hoping you might have some guidance, Immunis Dolabra…”

			“Guidance?” said Ana. “No.” A poisonous look stole over her. “It is a riddle. And I despise riddles.”

			“You do?” I said, surprised. “I thought you would li—”

			“Oh, yes, yes, just because I am a detective, people think I delight in puzzles!” she sneered. “But a riddle is only as smart as its creator is stupid, for an idiot finds many things in this world confusing and assumes them to be clever! Riddles are always products of a mind trying to be cunning, so they can lead to all sorts of dunderheaded shit. The trick is making yourself as stupid as the creator and imagining what they might believe to be ingenious!” She glowered through her blindfold at the door as if it had personally insulted her. “Fuck’s sakes! Is there a way to disassemble it?”

			“Certainly,” said Tauri. “If you’re willing to wait a week or two. It is of Hymerian origin, created by spatiasts at least as cunning as my own folk. Its intricacies are beyond the comprehension of, well, conventional minds. They made the lock and the door very specifically to not be opened, and they did a good job of it.”

			“Well,” muttered Ana. “Shit! I did not like Burilis Burav before, but now I emphatically loathe the man. I guess we can’t hope the goddamn murderer is hiding in there.”

			There was a surprised silence.

			“I…had not thought of that,” said Seriv.

			“If they are in there,” said Tauri, “they might have survived the fire, true. But they’d have been very uncomfortable—and stupid, too, to believe they could exit unnoticed.”

			“The question seems to be,” I said, “what did Burav put in there—and does it have anything to do with the murders?”

			“I’d say it’s got to,” sighed Seriv, “except a rich man might have many reasons for a vault in his house.”

			“I rather doubt he had it for aging cheese or wine,” I muttered.

			“Shut up, Din,” said Ana. “I am coming to hate this investigation! We have a fire, and a mysterious Tala drover. We have lights in the forest. We have witnesses—poor, stupid Castus, and one singed servant—but neither has anything of use to tell us. And now we have this goddamned door! We are beset with things both tantalizing and useless!” She sniffed. “Commander—please provide me with a list of all the characters on those stupid little fucking tumblers! I shall take a crack at it as best I can. Meanwhile, I shall demand Burilis Burav’s service record. Perhaps that will be illuminating. In the meantime…” She turned slightly to Tauri. “You have dominion over all living things in this canton, sir—correct?”

			“I am tasked with its management and stability, yes,” said Tauri.

			“Both pasture and crop field?”

			“True.”

			“And the old wood, as well?”

			At that, his eyes grew guarded. “Why do you ask?”

			For the first time today, Ana grinned. “Inspiration, sir, given by this vault. So many believe that the altered forest guards the tomb of the ancient Daljen—it is there to keep people from getting in, they say, just like this door. But I wonder now if that is exactly wrong! What if the forest is there not to keep people from getting in—but to keep something inside from getting out?”

			A long, tense silence settled over us.

			“I cannot discuss these matters here,” Tauri said softly. “And we’ve more ruins to inspect.”

			“Then do so,” said Ana. “Come to me this evening, and we shall talk more. And we’ve our own tasks to attend to.” She raised a hand and snapped her fingers. “Din! Princeps Seriv! We’ve a prowler to apprehend.”

			“So—you know who the Tala prowler is, ma’am?” I said.

			“Oh, yes, I think so,” she said mildly. “And I think I have a decent idea of where to find him!”

			

			—

			I dozed fitfully as our carriage rumbled back into Lacanthim, yet it was not a pleasant sleep: my slumber was full of anxieties, discomforts, and nameless thoughts creeping about in my skull. Perhaps this was a consequence of a tool as insidious as the web: it made even sleep untrustworthy, for any of my dreams might suggest I’d been conditioned.

			It was on the sixth time that I awoke that Ana turned her blindfolded head to me and said, “Did you know, Din, that communicating along the vast sea walls of the East is a preposterously difficult undertaking?”

			I rubbed a knuckle in my eye. “Didn’t, ma’am.”

			“Indeed. So terrific is the expanse of the walls, so complex their artifices and mechanisms and defenses, that just ambling about their ramparts with a bit of parchment in your pocket is utterly fucking impossible. As for scribe-hawks, well—neither can they be trusted. Especially when the leviathans approach, for the very winds turn against you, and information must be speedily communicated. Thus, they fall back upon a very simple tool.”

			I went still, realizing what she meant. “Lights.”

			“Yes. Lanterns. A source of luminescence with a manipulable shutter, permitting someone to blink it on and off—and in that blinking, one can communicate many things.” She turned her veiled eyes toward the closed window. “So. If we assume that the flashing you witnessed in the forest was code, and if we also assume that the code has some relation to our murders, well…this leads us to some pretty unsavory conclusions, yes?”

			All fatigue left me, and my skin began to crawl. “There’s more than one killer?” I said softly.

			“Yes,” she drawled. “Not a sole murderer—a conspiracy. There is not much change in elevation about these lands, but there is some—and where you saw the flashing is one of the higher points of the forest. High enough to be seen from the Armenta spreads…and, if you stand in just the right place, from the Burav lands as well.” She leaned back in her seat. “Decoding the message was tricky—but only because the code was so simple. It is encoded using the common Legionnaire’s lantern code, but spliced in a rudimentary manner—the middle portion of each word is moved to the end, so it is always preceded by its beginning and end. It said one word, over and over again—calm.”

			“Calm?”

			“Yes. It said, again and again—Calm, calm. Calm, calm.” She turned to me, smiling blithely. “A strange message, no? Yet I rather think that this advice was not heeded!”

			“What do you mean, ma’am?”

			“I mean, whatever operative was embedded at the Burav estate, well…they most certainly did not stay calm. Instead, they burned the whole fucking place down!”

			“You think the perpetrator was someone residing at the estate? Then what of this Tala prowler?”

			“Yes, his identity and presence were a bit of a tricky nugget!” said Ana. “I chose to return to my first, most basic conclusions. It was unlikely that this prowler started the fire. As I’ve said from the beginning, it’d take at least a barrel or two of reagents to burn down that house, and the fellow popped up with little more than his boots and his belt. Instead, it seemed very likely it was started by one of our web-killers—who we know with reasonable certainty wish harm and death upon the Armentas. This made me wonder, then…was the prowler’s presence at the fire orchestrated by one of these killers? Did they want this person there so that they’d perish in the flames along with the Buravs? Or, perhaps, in hopes they were caught on the scene, and wrongly believed to be our arsonist? Once you start thinking along these lines, Din, and realize this shadowy prowler might not have been a perpetrator but actually an intended victim, well…the question gets much simpler. We suspect the killers dearly wished to victimize the Armentas. This means there is a chance that the prowler was an Armenta himself! That gives us a pretty piddly pool of options for his identity, as our murderers have already killed so many of them.” She smiled wearily. “Please tell our pilot to take us to the inn known as the Crooked Horn. That establishment is much favored by the Armentas, yes?”

			I did so. The Crooked Horn, of course, was the inn where I had met with Trikao Armenta—yet why she expected the prowler to be there, I couldn’t imagine.

			But as we pulled up and I stepped out, I saw that someone was waiting for us, sitting on the top step of the inn’s porch in a beleaguered, downcast pose.

			My eyes fluttered, and I recalled what the kitchen maid had said.

			A Tala man. Young, strong. Had a beard. Dressed like a drover or field hand.

			Of course, I miserably thought to myself. This was the second time during this investigation that I should have realized who I was about to meet.

			Ippeas Armenta looked up as I exited. His countenance was haggard and exhausted—very much as if he’d been up all night—and when he saw the shocked expression on my face, he sighed and said, “Well. I wondered when you’d be here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17
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			It had been a powerfully awkward thing to meet my sister’s betrothed the other night without any preparation—yet it was less awkward than the process of taking young Ippeas Armenta to the canton custodi office, shepherding him through its many warded walls and barred doors, and finally seating him at the small, bland table in the small, bland induction room, where common criminals, purse-cutters, and stumbling drunks were processed before being sent to the cells.

			Neither of us looked at each other as Seriv went about his work, filling out the proper records and removing Ippeas’s valuables from his person. I felt rather like a medikker might when it is their friend who is forced to strip nude and shave a delicate spot before an invasive procedure. When Ana finally sat down before him, it felt like a blessing: we now had someone to stare at besides each other.

			Ana smiled a particularly smug smile as she sat, as if she’d just caught a child sneaking sweets from a jar, and cheerily said, “So!”

			Ippeas sighed. “So.”

			“Not a very great sign for the noble and prestigious clan of the Armentas! Two of their young sons, both imprisoned in this jailhouse, both having been present when a Burav perished—if not the whole damned lot of them. I expect the washerfolk of Lacanthim have much to titter about, yes?”

			Ippeas remained silent, which I grudgingly respected.

			“Why not start at the beginning?” she asked. “How was it, Master Ippeas, that you came to be present at the Burav mansion on the night of the fire?”

			Ippeas thought about this. He appeared to slowly deflate. “By being an idiot,” he said.

			“An understandable sentiment,” said Ana. “And an accurate one, I suspect. But I will need the whole story.”

			“It was a letter I got, ma’am.”

			“What letter? When? From where?”

			“At my drover’s station post yesterday. It was brought by scribe-hawk. Very expensive. And it was addressed to me and marked very urgent. Was written right there on the package front.”

			“Who was it from?” I asked.

			“It didn’t say. Or, at least, it didn’t say the name. But it claimed to be from a servant at the Burav mansion, one who had been close to Zansay. They said they’d taken the risk of commandeering one of their master’s hawks to send me the message—because they were offering me evidence that would prove Castus was innocent.” He fumbled with a button on his shirtfront. “I had been so troubled by what had happened to Castus, you see…”

			“Did you keep this message?” asked Ana.

			“Ahh. No.”

			“And why not?”

			“The message told me to burn it once I had read it. Which, ah, I did.”

			“Oh, dear,” she muttered. “So—you, I take it, believed this message?”

			“Well. I wouldn’t have, normally,” he said slowly. “But Signum Kol here had said just the other night that he believed Castus didn’t do it. So I paid it a great deal of attention.”

			Seriv turned to stare at me.

			“I said I did not say that!” I sputtered. “I was very careful to say no such thing!”

			Ana waved a hand. “Enough! That was surely not all. I feel there must be another reason you trusted this letter, sir.”

			“Well. Yes. Because the message included…details. About me,” said Ippeas. He colored and looked down at his lap. “And my betrothed. Things only Castus would know.”

			“I see…” said Ana. “Things only Castus would know…or Zansay, I take it? For he’d tell his lover, and she would then tell this servant. Which would indicate that this servant was trusted by Zansay, at least? And thus worth believing.”

			“Y-yes,” said Ippeas. He shot a furtive look at me.

			“What did this message tell you to do, Master Ippeas?”

			“To come to the Burav estate, just past midnight. The letter came with a small reagents key, so I could get in past the vinegate at the servants’ portal. They told me they would be waiting just within the servants’ door of the mansion. They said all the Buravs would be occupied with…” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Well. With Zansay’s funeral rites. They would meet me, tell me what happened, and give me the evidence to clear Castus’s name.”

			“Did the young Miss Kol know of this message, or your midnight task?” asked Ana, sighing once more.

			“No! I didn’t tell Fotia. I told no one! I did rent a room in town, at our usual tavern, but that wouldn’t be of much note. I didn’t wish to implicate anyone in case this all went awry!”

			“Which it did, sir?” said Seriv.

			“Somewhat. I mean, I walked up to the house, yes. Or snuck up, like a…a child playing at bandits, I suppose. But when I got close, I saw that all the windows about the servants’ door were shuttered and dark. I couldn’t see anyone waiting for me. Yet many other windows were lit, and I could hear many folk within. The madness of it all became too much. I realized I was being a fool. And that was when I was…startled.”

			“By what?”

			“By a valet,” sighed Ippeas. “Fellow was lurking at the hedges, in the shadows—and drinking. He was quite drunk. He mistook me for someone else, and apologized. Said some queer things to me. Made me lose my nerve. I’d been spotted, after all.”

			Ana raised a hand. “What queer things did this man say to you?”

			“He…he mistook me for Burilis Burav, actually. I suppose we look alike in the dark—perhaps it’s the beard. And he was drunker than a boiled owl. I worried he’d keep talking to me, and realize I wasn’t him!”

			“Yes, yes,” said Ana. “But what did he say?”

			“Let me think. He said—Off on another forest jaunt, Master Burav? I’ll tell no one. But why’ve you not got your lantern and smokes, sir? I just burbled something then, said good point, and then turned and walked away.”

			Ana frowned, thinking, and turned to me. “He thought he was Burilis Burav? And he expected him to have a lantern and…and some kind of smokes?”

			“I’ve no idea, ma’am,” I said honestly.

			“Nor I,” said Seriv. “But…he said forest jaunt, Master Ippeas?”

			“He did,” said Ippeas. “What Burilis Burav might be doing in the old forest, or even how he’d enter it, well…I don’t much like imagining it.”

			An anxious silence filled the dank little chamber.

			“What then?” said Ana.

			“Well. Then I turned and ran away, like a damned coward…but as I did, I heard the screaming.”

			“The fire?”

			“Y-yes. I was close to the wall, and I looked back. Saw the flames in the windows.” He sighed. “So. I came running back.”

			“You came running back?” said Ana, surprised.

			“Well, yes. I wasn’t about to let those people burn! The servants’ door was all alight by then, but I was able to get into the kitchens. I saw a girl there, passed out from the smokes, and I hauled her away. Once I’d gotten clear I about near fell to my knees, coughing. When I’d recovered, the whole house was burning. Those who could flee had done so. I could help little more. So I fled. Again.”

			We all stared at him, astonished.

			“What?” he said slowly. “What is it?”

			“The kitchen girl you saved,” I said, “was the very one who gave us testimony against you, and caused us to seek you out!”

			“Ohh,” he said. A sheepish look stole across him. “She, ah, saw me, then.”

			“She did,” said Ana. “But, sir, comprehend this! She did not see you about to commit a crime—she saw you nearly get murdered. Because you understand the situation, yes? Someone wished for you to enter the Burav mansion that night. I think they intended for you to die there.”

			He took a slow breath in and nodded. “That had occurred to me. And, from what Kol had mentioned the other night…I’ve come to think that maybe the deaths of my cousins have been no accident, either?”

			“We strongly suspect not,” said Ana.

			Ippeas stared into the tabletop as he struggled with this. “But…but I’ve no idea why they’d wish to target me as well!” he burst out finally. “I can’t inherit! The inheritance passes through Velona Armenta! My father shall never take the whole of our spreads!”

			“Does the killer know that?” said Seriv.

			“Well, they certainly seem to know a great fucking deal about everything else!” said Ana. “Including, apparently, gossip about young Ippeas here, and Din’s damn sister! Let us presume they know plenty!”

			Ippeas and I both glowered at Ana at that, then glanced at each other, and steadfastly stared at the floor.

			“Is there any more?” demanded Ana.

			“N-no. I came back to the Crooked Horn, and tried to bathe without anyone spotting me. By then the streets started filling with custodi. Asking if they’d seen anyone suspicious fleeing back here in the early morning. And I knew someone had to’ve seen me. I am no talent at sneaking, obviously. So. I figured I’d wait for you here. And turn myself in.”

			“Very commendable,” said Ana. “One last thing, Master Ippeas—have you had any unusual dreams recently?”

			“D…dreams?” said Ippeas. “I don’t believe so? Not unusual ones—or not that I can recall.”

			“You’re sure? No dreams of being trapped in place, or performing some act?”

			“N-no…?” he answered, mystified.

			“Thank you. Now—we have one last thing for you to do. Specifically, to lick.”

			“To what?”

			I pulled one of Tauri’s wheels of green testing parchment from my pocket, pulled off a strip, and handed it to him. “Please lick this,” I said. “A test, you see.”

			“For what?” he said uncertainly as he took it. Then, with a shrug, he licked it. “What is it you seek?”

			We didn’t answer. The parchment in his fingers had turned a bright, clear orange.

			

			—

			Ana waited until Seriv shut the door to the chamber before scoffing, shaking her head, and saying, “He is a well-meaning boy. Not a bright one! But a decent one, and a brave one at that, I suppose.”

			“And he is infected,” I said tersely.

			“Yes,” sighed Ana. “Apparently so.”

			“Is the whole of the Armenta estate infected as well, you think,” said Seriv, “just like the Buravs?”

			“Possibly! I shall send word to Commander Tauri to test that place swiftly. But while Ippeas has been poisoned, I am unsure if he has been conditioned yet. He’s not had the dreams! For now, I am far more interested in what that sotted servant said to him.”

			“Yes—Burilis Burav has been going into the forest,” I said. “And has been bringing lanterns and smokes with him…”

			“Indeed,” growled Ana. “That is most very interesting to me.”

			“I can’t imagine what’s in the forest for him,” said Princeps Seriv. “All that is known with any certainty is that there’s a smattering of old Daljeni shrines—which the Buravs didn’t consider holy, being Kurmini. But more to the point, no one goes into the wood. You can’t get four span past the tree line before your heart fills with panic, and the branches block your way.”

			“So we are told,” said Ana softly.

			We both looked at her.

			“Might you know otherwise, ma’am?” I said.

			“I have suspicions,” she said, “which I will confirm when I corner Commander Tauri later.” She turned her blindfolded face to Seriv. “Princeps—I think you should lock the young Master Ippeas in one of your nicest cells here. Not because I think him guilty, but because I think someone has tried to kill him, and will surely try again! More, there will be many who shall suspect, hate, and damn the Armentas now. Especially given that someone surely saw us bringing Ippeas Armenta here, and that will set tongues a-wagging!”

			Seriv rubbed his face. “Ah, hell…you speak truth there, ma’am.”

			“We are all in quite the shitpot, yes!” said Ana. “Yet I note this attempted murder was much, much sloppier than the killing of all the Armentas, as well as Zansay’s butchering. Attempting to lure someone into a hostile house with vague offers of exculpatory evidence? It’s nonsense. I mean, only a fucking idiot sends a completely anonymous note that says, quite literally, ‘Burn this note.’ Though I confess, I’m shocked Ippeas actually did it! Perhaps you should lock him up for being a damned simpleton!” She raised a finger. “But you shan’t lock him up alone!”

			Seriv frowned. “Pardon? I mean, I’ll keep young Castus here, certainly…”

			“No. I wish you to put Din in a cell here as well.”

			I turned to her. “Ah. You what? Why?”

			“Because you are plainly exhausted, boy,” she said. “And need sleep. You have yawned ceaselessly all morn, it is terribly fucking irritating! More, I wish you to be in the right place when hell comes calling for you. For it was one thing for you to lock up your sister’s friend—but now you’ve gone and done it to her husband-to-be, true?”
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			The cot in Seriv’s cells was one of the finer ones, he assured me—“We’ve dedicated cells for drunks,” he confided, “as they neither notice if they’ve pissed the bed or if the previous occupant has done so, and I shan’t put you there, sir”—and as I lay sprawled out, I decided I had slept in worse.

			I watched the afternoon light filter through the barred windows and listened to Ippeas and Castus whispering, as they were jailed next door to each other. For a moment I engraved every word, yet then I decided it was the harmless muttering of young men anxiously sharing news, and I let sleep take me.

			I woke to the sound of a cell door opening. I peered out the bars of my own and saw Seriv leading Ippeas out; then there, down the hallway, another open door, revealing the processing room where Ana had interrogated him—and there, sitting at the table, was Fotia.

			I nearly started at the sight of her. Her eyes were puffy from weeping, and her face was drawn and greatly wearied.

			A thought echoed through my mind like a shot from a bombard: She loves him. She really does.

			Fotia stood as Seriv led him into the chamber, her lined face suddenly alight with relief. Then the door was shut, and the scene was hidden from me.

			I stood in the shadowy jail cell. A strange thing, to realize how much living your loved ones do beyond your presence.

			Then a whisper in the dark: “Are you any closer to ending this, Signum Kol?”

			I opened my unlocked door and walked down to where Castus was jailed. He looked much the same as the night I’d interviewed him, yet somehow more drained, like a creature gutted and left hanging upon a hook.

			“We’re catching up to them, sir,” I said to him. “So we’re closer.”

			“But not close,” he murmured.

			“We won’t know how close we are until we’ve caught them.”

			“Them?”

			I said nothing.

			“You think there’s more than one?” he asked.

			“We’ve reasons to think so. Do you know more?”

			“No. My days before this are all happy bliss. A beam of sunshine, amid the gloom of so many deaths. Perhaps I should have been more suspicious of that. There’s no such thing as a good thing.”

			The voices of Ippeas and Fotia rose in the chamber beyond, yet it sounded like reassurance, and affirmations of love.

			“Well,” Castus said, sighing. “I hope that’s a true good thing, yes?”

			I said nothing.

			“Is it true that Fo is your sister?” he asked.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Must be strange, stumbling over her out here. Must have been a hard sister, too. I bet she tried to spit you like a boar occasionally, yes?”

			“No,” I said stiffly. “We weren’t permitted to be together very often.”

			“Oh.” He coughed. “Yes. She did say she had a…hard upbringing. Though I wonder now—is there any other kind?”

			The voices rose in the chamber beyond again, but they’d changed in tone. Then came Fotia’s voice bellowing: “What do you mean, you went ahead and walked over to their house?”

			“Ah,” said Castus. “I suspect they’ve gotten to the part about Ippeas’s midnight adventures. Perhaps you’d better intervene?”

			I affixed my cloak about my shoulders and wiped the sleep from my eyes. “I think you’re right.”

			“Good.” He smiled weakly. “Try to protect the two of them, at least, yes? Keep that aloft, in memory of me.”

			I paused and glanced at him. I knew that Seriv had been giving him the proper medications to withhold the fungus, so his infection shouldn’t have been lethal.

			“You are not lost yet, sir,” I said.

			He laughed miserably and said no more.

			

			—

			As I entered the processing chamber, it took no time at all to see that Fotia and Ippeas’s discussion had tipped over into a full-blown row. Fotia was practically climbing over the table at him, snarling, “You trusted this goddamn mysterious note, Ip? You went trotting over to the Buravs’ after this oh-so-strangely-perfect note literally dropped in your lap?”

			“I was trying to help Castus!” Ippeas cried, hands raised. “I thought I could—”

			“Could what? Let’s say this secret servant was true, and they gave you evidence to clear Castus. What then? You’d dance over to Din’s mad immunis, hoist it onto her, and you thought she’d believe you? Even though you’d have every incentive to lie, and your story was…was perfectly ridiculous?”

			“W-well,” said Ippeas, flustered. “Yes?”

			Fotia turned to me. “Let us ask our criminal expert here! Din—would you be inclined to believe such a tale?”

			I cleared my throat. “Ippeas’s experience at the Buravs has actually been quite helpful to u—”

			“Not what I asked! Again—would you believe such a story?”

			Ippeas studiously avoided my glance.

			“I…would have thought it very suspicious, true,” I said, sighing.

			“Suspicious!” she cried. “If not outright stupid! For now, Ip, you’ve no note, no evidence! Just clothes that reek of fire, and a lot of people claiming you were the one who set it!”

			“I didn’t, though,” said Ippeas helpfully.

			“I know you didn’t, Ip!” Fotia bellowed. “Would I still be here if I thought you had?”

			“Fo,” I said. “This is not helping.”

			She then turned her wrath on me. “How do you know what’s helping and what isn’t? You only popped up a day ago! You don’t know a damn thing about us!”

			There was an awkward silence. Fotia sank into the chair, sighing miserably, and her eyes suddenly shone with tears. “People say you’re a killer, Ip,” she said. “They say you went mad and burned down the whole house. They want to see you hanged! Your father is running about trying to reassure all your family allies of your innocence.”

			“But I am innocent!” said Ippeas desperately. “I did no such thing!”

			“Yes, but people are fools! They’re like our damned herds, they shall follow the back end of the fool in front of them if it appears to move with confidence! How will we get you out of this one? Along with the entire name of your family. For that’s being cursed, too.”

			“I don’t care about their name,” said Ippeas to her. “I’ve been clear to you about that. Especially since I’ll get none of its benefit.”

			“You’ve already gotten its protection, though, you dotard,” she said. “And now you’ll have none at all! Save what Din and Seriv can grant you out of charity.”

			Another silence fell upon the room. Ippeas sat there, his face bleak, his hands on the table, his eyes staring into the wall. Fotia had her face turned away, perhaps out of anger, or perhaps to hide her tears—yet then, still without looking, she extended her left hand to him. He took it, and then they sat together hand in hand, suffocated by the misery of their circumstances.

			“What can we do,” said Fotia, “to escape this?”

			I stepped forward. “You know some of these murders,” I said. “But not all. If I tell you more, perhaps you can help me—and yourselves.”

			“Is that permitted?” said Fotia. “I didn’t think Iudex could talk about investigations as if they were sotbar gossip. Or are you desperate?”

			“Today?” I said, sitting at the table. “Desperate.”

			

			—

			I described the case to them in detail: Ana’s suspicions, Tauri’s tremendous worries, and all the evidence that had piled up about us as we’d tried to glean a pattern within such slaughter. As I spoke, the more I realized how slight our story was: we had death, but no tangible sign of any killer, nor any concept of a motive.

			At the end of it, I took Tauri’s wheel of testing parchment from my pocket and asked Fotia to put her tongue to it.

			“To what?” she said. “Why?”

			“A test,” I said, “to see if you’re infected. Please do so, Fo. For my and Ippeas’s sake, at least.”

			Frowning, Fotia licked the parchment. I stared at it, my heart beating madly in my ears. To my relief, it stayed green.

			“Thank Sanctum,” I whispered.

			“For what?” said Fotia.

			“Yes, for what?” said Ippeas. “My…my test didn’t stay green. Mine went all orange. You lot didn’t say what that meant.”

			I glanced at Ippeas and cleared my throat. Yet before I could begin, Fotia cut in.

			“Wait,” she said. “You…”

			There was a wordless moment as we looked at one another.

			“He’s infected?” she said in a quiet voice. “Ippeas…Ip has it in him?”

			“Yes,” I said, as gently as I could. “He has tested positive. But he does not appear to be conditioned.”

			Ippeas’s sun-browned skin turned a rather nasty porridge color. “Oh, titan’s taint…” he whispered. “Truly?”

			“So what does this mean?” demanded Fotia. “What? Is he…is he going to kill himself? Will it kill him?”

			“No, no,” I said. “We don’t think so. We don’t believe the fungus has been awoken in him, so it won’t spread throughout his…well, his…”

			“His brain,” said Fotia flatly.

			Ippeas flinched.

			“True,” I said. “And we have medicines that can contain it. And the Orbiis and Apoths are working on a cure even now.”

			“But he is poisoned. They did mean to condition him, to kill him.”

			“Well. We don’t know. But I don’t believe so.”

			“Why not?”

			I hesitated.

			“Because if they did,” said Ippeas faintly, “I’d already be dead?”

			“Thereabouts, yes,” I said.

			“Fucking hell!” cried Fotia.

			“I mean, the attempt on his life was profoundly clumsy!” I said. “They tried to lure him into a burning house! That’s far less effective than using the web.”

			“Oh, so we just have incompetent murderers trying to kill him and infect his brain with fungus!” said Fotia. “Quite a balm to my soul!”

			“His poisoning might have even been accidental,” I said. “The only source we’ve found that’s infected is at the Burav estate. We’re trying to test as thoroughly as we can now—without causing a panic.”

			“Din!” snarled Fotia. “None of this is reassuring! Stop trying!”

			I fell silent. Again, they clasped hands and sat together.

			“What do they want from us?” asked Ippeas.

			“We don’t know,” I said. “But I doubt they’ll stop. They seem unnerved and will move faster now. We believe that’s why they acted against the Buravs as rashly as they did.”

			“So we don’t know what they want,” said Fotia. “And even though they’ve been killing Burav and Armenta alike, no one has actually seen these bastards at work, not even once.”

			“No,” I said.

			Ippeas swallowed. “W-well. That’s not completely true, is it?”

			“Pardon?” I said.

			“What about Castus? He said he’d heard someone sneaking about him after…Well. After Zansay.”

			“True, that’s so,” I admitted. “But he didn’t see anything of the person. And the custodi were keen to pursue him that night, and trampled any evidence that might have been available. I myself didn’t see any sign of a second person around the wood there. And I’ve no idea why the killer would be there at all, really. If you wish to frame a man for murder, why hang about him after the job’s done?”

			Fotia sat up. “Where was Castus found, exactly?”

			I described how Seriv had led me to the location, just off the Great Spoke Road leading west.

			“And…and you’re sure your killer was operating in the Burav estate?” she asked.

			“That’s what we’re assuming now, yes. Or one was, at least. Why?”

			The two of them glanced at each other.

			“Are you thinking, Fo,” said Ippeas, “of Gaddar’s glade?”

			“What’s that?” I asked.

			Fotia thought for a moment and turned to me. “Din—do you really think these people can move through the wood?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve been told time and time again that the wood is impassable. But I saw the lights in the distant forest, and…my immunis has suggested she thinks it’s possible.”

			“Then, if that…if that is so,” said Fotia, “I think this person might have been going to Gaddar’s glade that night, where the shrine is located. That was where Castus was going as well, seeking to be cured of his curse. I think this second person wasn’t following him, they just happened to be going to the same place as him.”

			My eyes fluttered, and I recalled Castus’s testimony to me about how he’d sought to be cleansed of his madness: I thought if I could find my way to the shrine of Gaddar, master of orchards…

			“Yes…” I said. “Castus did say he was going there. But why would the killer be going there as well?”

			“Because, Din,” said Fotia, “that’s where the forest is narrowest! The shrine lies about a quarter league into a strip of trees that runs between Lacanthim and the Burav spreads, where the old forest creek runs. If someone was trying to slip out of Lacanthim, and back into the Burav lands, that’s where I’d do it—if I could pass through the trees, that is. The wood is very thin there! It’d be easy to cross over.”

			I sat very still as I processed this. “So you’re saying that…that there might be some secret passageway through the forest, connecting the fields outside Lacanthim with the Burav estate?”

			“Yes! Which our killer would have used, if they wanted to pass from the Burav grounds into Lacanthim without anyone spotting them!” She stood. “I can take you there now.”

			I looked her over warily. “I don’t want you involved, Fo. This is a devilish weapon, and this killer is monstrous.”

			“And I don’t care,” said Fotia, indignant. “They poisoned Ip! They tried to kill him! Neither of us will be safe until they’re gone!”

			Ippeas closed his eyes. “If…if it’s just taking your brother to the shrine…I suppose that will be safe. But I agree with him, love. I’m half tempted to send you away from the whole damned canton!”

			“As if you could manage that,” said Fotia, “while locked up in a jail cell!”

			Ippeas rolled his eyes and looked to me for support.

			“Fine,” I said. “I’ll tell Ana your suspicions, then we’ll go to the shrine. How fast can you get me there?”

			“I can have you there in a flash, if we take my mount. But we’ll need two things—mint extract, and handkerchiefs.”
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			I had thought myself horse-friendly for many years, and presumed I rode well. Yet as I mounted Fotia’s destrier—a slender, nervy, spotted creature who had made it very clear that he liked me not at all—and grasped my sister’s waist as we took off, I was instantly disabused of all these notions.

			We did not ride. Rather, we plummeted, hurtling down the landscape, shrieking along the roads like a hawk in pursuit of a sparrow. We carved through the fields, hurtled through crossroads, until the old forest arose before us. Again, its slow emergence was disturbing: there was something in the way the white boles appeared at such perfect angles to one another, as if drawn by a mathematician expressing some arcane formulae.

			We rode on, parallel to the trees. Then a crevice appeared in the unyielding face of the forest: a gap of about thirty span, carved through the wood. Before the gap stood a high arch, woven of fretvine, with mai-coils grown about it: an altered, vinelike form of mai-tree that grew the fruit that so attracted the luminescent worm. It was a hugely expensive organism, so it was quite strange to see one standing free and unprotected here before the dark, purple forest.

			Yet I saw why it had been made quick enough. Even now, as the heat of the afternoon still lingered, some dozen or so folk were entering and exiting through the gap in the woods. They had the look of supplicants to them, worshippers come to make oaths before the figures of their divinities—yet I noted they pressed cloths to their noses and mouths as they entered the shadows.

			“So many pilgrims,” I murmured as we approached. “Do those cloths block out the scent of the trees?”

			“Yes. Most folk use mint, which for some reason deadens the effect. That’s what we’ll use today—though as an engraver, you may have other scents available. But more, the path is wide, carved to keep the trees as far back as they can. That’s why I think your killer came this way. Less forest to go through.”

			She tethered her destrier to a small post beside the shrine entrance (I was aghast to learn she’d named her mount “Poached Egg” because of the coloring of his spots, yet held my tongue), and we entered the forest together. Instantly, the air grew cool, and the light took on a queer, amethyst shade, as if we were walking through a pane of colored glass. It made me all the more uncomfortable: I’d walked in many jungles in the Empire, and none of them had been so silent, nor so deeply dark.

			Then the familiar sense of worry threaded its way into my heart. I swallowed, slipped out a handkerchief, and doused it with mint extract. I did the same for Fotia, and together we pressed the scented kerchiefs to our noses. The warbling sense of anxiety did not vanish, but it did lessen, at least a little.

			“Strange that people would bear discomfort,” I said, “all to see a statue.”

			“Maybe. There’s much dread and dismay these days, though. What are gods and spirits for, if not to hang your despair upon them? That relief might be worth a little pain.”

			“What can you tell me of this shrine?”

			“Of Master Gaddar? I know it’s one of the oldest and grandest statues found. Most of the others were lost when the Apoths first burned the forests to make more field land. People glimpsed these enormous statues and structures emerging from the fire. Then they’d crackle, and crumble, and turn to dust. Even the work of the ancients couldn’t survive the heat of our blazes, it seems. Then people looked at the remaining woods and saw figures there, poking from the treetops. Gaddar was the closest. Thus, we sought him out.”

			I took note of that word—we—and glanced at her sidelong. “Do you keep to the Daljen yourself, Fo?”

			She thought about it. “I’m…unsure how to answer. There seems to be a difference between gods and the Daljen—and the other Khanum, of course.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes. Gods require faith, a leap of reason. But you don’t need that for the Khanum, do you? We know they were real. Their artifacts and gifts are all about us.” She gestured to my face. “Even in you. True?”

			I stayed silent, but this had struck close to something heavy in my mind: though the past hours had been mad, the maturation of my suffusions had never strayed far from my thoughts.

			“The Khanum made the world for us,” she continued. “The Empire. It’s their gift to us, or so we’re told. But if they did this, and if they still expect worship, then they’re a bit shit, true? Not a very good gift-giver, if you demand something in return.”

			“Velona Armenta called them shepherds,” I said. “That suggests there’s a path they expect us to walk.”

			“It would also suggest we common folk were like animals to them. Which I don’t like the taste of at all.” She gazed at the amethyst leaves above. “Yet still…it seems wise to come here, and observe what they were. What we can be. Gives you…oh, I don’t know. A sense of scale. Or potential, or some such. If that’s worship, then yes, I suppose I’m a worshipper.”

			“A wise thought,” I remarked.

			“And yet you still doubt the wisdom of my union.”

			I glowered for a long moment as we walked the path, irritated to have my thoughts returned to such earthly matters. Then I sighed. “No,” I conceded, my voice muffled through the kerchief. “I don’t. Not anymore.”

			She looked at me, eyes wide. “Oh? Really?”

			“Really.”

			“You approve of my match with Ippeas?”

			I grimaced as she stuffed more words in my mouth. “Well. Yes. I suppose I do.”

			“Why? What’s changed?”

			“Ippeas is…a very good sort,” I said reluctantly. “I mean, the fellow jumped into a burning house to save a kitchen maid! I don’t doubt he would have saved more if he could have.”

			“Did he?” she said. “He didn’t tell me that! When did he do that?”

			“Well, he would have told you if you hadn’t leapt at his throat. Though you were perfectly right to do so. His heart is true, if his reason isn’t always keen.”

			“He’s clever in his own ways…though perhaps a bit too trusting. It’s up to us cynical Kols to muddy the morals of folk like that, I suppose.” Something in her jaw flexed. “And to keep him alive. I’ve never had so much wrath in my heart! These bastards poisoned my husband-to-be. I’ll do all I can to help you send them to the loop, no matter how dangerous! Come. The shrine’s just ahead.”

			

			—

			I surveyed the trees as we walked the path, but I saw no sign of any passage thereabout. I worried my sister had been mistaken, and perhaps the killer had never come to this place at all, yet the thought didn’t seem to enter her mind. “The shrine’s the deepest part,” she said simply. “And it’s just beyond.”

			We walked on. Then we came to the glade, and I stopped short.

			It was a large clearing, carefully formed amid the grasping, white-boled trees. In its center stood a structure wrought of fretvine, high and arched and clearly grown to grant shelter to the enormous stone figure standing beneath its eaves. Mai-lamps hung from the corners of the woven roof, casting the clearing with a flickering blue light. Between this and the purpled sunlight dappling our shoulders, there was a sense of the ethereal hanging about us, as if we’d walked out of one reality and into another.

			Yet it was the statue in the structure that caught the eye the most. It was a stone figure of a person, rising eighteen span high, or about three times the height of an average man. The figure was tall and thin and arrayed in great robes, but many of its features had been worn away by age: here, the hint of a chained bracelet; there, some faded insignia on a belt. The figure appeared to be extending their hands to offer something—a chalice, I thought, wide and rounded—yet their fingers were unnaturally long, like they had more than three knuckles apiece. An unsettling feature, really.

			I stepped closer to peer up at the stone figure, my nose still buried in the mint kerchief. Its facial features had faded as well—the eyes were no more than gentle indentations now—but the shaping of the head was curious: the cheeks were very narrow, the mouth quite wide, and the skull was elongated about the top, rising to a high, rounded point. The mouth was also open, as if frozen in speech, but the teeth and lips had surrendered to the elements long ago.

			Yet despite the alien likeness of the statue, it was clearly beloved and adored by the folk of this place, for they’d left offerings about its feet: coins, and ribbons, and urns, and more. Many were adorned with a familiar symbol: the two spheres, separated by a vertical line.

			“Master Gaddar,” whispered Fotia beside me. “One of the greatest of the Daljen. Or so they say.”

			“They say? They don’t know?”

			“Well, it’s not like the Daljen put up a sign here before they vanished hundreds of years ago. There’s only stories now. Myths of Master Gaddar granting a balm to his people, who drank from his cup and were filled with holy light. And he sang, too—see his mouth? They said Gaddar could sing a song that would make all the hinds come from the wood and behold him. There’s talk that some can even hear the statue singing now, at night.”

			I looked at her.

			“That’s what they say!” she said defensively.

			“Why does his head look so…”

			“Distorted? Not sure. But most of the Daljen statues have such a likeness. We know the Khanum were grand and strange, but…perhaps we don’t quite remember how grand and strange, for few images of them still exist, yes? Yet in most of the recent art, the Daljen are rendered much more, ah—conventional, I should say. Easier to worship, and love, I suppose.”

			I gazed around the clearing. The forest floor here was blank and lifeless, I noted. The earth was perfectly barren, and terribly smooth. Not a single tree or blade of grass sprouted.

			“How was this place made?” I asked. “And the path leading to it?”

			“The Apoths. The Orbiis disliked them doing this tremendously—they prefer that everyone keep out of the forest because of…well, what everyone thinks is at its center.”

			“The tomb of the Daljen.”

			“Yes. But the high families used their influence decades ago and had the Apoths carve paths to some of the statues. They used some kind of reagent to treat the soil, render it infertile. Gaddar’s is one of the easiest to access, really.”

			I gazed back at Gaddar, my mind filled with thoughts of paths through the trees, and flashing lights in the leaves, and lost shines, and the words—Calm, calm.

			Then it happened again.

			Something shifted in my memories. Trembled. Reacted.

			A voice whispered in me: I know that face.

			I grunted, dismayed, and touched my temple.

			“What is it?” asked Fotia.

			“I…don’t know,” I muttered. “Or I do, actually. I am remembering something. But I don’t know what.”

			“Oh? I thought your kind remembered everything perfectly.”

			“I do. But usually I have to think of the memory and summon it, often with scent. More and more, I…I am finding that a few of my memories try to jump out to me of their own accord.”

			“Is that normal?”

			I did not answer. I forced myself to look at the faded face of Master Gaddar and silently asked—Who are you?

			My memories trembled in my head. Then a sensation leaked into my fingers: the feel of something clasped in my hand, or many somethings, small and round and flat and cold.

			“A coin?” I said softly and began rummaging in my pocket.

			I pulled out a handful of talint coins. It wasn’t until I began to peer at them that I realized what my memories had been responding to.

			Each imperial talint coin showed the etched visage of the emperor, of course—but the fifty-talint coin was always different. The basics were present upon it: the long face of the emperor, the austere eyes, the ever-present imperial credo below, Sen sez imperiya. Yet in the casting for this specific coin, I’d always felt there was something different about the emperor’s physiology.

			His skull was too long, especially at the dome, which rose both too high and too narrowly at the back parietal section. His jawbone was slightly distended, the mandible dipping lower than it ought. And his eyes were a little too sunken, as if the brow had overgrown them.

			I fished out the fifty-talint coin, then held it up so it was alongside the features of Master Gaddar. “There’s a resemblance there, yes?” I said softly.

			Fotia peered at it. “Oh…so there is. Something about the shape of them. Something not quite…”

			She did not say it, but I sensed the word: human.

			“No one’s seen the emperor in over two hundred and fifty years,” murmured Fotia. “Hasn’t said a word or stuck his head out of his Sanctum since he went in. But—I wonder…in there, does he look like that strange thing? Or is he even stranger now?”

			I put the coin away and thought of Ana, so small and bent. Not for the first time, I wondered—what gifts had been woven into her flesh? Was it a seed, perhaps? And would it one day sprout, and bloom into something terribly alien?

			I shook myself. “Let’s check the trees for signs of our killer—if they came this way, that is.”

			

			—

			Together we walked the edge of the glade, sniffing our kerchiefs and peering into the leaning spokes of white trees.

			“I’ve no idea what I’m looking for, though,” I said softly as we paced. “Would the trees devour any sign of passage? And, more, how would they get through the forest at all?”

			“I’ve no idea, either,” said Fotia. “For all I know about this bastard, they float off the ground like an eidolon. Or perhaps some of the trees are false, and vanish at a tou—”

			I stopped short, eyes narrowed, my gaze fixated on one patch of shadow in the trees.

			“What is it?” asked Fotia.

			I pointed into one gap in the trees some ten span deep, and said, “There.”

			Fotia squinted. “There what? I don’t see a thing.”

			“A footprint. I think. Two of them, perhaps…though there are about a hundred branches between us and that spot. It would tear a fellow to pieces trying to get there—unless you had some way of getting past them. Do you see it?”

			“You can see all that in the leaves? Where’d you learn that skill?”

			“A fellow officer, in Yarrow. She taught me many uglier things than that.”

			“She?” said Fotia wryly. “I’ve no doubt she did.”

			“It wasn’t what you think.”

			“Isn’t it? I’ve heard what imperial officers get up to as they gallivant about.”

			“It was not like that, with her. We were respectful peers who dutifully served in an investigation with the utmost decorum.”

			“With her, then. So it was like that with others.”

			I ignored her, reached into my satchel, and fumbled about for a tiny mai-lantern I always brought with me. I slotted in a bit of food for the grub, flicked the lantern a few times, and waited for the little beast to grudgingly awake and begin to flash. Then I gauged the distance and tossed the lantern into the trees so it landed next to where I’d seen the footprints.

			“You’re never getting that back,” said Fotia.

			I leaned in—my nerves and pulse protested furiously—and did my utmost to engrave the sight in my memories. “Two footprints. One leading in—and one leading out.”

			“By hell…then I was right!” said Fotia. “This was where your Burav killer slipped into and out of Lacanthim, so no one saw them on the road. Yet how in hell did they actually get through the wood? I can’t imagine how they even got from here to where that footprint lies!”

			I studied the footprints, then raised my eyes and studied how the pale light filtered through the leaves.

			The branches just above the footprints were strangely bent. Whereas many of the trees were interlocking, with twig and bough tangled together to form a wall, these grew at right angles where they became close, as if avoiding each other’s touch.

			I looked about, studying the rest of the trees. Nowhere else did the branches grow in such a fashion.

			“A path,” I said softly.

			“What?” said Fotia.

			“There are paths through the wood,” I said. “Secret ones, hidden ones. I don’t know how they’re accessed, but…those branches there, they make me think of the latch of a gate, awaiting a ke—”

			Then came a commotion from behind us. We turned to see pilgrims grouping at the entrance to the glade, muttering and staring as something approached. Then Commander Tauri entered.

			Tauri stopped at the entrance and looked about. His eyes were grim, but he wore an algaeoil apparatus about his nose and mouth, similar to the breathing contraption he’d sported when I’d first met him. He was flanked by an Orbiis militis and a signum, both wearing similar masks. They studied the trees with a wary eye as if passing through a hostile country.

			Tauri’s eye fell on me, and he swiftly crossed the glade to us. He carried a large case in his hand, with several very complex locks.

			“Kol,” he said lowly as he grew close. “Have you found anything? Please tell me you haven’t.”

			I pointed in at the trees where my lantern lay beside the footprints.

			Tauri gazed at it for a long while. Then he waved to his officers and said, “Clear the glade and lock this site down. No one else may enter.”

			“Why?” said Fotia. “What’s going on?”

			“Is it the web?” I said. “Is there risk of infection?”

			Tauri looked Fotia over as though he’d just noticed her. “Who’s this?” he asked me.

			“She’s my sister, sir,” I said. “She’s the reason we thought to search here to begin with.”

			He looked at me. “She’ll have to go.”

			“What?” said Fotia. “You tell me to leave after I led you right to the spot you needed to see?”

			“Technically, Kol,” said Tauri to me, “I shouldn’t even let you stay. You are not approved for what is about to happen. I’ll permit you to see this only as a kindness to you and your immunis.”

			“See what, sir?” I asked.

			He said nothing.

			A thrum of panic began to dance behind my heart. I looked at Fotia. “Go,” I said. “I’ll see you after.”

			“Will you tell me what you find, at least?” she said. “I mean—these people tried to kill Ip, brother!”

			“I’ll tell you if I can,” I said. “Go see my immunis, please. We’re staying at the Green Drover. I’ll find you there after.”

			With an anxious look, she turned and slipped away through the shifting blue lights of the glade. Then she was gone, leaving me alone with the Orbiis and the silent figure of Master Gaddar.

			

			—

			“Apologies for causing any, ah, family squabbles, Kol,” said Tauri. “But we’ve larger matters upon us now.” He reached into his coat, then produced another half-face mask and handed it to me. “You’ll need this. The minted cloths can block a little of the forest’s airs, but they’ll be of no help where we’re going.”

			“And where are we going, sir?” I asked as I affixed the mask to my nose and mouth.

			“Into the trees, of course. After our killer.”

			Tauri placed his case on the ground, unlocked it with a key from his pocket, and opened it. Within lay a familiar tool: a reagents thurible and several vials of milky substances. His two officers knelt about it and began to assemble the apparatus, pouring the reagents into the thurible’s chimney and then setting a bit of sparkwood floating in it. Then they lit a tiny flare-pot, nursed its blaze until it was fully alight, and dropped the pot into the thurible.

			The sparkwood began to sputter and flame. The milky reagent about it hissed and burbled. Then a silvery, shimmering mist began to arise from the thurible’s meshings.

			Instantly, the trees before us began to shiver, like a gang of thieves rounded up by the canton custodi. Where the silvery smokes lingered heaviest, the trees shook even more. I turned my eyes to the curious grouping of branches above the footprints, where so many grew at the wrong angles: they were parting, ever so slightly, as if desperate to escape one another.

			“The forest is old and grand,” said Tauri softly. “But it was built by design. The Khanum crafted it as one might a fortification—and all walls must have gates. Those in the wood are old, but…they are still available, to those who know how to open them.”

			The Orbiis signum picked up the smoking thurible and approached the trees. The branches began to part before her, as if bent backward by a colossal, invisible hand, revealing a narrow, leaf-covered path leading into the forest—precisely where I’d spied the two footprints.

			The Orbiis militis produced a mai-lantern, lit it, and cast a bright, white luminescence about us. Then she turned to Tauri and nodded.

			“We must follow their trail, of course,” said Tauri. “But I hope it will be direct, at least. There’s but one seam built into this fragment of forest. Are you ready, Kol?”

			I looked at the thurible, then at the trees ahead, which were shivering and trembling as if in fear of us.

			My memories danced and chuckled in my mind, and my eyes fluttered as I remembered.

			Off on another forest jaunt, Master Burav? I’ll tell no one. But why’ve you not got your lantern and smokes, sir?

			“Lantern and smokes…” I said softly. “A…a servant said this to Ippeas Armenta as he fled the Burav mansion—another forest jaunt, bringing lanterns and smokes.”

			Tauri’s face was like alabaster in the lantern light. “So Dolabra told me.”

			“How difficult, sir, is it to get a thurible like that?”

			“Very. Only the Orbiis are permitted to know of these arts.”

			“Yet Burilis Burav was of your order, sir.”

			“So he was,” said Tauri. “And if he’d been caught with such a device after his service, he would have been imprisoned. But now he is dead. Only his works persist, though they plague us still. Now come, Kol. Let’s enter.”

			

			—

			Our party ventured into the shivering canyon of pale trees. The sound was unlike anything I’d ever heard: so much creaking, straining, and groaning of tremendous fibers and twists of wood, like thousands of ancient throats crying out at once. Then the trees closed behind us, sealing us within the sea of trunks and boles and shimmering leaves.

			We slowly continued forward. Even though I wore the Orbiis mask, I still felt a thrum of dread within my skull as we walked the path. Everything was close and cramped, and always trembling. The shifting of the light grew deeply unsettling, for as the trees bent and twisted to permit our passage, the afternoon sunlight shifted and flickered as well. Between this and the bright lantern the Orbiis militis bore, my eyes could never adjust. I felt there was always something crawling just past the veil of white branches and dark purple leaves or whispering in the near darkness.

			But perhaps most disturbing of all was the geometric structure of the forest about us. It was something in the pale boles of the trees, the way they grew from such set nodes, the angles of their branches and the structures of their crowns. The mind somehow sensed that there was a pattern hidden there, some fractal recursion repeated again and again, like a theme echoed in a script of music. It dizzied the eye too much to look at it.

			At one point I groaned softly and set my eyes on the path at my feet.

			“I wasn’t sure if you’d see it, Kol,” said Tauri lightly.

			“Sorry, sir?”

			“The pattern. The shapes in the trees.”

			“Yes, sir. It’s…upsetting, for some reason.”

			“Yes,” he murmured. “It is evident to spatiasts like myself. Only here can you feel the full power of the Khanum…A strange thing, to be adrift in a creation wrought by a mind you cannot comprehend! It’s like studying a tapestry, and attempting to imagine the loom that made it, only for it to defy you. You and I are hardly more than beasts when put against such an intelligence. Yet keep your eyes open! I’m sure our killer went this way. I can see signs of it in the path before us.”

			We continued through the wood, which only seemed to grow darker and greater with each step. I felt as if we were in a mine deep in the earth, traveling through some tiny crevice, unable to see what lay ahead.

			Then Tauri stopped. “Here,” he whispered. “Here, hidden in the edge of the seam!”

			We grouped about him. He was crouched beside something in a small ditch beside the path. Someone had cast a rough rope net over it, though the fibers of the net had been painted purple and gray. If we hadn’t been carrying such a bright lantern it would have been nearly invisible.

			“Check for graft trips,” said Tauri softly. “Or lines, or triggers.”

			The Orbiis officers knelt and inspected the net carefully, peering over each thread of fabric as if it had been spun of fine gold. Finding no threat, they pulled the net away.

			Beneath it lay a large trunk, wrought of planed wood and latched shut, though it did not bear any lock. Again, the Orbiis officers studied the trunk, tapping on it and feeling it, their eyes trembling and quaking as they did so. I guessed that, as spatiasts, their augmentations granted them some advantage in manipulating physical matter: I knew their Sublime type was remarkably skilled at craftsmanship, at least. Then, with another nod, they braced themselves, unlatched the case, and carefully opened it. Then they held the lantern aloft so we could peer inside.

			Within the case lay several objects, all carefully arranged at the bottom, as if waiting for us. Two of them were dreadfully familiar: a set of pipes, each about as long as a man’s forearm, with strange fluting structures built into their necks.

			My eyes fluttered as I compared them to my memory of the tool that Velona Armenta had wielded to make her little cat Coral dance. “It’s like the drokha-cat pipes,” I said softly, “but different. More complex.”

			“Because they are crafted to dominate a much more complex mind, I’m sure,” said Tauri.

			He knelt and plucked up the next object, which lay beside the pipes: a small glass vial containing cloudy water. It bore a small tag of paper, with a date: some four months ago.

			“It’s water,” said Tauri softly, “infected with the web. No doubt it’s the strain used to infect humans. More poison, then, to infect another water source!” A sour laugh. “Very thoughtful of them to date it! It must expire eventually in a sealed container…”

			Then he fished out the final object in the trunk: a small, slender parchment book. He flipped through it so we could see.

			“A music book,” he murmured. “With each tune notated…of course! Here. This one is the awakening tone! This wakes the fungus up, makes it infect the brain further, so it will be receptive to conditioning. Then these songs here—they are conditioning tones. Unlabeled, because the pipe-player can use them as they wish. Each tune crafted so they’re not at all alike, so you can link any behavior you wish to it and force the host to perform them without confusion.” He shook his head. “They are instructions. A guidebook on how to dominate the human mind once it’s been infected with the web…”

			He flipped to the last page. This tune was different: it was drawn very clearly, and unlike the others it was labeled with one word—LYSIS.

			“Lysis,” I said. “What’s that?”

			“I don’t know,” said Tauri. “Lysis is a…a medikker term, for when an infected body tissue breaks down, or bursts. I am unfamiliar with its use in herding cats with the web. And here, at the bottom, another note—NOT IMMEDIATE.”

			I peered closer at the note with him. “Written in block lettering, of course,” I said. “So the handwriting couldn’t give the author away…”

			“Yes. They were clever. But I’m troubled it’s here at all—because presumably the killer already knew how the web works, yes? So why write instructions? Unless…”

			“You intend to educate another in its use,” I said quietly. “Yes.”

			“This is a cache, then. A tool kit prepared for someone to find, along with all the instructions necessary for its use.”

			“And for all we know, there are more caches out there, hidden in the wood.”

			Tauri groaned. “There is more than one killer at least, then. More, we still don’t know where the damned web comes from! How did they produce a strain that affects humans? It would have required a tremendous source of human cadavers to do so, and I know of no such thing! To create it without that is beyond all the arts of the Apoths and Orbiis.”

			My gaze wandered among the pipes, the cloudy vial of water, the booklet in Tauri’s hands. “Even Burilis Burav? We’ve more reason than ever to suspect him now, even in death.”

			“I don’t know. As I said before, he came well before my time. If he’d been a genius with the Apothetikal practices, I feel I would have heard of it.”

			“Is there any more in the booklet, sir?”

			“No. Just these songs, and…”

			He flipped through the pages again—yet this time a narrow slip of parchment fell loose and went flittering down to rest at our feet.

			I stooped, picked it up, and held it close to the lantern to read.

			“Hum,” I said softly.

			There, scrawled on the parchment in careful block lettering, were the words: YOU SAY WHEN THIS IS DONE, ALL WILL BE FORGIVEN. YET I NO LONGER BELIEVE IN FORGIVENESS—FROM YOU, OR ANY GOD. I WILL FIND YOU IN THE AFTERLIFE AND BRING ETERNAL TORMENT WITH ME. THIS I SWEAR.

			We all sat in silence in the dark, shivering trees, absorbing those words.

			“Well,” said Tauri. “Whoever our killers are, I, ah, get the impression that at least some of them don’t get along.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			
				[image: ]
			

			Commander Tauri and I entered the Green Drover and trudged up the stairs to Ana’s chambers together. We moved in miserable silence: though the discovery of the “seam” in the forest had at first been astonishing, there had been no other discoveries, and the seam had ended some two leagues from the Burav estate, with no other hint of passage. Sighing, I knocked three times at Ana’s door, waited for her to sing her permission to enter, and opened it.

			Nearly instantly, Tauri and I were almost bowled over in a coughing fit.

			The air pouring out of the chamber was saturated in spice and pepper oil, so much so that you couldn’t take the slightest breath without it assaulting your sinuses. I was pushed to tears, but Tauri seemed near to fainting and swiftly buckled his mask from the wood about his face.

			“By hell!” I gasped, squinting through the tears. “Ma’am! What’s happened to your room?”

			“Mm?” purred Ana’s voice. “Oh, nothing at all! Your sister is simply obliging me with a little repast, Din.”

			I peered through the gloom of her chambers. Ana was sitting on the floor as she so often did. Before her was a wide serving tray, and upon that a massive, pale blue ceramic bowl that steamed enormously, so much so that the mai-lamp above her was beaded with moisture.

			I covered my nose with the crook of my elbow and approached. The broth within the bowl was a bright, startling red and was filled with coils of pale, tuberous flesh. I watched, disgusted, as she fished out a particularly knotty tangle of tissue and slurped it up much as one might a noodle.

			“What are you dining upon?” I asked, horrified.

			“It’s anterifehdo,” said Fotia’s voice behind me. I turned to see her sitting in a chair in the corner, smiling idly. “Cow innards, stewed in an onion broth with danith seeds. It’s quite the delicacy here.”

			“And rightly so,” said Ana, taking another monstrous, greasy slurp. “Very aromatic, very savory! Though I did ask the cook to add a little extra heat to mine. I am nigh to feeling a color in my cheeks—almost.”

			Tauri stood at the door, staring at her with naked disgust. “I was unaware your palate was so…diverse, Dolabra.”

			“Oh, I am hungry for all manner of things, Commander Tauri! Tastes, textures, and tales. Tell me—what did you all find in the glade of Gaddar? I am most curious to hear of that strange wood.”

			Tauri glanced at Fotia. “I am unsure if we should do so with all present. This information is highly protected by the Orbiis. Few know it exists, let alone how it works.”

			“But my guess is that our killer already knows both!” said Ana. “And has for some time—perhaps even years. It is far, far less protected than you thought. We are at a disadvantage, sir, and besides, we’ve few allies here in Lacanthim, Commander. The young Miss Kol here has volunteered to be useful for me.”

			I looked at Fotia. She avoided my gaze.

			“Now!” said Ana. “Tell me what you found!”

			

			—

			Tauri dozed in the corner while I reported to Ana, alternating between sniffing my engraver’s vial and the mint kerchief I still had in my pocket. I was keenly aware of Fotia’s faint horror as I spoke, regurgitating my experiences as if they were venom being drawn from my mind. How strangely discouraging it was that out of all the awful things we’d witnessed in the past days, one of her strongest reactions came in response to my most commonplace duties.

			“So,” said Ana softly at the end of it. “There is indeed more than one killer. Two at least, if not more—a veritable conspiracy. But I believe I am beginning to see a pattern here! For though our conspiracy works against both houses, at least two of its members are not wholly aligned! One owes something to the other—they once sought forgiveness, at least of a sort. The one who labored for forgiveness is the one with the most experience in the web and has tutored the other murderous soul in all its applications. Summed it all up in a nice tidy little booklet, like a child learning the fucking lyre.” She extended a hand, and I gave her the booklet to paw and parse. “How quaint. And yet they must obviously despise one another, if they are leaving such poisonous notes for each other to find…”

			“What do you think of that last tune listed, ma’am?” I said. “The one labeled lysis.”

			“I’ve no idea. At a guess, I almost wonder if it purges the subject of the infection. For that’s what lysis is—a termination, a dissolution…I cannot say.” Another sip of broth. “Commander Tauri—have we found any other contaminated water sources?”

			Tauri snorted awake. “Mm? Ohh. Ah, not yet. I spared a few of my folk to test the Armenta clan waters. They’ve orders to send a scribe-hawk to me immediately if any test positive. As I’ve not received any word, I’ll presume that thus far they’ve been spared…”

			“So—we don’t know how, say, Castus Armenta got infected. Nor how in hell Ippeas Armenta is infected, whereas Miss Kol here is not? That especially confounds me, for I assume you and he tend to hang about one another, yes?”

			“Yes,” said Fotia. “But we’ve each our own duties about the spreads. Ip is mostly a drover like me, but he does tend to family business on occasion. Though Velona still treats him as a servant.”

			“Yet we have one individual most strongly implicated,” Ana growled. “For as the killer is using the web, and since they seem to be using these seams in the forest to get about, all that points to one man in particular…”

			“Burilis Burav,” I sighed. “Yes.”

			“Too bad the bastard’s dead!” snarled Ana. “We cannot interrogate a pile of ashes! I suppose he didn’t have any preferred agents, or servants, or kin who did his awful deeds for him?”

			Fotia shook her head. “Burav was a controlling man, I was told. He let his family do no more than spend his money—which they were all quite content to do.”

			“And, Commander Tauri, I presume you’ve made no headway with Burav’s vault?”

			“My people are spread thinner as this investigation continues,” said Tauri. “So fewer and fewer can focus on the vault and the mansion. They did succeed in removing one segment of plating, however.”

			“And?”

			“Behind it was more plating. This bit much thicker.”

			“By hell!” fumed Ana. “How I fucking hate riddles! And I can’t help but feel that Burav’s vault holds something very nasty. Or dangerous. Or both! For I have become convinced that something is quite rotten in the Burav legacy…” She fumbled behind her and pulled out a stack of parchments, her greasy fingers leaving behind a ghost of their prints. “…and Burilis Burav’s service record with the Empire suggests I am right.”

			She cleared her throat, pressed her greasy digits to the parchment, and began to read.

			

			—

			“Burilis Burav!” she began. “Born in the year 1067, here in the canton of Sapirdad—born in that very house that burned down yesterday, in fact. At the time of his birth, the Burav gentryclan was estimated to be the 131st richest in all of the Empire, and thus possessed wealth and power that few common folk could ever imagine—and yet, in the eyes of the Burav clan, they were in a state of profound poverty. For some forty years previously, they had been the 64th wealthiest clan in the Empire. A steep drop, for them! And the cause of this drop is obvious.”

			I glanced at Fotia, whose eyes remained fixed on the floor.

			“The Armentas,” I said.

			“Correct!” said Ana. “It was in 1019 that the Senate of the Sanctum passed the reforms that would come to be known as the Great Flourishing, allowing gentryclans and landowners increased access to Apoth reagents and alterations. The Armentas made great use of this and created cattle lines and herds with no peer in this world. They grew powerful and bought up nearly all the lands about the Burav spreads. They choked them out, suffocated them. By the time of Burilis Burav’s childhood, his family’s holdings were barely a tenth of what they’d owned at their height. Thus, in 1080, the Buravs did the unthinkable—they placed young Burilis in the Imperial Iyalets and had him begin the process to become an Apoth at the tender age of twelve. So great was their suffering, you see, that they had deigned to permit a prime son become a servant to the Empire! What a cruel fate! How awful it must have been. Truly, I weep for them!”

			Tauri yawned. I shot Ana a glare. “Your biases are known, ma’am,” I said. “We may skip the dramatics.”

			“If you wish, Dinios,” she said. “But I highlight this turn of fate because I don’t quite think that they did it just for the income. I believe they intended to use Burilis’s position as one of influence. They had been undermined by the arts of the Apoths—thus, they planned to master them and use them to regain what had been lost.” She turned her head to Tauri. “And how queer it is, sir, that Burilis Burav eventually transferred to the Orbiis! And, far stranger, the environment he was assigned to watch over was none other than the land of his birth! The very place where his family had lost so much valuable environment. That seems to be…well, quite a fucking conflict of interest, really!”

			“It is much noted,” Tauri said dourly, “that the gentry wielded outsized influence in the Iyalets just after the Great Flourishing. Often to unwise ends. It was unquestionably a conflict of interest, one that would never be permitted today—but we’ve no evidence he ever acted directly to aid his family.”

			“Many thought as much,” said Ana. “But you yourself told Din that when Burav left the Orbiis, it was under a—what was it, Din?”

			My eyes fluttered as I summoned the memory. “Under a cloud of suspicion and dislike, ma’am,” I said. I gave Tauri an apologetic glance.

			“This was due to bureaucratic maneuvering,” said Tauri. “Or so I was told. I know only what is still said of him.”

			“But I have his full record here,” said Ana, “and can say much more! Burilis Burav did a great deal of bureaucratic maneuvering. His hand shows most clearly in who he suggested the Orbiis turn down for positions in Sapirdad—and in the fact that those who did not listen to his suggestions were often dismissed for very vague reasons! There is only one commonality among the officers that Burav was attempting to keep out—they all had extensive experience in arboreal alterations.”

			There was a beat of silence.

			“He did not want anyone who’d studied augmented trees…” said Tauri.

			“Because he didn’t want anyone studying the forest?” asked Fotia. “What was he worried they’d find?”

			“Or,” I said, thinking, “if he was the one managing the forest…then he could never be challenged?”

			“Spot on, Din!” sang Ana. “Throughout his tenure, Burilis Burav fought like mad to control management of the ancient, altered forest, and he devoted enormous efforts to making sure his position would never be contested! And that is very strange, yes? Not a lot of money in that awful tangle of trees. I myself cannot guess, but…I do find one bit of timing very notable. For after overseeing the administration of the forest for nine years, he left the Orbiis—and then, suddenly, he announced to all the world that he had stumbled across a very unusual strain of neuro-fungus.”

			“The guiding web,” sighed Tauri miserably.

			“Indeed!” said Ana. “That was some thirty-one years ago now. Burav claimed he had come across a population of drokha-cats that had thrived next to a small oxbow lake created by the River Mavi. This oxbow lake, he said, had become heavily infected by the guiding web—not unusual, as the unaltered fungus occurs here naturally—but the cats had lived next to these waters for so long, with the fungus preying predominantly upon them, that it had shifted in very unusual ways. Useful ways, even, he claimed. The cats, and the oxbow lake, were regrettably washed away in the wet season of 1099—or so he reported. Thus, the Apoths could not study the population directly, but…Burilis Burav had so very luckily saved a specimen of the fungus. And he had done more than that! He had experimented upon it. Bred it. Trained it. Perfected it, one might say. He believed the Apoths could potentially refine it even further, so that it could condition and control any population of animals.” Ana made a flourish with her hand. “And despite the dubiousness of this story, the Empire did so greatly rejoice to hear it.”

			“They did?” said Fotia. “Why?”

			“Because,” sighed Tauri, “of infertility.”

			“Yes,” said Ana. “The greatest scourge of the Empire—after the leviathans and contagion, of course! Our people alter themselves greatly, and thus render themselves infertile. We are quite literally running out of folk to do the noble but unpleasant tasks like harvesting crops from the fields.”

			I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. The plague of sterility in the Empire made no one comfortable, but it weighed a little heavier on me, given that I’d knowingly agreed to be sterilized when I’d become a Sublime. Yet even with such a dismal threat, there were benefits: the Empire was all too eager to feed, educate, support, and heal its folk—not out of a sense of morality, necessarily, but because it needed the most out of every citizen.

			Ana continued: “Thus, the Empire was downright fucking merry at the idea of breeding tiny little cat-workers to do all this work for us! With the web, we could continue to thrive, to flourish—and feed the massive herds of altered cattle all the grain their bellies could desire, so they could grow nice and plump.” The smile on her face was now nothing short of sinister. “And so, the house of Burav became quite terribly rich within but two decades. They bought all their lands back. And the feud between the two grand cattle families of Sapirdad became even more venomous.”

			“The Apoths accepted and used the web?” I asked. “They never worried it’d be a threat to humans?”

			“They did not,” said Tauri, his chin placed unhappily on his palm. “We Orbiis did protest it as an inhumane and potentially dangerous practice. But there was no sign then of species crossover. Thus, the needs of labor—and the voices of the gentry farmers—outweighed our worries. And here we are.”

			Fotia’s face tightened very slightly.

			Tauri turned his sad, dark eyes on Ana. “You think what is in Burav’s vault has something to do with the origin of the web.”

			“I do,” said Ana primly. “Not to speak ill of the dead, but I think Burilis Burav was a fucking liar. I think some evidence of his lies are likely in that vault. I think he was using your order’s methods to access the wood—his old stomping ground, so to speak. Whether he had a hand in his daughter’s death, or the deaths of the Armentas, or his own house going up like a goddamn torch, I do not yet know. But! I think now upon the contents of that vault—and another secret, impassable, hidden location…” She leaned toward Tauri, grinning madly.

			“Ah!” he said gloomily. “The forest.”

			“Indeed.”

			He muttered for a moment, twirling a strand of pale gold hair about a finger. “Much has already been broached, it seems. I suppose I can broach the rule forbidding this discussion as well.”

			

			—

			“Many say the forest is not a forest at all,” Tauri began. “The folk of this land claim it conceals a tomb, a crypt, a catacomb. The truth would disappoint them—or, at least, the truth I know. Because sitting in the center of the altered forest is one of the Empire’s Touched Sites.”

			I went very still at that. I wasn’t sure what was more disturbing: the idea of the forest containing a mystical graveyard or a Touched Site.

			Touched Sites were places that the Empire had sealed off, having been deemed too dangerous or irreparable. Most of them were from the ancient days, when the third emperor conquered the Titan’s Path and began building the sea walls. Many leviathans were slaughtered during this era, and the Empire’s forces hadn’t yet developed the fires to burn their strange bloods. Therefore, they’d bricked up their unearthly bodies like fabled kings within their tombs, and the Touched Sites persisted across the cantons like wounds in some colossal creature’s hide.

			Yet not all Touched Sites were caused by dead leviathans. Many were alterations gone awry, like Oypat in the south, infested with contagion. These places were not to be breached, not to be tampered with. Thus, it was mad to hear a whisper that one slumbered here in some of the most valuable farming lands in all the Empire.

			“I thought those were all in the Outer Rim,” said Fotia, shaken.

			“No, no,” said Tauri. “The exact number of Touched Sites in the Empire is unknown, even to me, but I know they are found all across the Empire’s rings. The task of monitoring and maintaining these sealed places falls to my order—the Orbiis. Though it is no glorious thing.”

			“You have been there, then?” asked Ana. “Seen it?”

			“Oh, yes. We are tasked with wandering through the old forest’s seams, thuribles smoking, to review the Site and ensure that all is well.” He leaned forward. “Would you like me to describe it to you? The Site itself, in all its glory?”

			Fotia and I balked, unsettled, but Ana nodded. “Do so, yes,” she said.

			“I could draw it, but it’s not much to look at! It features a wall, about twenty span high. Past this wall is a huge stone plug, about four hundred span across. Great, big circle of a thing, stuck in the ground. It is quite perfectly flat, and black, and featureless—even I, a trained spatiast, cannot comprehend the nature of its making. In the evening light, it confounds the eye. It swallows all luminescence, like you are standing upon a circle of perfect night.” He made a gesture of surrender. “But as to what it stops up, or is built over, or hides…I’ve no hint! Whatever it contains, the ancient Khanum were fanatical in protecting it. The altered forest about it was once ten times the size of what it is now. They did not wish anyone to get close to that black stone circle and snipped all mention of it from all historical records. We Orbiis are jailers without any idea of who or what is in the cell. And now it sits next to some of the most valuable farmland in all the Empire! Troubling, no?”

			We said nothing for a good while. Only Ana moved, rocking back and forth as she so often did when excited.

			“The Daljen tribe vanished in the late fifth century,” Ana said softly, “a hundred years before the rest of the ancient Khanum began their decline.”

			“True!” said Tauri. “I myself had made note of that interesting discrepancy…”

			Fotia looked at her, horrified. “Do you suggest, ma’am…that what’s under there is what killed them?”

			Ana turned her face away and did not answer.

			

			—

			“We are left now,” said Ana after a long silence, “with only a few paths forward. Some more plausible than others.” She turned to Fotia. “Miss Kol—you came here to me and pledged to assist my investigation in any way you could.”

			“Y-yes?” said Fotia.

			I blinked. “What? I don’t recall hearing tha—”

			“It is a ridiculous proposition,” Ana continued. “Really, revoltingly childish. A brother-and-sister detecting team, trotting out into the wilds to put the world to rights! It is like an odeon for dimwitted infants. If I pay you both for your work, I’ve no doubt you’ll spend it on sticky sweets or shiny baubles!” She took another sip of her horrid crimson broth. “And yet, I find myself all too eager to accept. You are our sole trustworthy civilian in this region. Even if you have been here only two years, you know more than we, and have been closer to the scrum than the estimable commander here. So tell me—what do you know of Burilis Burav and his work in the forest?”

			“Nothing, ma’am! I’ve only heard curses of him, given that I serve the Armentas. They say he is strange, and brilliant, yet all too willing to turn his innovations against the Armentas, who consider themselves the elder keepers of the ranching life here.”

			“What of his son, Jalin?”

			“Well…Jalin had no stomach for the ranching life, that I know,” she said. “His father put him to work in the flensing halls, to toughen him up—always with the firstborn son, I suppose…”

			I avoided her gaze.

			“…but it only made him more broken. Burilis wished the boy to be a weapon against the Armentas, but he never fit the mold. Jalin tried to overcompensate—he’s the only Burav I’ve ever known to actually wear a gentry tughra ring, the rest don’t bother—but he was always found wanting.”

			“Not the murderer type, then,” said Tauri.

			“Possibly,” said Fotia. “But I know he hated one Armenta passionately—Lyimo Armenta, Velona’s firstborn.”

			Ana sat up. “Really!” she said softly.

			I summoned the memories of the painting I’d glimpsed of the Armenta children. Lyimo, the eldest, had seemed tall, dashing, charismatic—but there had been something slightly cruel in his smile. A little princeling, inclined toward cheerful gaiety and cruel torment equally.

			“Lyimo was said to mock Jalin endlessly whenever he glimpsed the boy in town,” said Fotia. “Or even anyone who knew him. He made Jalin’s waking days an utter hell. Eventually Jalin stopped visiting town altogether. I never said this among the Armentas, but Jalin’s life was likely a very sad one—at home, brutalized by his father, and abroad, terrorized by Lyimo.”

			“Intriguing,” said Ana. “Did Jalin harbor any other personal enmities? Perhaps of Sagma Armenta, the girl who hanged herself?”

			“No. Nor Gevma. He had nothing personal against them—but there were plenty of impersonal reasons for dislike. They were feuding families, after all.”

			Ana was silent for a long while. “Your testimony is helpful, Miss Kol,” she said finally. “Yet it is but words. We need more.” She leaned forward. “I’ve a task for you, if you’re willing.”

			“Ah—beg pardon, ma’am?” I asked. “I think my sister has done enough—”

			“No, no, Din,” said Ana. “She’s proven herself a wily and useful thing! And my mind now turns to the three dead Armenta children. For I do not think Velona knew all. I’ve more questions, but I do not believe the household will be inclined to answer them honestly now. So I would like a more honest face to ask those questions—very quietly, and very secretly, instead.”

			“You wish her to be our operative?” I said angrily. “I won’t have her put at risk, ma’am,”

			“Yet she is at risk!” said Ana. “She and her husband-to-be. I thought that was very clear.”

			“You use her jailed husband to bait her?”

			“I remind her of her priorities now, Din!” snapped Ana. “The Burav fire is obviously the work of our web-killer, but we will learn little from it. We should return instead to the beginning. To our poisoner, and the first deaths we know of. And that wi—”

			“I’ll do it,” said Fotia.

			I turned to her, shocked. “What! You…Fo, you don’t even know what it is!”

			“But I will do it,” she said. “I was clear to you, brother. If this killer isn’t caught, I’ll never be safe, nor will Ip or anyone else. And I’ve a fierce desire to bring hell down upon their heads.”

			“The girl is of your infuriating ilk, Din,” said Ana, grinning. “A little too decent and impetuous for her own good. You cannot resent her for that. Besides, I have a very specific target I wish her to ask about—the murder of Sagma Armenta, and no other.”

			I blinked through my anger, and asked, “Why only Sagma?”

			“Because,” said Ana, “Sagma’s death was different. She hanged herself.”

			At that, Tauri said, “Oh! Aha! Yes. Very wise!”

			We turned to him.

			“What do you mean, sir?” I asked.

			“Oh, well—conditioning someone with the web is not a terribly exact method,” Tauri said. “The field cats get a very, very simple command put in their tiny brains—Bring me these red beans. Very simple!”

			“So?” asked Fotia.

			“So hanging yourself is actually pretty tricky, yes?” said Tauri. “There’s ropes, knots, beams, chairs. And more, the web only trains creatures to do repeatable actions—but hanging yourself is something you can only do once!”

			“Quite right,” said Ana. She turned again to Fotia. “Can you make inquiries for us on this, dearie?”

			Fotia pulled a face at that last word—there was no one less grandmotherly than Ana—but nodded. “I can. I know the servants well. I bridge the gap, I suppose, between family and labor, and can try to learn more about Sagma’s last days.”

			“Then do so,” Ana said. She tilted her head, listening. “I believe you might have a visitor for now, girl. Someone very large has arrived downstairs and is talking quietly but firmly with the porter. By the timbre of his voice, I suspect it is your Grandfather Trikao. Go see to him.”

			“And what of Commander Tauri and me, ma’am?” I asked.

			“Rest,” she said. “Both of you. I am considering a difficult task for you, but I am unsure how it could be done.”

			“Done technically,” said Tauri, “or quickly, or…”

			“Or without getting you two massacred by the entire fucking town in a fit of outrage,” said Ana. She smiled primly. “So. Give me a moment to put a plan together, please.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21
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			I walked downstairs to find Fotia comforting a beleaguered Trikao Armenta in the entrance of the Green Drover. Though Trikao had seemed exhausted before, he now looked like he’d aged half a century since I’d last seen him, so furious and formidable before the doors of Aimafall. Now his eyes were sunken, his skin looked like paper, and he swayed slightly where he stood.

			Tauri stopped at the bottom of the stairs, watching the two of them with a lingering look of dislike. He gave me a nod and said, “I can do no more thinking after such a day, Kol. I shall go to the Orbiis offices here to bed down with the rest of my folk. I bid you good evening. Though a bit of advice…”

			“Yes, sir?”

			“I suggest you keep your company carefully.”

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

			He shrugged. “Take from it what you feel.” Then he wandered down the stairs and out the door.

			I watched the closed door for a moment, then approached Trikao and Fotia.

			“Is what Fotia says true?” Trikao asked me. “Ippeas is not being accused of a crime?”

			“No, sir,” I said. “We do not think it was he who set the Burav mansion alight. But we do think someone meant him harm and will try again. We keep him in the jails only for his safety.”

			Trikao let out an unsteady sigh of relief. “I have been in a panic all day…I’ve flown about the country, reassuring our allies that this was so, but did not truly know it! I wish to see him now. Can that be done?”

			“Of course,” I said. “I’ll accompany you both to the jails now.”

			I walked with Trikao and Fotia across the lanes of Lacanthim, but found that such a simple journey was now anything but. People knew Trikao by sight, and many hissed and jeered at him, accusing him of wishing the Buravs harm. In but a few blocks, the old man’s very presence caused no less than three minor brawls.

			“All unravels,” he murmured softly. “All unravels about us…”

			“Grandfather,” said Fotia. “Please.”

			As we approached the jail, he raised a hand to her. “You should see to him first, my dear. He…he is often much happier after he has visited with you. Myself, he has less love for.”

			“That isn’t so,” said Fotia.

			He smiled sadly at her. “I am his father. I know what is true and what is not. I shall wait outside and let your brother keep me company. He is a…” He paused as if searching for a compliment, and chose “…a very stable presence.”

			Fotia shot me a look and mouthed—Take care of him!—and slipped indoors.

			I waited beside the huge old man, content to let the quiet overtake us. The night filled up with the cheeping of countless crickets and frogs, and folk shuffled through the shadowy lanes before us, many casting Trikao poisonous looks.

			“Once I was a celebrated man here,” Trikao said softly. “It seems so long ago now.”

			The comment hung in the humid air. I felt compelled to respond.

			“Oh, sir?” I said.

			“Yes. Booking rooms for flesh merchants and top drovers in the inns and the taverns. Spreading talints and wine and cheer about. But since the deaths began, my footfall has been shunned. They think us cursed. I cannot blame them.”

			“I know, sir. We labor now to amend it.”

			“I thought I could bear it. I have borne much for my family. But…to have my own son now threatened, I…”

			“We will find the killer soon enough. And then all can be set aright.”

			A soft laugh. “I rather doubt that, Signum! Much had gone wrong before. My son often resents my…my duties. It is like a great pane of glass between us. I am oathsworn to serve my sister, even though I will not inherit. I must aid her and our family in all things. It is understandable, but…Ippeas resents the attentions I give to others, I feel. And he does not love that Velona doesn’t advance him.” He looked at me. “May I ask you something, Signum Kol?”

			I tipped my head to him.

			“Tell me. Am I a poor father for doing this?”

			“My father’s attentions were mostly devoted to spending money he did not have. So. My standard is somewhat low, sir.”

			He smiled ruefully. “That isn’t as uncommon among the gentry as you might think.” The smile faded. “The difference is custom, tradition. Heritage. The higher you go, the more it owns you.”

			“What might you mean?”

			He gazed into the black night and thought for a long time. “When Emperor Ejelgi Daavir conquered the Titan’s Path,” he said, “and first marched to the sea, he celebrated with a great feast. He slaughtered some three hundred cattle and roasted them upon bright bonfires, and he and his soldiers dined and made merry. This feast is as well-known as the face of his son today. It is emblazoned on many crests, and tapestries, and paintings, all across our holy Empire. It is a…a silly thing, but we know, somehow, that nobility and greatness are linked to the riches of a man’s table, to the fare he offers. Even our very bodies know it. Doesn’t your mouth water, Kol, to sniff the air and taste the tallows on the very winds?”

			I conceded that this was so.

			“So we grow our herds,” Trikao said, “and drive our cattle. All so that the Empire can dream of tasting that feast, however long ago it was. In doing this, we maintain our heritage—and our fortune.” He looked back at the jail. His eyes were bright with tears. “But what a thing this work asks of us! And if we refused it, another would do so. Another would come and do it in our stead. And the Empire would feast, while my family would starve.” He pressed a big hand to his face and wiped his eyes. “How perverse it is. We make beasts of ourselves, to be sacrificed to this trade.”

			I said nothing, but his words struck a chord with me: more and more I felt myself terribly different from my sister, for my augmentations had permanently altered my very biologies. Had I been made a beast, to be sacrificed for my family and the Empire? Or was I now a shepherd, and the common folk of the cantons my flock?

			Trikao turned to me. “Let me say it. You do not think my nephews and niece died naturally.”

			“We do not,” I said, surprised. “Why do you say so?”

			“Because of all the questions you have been asking,” he said, “ever since you first arrived. As well as what happened to the Buravs. Tell me—is there some evil at work here in Lacanthim?”

			It was no easy thing to resist this aged man, pleading with me here in the dark. But I shook my head. “I cannot speculate on the investigation, sir.”

			“But I can’t help but feel it’s so. I…I’ve a mind to ask you to release my son, Signum. I wish to flee with him, if we can. It’s like a plague infects this place, and we must retreat from its spread.”

			But, of course, I knew that Ippeas was already infected, if not yet conditioned.

			“This would do little good, sir,” I said.

			“What do you mean?”

			I frowned, wondering how best to thread this needle.

			“Are you not Iudex?” he demanded. “Aren’t you meant to protect your people? And here I ask you for protection when…”

			He trailed off. A strange sound had come from within the jail.

			A long, agonizing moan, rising horribly, then tapering off.

			“What is that?” said Trikao.

			I turned around, peering through the window behind me. I could see no movement within the jail.

			The sound came again, low and rising to a high, ragged crescendo—but this time it did not taper. It continued, growing and growing until it became a shriek.

			“What is happening?” whispered Trikao.

			I threw open the door to the jail and dashed inside.

			

			—

			I’d memorized the layout of the jail during my many visits here, and as I darted through the corridors with Trikao Armenta behind me I estimated that the screams were not coming from a wing or chamber I had seen. Someplace new, then, something different.

			I hurtled through the half-lit dungeons. Ippeas Armenta stood at the bars of his cell, crying out, “It’s Castus! It’s Castus, something’s wrong!”

			“Where?” I said.

			“The infirmary, down there! He started saying his head pained him, and Seriv and an attendant took him away to sedate him, but—”

			I dashed on without hearing more.

			“What is going on, Signum Kol?” bellowed Trikao Armenta behind me.

			“I don’t know, sir,” I said, my voice eerily calm in my own ears.

			I ran on down the hallway toward the source of the screaming. It began to gurgle, to choke—and then a new screaming joined it, a terrified shrieking.

			My hand flew to my sword, but I did not draw it yet. To draw a sword in tight environs with no enemy about was a foolish thing, for a naked blade often did as much harm as good.

			This proved a wise choice, for then the door at the end of the hallway burst open. Seriv rushed out and nearly crashed into me, one arm around Fotia to shield her. His face was pale and pained, and hers was horrified beyond words. My eye flew to her drover’s leggings, which I saw were stained with blood—yet it was not hers, as she seemed to be whole.

			I peered through the open door behind them. I saw the infirmary beyond, with a wide medikker’s table in the center and a tray of tincture pots and tools beside it. The top half of the table was spattered with gore, almost as if the occupant had been decapitated there.

			The letters flashed in my memory: LYSIS.

			And Tauri’s comment: a medikker term, for when an infected body tissue breaks down, or bursts.

			That last word hung heavy on me: bursts.

			I could hear more screaming from a chamber beyond the infirmary. There, in the corner: another open door, this one leading to a dark passage.

			“What happened?” I demanded.

			Seriv fought to stand. I saw that his hand was pressed to his stomach, where dark blood was welling through his fingers.

			“Said he had a headache,” Seriv gasped to me. “Took him to…to…He grabbed a knife…”

			“Where is he now?” I asked quickly.

			“Evrik, the infirmary medikker,” said Seriv. He groaned as pain coursed through him. “He…he ran when it happened. Castus pursued him.”

			Another scream from the shadowy passage in the corner.

			“Where does that lead?” I asked.

			“The lading deck,” said Seriv faintly. “Where the sick are taken away.”

			So, I thought. He could get out.

			I turned to Fotia. “Fo? Listen. Can you help him?”

			Despite everything, Fotia swallowed, steeled herself, and said, “I…I can get him to a medikker. But it will be slow going alo—”

			Then Trikao pushed past me. With surprising strength, he reached forward and pulled Seriv over onto his shoulder, like a farmer carrying the day’s harvest back from the field. Seriv groaned mightily, gasped, and then appeared to lose consciousness from the pain.

			“I will take him,” Trikao said hoarsely. “I am no use, standing before my son’s cell.” He looked at me, his face anguished. “I do not know what is happening here. But please—save Ippeas, if you can.”

			“I will if fate permits, sir,” I said, bowing. Then I turned to Fotia: “Go fetch Tauri, quick as you can. He will be at the Orbiis offices. Do it now. But listen—listen! When you get back, look about the jail! Look for anyone strange lingering—or playing a pipe.”

			“You think…”

			“I think someone nearby did this to Castus, yes, whatever it is,” I said. “Now go, all of you!”

			Together, she, Trikao, and Seriv trundled down the passageway of the jail. I grasped the hilt of my sword and let the memories seep into my muscles. I turned the hilt this way and that, unlocking it, and drew my sword, the bright green blade glimmering even in this dim place.

			It would be tight environs in the lading deck of the infirmary. Not good for long blade work. But I had little else.

			With a grunt, I ripped my coat from my arms, balled it up in my free hand, and entered the infirmary.

			Another scream from down the darkened passage. I steeled myself, darted through, and peered about, waiting for my eyes to adjust.

			Then I cried out in horror.

			The lading deck was quite small, as I had worried. But about a third of its space—specifically, the top far left third—was filled with coils and shafts of a great, trembling fungal growth, the clutches of shivering bulbs dancing with misty spores. It was as if an enormous sea creature had sprouted there in the corner and was picking its way up the walls and across the ceiling with its tentacles.

			I stared at the fungal stalks, astonished. My eye followed their lengths down and I saw that they originated from the side of the head of Castus Armenta, standing with his back to me. His neck and shoulders were streaked with gore, yet this did not seem to bother him at all: he was bent over a young man and was trying to pin him down so he could continue calmly sawing through his midsection with a long, serrated medikker’s knife.

			I screamed at him—what I said, I did not know—and darted forward and slashed at the back of his left leg, hoping to cripple him.

			The hand with the knife came flashing out at me. If I had not trained in such cramped combat—indeed, I’d trained in nearly every manner of combat available—it would have cut off a good bit of my scalp. Yet I was already drawing away.

			I noted the speed of the blade, the swiftness and power with which it cut. Not natural, not normal. Something else was animating him now. Though, I noted, it did not perform a combat attack: he was still going through the motions of gutting a cow, just…stranger. Faster. Stronger.

			Castus turned to me, the fungal stalks skittering and scraping across the ceiling as he moved. His nose and mouth were streaming blood, and the eye on the side that had sprouted was bloodied and dark. The other eye flickered and danced in its socket, taking in everything about it.

			Then he moved forward.

			He slashed at me, trying to drive his blade into my belly. My sword was longer, and I bit at him each time, cutting his arm, his knee, his leg—but he did not stop. I found myself falling back, back through the infirmary and into the corridor of jail cells. The pain meant nothing to him, it seemed, and his infested head cared not at all for slashed tendons or ragged muscles.

			I kept stepping back, and back, and back.

			I heard Ippeas screaming behind me, much closer than I’d thought he’d be. I was losing ground, I realized, even though I had the better weapon and training.

			How to kill a man, I wondered, who is already dead?

			I eyed the massive, tumorous growth of fungal stalks.

			A neuro-fungus, then, that infested the brain.

			I narrowed my eyes and studied his neck. Then I feinted, letting my guard drop.

			He rushed forward.

			As he did so, I flung my balled-up coat at his face. He reacted too slowly with the other arm—I had done enough damage to his shoulder to manage that, at least—and the coat covered his face, blinding him.

			I slashed down. The titan-bone blade bit through his forearm, severing the hand with the medikker’s knife. Then I turned again, coiling upon my back foot, and slashed forward and across, pushing the blade through the base of his neck.

			I had never beheaded a man with my weapon before, and did not find it an easy task, even with a sword like mine. My blade bit into his neck and cut into his vertebrae, yet there it became lodged. Castus began thrashing and spasming and shivering. He ripped himself free of my sword and collapsed to the floor, limbs flying out madly and striking the bars of the other cells, his bare feet slapping the fretvine, the fungal stalks whipping about and releasing yet more clouds of spores.

			I raised my blade, waited for my moment, and brought it down, cutting through whatever was left of his neck underneath the blue Iudex fabric.

			He froze. His body twitched twice more. Then he went still.

			Ippeas was screaming behind me, crying out, “What was that? What was that?” I did not answer. I swallowed, wiped my face, sheathed my sword, and dashed outside.

			

			—

			I emerged to find that a crowd had gathered about the cell, drawn by the screams—and, I saw, by the bright, flickering flares arcing through the skies. The source of these proved to be Commander Tauri, who was already dashing up to me with Fotia at his elbow.

			“I have sent the signal,” he said tersely. “The Apoths and Orbiis shall be here shortly. What is the situation?”

			“Castus fruited, sir,” I gasped. “Sprouted. A medikker attendant is badly injured. He needs care.”

			Tauri took a step, then froze. “Castus’s infection fruited? Despite our treatments?”

			“So it seems.”

			He paused a second longer, then dashed inside.

			Fotia stared at me. “Din. Are…are you…”

			It took me a moment to realize why she was so alarmed: though Castus had moved relentlessly, indifferent to the wounds I’d given him, he’d still bled like a mortal man, and I was coated in his gore.

			“It is not…I’m fine,” I said. “Did you see anyone about, Fo? Anyone with a pipe?”

			“No,” she said. “There was no one! I checked every alley, every lane, but we were alone here!”

			I wavered slightly where I stood. That could not be so: someone, I knew, had played those notes I’d seen in the booklet, the tune titled LYSIS. It had begun something in Castus, catalyzed the fungus’s growth, perhaps, until it had overtaken him.

			I staggered away from the jail, my breath hot in my lungs. Fotia called to me, but I could not hear her. I whirled about, staring and peering into the shadows, but it was as she said. We were alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			
				[image: ]
			

			The entryway of the Lacanthim jail cell was a terrible place to do a debriefing, not least of all because I had recently changed out of my bloodied uniform and into a standard prisoner’s uniform—though I had taken the measure of pinning my Iudex heralds to my chest. Tauri and his team were laboring in the jail’s passageways, removing Castus’s remains and administering reagents to sterilize whatever spores the fungal stalks had spread about. To my right, Trikao Armenta, Ippeas Armenta, and Fotia sat trembling, their faces as pale as candle wax in the dull light of the mai-lamp. I took care to ensure that my report didn’t needlessly upset them.

			“So,” said Ana softly at the end of it. “Our killer has a tune that can cause any infected skull to…erupt.”

			“That is my assessment, ma’am,” I said, exhausted.

			“How intriguing!” she said.

			Trikao flinched. He no doubt had a word for this development, and it was not intriguing.

			“I presume this feature of the fungus is not found in the domesticated web,” said Ana. “And I note that it didn’t seem to care one fucking fig about the restraining treatments we’d given the boy! I suppose that the medication, which does wonders for keeping the fungus curtailed in the cats, does nothing against this third breed. Yet there is a stranger detail about it—for despite the catastrophic trauma to Castus’s skull, his body was forced to still act out the behavior he’d been conditioned for! He continued to be its servant even after death! You saw it yourself, Din, as he kept trying to gut you as he did countless cows, not to mention Zansay Burav.”

			“I did, yes,” I sighed. “He was compelled to keep slashing at me, no matter how I harmed him.”

			“An astonishing thing,” said Ana. “The killer not only brought about the boy’s end, but they also made him a soldier in living death! Imagine how useful such an abomination might be—servants and warriors who shamble on, forever obeying the last command ringing in their ears…”

			Trikao made a soft moan.

			“Please,” said Ippeas. “Can we please discuss something else?”

			“Certainly!” said Ana. “We should move on from how this unprecedented, dangerous breed of the guiding web engineered the deaths of Zansay Burav and young Castus—and instead discuss how it likely killed your three cousins! Your son knows this, Master Armenta, but I believe this shall come as something of a shock for you…”

			Ana then launched into a very brief—yet quite tactless—summary of our discovery of the guiding web: how it infected, conditioned, and controlled people.

			“You think this is what was done to my niece and nephews?” whispered Trikao, trembling.

			“I do,” said Ana. “And here I wish to ask you a rather crass question, sir. Am I correct in recalling that the Armentas preserve their dead?”

			“Y…yes?” said Trikao.

			“Stored in a sepulcher? Washed and treated so their bodies will resist all pestilence?”

			“Yes, of course. We have long held the belief that there shall come a time when the arts of the Apoths grow so great they can even bring back the dead.”

			“Well. This would suggest, then, that the three dead Armenta children are stored in some family sepulcher more or less in the exact same conditions as their deaths.”

			A chill swept through my rib cage.

			“Oh, hell,” I muttered.

			“I have hesitated a great while in voicing this request, sir,” said Ana, “for I couldn’t imagine any circumstances in which you’d accept it. Yet I suspect the stakes of this new strain of infection are now abundantly clear to you. This killer has killed among your clan and threatens you and all you love! As such, I ask your permission to exhume the bodies of Lyimo, Sagma, and Gevma Armenta. We must study them for any evidence that could lead us to this murderer.”

			There was a horrified silence.

			“You…you wish to open the tombs of my nephews, my niece?” asked Trikao. “But…to despoil them would threaten their resurrection!”

			“If they were infected, sir, then I worry there will be no resurrection, for they will be no longer whole. They would have fruited, so to speak, within their tombs.”

			“By hell! I…I have never imagined such a wicked thing, not in all my years! Do you truly ask me this?”

			“I do,” said Ana coldly. “We are far behind our enemies now. We must study all their past works to catch up.”

			Trikao shut his eyes and was silent for a long, long while. “I have never seen such a horror as what was done to Castus,” he whispered. “Did they hope that Castus might kill my son?”

			“Perhaps. I suspect the same horrific phenomena didn’t also occur to Ippeas solely because the boy isn’t conditioned—but that is no sure thing.”

			“And you think that there may be some clue within the tombs of my dead nephews and niece.”

			“I hope there is, sir.”

			He took a deep breath. “Then I will permit you to do so.”

			“You will, Father?” said Ippeas. “Don’t you need Velona’s approval?”

			“I am seneschal,” he said heavily. “I manage the family’s business—and I protect the family. My sister can dismiss me or banish me for making the wrong decision as I attempt to fulfill that duty. But after what I saw, I can do nothing else. I will see justice done to those who inflicted this on my kin.” He reached over and squeezed his son’s hand. “And I…I will let no other perish that way.”

			The two of them exchanged a wordless moment, father and son gazing at each other.

			“How touching,” said Ana. She banged on the wall. “Commander Tauri! Might you bless us with your presence?”

			There was a shuffling from the cell corridors. Tauri emerged, bound yet again in a warding suit, his eyes gazing blearily at Ana from behind the glass. “We are in the midst of dealing with the remains, Dolabra. I doubt if any have been infected, given that the fungus must mature in water first, but our work is still critical.”

			“I’ve other tasks to put you to,” said Ana, “dealing with other remains.” She then explained the request she’d just put to Trikao Armenta.

			Tauri leaned against the wall, plainly exhausted, and removed his warding helm. “Grave robbing,” he muttered. “How lovely. After this and vault breaking, I feel you shall put me to murder and treachery soon enough.”

			“When would be a good time for us to visit your sepulcher, Master Armenta?” Ana asked Trikao.

			He swallowed. “T-tomorrow morning. As early as you wish. I…I wish to see this done quickly.”

			“Very good. Take Din with you for this, Commander, and grant him the proper protections. He shall engrave all you witness. I believe the Armenta sepulcher is positioned in the southwest of their lands…?”

			Tauri nodded, then froze. A look of great dread stole over him. “Ahh. The sepulcher is located to the south of Aimafall?”

			“Well. Yes? I believe that’s what I just said.”

			“Tomorrow the winds will be coming from the north, though.”

			“So?” demanded Ana.

			Tauri opened his mouth. Then he shut it, nodded, and said, “I will prepare to depart, then,” and swiftly walked away.

			

			—

			I guided Ana back to the Green Drover just as dawn began to bleed through the eastern skies. She was so lost in contemplation that I didn’t dare speak once, even though the past hours had put many thoughts in my mind.

			“I feel as if we are on the cusp of progress now, Din,” she muttered. “But the day has been so long and so mad, I can’t quite tell!”

			I agreed, my thoughts lingering on Tauri’s sudden, strange reluctance to venture to the sepulcher.

			“I know I can make little progress with Burav’s vault,” she continued. “I can’t begin to imagine which one of the fucking 810,000 combinations could possibly satisfy it! And I’ve no idea what the bastard meant by putting Brilliance is forever fecund at the top of his idiotic little door. I swear, it is as if he mocks us from the beyond!” She raised a finger. “Though I did mean to ask Tauri about one of the symbols on the tumblers. I am sure the numeral 1 is all wrong! In conventional imperial standard numerology, you see, the digit 1 has a serif at the top and a horizontal line at the bottom. This lacks both—it is just a simple vertical line!”

			“Ahh. So?”

			“Well! The 7 as depicted upon the tumbler still has the standard slanted line at the top left tip! And the 4 also has a little swishy bit at the end of its horizontal stroke—also common to imperial standard! And yet!” she said, viciously triumphant. “The digit 1 on the tumblers is totally nude! It is a bare one!”

			I found myself too tired to attempt to hide my exhaustion. “Ma’am—what does that mean?”

			“I’ve no idea! Why would Burav choose such a depiction of the numeral for his door? It frustrates me.” She paused before the tavern’s door, her blindfolded head turned to the misty, muddy streets. “But I admit, I am not surprised that you saw no pipe-player about the jail, Din.”

			“No?”

			“No. Recall now the note at the bottom of the tune for LYSIS.”

			I nodded glumly. “Yes. Not immediate.”

			“Indeed! The catalyzation of the fungus must take time. One could play it, and the victim wouldn’t die for minutes, or even hours. So I must ask—did you see the movements of Commander Tauri after he left my chambers?”

			I paused. “No, ma’am. Why? Do you truly worry about him, of all people?”

			“He knows more of the web than anyone save the dead Burav. And he has often voiced a hatred of the cattle trade. So yes. I worry about him. But…” She sighed. “The tune could have been played by anyone hanging about the jail at any time before we came. It all galls me terribly! Why go out of your way to kill Castus? Hadn’t he been destroyed enough? What gain is there, save simple vindictiveness?” She turned her blindfolded head to me. “Regardless, Din…I would advise against getting…involved with Commander Tauri.”

			I looked at her sidelong. “I would not get involved with an officer in an ongoing investigation, ma’am.”

			“That is not quite what I meant. You should not get involved with him at any time. Tauri is too important, and too clever. Such people see quite a lot. Even through your oft-expressionless face, Din. And don’t we have our own secrets to protect?”

			I said nothing. I felt sweat crawling across my belly in the damp.

			“Good night, Din,” Ana said, and climbed the stairs to her chambers.
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					The Rot in All Our Hearts
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			The dawn sun found me sitting in the back of an open cart, surrounded by Orbiis officers as we trundled east toward the Armenta lands. A soft rain began to fall, and the Orbiis all grew excited, opening their mouths and allowing the drops to come tumbling in. Some swilled the drops about like they were the dribblings of fine wine, then whispered to one another, discussing its flavorings and age. Others sat cupping their hands and peering at the waters in their palms, tilting the tiny droplets back and forth as if they could read the future within them.

			“They are reading the winds,” said Tauri dully beside me.

			“Beg pardon, sir?”

			“Rain is first formed around particulates in the atmosphere, Signum. Dust, mostly. The dust is pulled up from the lands and cast high into the skies, where it catches the humidity and turns into raindrops, bit by bit. By tasting and reading the rain, you can read the highest winds, and the shape of all the earth beyond.” He studied a pearly raindrop on the tip of his finger with a sad eye, then placed it against his bare tongue. “This batch of rain comes from a very distant stretch of land. Across the sea, in fact.”

			“Truly?” I said, surprised. I knew little of lands across the sea, save that they existed, were very strange, and were entirely empty of people.

			“Yes. Much can be read in the shiftings of small things, Kol. Though I dread the airs before us, frankly.” He began to put on his warding suit, though by my reckoning we still had a good while to go. After he affixed his helm atop his head, he sat and remained silent.

			Finally we came to the Armenta spreads. Their gentry-gate had been wrapped in black ribbons, and all the mai-lamps set about it were veiled—mourning for Castus, surely. I shifted in my seat, unnerved, and was glad when we left the gates behind us.

			We wound on into their lands, turning again and again. Then, without a word of signal, the Orbiis officers placed their warding helms on their heads and fastened them tight.

			“Better do the same, Kol,” said Tauri through the glass of his helm. “We are not at risk—but we enter dreadful country now.”

			I was about to ask what he meant, but then I smelled it.

			The odor of rot and putrefaction was so abominable I almost grew sick right there in the cart. I hurriedly put on my helm and fastened it. The humid, oppressive scent of leather was an oasis compared to that smell.

			“What is that?” I asked.

			Tauri did not answer. He just pointed up. I craned my eyes toward the sky.

			Circling above us were hundreds of carrion-birds, if not thousands. It was as if some tremendous battlefield lay ahead, with thousands of soldiers lying dead upon the grass.

			Then we cleared a patch of trees, and I looked out.

			The River Spurcia curled through the fields in the distance. Gathered all about it was a sprawling, leagues-long swamp of fen-pits and mireponds, all gleaming sickly in daylight. At the center of the swamp, clinging close to the river, were some two dozen rounded, sloping structures, wrought of tightly woven fretvine. Between the way they curved and how they seemed sunken in the mire, I was reminded of leeches or beetles, feasting upon a wound.

			Then we heard a sound: a low, fearful, deep yowling of a kind I’d never heard before. I tilted my helmed head about, seeking their source, and spied a long paddock brimming with altered urhosi cows. Each massive beast was screaming and lowing, crying out as teams of drovers herded them across a ramp spanning the filthy mires—and then into one of the long, rounded structures.

			“The flensing halls, you see,” said Tauri softly beside me. “In there they shall strike the cows with a hammer and hang their bodies upon the vines. Then altered threadvines will part flesh from bone and sinew and intestine. What they isolate shall be prepared, packaged, sent to the other rings of the Empire. As for the rest…” He gestured at the vast, reeking swamps. “They deal with it as cheaply as they can.”

			We continued down the road and beheld yet another sight: a mountain of something white and yellow and spindly, rising there at the end of the fens. It had the look of sea coral, yet it was crawling with rodents and insects and other vermin. Then I saw the eye sockets and realized they were bones: a vast mountain of bones, higher than any building in Lacanthim. So great was their number that I could not imagine the herd that had been slaughtered here.

			“They burn it once a year,” said Tauri. “The bones, I mean. Turn the pile to ash, and fertilizer. We do have use for such organic resources, but…” He shrugged. “The flensing halls simply make too much. Much more bone, and skin, and enzymes and reagents and such, than all the Apoths could ever get about to using properly. So. Easier to let it rot here and burn it now and again. You see now, of course, why we Orbiis do not venture to the southern roads of the Armenta spreads—especially when the wind is against us. I will ask them for haste now.” He let out a sad laugh. “How dispiriting it is to think that grave robbing is a less ghastly task than lingering in this place!”

			

			—

			Finally, the tall stonewood walls of the Armenta sepulcher emerged above the fields before us. How stark it was to see so much dark black rising from the green grass, set against the brilliant blue sky. It gave me the feeling of approaching some temple or haven of ancient priests.

			Fotia and Trikao Armenta awaited us before the sepulcher gates. Both appeared quite wan, but Trikao was clearly the worse of the two: he looked like he was near ready to step into a tomb himself.

			Tauri wasted no time as he climbed off the cart. “Has anyone been in there recently?” he asked them curtly.

			Trikao cleared his throat. “My sister sends flowers to the tombs of her three children every month. The last time was three…three weeks ago, I believe.”

			“And did they notice anything strange about the tombs?”

			“Well—no? I would have said, if that were the case.”

			“But it could have destabilized your graves, over time,” muttered Tauri. He turned to his officers and called, “We shall have to prepare for leakage, chaps! Move cautiously.”

			“Leakage?” said Fotia. She looked to me. “Truly?”

			“Perhaps,” I said. “We don’t yet know, Fotia.”

			The officers swiftly climbed out of the cart and began to assemble their tools. Trikao and Fotia watched us with some alarm, and it took me a moment to realize that save for Tauri last night, she had probably never seen anyone in a warding suit.

			“Should Trikao and Fotia stay away, Commander?” I asked.

			“They are probably safe where they are,” Tauri said rather coldly. “Again—got to let the spores get into water and then drink that for it to be dangerous. A few spores borne aloft on the wind are no threat.” Without another glance at them, he opened the gate and went inside.

			“Are you close to him?” asked Fotia, watching Tauri go.

			“He is superior to me, though not of my Iyalet,” I said.

			“A careful answer!” she said. “I’m starting to get a sense about that fellow. Though after meeting your immunis, I’m given to wonder about the high folk of your Iyalets…”

			I muttered some apology, then entered the sepulcher gates to follow Tauri.

			The inner yard of the Armenta sepulcher featured no huge stonewood houses for storing the dead but rather used a very tall, curling breed of stooped black trees that grew all along the paths. The trees had abnormally thick branches that came coiling close to the ground, and at their lowest points they bore enormous, curious fruit—or perhaps they were seed pods, or cocoons.

			I studied one growth as we passed it. It was wrought of a highly altered breed of black fretvine and had been grown in an oblong shape akin to an egg. It was about seven span long and sported a seam about the middle. Adhered to its end was a small, brass plate reading: Irphio Armenta, 971–993, Beloved Son. I will hold you again when we awaken.

			We continued until we came to the newest section of the Armenta sepulcher, which was grander and more decorated than the rest: a sign of the family’s increasing wealth, I gathered. Hanging from one large, black glossy tree were three cocoons that were garlanded with bright wreaths of silver leaves. Tauri inspected the plates on their tops and said, “This is them—Lyimo, Sagma, and Gevma Armenta.” He gestured to his officers, who began unpacking instruments from their satchels. “Please remind us, Kol, how these poor folk perished.”

			I summoned the memories. “For Lyimo, he was found drowned in a pond at the edge of their lands, near the forest. Sagma hanged herself. And Gevma Armenta fell from his destrier while riding.”

			“Hum. We shall open the most recent one first—Gevma Armenta. The Armentas are of a sect that wash and preserve their dead, but that’s not a perfect art. And while these tavoskolis are famous for keeping out water and pestilence, they aren’t always dependable, either.”

			“I see. So—why Gevma first, sir?”

			“Because,” sighed Tauri, “I’d prefer not to deal with a very, very rotted corpse right from the start! I’d rather try and fucking acclimate a little.”

			The Orbiis officers produced a set of pots and began to carefully paint the seams of the cocoon—or the tavoskoli as Tauri had called it. There was a slight hissing as they daubed it on. Then they stepped back and waited.

			The hissing continued. As we waited, I summoned my memory of the painting of the Armenta children I’d seen in their mansion. There had been the tall, grinning, arrogant Lyimo; next had been Sagma, arrayed in such glittering silks, and so keen of eye; behind her had stood Gevma, soft-faced and looking distinctly uncomfortable in his riding apparel; and last, of course, had been Castus, bedecked like a strutting pheasant—though his body, I knew, had been burned by the Orbiis after his sprouting.

			Then, like a harp’s strings that had been wound too tightly, the vine cocoon began to unravel, splitting apart at the seam. Soon the top lid was free, and the Orbiis used a set of picks to pull it away.

			Within sat a long, black stonewood casket, a vessel far less secure or airtight than the vine cocoon.

			“Well,” said Tauri. “The lid hasn’t popped off and fungus hasn’t come pouring out. So! Let’s see what we have here…”

			I helped lift the lid off the top. Instantly, we dropped it and recoiled in horror.

			The top half of the casket was brimming with ancient, rotting fungal stalks, all stuffed into the corners and coiled into knots. So great was their pile that they almost eclipsed the head of the corpse within, as if they were devouring his skull. The rest of the boy’s body was remarkably intact, however—even his hands and fingernails didn’t show the usual signs of dehydration.

			“By hell,” muttered Tauri. “Well! I think we can say our guess was correct—this young man was infected by the web. Sorry, dear chap,” he said softly to the boy, “there shall be no resurrection for you! Save that which is given to the trees and leaves and fauna of all this world, to be fed upon and turned into life anew. And isn’t that holy enough?”

			There was a short, mournful silence.

			“We will cut away the stalks to burn, and then review the body properly,” said Tauri to me. “But first, let’s open Sagma’s next to see if she, too, was infected…”

			They went through the procedure again, painting her cocoon, breaking it open, and lifting the lid. Much like Gevma, Sagma’s coffin was swarming with dark, ancient fungal growths, though these had formed something of a halo about her head. Her pale, delicate face surfaced from their coils in such a fashion that she looked like she suffered a nightmare as she slept and tossed and turned upon her pillow.

			“Another victim of the web, then!” sighed Tauri. “We are two for three, then…it’s as we feared.”

			I peered in for a closer look at her. Sagma, too, was remarkably preserved. She’d been a beautiful thing, a Tala girl in the full bloom of youth. Even in death, she had a look of spirited defiance to her. It made me think of Fotia immediately. No wonder Velona had taken an instant liking to her.

			Yet as Tauri’s officers began to cut away the stalks from her skull, I noticed something odd.

			“What’s that?” I said, pointing to Sagma’s neck.

			Tauri looked closely. A thin, smooth stripe of purpled flesh ran about the dead girl’s neck, just below her jaw.

			“It’s bruising,” said Tauri. “Commensurate with hanging. That is how she died, yes?”

			I shook my head. “I’ve seen hanged bodies before. When they’re hanged, the rope does a great deal more damage than that. The width of the bruise, the abrasions to the skin—it is much larger, much worse.”

			“Ohh. Why’ve you seen so many hangings, Kol?”

			“I am Iudex. I am required to attend executions, to comprehend what I have done.”

			“I…see,” said Tauri. “So. What are you suggesting?”

			“That whatever choked the life from her, it was not a rope, I suppose. Something smoother, and smaller. I can’t imagine what—or not yet.”

			“Is it relevant?”

			“If it was a garrote,” I said, “and not a rope, then it’s very relevant indeed.”

			We finally moved on to Lyimo. After another daubing of hissing fluid, the top of his cocoon was free, and we removed the lid of his casket.

			Then we paused.

			Whereas the other two had sported a great boiling of old, rotting stalks at the tops of their caskets, for Lyimo the showing was much, much reduced. A bare few handful of stalks had wormed their way out of his skull, hardly more than a few smallspan long. It made me think of a seed that had just tasted rain and put a few tiny, delicate leaves out to catch the sun.

			“Hum!” said Tauri, intrigued. “This is…quite unexpected! This was the first victim killed, yes?”

			“True, we think so. He was the first of the three to perish. Why is he so different?”

			“I’m not sure!” said Tauri. He leaned close to the miserable bloom. “This host was definitely infested with the web…But I don’t think he was nearly as infected as the other two! He has had years to sprout, and managed only this?”

			I studied the dead body, thinking. “They didn’t do it right, then?”

			“Perhaps. You claim this was their first murder—so whoever killed him might have bungled it. My instinct says they struck before the fungus was fully matured. Didn’t have the practice yet, in a way. Is that useful to you, Kol?”

			“It’s as you said, sir,” I murmured, studying the tiny stalk carefully. “Much can be read in the shiftings of small things.”

			“We shall place these three into containment and have them taken back for full autopsy. However, we must strip them first and dispose of their clothing for a cursory examination. Can’t let anything hidden come in, you see. Would you like to look them over?”

			Using a set of shears, the Orbiis removed the clothing of the dead where they lay in their tombs. Unlike most Apoths I’d worked with, the officers didn’t seem at all accustomed to such work and needed much help with the bodies—especially with Lyimo Armenta, who had been a broad, strapping young thing. I noted Tauri murmuring, “A waste!” as we attempted to turn over his body.

			Though I found nothing unusual about Lyimo’s hands, feet, or face—save the fungus sprouting from behind his ear, of course—as we rolled him over, I cast a glance across his back and paused.

			There, just beside his shoulder blade: a little bruise, and just beside that, a tiny perforation.

			I leaned close. The bruise was about a half span wide, consistent with being struck by something small and rounded. The perforation beside it was a slit about a half span long. I probed it with my finger and confirmed that it was quite shallow: not a stab as much as a rough jab with something somewhat dull.

			“This is…unusual,” I said softly.

			“Is it?” said Tauri. “The fellow rode and drove cattle often. His shins and forearms are covered in tiny scars and such. A rough life writes itself upon the body—or so I’m told…”

			It was as I gazed at the wound—this tiny, round bruise, and tiny, shallow cut—that I felt it.

			My memories moved within me, trembling like a duckling in its egg, and whispered: Seen this before.

			Suddenly the ring finger of my right hand began to ache. I shook my hand out, then took a breath and parsed my memories—but I could not find what they had meant by that. I was certain I had seen no such thing in this investigation. In fact, all the wounds I’d seen had been terribly gruesome. I found the situation quite frustrating: how could I remember without remembering?

			“Shall we move on?” asked Tauri.

			I muttered agreement and followed him to the next grave.

			

			—

			We studied both Gevma’s and Sagma’s bodies, and though Gevma’s old wound to the back of his head was quite unsettling, I found nothing else of interest about them. The Orbiis then packed up the bodies in what Tauri had called “containment”—a set of complex, algaeoil bladders that puckered like a sphincter when touched with the proper oils—and we made ready to depart.

			I relayed the news to Fotia and Trikao at the gates, though I kept my report short: the three were infected, as feared, and would be removed for further autopsy.

			“What will we tell your sister?” Fotia asked Trikao.

			Trikao’s mouth worked for a moment, unable to give voice to his thoughts. “I…I feel we can’t tell her this. Not yet, not until we know who the killer is! She’s convinced it’s the work of the ancients, and she’s so frail of health that I…I worry the shock could kill her.”

			I shot Fotia a look, and after comforting Trikao for a moment longer she followed me back to the Orbiis cart. “Yes?” she said softly. “What is it?”

			“Will you still do this task for Ana?” I whispered through my helm. “Questioning the servants and snooping about to learn more of Sagma’s death?”

			“You want to try to talk me out of it now, of all times?”

			“No. I want to give you something to look for.” I watched as the Orbiis loaded Sagma’s body into the cart. “Sagma Armenta was not hanged with a rope. The bruising on her neck was very unusual. Too narrow, too smooth.” I held up my fingers to show the width of the contusion. “It makes me think Ana was quite right to be suspicious.”

			“So she could have…what, been choked to death and just arranged there, hanging?”

			“I don’t know. But were I you, I would try to find out more—specifically about how she was found. I can confirm she was definitely infected with the web. But if she was truly found hanging by the neck, then the manner of how she was put there is greatly suspect to me.”

			“I see. Did you find anything else?”

			The sight of the flensing halls arose in my thoughts then: the reeking mireponds, and the mountain of bones swarming with vermin. I felt an impulse to ask her of it: if she had known such a place existed, perhaps, and if she knew that such death and ruin occurred mere leagues from the grand, beautiful pastures of the Armentas.

			Yet I knew the question was foolish. Of course she knew. How she had reconciled herself to it I could not imagine, but she certainly knew.

			“Well?” Fotia said anxiously. “Did you?”

			“No,” I said. “No. That is all.”

			With a nod and a whisper of goodbye, Fotia paced back to Trikao, who had sat down on the ground, knees shaking.

			

			—

			The ride back to Lacanthim was far more dismal than the ride out. The rain had stopped, denying the Orbiis any distraction—and, of course, we now had three wrapped, nude, infected corpses aboard with us.

			But none seemed more abject than Tauri, who refused to remove his warding helm, even though we were now far from the flensing halls, and even though he was obviously parched, sweating, and near dehydration. Warding suits could be dangerous things, but especially for a person as altered and sensitive as he.

			“Your eyes are swollen, sir,” I warned him. “I can see them through your helm. It’s been hours, sir. Shouldn’t y—”

			“I will suffer more,” he snapped, “if I take the helmet off now! The winds are all wrong! Don’t test me on this, Kol!”

			When we finally arrived at Lacanthim, Tauri ripped his helmet off and took a great gasping breath. He looked terrible, his pale skin now bright red and his forehead dripping with sweat.

			“Would you like my waterskin?” I asked, offering it to him.

			“No, no!” he rasped. “I must have my own. I am forced to drink…drink different waters after such dehydration.” He pulled out his own waterskin and drank deeply from it, whispering, “Thank Sanctum…” Then he staggered away and sat in a small stretch of pasture, drinking in water and sucking in the air.

			I followed him. Tauri sat hunched in the grasses and fumbled about with a small object in his hands. Then, with an air of practiced nonchalance, he produced a small pipe, threaded a glass cylinder filled with a yellow powder into its cup, shook it, and puffed at it.

			I watched him, slightly incredulous: this, I knew, was urlev-puff, a powerful mood stimulant that draped the mind in a blanket of pleasant bafflement. It was not only highly regulated but wildly illegal for use in the imperial services. And yet somehow—perhaps due to his very affected insouciance as he puffed at it again—I felt bemused rather than shocked.

			“Will you arrest me for this indulgence, Signum Kol?” he sighed, exhaling mist from his lips.

			“Doing so would cripple my investigation, sir,” I said, sidling up to him. “So probably not.”

			“How very practical,” he drawled. His eyes were now densely reddened, and he grinned and sucked at his pipe again. “A bit odd, isn’t it, that the Empire forbids the use of moodies in the Iyalets—and yet if you are stationed at the walls, they give you no end of treats and tinctures to keep your mind stable.” A curl of urlev-mist leaked out of his lips and up his cheeks. “Tough to get the real stuff these days. I am forced to resort to cheaper methods. Isn’t quite the same.”

			“You find Sapirdad as stressful as a Legionnaire might the sea walls?”

			He laughed roughly. “Perhaps! You might know. You yourself have been at the sea walls, I think. True?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Mm. I can tell. Engravers always pick up little things from other people. Habits and tricks and such. Part of your memorization, I suppose. The Legion has a very particular way of bowing—showing the back of the neck at the bottom. You bow the precise same way.” Another great draught of water, another suck at his pipe. “I was there, too, once. But that does not shock you, of course.”

			I said nothing. Just waited.

			“You were quite right before, Kol. Found myself stationed on a bombard crew some fourteen years ago. My duty was to design, manage, and aim great, hellish weapons, and rain down slaughter upon those unearthly abominations. Did my bit, bore the smokes and the blasts. Then they asked if I would like to go elsewhere—for the Orbiis in Sapirdad had need of a new commander. It seemed like heaven, compared to what I’d witnessed. Being a gardener for this little patch of pleasant earth? Delightful. But—you haven’t ever seen an Orbiis Caelia, have you?”

			“Haven’t, sir.”

			“Mm. It is a strange thing,” he said softly. “It is tall, white—and at the top, it is surrounded by a very large, unusual structure. Looks like coral, or webbing. Forms a sphere. Sparkles quite prettily in the morning. It is known as a plumaret. It sucks up all the airborne detritus, the castoffs of the living land. Pollen. Ash. Dust. With these tiny things, much can be gleaned about the state of this realm. But it has to tell this to someone.” He undid the back collar of his suit and pulled it down. “That someone is me, of course.”

			There, just below the nape of his neck, were several small, purple swellings: grafted, augmented flesh. These swellings were unusual in that they were slightly ribbed and had a set of tiny pinprick orifices across their nodules. I was reminded of the shells of sea creatures, crackling and porous.

			“The plumaret plugs into me, you see,” Tauri said. “And it feeds me all it knows of this world. And in that moment, I become this world. I taste of creation, and I am creation. I am Lacanthim.” He turned his face away. “I am the pastures. I am the places that once brimmed with trees, before the cattle folk burned it down. And I am the flensing halls. And the mireponds, and fens, and all the waste they make. They are like a cancer, a sore in my brain. They grow each year. And when the winds are in the right direction, like today…” He plucked a bit of grass, tossed it high, watched it dance in the air. “…I can’t escape them. We are far from the fens, but they are still with me. They punish me so. The gentry bear it well, with all their gaudy finery and rings, but I am not so lucky.”

			“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know.”

			“Ohh, it’s not all bad.” He smiled wistfully. “I shall know more of this land than anyone else, and taste things no other mind or body could comprehend. Yet I wonder—how did that place today seem to you, Kol?”

			I reviewed my memories: the sight of the reeking fens, and the pile of bones with legions of vermin scuttling through them.

			“All of it was awful, sir,” I admitted. “But more than anything, it…seemed a waste.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“I mean, our numbers dwindle so. We’ve so few folk for all we do—that is why the Empire is so free with its gifts, after all. And yet here, in these fertile fields, we’re indifferent to all product of…of womb, and breath, and life. We quite literally throw it away. All for a meal.”

			I looked at him, and saw he was watching me with wide, ardent eyes. Though I’d thought my words a pithy thing, it seemed I’d moved him.

			“Yes,” he said quietly. “That is the most galling thing of it all. We’ve so much. And this is what we choose to do with it. What a relief it is, to hear another say so.”

			I studied him carefully. “If you could dash away the Buravs and the Armentas, would you do it, sir?”

			He laughed sadly. “Oh, no.”

			“No?”

			“No, no. If they went, others would come. Beef is far too valuable. How our people yearn for a plate of cooked flesh! Until that changes, nothing I do or say matters. But it is strange…I left the sea walls, where I managed distant death. I hoped to come here to tend to growth, to nurture life…Yet I find myself in the same old tasks again. You must think it strange, as Iudex, to hear an imperial servant so bitterly resent those they serve.”

			“As Iudex, I’m tasked with protecting the decent folk of these lands,” I conceded.

			Tauri turned to me, sensing more.

			“But—I sometimes feel it has been a good while since I have met a decent person.” I met his eyes. “Though I sense you’ve a decent soul, Commander Tauri.”

			We looked at each other for a long while. The trilling of the tree-crickets rose and fell in the far distance.

			“Maybe,” he said softly. “Maybe what is left of it is decent. Maybe so.”

			

			—

			I thought on all of Tauri’s comments as we returned to the cart. While I found him a terribly beautiful creature, as well as a faintly tragic one, I had spoken the truth to Ana: I would not get involved with a fellow officer during an investigation. Especially when Tauri might be a suspect in that investigation. For though he claimed it’d be useless to strike out against the gentry families here, that wasn’t exactly exculpatory evidence.

			And there was what Ana had said. Too important, and too clever.

			Yet more, something bothered me as I turned over his words. Not something about cattle, or fens, or rot, or even the sea walls, but…something simpler.

			I grimaced as my memories shuddered and quaked within me. How I hated this feeling now, as if some portion of my very soul had been colonized. Though I might not sprout stalks, perhaps I was just as festering as Lyimo as he lay in that…

			I froze as I was about to step into the cart.

			“With all their gaudy finery,” I whispered, “and their rings.”

			My memories sang joyfully, resonating with these words. My right ring finger blazed with pain, as if suddenly pinched.

			“Mm?” said Tauri. “What?”

			“That was what you said, sir. The Buravs and their rings.”

			“Ah. So?”

			“The Burav tughra ring features their family seal, sir,” I said. “A hawk in flight. But on their tughra rings, there is a large point at the top for the crest of the Burav hawk’s beak.” My eyes fluttered as the memories coursed through me. “Though I am no spatiast…I believe it is the exact same length as the small perforation on Lyimo Armenta’s back. And that tiny, rounded bruise above it could be the mark of a knuckle. Like a punch.”

			The Orbiis officers had gone very still, staring at me.

			“And though I can’t say for sure,” I said, trying to fight the panic rising inside me, “most Buravs never wore the tughra ring, because they didn’t bother. Only one person felt insecure enough to actually keep it on his finger for everyone to see.” I looked at Tauri. “And that was Jalin Burav, sir.”

			Tauri heaved a great sigh. “Well. Shit! Off to the medikkers we go, then.”

			

			—

			The medikker facility of Lacanthim was all chaos and commotion when we arrived. The staff were rushing about, crying out to one another to check doors and windows, check paths away, check everywhere.

			My heart dropped as I saw this. Somehow, I already knew.

			“He’s gone, sir!” cried one medikker when I stopped them to ask. “Young Jalin up and left this morning! Opened a window and climbed out! It’s madness, his treatment isn’t set to be done for another two weeks! I can’t even imagine how he did it without howling in pain!”

			“No one knows where he went?” I asked. “No one?”

			“No! He’s in terrific danger, he might drop dead from sheer agony and exhaustion!”

			I hunted down the custodus who’d been assigned to keep watch over Jalin and found him hurtling about the lawns in a panic. The young man paled at the sight of me.

			“He…he can’t have gone far, sir!” he choked.

			“How in hell could you let him slip away?” I demanded.

			“The medikkers said he was in incredible pain, sir! So much so he couldn’t move! They had him sedated to avoid feeling anything! But…I suppose for one dose, he must have kept it in his mouth, and spat it out…”

			I cursed loudly and turned to Tauri, who watched me warily. “I have trackers arriving today, Kol. They can trail him, certainly. But it will take time. It is no speedy thing.”

			I shut my eyes and wondered how in hell I’d ever explain this to Ana.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24
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			Although I’d been sweating greatly all throughout my toils in the warding suit that day, I sweated even more as I reported to Ana. While it seemed a hard task to hang an entire murder upon a single tiny injury upon an aged corpse, I knew that her reaction to the revelation that our latest suspect had disappeared the second we’d found evidence incriminating him would be, at the very least, somewhat less than pleasant.

			And yet Ana did not rant or rage or hurl invective at me. She just sat there in her chambers, an open book in her lap, her face half-concealed behind stacks and columns of tomes. At a glance, the books were mostly religious texts. There were titles like Of Blossoms: Poems of the Daljen and The Preachings of Qul amid the Orchards.

			When I finished, she removed her blindfold and said softly, “So. It’s as I feared. The boy is the killer who stalked among the Buravs.”

			I blinked, opened my mouth, then quickly shut it.

			“I sensed a comment there, Din!” she murmured. “Don’t strangle it. Let it out.”

			“You…are sure he’s our killer, ma’am?”

			“Oh, yes,” she said simply. “I am convinced Jalin Burav was one of our killers, at least.” She idly turned a page. “And that he was the one who set his ancestral home ablaze and killed all his kin.”

			“I…didn’t expect you to say that so swiftly, ma’am. Nor with such conviction.”

			“Ohh? And why not?”

			“Well. The crime of full familial devastation requires a high degree of evidence. But to my eye, the evidence thus far is somewhat circumstantial.”

			She raised her head, waiting. Her yellow eyes glinted in the dark.

			“We have a body that is three years old,” I said. “On it, we have a laceration that might be from a ring, and a bruise that might be from a knuckle. The ring in question could have been worn by an entire gentry family. In our few days here, true, we have only ever seen Jalin Burav wearing it. Yet the murder took place three years ago. That’s a lot of time for folk to wear lots of different jewelry, ma’am. And while Jalin has vanished, we can’t yet say with certainty why. He might have been worried for his life—which could be very understandable.” I cleared my throat, awaiting her fury. “I just…feel it is all soft, ma’am. None of this would pass before a magistrate.”

			“Very true, Din! I appreciate your principled resistance. You are correct. There is much we don’t know about our dear vanished Jalin Burav. We do have some testimony that he had reason to kill Lyimo Armenta specifically—but we’ve nothing that could explain why Jalin would kill any of the other Armenta children. It is, as you say, very soft indeed. Yet I have done my own probing!” she sang. She raised the book in her lap and massaged it with her fingers: Scriptures of the Daljen Dynasty.

			“Where did you get that, ma’am?” I asked.

			“The porter here. The boy is a fervent Daljenist. He was most eager to share his ridiculous tomes with me. Idiot thinks I’m near conversion. Wants to take me to temple tomorrow.”

			“You claim you’ve found something in them—yet also deem them ridiculous?”

			“Oh, of course. Most of these parables are utter rot. Irredeemable drivel! And yet, much like the soup I supped upon the other day…occasionally, there is a nugget in the gristle. This particular nugget was terrifically obvious, once I realized what it was.” She leaned forward. I expected her to grin and leer as she so often did when close to revelation, but she did not. All I beheld in her snowy-white face was dismay. “It filled me with delight—and then apprehension. For though we seek killers, I cannot help but feel there are worse secrets buried in these pastures. I am, as you are well aware, Din, something of an ardent consumer of flesh. Yet now I am confronted with how monstrously inefficient it all is. So much treasure, all for a little blood!”

			“Without it, though,” I said, “the Empire would never have flourished—or so many would say, ma’am.”

			“They would say, true! But there are far more efficient ways of producing proteins and sustenance. It is perhaps just as Trikao Armenta said—flesh is the fare of kings and conquerors, and all citizens aspire to such gaudy luxury.” A vicious scowl stole across her face. “Perhaps we have fashioned an Empire that prefers lavishness to decency. It makes me wonder—is such a people worth maintaining? For a willingness to tolerate suffering for one’s comfort only grows over time, in my experience. In fact, the more I read, the more I suspect, Din…perhaps we now echo an older age of the Empire. One that failed—perhaps deservedly.”

			I studied her, unnerved. Whenever Ana had spoken of protecting the Empire before, she had always listed the many unsatisfying compromises one had to make to keep it all upright—but she had never suggested that it might be better to send it all tumbling down.

			“What have you found in those books, ma’am?” I asked.

			“Mm? Ohh. Much.” She took a breath, sat up, and attempted a smile. “I have found the combination to unlock Burav’s vault, Din. And in that, I have discovered concrete evidence of Jalin’s guilt.”

			

			—

			Another carriage ride, my fifth of the day. My back ached from the jostling, and the nerves within my neck yowled and complained, but I quieted the discomfort and leaned out the window, peering ahead as we approached our destination.

			I had expected to return to the ruins of the Burav estate to find it still little more than charred wood and crumbling fretvine leaning against one another. Yet the Orbiis had been busy in the time I’d been away and had cleared away a great deal of the debris. It looked less like a house disassembled and more like one in construction: something in the way the stone foundation had been cleared, and all the wood so clean and stripped.

			Except, of course, for the huge, blocky, glimmering form of the vault sitting in the eastern end.

			I ducked back into the carriage. “What if, ma’am, you try out your combination, and it doesn’t work?”

			“Well,” said Ana from the shadows, “then I will look like a right fucking idiot, true? A very good thing, then, that I am correct. As to what we find within…I’ve no idea whatsoever.”

			“I feel you’re lying to me again, ma’am.”

			“Am I?” she said, feigning offense.

			“I think you know full well what’s in there.”

			“I think I know generalities. I do not claim to know specifics. And when you don’t know specifics, you keep your goddamn mouth shut. Just as you ought to keep your mouth shut about my intentions, boy.”

			The carriage came to a stop, and the Orbiis watched as I opened the door and led Ana through the skeletal walls of the estate. Commander Tauri awaited us before the gleaming steel door of the vault. A few sections of plating had been removed about them, mostly revealing more steel plating, yet here and there I glimpsed hints of interior machinery more complex than any clock. The four tumblers glittered like black gemstones on the face of the door, arranged in the pattern of a diamond. I could see that the Orbiis had made great efforts to remove the plating around these as well but had had little success.

			“So,” Tauri said. “I thought you professed to hate riddles, Dolabra. And yet you come here now, claiming to have solved this one.” Unless I was mistaken, his eyes bore a bit of redness—perhaps a residue from a puff of urlev earlier that day.

			“I do hate riddles, sir!” Ana said. “But I must confess—I didn’t solve this one.”

			“No?”

			“No!” she chirped. “I realized someone else had solved it long before I did. It was merely a matter of realizing they had done so, and what their likely answer was.”

			Tauri looked at me, one eyebrow raised. I shrugged.

			“Before I open this great big fucker, sir,” said Ana idly, “I would request an update from you. For once that door shifts, I am sure my attentions will be absorbed by what’s within.”

			Tauri pushed a sheet of blond hair out of his eyes. “I presume you’d like to know about the trackers I’d called in, and their hunt for Jalin Burav.”

			“It would be a kindness, yes.”

			“We’ve news,” he sighed. “But not good news. Two guesses where Jalin has gone!”

			Ana responded immediately: “The forest.”

			“Right in one. Jalin fled directly to where one of the many seams within the trees offers entry. How he managed it, I can’t comprehend—the boy was in terrible pain, and he would have needed Orbiis thuribles and reagents to part the seam. If he truly is our killer, I suppose he must have hidden another stockpile away somewhere, much as he had in the path beside the shrine. We’re preparing the resources necessary to follow. But as I warned you, we’ll have no way to track him once we’re in those trees. The forest drowns out any scent we could follow. The search will be blind—and thus, long and arduous.”

			Ana went very still at that. She was silent for so long that Tauri and the other Orbiis began to glance among themselves.

			“Ahh,” said Tauri, “I do have one piece of news from the Armenta lands…”

			“Yes?” said Ana curtly.

			“My people have finished their work testing the waters and the folk there. All the wells of the estate are now confirmed to be clean of fungus,” said Tauri. “And all the staff and servants are cleared as well. The family, however…”

			“Which ones?”

			“Velona and Trikao Armenta. Both are infected. Neither claims to have experienced the dreams, however—so there is a reasonable chance they’ve not yet been conditioned.”

			The expression on Ana’s face now grew so furious I wondered if she intended to burn a hole in the vault door just by looking at it. “Then that means Velona, Trikao, and Ippeas Armenta are all infected,” she hissed softly. “Yet somehow Din’s sister Fotia is not? Nor are any of their servants?”

			“So it seems,” said Tauri. “I’ve taken the safety measure of also testing all of Seriv’s custodi. Thus far, all the peacekeepers appear uninfected! My folk then moved on and began to test the wells of Lacanthim. Carefully, of course, as we can’t afford a panic! We’ve focused on all wells near any major water sources, to ensure that wherever it is, it can’t infect the rivers. So far, they’ve found nothing. Yet Lacanthim has many wells, and many more remain. How these folk are being poisoned so selectively is beyond me, I must admit.”

			“What a mess this is,” Ana hissed. “I will find these squirrelly bastards and see them rotting in the ground! And still I cannot see the goal of it, beyond the annihilation of these two families!” She let out a tiny sigh. “Let us see if there is a clue within. Lead me to the door, Din.”

			I helped her totter toward the vault door, and she began inspecting it with her long, pale fingers, tapping at the boundaries of its plating, gently caressing each rivet and bolt with her index.

			“I can’t recall the exact number of potential permutations you mentioned, Immunis,” said Tauri. “But I believe it was on the biggish end…”

			“810,000,” said Ana.

			“Yes,” said Tauri. “So. Very much biggish. How did you come upon this combination that you believe is correct? Is it some wordplay, a clever riposte to the claim that brilliance is forever fecund?”

			“No,” said Ana. “The answer is actually very stupid. That is because most riddles are very stupid. It is damned impossible to predict all the ways people will miscommunicate their intents when giving you clues. Yet I spy Burilis’s intent now—as well as his intent to misdirect us.” She touched one of the tumblers. “Having been given this prompting, the mind would ordinarily leap to a word, or a number. Is he referencing the name of a family member? An acronym? The date of his mother’s birth, or death? An endless number of solutions present themselves.”

			“Yes,” said Tauri. “And?”

			“And the only solution is to disregard this impulse!” said Ana. “Because the solution isn’t a word at all. Nor is it a number. It is a symbol. One we’ve all seen—but one we would not expect from Burilis Burav.”

			She swiftly turned the tumblers about in their sockets, clicking and clattering. As she did so, she quoted aloud: “…and he came upon the Vashem folk, who lived in the country of Alimar at this time. They had forgotten his edicts, and his decrees and proscriptions, and they lived wildly and wickedly, taking of his fruits and soiling his orchards. ‘We have made ourselves sacrosanct and inviolate,’ they said to him. ‘For we have swallowed your nectars and tasted of your drupe. Our ears are deaf to your words now.’ He wept to see their baseness, and he opened his mouth and sang to them from his deepest depths. All were overcome with his song, and a new fate was woven about their eyes. In this they found their penitence.”

			Then she stopped and stepped back.

			On the left point of the diamond, she had selected an O. The same on the right. But on the remaining two tumblers—the top and bottom points of the diamond—she had turned them both to 1s.

			Yet I recalled: the 1s on these tumblers were different, she’d said. They did not look like the common digit 1. They were completely unadorned and resembled a simple stroke: |.

			I realized instantly what she had made: the two spheres, separated by a vertical line—though in this case, the line was split in two.

			My memories shook within me, and my eyes quaked and I found myself echoing Velona Armenta’s words: “It is the sign of Master Gaddar! The tree bearing fruit, for he was lord of all orchards!”

			“Correct, Din,” said Ana. “The very same. It occurred to me as I read those dreadful religious tomes just this morning, full of the Daljen punishing the wickedness of man. Master Gaddar is quite heralded and admired in those ancient tales…” She caressed the steel face of the door. “It’s very unusual, isn’t it? Why would Burav, who did not keep to that pantheon, pick such a thing? But it is not the first time we’ve seen a Burav reference the symbol, true? You, Din, found a drawing of Jalin Burav’s that had been set aside in his cottage. It bore this same symbol in the corner. Yet why would Jalin also show a predilection for this symbol? Unless, of course, he knew it held a special meaning in his household, and it weighed heavily upon his thoughts…”

			She grasped the handle and twisted it. With a loud clunk, it turned.

			“…and that is why I know Jalin Burav is one of our killers,” she continued. “He came to this place once. He opened the vault and found something. Something that led him to the forest, and a great secret—one that enabled him to kill without blade or blood.” She stepped back. “I shall permit you two to do the honors…”

			I looked to Tauri, who nodded, shaken. I took the handle of the vault, and with a great heave, I pulled the door open and peered inside.

			

			—

			On the other side of the door was not some treasury vault full of safes and chests containing jewels, or piles of talints. Instead, it was something like a library, with countless shelves filled with books, many of them terribly old to the point of crumbling. A set of glowing mai-lamps hung from the ceiling, and a desk was set below them, along with quills and ink and many parchments. Next to this desk were several dozen pots of sotwine—and there at the back were many crates that looked to be stuffed full of yet more pots. It seemed Burav had used this space as half library, half wine cellar.

			At first I thought this explained the aroma—for the vault reeked quite powerfully of wine. Yet then I realized it smelled of worse things than that: vomit, and excrement, and urine.

			Then my eye fell upon the body lying in the vault.

			“Ahh,” I said. “There is someone in here.”

			A silence.

			“Wh…what?” said Tauri.

			“What?” cried Ana. “There is?”

			“Uh, yes,” I said, and entered the vault and walked to where they lay.

			She was a Kurmini woman, her face pink and bloated, and her dress and stomach covered in vomit. It was difficult to tell, but she looked middle-aged and was dressed much as a high servant might: a personal valet, or the housemaid, or someone’s personal attendant. Though I wasn’t sure if she was alive or dead, the cause of the vomit and urine was obvious: some dozen pots of sotwine sat open and empty all about her. Indeed, now that I got close to her, I realized her dress and hair had been soaked in the stuff and still had a purple stain to them.

			“She’s been here this entire time?” said Tauri, peering over my shoulder. “Was she here during the fire?”

			“Perhaps,” I said. “The walls are reinforced. Someone could survive in here, as you said when we first found the vault, sir. But maybe that explains why she looks so pink—the heat in here must have been imm—”

			Then the woman gasped, sat up, and screamed.

			I went staggering back, fumbling for the wall with one hand and my sword with the other. There was a flash of steel in her hand, and she cried out, “Back! Geb back! B-b…back!”

			She blinked and squinted at us, brandishing a letter opener in what she hoped to be a threatening pose. She was so inebriated that the tip of the blade wandered back and forth like a pendulum.

			“Stay back!” she slurred. “You…you s-stay back! Won’t…won’t geb me, too…”

			Tauri and I gaped at her, unable to think of a single thing to say.

			Ana cried out from the vault entrance: “Din? Who the hell is that?”

			I consulted my memories, flickering through all the faces I’d seen here in Lacanthim. This person was not among them.

			“I’ve…no idea,” I said honestly.

			The woman groaned, then toppled over onto her back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25
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			We quickly summoned the medikkers, who upon arrival pronounced the woman “dangerously drunk.” One went so far as to say, “She is more inebriated than the worst drover I’ve ever ministered to, including the one who nearly drowned in the water trough!”

			“Is her brain harmed?” demanded Ana. “If you rouse her, can she answer questions?”

			“I can’t say,” said the lead medikker. “I’m more concerned about heat damage. Her skin is terribly inflamed, like she’s been wandering through a desert! I suppose she hid in this vault as the mansion burned down around it. Though she was saved from the direct flames, she was cooked in here—at least a bit.”

			Tauri studied a puddle of vomit in the corner—one of many. “And she had only wine to drink for hydration, of course,” he said. “And, given the state of her clothing, she poured it over herself to cool her body off…”

			“Yes,” sighed the medikker. “We shall need to stick her with a potizo crab to rehydrate her. I’ve no idea when she will awaken, unfortunately.”

			The medikkers fetched a glass pot containing an exotic sea crustacean with a long, unsettlingly intestinal tube running from its underbelly. It was very similar to what had been done to Velona Armenta, though I presumed this one did not feature any fertility augmentations. The tube’s end sported a glittering needle tooth, and they stuck it deep in the woman’s arm. She was so deeply unconscious that she didn’t groan at this, nor when a dark blue ichor began trickling down the tube and into her veins.

			“I swear,” muttered Ana. “I often enjoy the experience of being blindfolded, but at the moment it is a fucking nuisance! We shall have to wait for this besotted wench to awaken before we can learn anything of use from her. Instead, Din, I advise you look to what is in the vault! Tell me what you see, boy! It’s well and good that the medikkers are here, for I myself might soon die of fucking impatience!”

			I paced the vault, describing the contents aloud to her. There were nearly a dozen shelves here, all filled with ancient tomes. Some were so aged their spines were unreadable, and many more had no spines at all, having fallen to pieces, and were held in preserved bindings of pressed moss. The few that I could read had titles like Hymns of the Daaljhiene, or Musicks of the Ancients and the Third Imperial Age, or Barrow-Sites of the Third Ring of the Grand and Holy Empire of Khanum.

			Yet it was the final shelf that caught my eye the most. It was filled with tiny statues, all very old, wrought of stone, and each very different from the other—though all were, unmistakably, Daljen. Some offered cups, others swords, others staves, and still others a crown, but they all had the familiar distended jaw and coned skull. Each had been carefully labeled: Master Qul, Master Haal, Mistress Vadari, Master Gaddar, and so on and so on.

			Ana stayed frozen as I listed these off to her. “I have heard of…some of these figures,” she said softly. “But only a few of those books you mentioned, Din. By hell! It seems that Burilis Burav’s vault contains not gold and rubies, but a…a veritable trove of historical and archaeological materials on the Daljen. One so extensive I don’t think even the scholars of the first ring have some of these!” She stuck her hand out. “Give me that one book about hymns, please, Din, as well as a few of those parchments preserved in bindings!”

			I moved to do so, creating a stack, and picked them up to carry them to her—and then paused.

			“Well?” she demanded.

			I ignored her, crouched down, and peered about the floor.

			There, all rolled to one side of the vault, were some half-dozen corks. The woman on the floor must have tossed them aside as she drank each pot. I walked to them, stooped, and picked one up.

			There, at its end, a stamped symbol: a small red flower.

			My eyes shimmered, and I recalled what Velona had said of Lyimo: I recall he was enormously pleased after being sent a crate of prized sotwine…A Choros Ayak vintage, I believe…It’s a famous winery. Always put a little stamp of a flower on the cork. Some high houses fashion displays of them, showing how many pots have been drunk at their tables…

			“Din?” asked Ana. “What is it?”

			Tauri, meanwhile, was examining the crates stored at the very back of the vault. “It is not just valuables of the elder days he was sitting on,” he said. He squatted, reached into one crate, and produced a thurible and many small pots. “These are the same tools we use to enter the forest. Just having one of these would have been enough to land Burav in prison—if he hadn’t been cooked to cinders, that is…” He cast an eye at the unconscious woman. “I wonder if she came in here trying to steal a fortune during the fire, and instead found herself locked in with musty tomes, pots of reagents, and…” He sniffed the air. “…some decent vintages.”

			I walked over and peered into the crates. There, stuffed into straw along with many Apoth reagents I did not know, were dozens of wine pots, each one stoppered with a cork bearing the stamp of the flower.

			I read the label in the dim mai-light: Choros Ayak.

			“Din, what is it?” called Ana.

			“There is a great deal of wine here, ma’am,” I said. “And I believe it matches the bottles that were sent to Lyimo Armenta before his apparent suicide.”

			Ana sat up. “So…the wine that was sent to Lyimo came from here?”

			“That is my guess, ma’am.”

			“Then that was surely how he was infected,” she said softly. “A crate of wine, claiming to be from some gentry admirer—and each bottle filled with the fungus!” She turned her face to the slumbering woman. “In that case, this unconscious fool on the floor here surely must know more! And yet we don’t even know her damned name, nor how she came here!”

			“Perhaps I can find a Burav servant to identify her. Maybe one of the footmen, for I think we had to leave some of them in quarantine while w—”

			A rasping, hoarse voice came from the vault door: “Madi Istelia! She’s alive?”

			Tauri and I turned to see the wan figure of Princeps Seriv standing behind us, leaning on a cane. We gazed at him, astonished, but he stared only at the woman on the ground.

			“Ah, Seriv,” said Ana. She turned a page, unflappable. “I take it the medikkers patched you up?”

			“They have, ma’am,” he said faintly. “Even gave me a cane, though I don’t know why. Issue was my guts, not my leg.” He hobbled forward and peered down at the woman. “By hell…I assumed she’d burned up with all the rest of them!”

			“Who is she?” I asked.

			“It is Madi Istelia, sir, as I said. She was Burilis Burav’s housekeeper.”

			Again, we stared at him, and then all turned our eyes on the unconscious woman on the floor.

			“His housekeeper?” I asked.

			“Yes, sir. I’d know her anywhere. How did she live?”

			“With much wine, apparently!” said Ana. “I am more curious as to why she wound up in here!” She snapped her fingers. “Medikker! Someone! Listen to me now!”

			“Y-yes?” said the lead medikker.

			“Pump this fool full of whatever is necessary to wake her up. I demand we speak to her this minute.”

			“We…could give her a stimulant,” he said reluctantly. “But in her condition it would cause a tremendous headac—”

			“I am indifferent!” snarled Ana. “We have a goddamn murder suspect with a body count in the teens who has fled this morning, and this woman is the only person who might know where the little fucker is! If you do not resurrect her, I shall sit astride her chest and slap her awake!”

			The medikker pouted. “Oh, well, that would not work…” He saw Ana’s face. “But fine, fine! Though I wish it recorded that I do this with protest!”

			The medikker took a small vial of tincture from his supplies and added three crimson drops to the tank with the crustacean. Within minutes, Miss Istelia moaned, then groaned, and then began turning about as if terribly pained.

			Ana snapped her fingers before the woman’s face. “Wake up!” she said. “Speak!”

			Istelia cracked her eyes and groaned again at the sight of daylight. Then, with much smacking of her lips, she turned her head from side to side to take in her surroundings. “Where…am I?” she croaked.

			“Nearly the same place you were!” thundered Ana. “In the halls of the Buravs! But almost all of it is fucking burned to bits, no thanks to you!”

			“Not so loud!” Istelia moaned. “Oh, not so loud, please, please!”

			“Oh, fine!” huffed Ana. “I shall whisper if necessary. Though what I whisper shall likely be just as dreadful as the timbre of my voice.” She leaned forward. “For you are out of a job, miss. All the Buravs, young to old, are either dead or missing. And I suspect that it has something to do with you, or whatever you were wrapped up in.”

			Istelia stared at Ana in horror. She blinked several times. Then, with another moan, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she fainted straightaway.

			We studied her, once more lying unconscious on the ground.

			Tauri sighed. “Well, that didn’t go splendidly, did it, chaps.”

			“Yes,” said Seriv. “Better give her a moment and then dose her again. This time—perhaps let Kol here do the questioning? He is a somewhat gentler hand, I suspect.”

			

			—

			“They…are all dead?” Madi Istelia asked me weakly. “All of them?”

			I studied her as she leaned against a blackened fretvine post. The medikkers had brewed up some draught and poured it into a teacup, and she sipped it slowly. It granted a sense of the surreal to the whole ordeal, this terrified, wine-soaked woman sipping tea in these burned ruins as if at a garden party.

			Given her state of dehydration, it was difficult to tell Istelia’s age, but she looked to be in her fifties, with enough lines about her mouth to indicate an upper lip that was kept perpetually stiffened. Yet despite her panic, pain, and despair, there was something circumspect to her eyes: she looked at me rarely, as if worried what I might spy within her gaze.

			“All, I am afraid, ma’am,” I said gently to her. “Save Jalin. But we do not know his whereabouts. It’s all a great tragedy. And we still do not understand how it started.”

			Istelia was silent for a long time, lips pursed above the teacup. Then, very carefully and quietly: “What happened to Jalin? What was the manner of his leaving?”

			“He fled, ma’am, in the night. Just last night, in fact, though he was terribly burned. It must have pained him greatly to move.”

			Istelia blinked rapidly. I could tell it was coming now. I waited.

			“Did he say anything? Before he left?”

			“A little, ma’am. He told us he tried to save them. But—he told us he had tried to save them many times. I found that strange.”

			Istelia shut her eyes. Her mouth worked for a moment.

			“What did he mean when he said that, ma’am?” I asked. “What was he trying to save his family from?”

			“Oh,” she said absently. “Oh, from damnation, of course. From the poisons of this place.”

			Again, I waited.

			“He was never made for this world, you know,” said Istelia. “Of cattle, and bones, and flesh. Even as an infant, he was such a…a delicate thing. Nursed very poorly. But when he grew, he was…oh. He was such a pretty little creature.”

			“You knew him as a child?”

			“Oh, yes. I’ve served here for time out of mind. Almost enough to get used to it—almost.” She gazed off into the devastation. “I told myself that Master Burilis came up in a hard age. His family had lost much, then won it all back. Perhaps that was why he was so intent on toughening up his son. Or…I told myself that. I told myself that when he locked Jalin away to rid him of his fears of the dark. And when he made him sleep by himself in the cottage when he feared being alone.”

			“Or when he made him work in the flensing halls?”

			“You know of that, eh? Yes. That broke him, of course. Broke him. The boy would bathe in the stalls set up for the laborers there, but he’d still come back with skin stained pink from blood. He’d have…things still in his hair. And he’d talk of it. Whisper of, of viscera, and entrails. And the sounds of the cows lowing. He said they knew what was coming and feared it.”

			“He hated the trade, then.”

			“Hate was hardly the word for it. We think of them as scaffolding, he said once to his father. A lattice for culturing flesh. But they are more, and we are less for our blindness to it. There was an awful irony to it…Burilis always wanted his son to be strong. But when Jalin finally showed strength and demanded that the family cease its trade of flesh, Master Burav hated it so.”

			I summoned the memory of the sketches I had seen in Jalin’s cottage. The rich, dark eyes, so innocent and soulful.

			“So Jalin tried to save them,” I said. “But—did he mean the cattle? Or his family?”

			“I don’t know!” she confessed. “He’d probably say both. It all got so much worse after the Armenta boy died…”

			“Which one?”

			“The eldest. Lyimo. He had always plagued poor Jalin…so much so that I would have thought it would grant Jalin some sense of relief. But instead, he only grew worse. Taking too many moodies. Sleeping all day, wandering at night. One night I found him on the lawns, his head full of tinctures, pupils as big as plates. He was weeping. He said to me—I am owned. My soul is not my own anymore. He owns me utterly. What a fool I was. I asked him what he meant—his father? Lyimo? Someone else? But he would never say.”

			I sniffed my vial slowly as I engraved this in my memories. “That was three years ago. Did he ever improve?”

			“A…a little,” she conceded. “Yet still, he acted strange. He would watch the woods. Not the ones close to us, but the ones in the distance. And sometimes he would vanish—and when he returned, I’d find his boots muddied, and purple leaves in the grass about his cottage.” She fell silent for a moment. “Perhaps I should have told Master Burav. I just hoped it’d end, that…that the family might reconcile. And how strange it was that Zansay’s murder seemed to be the thing to bring son and father together! How they held each other and wept! I thought they’d found some common ground. But then came Zansay’s memorial. That night was when he kissed me.”

			“Who?”

			“Jalin, of course. Kissed me on the head. Held me close. Said I was the closest thing he’d ever had to a mother. Said he wanted to apologize for all he’d done wrong.” She swallowed and coughed a little. “I watched him walk upstairs to join the others. Thought he’d…he’d perhaps turned a corner. But then I heard the screaming. I looked out and saw the smoke. Then the halls were consumed with fire.”

			“What did you do?”

			“There was nothing to do. No way to get out. Only one choice—to go into the vault. So I did. And shut the door.”

			“You knew of it? And the combination?”

			A fleeting smile. “As I told you, I’ve served the Buravs for time out of mind. Enough to know a handful of secrets, at least.” She rubbed her face in misery. “It was so hot in here, I was sure I would die or burst into flames. And perhaps I…perhaps I should have died. Too many secrets. Too much death. I wonder, if I had spoken out—could I have stopped any of it? Or would anyone have listened at all?”

			

			—

			Evening was crawling through the skies when the medikkers took Istelia away. The setting sun turned all the leaning posts and columns into a spiderweb of shadows at my feet, and the steel walls of the vault flared bright with the last slivers of sunlight, and cast crimson reflections all about.

			I slid a shootstraw pipe into my mouth and slowly walked over to the open vault. Ana was kneeling over eight tomes of varying sizes, probing each crackling parchment with her long fingers. She calmly ignored the other Orbiis, who were cataloging and reclaiming all their tools and reagents among the crates. Commander Tauri tarried near Ana, as if hoping she would make sense of all this or perhaps dreading she might reveal some worse revelation. Seriv had pulled up a chair behind them and was leaning in it with a pained face: I guessed his wound still irritated him immensely. Yet he still listened keenly as I told him all we’d discovered when we’d exhumed the Armenta children.

			“A story now emerges,” Ana said softly when I finished. “Though an awful one. The bruise on Lyimo’s back, I think, was from Jalin Burav’s ring. And recall, Lyimo Armenta was the first person slain by the web. But wherever and however Jalin learned the arts of breeding the fungus, he did not use it rightly—or, at least, not for that first time! He put the poison in a pot of wine—one, I believe, taken from this very vault—and sent it to Lyimo, claiming to be from some courting family…And then, do you recall what Velona said of Lyimo’s odd behaviors, Din?”

			I echoed Velona’s words: “He would walk across our fields, until he came to the border of the forest. And there he would stand stock-still, like a statue, gazing in! Something had seduced him there. Called him. Sang to him, perhaps!”

			“Jalin was in the wood, you think, ma’am,” said Seriv. “Conditioning him.”

			“Exactly so,” said Ana. “Conditioning Lyimo to be drawn to any given place. But Jalin did not condition him enough! The fungus had only festered a little. So when the time came for Jalin to force him into the pond, I think Lyimo resisted the commands written into his mind! He would not consent to die. Jalin panicked—and intervened.”

			“He ran out and held him down,” I said. “Pushed his fist into the small of his back. And drowned him with his own hands.”

			“Precisely. And he left a wounding that matched his tughra ring.” She bowed her head. “Of all the many murders we must account for, I believe some can now be given to Jalin with certainty. Lyimo Armenta, yes. And all the Buravs, yes.”

			“Why would he wish to slaughter his whole family, though?” asked Tauri.

			“It is not the motivation that troubles me,” said Ana. “We know he hated and disdained his family. Instead, I think about the timing, the suddenness of it—and one of Istelia’s comments that troubles me most…” She gestured to me.

			My eyes shivered, and I echoed the words: “I am owned. My soul is not my own anymore. He owns me utterly.”

			“Correct,” said Ana. “When he said this, did Jalin mean he, too, was infected with the web? Were his mind and body no longer under his own control? Or did he mean something more? Regardless, one thing is clear. There is another killer. One far cleverer, more cunning, and much more dangerous than young Jalin.”

			A fraught silence filled the vault. The last of the Orbiis officers trooped out with the reagents, and we were left alone.

			Ana raised her pale hand like a troubadour beginning their song. “Imagine, now, children—you are Jalin Burav. Traumatized, bullied, mocked by all—and deeply anguished by the ghastly industry of this canton. So furious do you grow that you strike out at the eldest heir of your family’s enemy, a swaggering princeling who has hectored you your entire life. Yet something goes wrong during this, somehow. Perhaps someone learns of what you’ve done. Someone connects you to the killing. They learn how you managed it. And from then on…”

			“You are owned?” I said. “You think Jalin meant not the web, but blackmail?”

			“Perhaps!” mused Ana. “For the next three murders take a very different tack. They are not passionate or clumsy! They are careful. Precise. Very premeditated. And very targeted, toward one line in particular.”

			“The Armentas,” said Seriv.

			“Yes. Someone else picked up the web at that point, you see. I do not think Jalin is the one who killed Sagma and Gevma. He did not condition Castus Armenta, laboring away there in the flensing halls. But…I think he did indeed play the tune that killed his sister.”

			“You think it was Jalin who crept through the wood that night,” I said, “and played those two tunes—one for Zansay, and one for Castus.”

			“Yes. I think he was forced to do it by this second killer. But I suspect he did not know exactly what the effects would be. I think he was startled to discover Castus Armenta, bloodied and shrieking and rushing to the very same forest where he intended to slip back to his home. And when he heard the news the next day, he found that his tunes had not killed Castus, but his sister. He was then filled with tremendous misery and despair. The other killer surely expected this reaction. For recall, Din—you spied lights in the forest the night before the fire. A signal, a message, from this other player—saying what?”

			“Calm, calm,” I said.

			Tauri shifted uncomfortably. “Calm?”

			“Yes,” purred Ana. “This second killer, the deadlier partner, was telling Jalin not to react. They knew Jalin was unstable. And they knew he would not react well to the Iudex arriving—and that he would especially not like it when we did not release his sister’s body. Jalin then went home, where he definitely did not listen to this plea for calm. For many reasons, but one chief of all—recall, this boy knew what was festering in his sister’s body! And you and I, Din, delayed its release! Jalin then knew Zansay’s corpse would fruit within days, if not hours. And when that happened, all would be revealed, and many suspicious eyes would be fixed on the Burav family—and, eventually, Jalin himself.”

			“So he panicked,” I said. “Despaired. And he decided that the only way out was…fire?”

			“Fire and death,” whispered Ana. “A great suicide, destroying his hated family in the process. He had, after all, begged them to step away from this terrific sin he believed they were committing. In response, they mocked him and treated him as a weakling.” She paused. “And yet he did do something I cannot make sense of. In his despair, he struck out at his family, true…but why also try to kill Ippeas Armenta?”

			“That’s right,” I said, realizing. “That doesn’t make sense. Ippeas had gotten a letter asking him to come there the night of the fire—one very strange and almost clumsy.”

			“And one that, obviously, did not work,” said Ana. “Jalin wrote to him claiming that he had some information proving Castus’s innocence. But—why do it at all? Why target Ippeas Armenta, of all people?”

			“Unless Jalin wished to kill all the Armentas,” said Tauri with a shrug.

			“But Ippeas won’t inherit!” said Ana impatiently. “What, was killing the man just a spiteful bonus? It makes no sense!”

			“Jalin Burav was an unstable creature, ma’am,” I ventured. “Perhaps little of what he did makes sense.”

			“I cannot help but feel that is not so!” she said. “But…you are right, somewhat. I certainly don’t think Jalin was truly ready to hear his own family scream. To scream, I imagine, much like the cattle do before the flensing halls. For Jalin forgot that one servant had not sipped enough from the Buravs’ poisoned well—and when he heard this person crying out, he returned, startled, and was forced to contend with the immensity of what he had set in motion.”

			“He tried to save his father, then,” said Seriv, “but it was too late.”

			“He had written his commands into his father’s soul,” she said simply, “just like his father has written commands into all the creature servants of the Empire. They cannot be defied. Burilis could not, and perished. Jalin, panicking, despairing, leapt from the window, his body burned and nearly broken. He awoke in his healing bath and was keenly aware that this other killer was out there, still hidden, still murderous—and now they had a very good reason to see Jalin eliminated.” She turned a page. “So you see, boys…I do not think Jalin fled into the forest for some mystical, divine purpose. I believe he did it out of fear, for simple survival. He is a killer driven by rashness. The other, however…they are quite a different thing.”

			

			—

			Tauri sighed. “It is all very chilling to hear these speculations of frost-hearted killers prowling about Lacanthim, but I doubt if Jalin left a list of co-conspirators lying about. Nor did he sketch out a map of where he might have been going in that accursed wood! For I somewhat doubt if he is headed…” He hazarded a glance out of the vault to confirm we were alone. “…to the Touched Site within. Unless he has a few dozen bombard charges in his pockets, he’s not getting through that massive stone plug—and even that might not do it.”

			“No list, no, no,” murmured Ana. “But as for leaving a map for us…perhaps.”

			I moved forward to peer over her shoulder. She appeared to be reading an illuminated manuscript with writing so flowery and exaggerated my eyes couldn’t make sense of it. “You truly think he left a map, ma’am?” I said dubiously.

			“Oh, yes,” she said. “I think there was a map kept here, once. One made by Burilis Burav himself, who knew more of the altered forest than anyone, after his many years managing it. I’ve no doubt Jalin took it to delve into those strange leaves. But though it is lost to us, we can re-create it!” She flicked a hand at the shelves. “Burav selected these books most carefully, you see, and excised specific pages for focused study. And all of them—all—are about the shrines of the Daljen.” She carefully laid one page aside and began on the next. “What they were for. Which exalted figure was granted administration over them. And, most of all, where they were.”

			“But why?” said Tauri. “What did he seek?”

			“Unsure!” said Ana. “There is no mention of the guiding web in these pages. No talk of fungi or pipes or such. But then, I have only just begun reading them.” She turned her blindfolded head very slightly toward him. “I am aware that a spatiast’s mind is skilled at creating many maps. If you can make one now of what you know of the forest, perhaps I can cross-reference the text of these musty tomes and tell you where to seek Jalin Burav.”

			Tauri winced. “We…do not maintain detailed maps of the wood. We can’t risk anyone else learning how to traverse it and come to the Touched Site.”

			“Then you will never find Jalin Burav in that forest. Nor will you ever come to comprehend what he and his father likely found there, too.”

			Tauri glared at her.

			“I need only the basics, sir,” she said, grinning. “Landscapes. Entry points. Surrounding creeks! All that dull shit, you see.”

			Grumbling, Tauri walked to one of the Orbiis carriages stationed in the gravel path and returned with a large, blank sheet of parchment. Then he sat next to Ana, and with quick, precise strokes of his ashpen, he re-created a map of the altered forest in but a handful of seconds, complete with a little scale in the bottom right to denote how a smallspan translated into leagues.

			“There,” he said. “I have most of it, I think.”

			Ana snatched it up and began to follow the lines of his ashpen with her fingers. “Remarkably precise!” she said. “Or so I assume. I myself have never actually seen any of it, of course. Where did Jalin enter?”

			Tauri pointed to one spot that lay close to the Burav lands. “There. The trackers are quite sure of it. They catch the scents of the healing bath most keenly.”

			“Good.” Ana pointed at me with a finger. “Din—how many books are in here with us?”

			I rapidly counted my memories, my eyes shimmering. “A hundred and seven, ma’am.”

			“Good. How many of those are real thickies?”

			“I am unsure what size a book must be to qualify as a real thickie, ma’am. But sixteen of them are pretty hefty, to my eye.”

			She raised her blindfolded head and appeared to do some quick math. “Give me until dawn,” she said. “I think I can determine where Jalin was going by then.”

			Tauri pushed a veil of gold hair behind one ear and studied her with a wary eye. “Truly?”

			“Yes. Probably. Maybe! I can at least give you an idea of which shrines and locations Burav researched most. One of those, surely, is the site of his fascination—and thus the location where Jalin Burav might be now.”

			“Uhh—and then what, ma’am?” said Seriv. “You’re going to send the Orbiis charging in after him?”

			“I had assumed so!” she said with a sniff. “Them, and Din. He’s already been in the damned forest, after all.”

			My face tightened to hear this duty so fecklessly assigned to me, but I kept my mouth shut.

			“But it’s not so simple as that,” said Tauri. “Not if we don’t even know where we’re going. I mean—do we even know how deep we shall venture?”

			“I don’t, sir!” said Ana. “Have you gone exploring in the wood much?”

			“The wood is no child’s garden for us to idly wander.”

			“Then I can’t say!” said Ana. “We now trouble ourselves with unspeakable things. Both because we fear them, and because we do not know them—because the Khanum did not want us to. They destroyed all knowledge of what lies in those trees centuries ago. But from Burav’s own fascination with Master Gaddar, and the sheer breadth of materials here…yes, I think you shall be going quite deep! To the very heart of the Daljen dynasty, perhaps. And what you find there, I cannot imagine.” She licked a finger and turned yet another page. “But give me a little fucking time to read, and maybe I can tell you.”
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			It was a tense ride back to Lacanthim. I left four custodi officers stationed outside the vault with strict orders not to let anyone approach—after Jalin’s escape, I was not about to let another slipup occur—but Tauri had insisted we return early. “If you are to go with us after Jalin, Kol,” he said, “you’ll need your rest. Stimulatives and mood grafts are unwise in such a place.”

			“Why?” I asked warily. “Do they not work?”

			“Oh, somewhat. But with all the trees shivering about you, and the statues emerging from the leaves—well, I frankly find myself feeling stark fucking mad even without a drop of anything touching my tongue.”

			I considered that. “Is it dangerous in the wood?”

			“It shouldn’t be. The main threat is the wood itself. It is rare, but there have been occasions when Orbiis officers have wandered off the seams and never returned. Yet no fear! I shall keep a firm hand on you.” He smiled weakly as we pulled up to our tavern. Then a look of anxiety stole over him. “I think I…spoke out of turn today, Kol.”

			“Pardon, sir?”

			“About the gentry, and the cattle here. I suppose I sounded as mad to you as Jalin did to his family. I should apologize.”

			I thought about it. “No, sir,” I said.

			“No?”

			“You did not sound mad. I am much used to the weariness that our labors can put upon us. It can…curdle the spirit, in a way.”

			He nodded, his eyes filled with sorrow. Then he turned to the window and murmured, “What cure is there, I wonder?”

			I studied his veil of blond hair. The way he leaned his head against the carriage door, his sad eyes fixed on the misty lanes. The smell of apricots, and spice, and rich earth that always clung so close to him.

			Why now? Why have this now?

			“I suppose,” I said slowly, “the only cure to such weariness is to keep your own space within the Empire. A place where something decent can grow.”

			“A little courtyard garden, perhaps,” he mused. “Wise words! But I confess, it’s been a rather long while since I’ve seen anything flower in my garden, Kol. This place is barren. You have seen what’s out there.”

			“Perhaps you should look harder, then, sir.”

			He met my eye. “Really? Perhaps I shall.”

			The carriage came to a stop, and we climbed out. The night air was close and thick, heavy with mist and the scent of churned mud. Somewhere in Lacanthim I could hear drovers singing; it had a merry step to it.

			“Strange to hear such merriment,” I said softly, “and knowing what is out there.”

			“It’s my business to know many awful things that eat away at this earth of ours,” said Tauri, “so that is a familiar feeling. Easier to wish for ignorance than to burden yourself with the rot in all our hearts.” He gave me a sad smile. “I shall return to the Orbiis offices and rest there, and find you in the morning, Signum Kol. Good evening.”

			I watched him go, his gait dreamy and sad, his hair a bright, shimmering veil in the night. I caught a whiff of his scent, apricots and spice, and felt my pulse hot in my ears.

			Then a voice from across the street: “Din! Din!”

			I turned, flustered, and saw Fotia waving to me. She crossed the lane, her face pinkened and breathing hard. “By hell, I’ve looked all over for you! Where have you been? The proprietor at the Green Drover said he wasn’t even sure you stayed there anymore, you kept such odd hours!”

			“Oh, that I feel,” I said, yawning tremendously. “What are you doing in town, Fo? I thought you’d be staying at Aimafall.”

			“There? Absolutely not. Not after all the talk of murder and conspiracy and spirits! And worse, Madam Velona is in a…an awful mood. She’s taken to her quarters and refuses to even come out.”

			“Castus?”

			She nodded grimly. “I can’t imagine her grief. It must be crushing. I’ve talked to the custodi, and they say they’ll let me stay in the cells, with Ip. Keep him company. I’m there half the time anyway. But I did wish to update you—your advice to ask about the rope was a clever thing!”

			“Was it?” I asked quickly. “Why?”

			“Well, all the servants knew nothing, as they’ve changed over so much in the years since. But the drovers…they knew much. And they chatter. Especially to me.”

			Despite everything, I scowled at that. My sister was a terribly beautiful girl by any measure, and I did not love hearing of any flirtatious favors from the cowhands.

			“You won’t resent it when I tell you what they said!” Fotia said. “They told me that the rope that hanged Sagma was lost. Apparently it was ripped down immediately and disposed of—perhaps by the one who found her.”

			“Really? Who was it?”

			“Another drover, a young man named Arthinio. He was a stableboy back then but quit after finding Sagma’s body. He went to work for the Buravs, I’m told. They said he feared for his life—but they didn’t know why.”

			“You think he found something. Saw something, when he came across Sagma hanging.”

			“And what he saw terrified him. I’m looking for him now in the city. I’m sure I’ll find him—I just hope he’s willing to speak to someone so close to the Armentas.”

			“Perhaps you shouldn’t,” I said. “Maybe wait and take the custodi with you.”

			She stuck her nose up at that. “I can handle a few mutinous cowhands! I’ve done it since the day I first came here. Besides, I note you didn’t offer to come instead.”

			“I didn’t,” I said slowly, “because I have a…task tomorrow.” I paused to collect my thoughts. “Let’s walk a moment. I’ve much to tell you.”

			

			—

			The muddy lanes of Lacanthim turned to shimmering rivers as the mai-lamps began to glow. Cowhands and drovers and servants tottered back and forth over the plank walkways but more often than not simply strode through the mire, indifferent to the puddles. Each new tread re-formed the pattern of lights about us, until all the streets were like the gleaming, pockmarked face of the full moon.

			“Jalin,” said Fotia softly. “By hell, I can’t believe it, Din.”

			“You can’t share this, of course,” I said. “Partially because it’s speculation. But more…”

			“I’ve no wish to talk of this with anyone. It’s all so dreadful. And dreadfully familiar, now.”

			I cocked an eyebrow at her.

			“Ippeas is…in a bad state,” she explained. “His spirits are abysmal. His cousins are dead. Hell, some were turned to abominations. He asked me just today—what is the worth of all this suffering? Why toil for such luxuries if it does this to you?”

			“He’s still not conditioned, true? Is his sleep interrupted?”

			“He hasn’t slept at all since Castus. So we don’t know. Yet what an awful thing it is to hear you speak of Jalin Burav and all his despair, and hear an echo of that in Ip.” She turned about, gazing at the shopfronts. “When I first came here, I thought I was escaping. Breaking out of how things used to be in Daretana. Finding a new, wondrous place to make my own. Yet it’s still all the same here, if not worse. Families putting their children through such misery, and for what? To wind up like Velona, locked up in Aimafall, alone and muttering?”

			“Do you wish to leave? To do something new?”

			“How can I? And is escape even possible? I thought you were escaping, too, but…look at you.”

			“I never felt like it was escape.”

			“No?”

			“No. To me, it was always…sacrifice. A calf, arrayed with herbs and sacred paints, and led to the dais.”

			Fotia made a quiet, strangled sound of sorrow.

			“A poor metaphor,” I said. “But I was wrong.” I tried to marshal my thoughts. “It’s a strange thing to have a duty, Fo. I see the drovers and think myself like them. So much work, to fulfill a need—and blood spilled, and hard choices made. But what I do isn’t the same. Perhaps it’s the difference between feeding and nourishing. To try to better the hungry, and help them grow, as opposed to simply satisfy.” I rubbed my temple. “Even if it has made me very different. So much so I feel I am a different breed of creature altogether.”

			“This is what your Dolabra teaches you?”

			“In a cruel, jaded way, yes.”

			She was silent for a long while. Then she said, “Have you noticed, brother, that we both escaped home and Grandmother in our own ways, and found ourselves in service to new old women who are both more than a little mad and cruel?”

			I stiffened, for I had not realized that at all.

			“Yes,” said Fotia. “If you’d asked me yesterday, I’d have said I had found the better patron. Now, though, I don’t think that’s so.” She took my face then and kissed my brow. “You’ll be careful in the wood tomorrow, true? I can’t lose you now, brother. Not after you’ve just come back.”

			“I’ll walk carefully. I’ll have the Orbiis with me, and Commander Tauri.”

			“But I don’t much like him at all. He has no love for me.”

			“For your trade, you mean.”

			“Maybe.” She tweaked my ear. “For you, maybe otherwise. I saw how he looked at you, after all. I’m a fool for what I do, Din, but I’m not a blind one.”
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			Well before dawn I awoke, washed my face, and arrived at the Orbiis offices to find Tauri and his colleagues loading their cart once more. In the gray, predawn light, they had the look of pilgrims preparing for a mission. Yet one tool of theirs I recognized, and was greatly worried by: a set of wheellock bombards, loaded into the side of the cart.

			I eyed these warily as I approached. These were small handheld cannons that were cumbersome to reload but could easily punch a hole in a destrier, or even an urhosi, I reckoned. They were one of the few armaments I had not taken care to train with yet.

			“Why,” I said slowly, “are we taking those?”

			“Because we don’t know what’s in there,” said Tauri’s voice. He emerged from behind the cart, arrayed not in his usual Orbiis cloak but a set of combat leathers of a like I hadn’t seen since the sea walls. “I would not worry too much, chap. It’s protocol. We take them when we check the Touched Site, as well as short swords—but hopefully we won’t be going there. Of course, if your immunis hasn’t succeeded in making a map, we’ll be going nowhere at all!”

			“I’m more worried about one misfiring and taking my head off my shoulders.”

			“Well, we are spatiasts. That makes us pretty decent shots. But we likely won’t be using them at all, not if we find Jalin. Instead, we shall use these.” He pulled out another armament, one I’d never seen before. It resembled a fire poker, with a handle and long shaft, yet it ended in a very small set of needles. “It’s called a lypi lance. Very new, mostly nonlethal. The needle at the end injects a toxin that causes overwhelming, paralyzing pain.”

			“If it’s nonlethal, why isn’t it more used?”

			“The axioms did their sums. In about ninety percent of its uses, there are no issues. Some ten percent, however, cause significant heart issues and seizures. These are much harder for the medikkers to swiftly treat—unlike, say, stab wounds and the like, which we are very accustomed to treating.”

			“The Empire is so used to treating violence by sword that the blade is actually less lethal than your nonlethal toxin?”

			“You have it exactly. Though, again, we might never see any need to use these horrible tools—not if your immunis never tells us how to find Jalin.”

			

			—

			When we arrived at the vault, we discovered that Ana had set up something of a display for us, with six select parchments placed in a row before where she sat on the floor.

			“I have been waiting,” she said tersely, “for hours.”

			“It’s barely dawn, ma’am,” I said.

			“And yet I deciphered the nature of Burav’s tomes well before midnight! Were it not for the fact that these histories are exceedingly rare, anyone with a decent attention span and memory could have figured it all out!”

			Tauri yawned hugely. “Then let’s hear it, please! I slept poorly, worried you’d send us to our deaths. Might as well confirm it now—it’d wake me up a little, I’m sure.”

			Ana set out three stone figures, each one taken from Burav’s shelf, each one depicting a member of the Daljen. One held a staff; the next, a leaf; the third, a cup. “Burav’s little library is not actually terribly expansive! Instead, it focuses most keenly on these three specific Daljen figures. One is Qul, master of waters. Second comes Kurbanthik, the mistress of earth and soil. The last…” She touched the one bearing the cup. “…should come as no surprise…”

			“Master Gaddar,” I said. “Lord of orchards.”

			“Correct! He is undoubtedly the figure Burav was most obsessed with. Not just tall tales of his life but actual, tangible places he labored. And much of his work was here, apparently.” She gestured at the horizon, where the altered forest lay. “Much like Aimafall is the seat of the Armentas, that site was the seat of Gaddar’s power, some five centuries ago.”

			There was a solemn silence as Tauri and I studied the tiny stone figure before her.

			“And what place did Burav seek?” asked Tauri.

			“There are two sites that Burav felt had significance,” she said airily. “The first is remarkably unclear—perhaps purposefully so. It is a grand place that is called a temple in one history. Then a tomb in another. In a third, it is referred to as the cup of heaven. And still in a fourth, it is called Meris Chamhali Ayonias—or, ‘place of the angelic, eternal servants.’ It is all quite a mess! My conclusion here is that these histories, recorded years after the disappearance of the Daljen, could not find any firsthand evidence—because it was gone. The Daavir and the other Khanum tribes had censored it, removed it from all written text. They wished it wiped from the recorded memory of all intelligent peoples—and so it is.”

			A cold sweat crawled up my back. “The Touched Site,” I said quietly. “That is what that is.”

			“So I presume,” said Ana. “That temple, or tomb, or cup of heaven, whatever the terminology—that is the location that the Khanum sealed up and blockaded with a tremendous, altered forest. It is the site that you, Commander Tauri, have been to many a time.”

			“I see…” he said gravely. “And what of the second place?”

			“Oh, the second is mentioned much less often,” purred Ana. “Probably because it is less important! It is known as little blessing in some texts, or Naos-Minra in the old Tala tongue—literally, ‘smaller temple.’ My guess is that its purpose was similar to this mysterious cup of heaven, but it was a very minor version. However!” She raised a triumphant finger. “Because it was less important, the histories of this smaller temple are much less edited! And one thing these histories include is where the goddamned place is—for that, I suspect, is where Jalin Burav has gone!”

			“So—we have a set of directions?” asked Tauri, astonished.

			“That we do!” said Ana. “Thank fucking heaven that the rivers and creeks and hills of this place are generally still where they were a few centuries ago, for without them—and the map you made, sir—I’d have never found a thing!” She reached behind her and, with a flourish, pulled out Tauri’s map of the forest, though now it had been extensively annotated.

			She stabbed down a finger and began drawing out a path. “You must enter here, at this site, where Jalin Burav entered. Though I do not know the paths of the seams, my good sir, you must come close to this site—written as Hand of Gaddar in the old tongues. It is, apparently, literally a big goddamned statue of a hand. You cannot mistake it for another. Then move northwest, toward another shrine, this one known as Loutri di Akantha Apalos, which translates as ‘cauldron of the soft spines’—don’t bother to ask me to explain that one—and then head straight north. After a little more than two leagues, you shall come to the little temple that Burilis Burav sought so highly. I believe that is where you’ll likely find Jalin!”

			Tauri stared at the map she’d made, his eyes shimmering and his lips working as he used his cerebral augmentations to embed it in his thoughts. My own eye lingered on the other sites she had outlined on the map: some two or three or even four dozen ancient places. Shrines, perhaps, or burial mounds, or statues or cenotaphs of some long-forgotten import. Our path came worryingly close to many of them.

			“Done,” said Tauri, sighing. “I have your map, Dolabra. I hope it is all true—or as true as such ancient texts can offer. We shall depart quickly.”

			“Please do so, sir,” said Ana. “Though I do request that Din here tarry a bit with me, yet again.”

			

			—

			I stood in the vault, expecting Ana to deliver some other grave suspicion of Commander Tauri. Instead, she fumbled in her skirts, produced a small leather satchel, and opened it and dumped it into her hands.

			I recognized the contents immediately. I’d learned very early on in my service to Ana to memorize everything I could on all substances, reagents, tinctures, grafts, and tonics that were banned for use in the Imperial Iyalets—but especially the psychotropic ones, of which she was terribly fond.

			“Semilanka mushrooms,” I said. “Basidia. And auricula. Are you…getting yourself mooded before I depart for the forest, ma’am?”

			“Quiet, boy,” she snapped.

			She produced a knife and began carving very small slices off each mushroom. A dread arose in me then. There had been a time, once, when Ana had consumed a great deal of psychotropic substances, and that had been when she needed to access some aspect of her faculties I could not comprehend. It was as if there were parts of her mind that she could only use occasionally, and only by consuming substances that would usually kill any common folk.

			This, perhaps, was by design. For Ana had been conditioned—consensually, I knew—so that she could not discuss certain subjects without inflicting pain upon herself. Perhaps now, I thought as I watched her dice away in the vault, she was using these substances as a means to bypass those controls.

			But why, I did not know. What subject was so unspeakable that she was forced to resort to this—and now, of all times?

			She swallowed the tiny slices of mushrooms and let out a long, slow sigh. “I’ve a confession, boy,” she said. “I have not been honest with you. Or, not entirely honest.”

			I waited.

			“You did not gasp in surprise, I note,” she said.

			“I did not, ma’am. You use the truth like a basket-weaver might a reed.”

			“Perhaps so. But I will attempt some honesty with you now, Din—for I know a bit more about the Daljen than I let on. Perhaps…” She grunted as if in pain. “…perhaps more than most other folk in the Empire.”

			Her face trembled. Plainly, whatever she wished to say to me was one subject that had been conditioned in her to be unspeakable.

			“Ma’am,” I said. “Do you really wish t—”

			“Quiet. You deserve to hear this. For I suspect that whatever lies buried in those strange woods…it is not what killed the Daljen. To tell you more would require explaining a little…Well. Ancient history.”

			There was a long silence. When Ana spoke again, her voice was queerly deep and resonant, as if echoing in some other space within her.

			“In the earliest, most ancient of days,” she began, “there was the valley of the Khanum. At that time, it was no holy site. Rather, it was an accursed spot of creation. A place warped by the bloods of the leviathans—for it was there that the leviathans journeyed each wet season, toiling from the seas and across the Paths of the Plains to rest their bones, and causing endless devastation as they did so. Even today, we do not know why they did this. Nor do we know why they keep attempting to do so. But we do know that to the ancient peoples, the valley of the Khanum was a poisoned place, where none could venture—except the poor, the exiled, and the tribes driven from their lands by the petty kings. For these folk, of course, had nowhere else to go.” She leaned forward. “This is where the story of the Khanum begins, Din. Not in power—but in misery, in displacement. They were forced to seek shelter in the valley. And when they emerged, they had been changed.”

			My eyes fluttered, and the stone visage of the statue in the wood flashed in my mind: a face long and distended, with a high, peaked skull.

			“It was in their first victories that the Empire was founded, of course. But what is less known is what happened just after.” She leaned forward, her visage skeletal in the light. “As I said before, there were the Daavir—the line of our emperor. They were warriors and fought the titans. Then there were the Daljen, who were farmers and tamers of nature. One to fight, and one to feed. Yet then, suddenly, the Daljen simply vanished!”

			“I had thought they were the first to succumb to the plague of sterility among that line…”

			“No, child! This is not so. They did not dwindle, as all the other tribes of the Khanum did. They completely disappeared, right at the end of the fifth century! And unlike the rest of the peoples of the Khanum, there is almost no remaining record of their last days. We’ve scraps of texts, and a few stone statues standing amid the plains, and nothing more.” She waved at the books along the shelves. “The religious pantheon of the Daljen is but an invention, Din. An aristocratic cult, invented over the past five centuries! The people who worship the Daljen here have no concept of who they were or what they did in life. And yet…I’ve long felt that there was a clear explanation for what happened to them. There is a corollary here, with the Armentas and the Buravs.” She turned to me. “You have pursued many crimes, Din. You know the shape of this, yes?”

			There was a long silence. I felt my pulse flickering in my hands.

			“The Daavir and the Daljen,” I said slowly. “Two competing, wealthy houses…”

			“Yes.”

			“They came to conflict.”

			“True.”

			“And only one was victorious.”

			“Utterly victorious, Din. So much so that they wiped the other from all the history books and replaced their cherished lands with altered forest! After all…why salt the soil when you can fill it up with impassable trees?”

			I swallowed. “You…are talking about genocide now, ma’am. A massacre and a conspiracy. And if known it…it would be…”

			“An indictment of all the Empire, yes,” she said softly. “Many consider the Khanum to be a founding myth of who we are, akin to angels who gifted us arts from the very heavens! If any learned they were capable of such acts—especially the tribe of the emperor himself—well…we would begin thinking of them as fallible. As cruel. As human. And that cannot do.” She took in a long, slow breath. “But we are Iudex, Din. We seek the truth. I tell you this now not to frighten you, but to warn you. You shall be entering the site of a tremendous crime today. There may be many horrors awaiting you within. So—step lightly, boy!”
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			We trundled north across the country roads in the Orbiis cart. Then the violet, shimmering forest broached the horizon, like an amethyst sea reaching high tide and spilling down the rocks. I eyed the tops of the forests. Here and there I could spy the hint of structures, shrines, statues. Ana’s words of caution lingered in my thoughts, and I fought the urge to shudder.

			“You recall that the seams of the forest are quite narrow, Kol,” said Tauri, his eyes fixed on the trees. “Hardly more than four or five span at the widest point. There will be five of us entering today, and we shall have to move in single file, with the officer bearing the thurible at the fore so the seam will part. I assume you are not trained in bombard use?”

			“No, sir. Though I’ve had training with bows.”

			“Pity we have no bows with us, then! But close combat will be difficult. I’d be wary of drawing your sword. Though…I hope it will not come to that.”

			We stopped at the line of the forest, and two members of the expedition dismounted, slid masks on their faces to protect themselves from the forest’s fumes, and began to ready their smokes. I tried to find solace in the familiarity of their movements: pouring the reagents into the thurible’s chimney, and then setting a bit of sparkwood floating within and putting fire to it.

			The strange, shimmering quality to the smokes. The acrid taste of it in my mouth. I knew all this, I told myself. I’d done this once before. There was no reason to fear.

			Yet then Tauri spoke: “Ready yourself now, Kol, and don your mask so the airs won’t trouble you! Just remember—keep to the path, follow us, and…if you see anything strange off in the wood, disregard it!”

			All the courage I’d mustered vanished in an instant. “What do you expect to see?” I said, startled. But Tauri was already standing before the tree line, his bombard balanced in his hands.

			The boles of the trees ahead began shivering, as if fearing the caress of the smokes. The officer at the fore unpacked an unusual fretvine apparatus much like a frame, and after hanging the thurible from its center, her compatriots raised it high and fastened it about her neck and shoulders so the thurible swung just a few smallspan above her head.

			I felt a flicker of amusement at that: when I had first met the Orbiis I had almost mistaken them for a parade of cultists, off on some pilgrim’s rite. Now we were on another parade, with one member bearing holy smokes swinging from this strange artifice bound to her body, and many mystic sites ahead.

			The officer moved toward the trees. Once again, a handful of branches began to part, as if bent backward by an invisible hand. The tiny path of the seam emerged, and our party ventured forward—with Tauri, I noted, second in line behind the officer with the thurible, and me behind him. I slid my mask upon my face and followed. The trees closed behind us, and we were lost.

			

			—

			We walked for what felt like an hour without speaking, surrounded by the churning trees, the flickering purple leaves, and the swirl of the shadows about us. Again, the queer geometric nature of the wood weighed on me: it was as if I wasn’t wandering through a forest but rather navigating some endless spiderweb, adorned here and there in bursts of indigo.

			A mad thought wormed its way into my skull—You are being stalked. Hunted. Something is there, just past the reach of the light.

			My reason responded—It’s the forest. It doesn’t want us here. It moves against us.

			To which my worries answered—Then you admit the forest has a mind, a will. It follows you now, watching you. Intelligent, and angry, and so, so old.

			Enough.

			I cleared my throat and asked, “How far until the first landmark, sir—the Hand of Gaddar?”

			“At this rate,” said Tauri, “we shall be there in twenty minutes.” He gazed off into the wood. “Though we now come to a rather denser portion of the forest, according to the map your immunis made for us. I would advise you to keep your eyes on the path, Kol.”

			I did not know what he meant, but I did as he said, focusing on the heels of his boots as they beat upon the leaf-strewn path.

			Then I began to see—no, sense was the better word—stone forms coalescing in the trees.

			Structures. Shapes. Contours and outlines.

			I took in a breath as I gazed fixedly at Tauri’s heels. They were like statues, I thought, but not any kind I’d seen yet. Though I didn’t look directly at them, I somehow gleaned that these statues about us were wrought in such a fashion that they defeated the eye, or perhaps the mind. The dimensions were all wrong: you could not see them and comprehend which point was close to you, and which one distant. Simply glimpsing them out of my periphery made my bowels water and my eyes ache, and it put a thread of fear in my soul.

			“What are they?” I whispered.

			“I do not know, Kol,” said Tauri. “There is a point in the paths I’ve walked where we can see things of this likeness, but only from a distance. We do not approach them, as a rule. This is the closest I have ever been to them.” He took in a slow breath. I wondered what it did to his augmented mind to behold such things. “We have termed them formless, or teknasma. They seem to have had no practical use to our reckoning. Their unusual shaping pleased the old ones, perhaps. Like an aroma or taste or sound may please a common mind, the sight of these…activated something within the Khanum. I can’t say more, for I don’t know more.” I heard a click of his throat as he swallowed behind his mask. “Let’s hope that the Hand of Gaddar is less punishing to our minds!”

			We continued on, the trees parting before us and closing behind us. I began to sense a pattern in the statues there in the trees: they somehow mimicked movement, as if they all formed a vast stone colossus, crawling through the trees to my right. Perhaps it snuffed at the forest floor, seeking our scent.

			No, no, I told myself. This is madness. They are but stone. Abandon it!

			Eventually—blessedly—the teknasma faded into the trees. We continued on. Tauri would sometimes speak aloud, asking if his folk tasted anything new upon the air, but all said they did not. The forest overwhelmed all particulates, they told him.

			“I hope,” he said quietly, “that Jalin did actually go this way! Though I wonder what he made of such sights.”

			Then, finally, the trees parted, and the great hand emerged.

			We stopped short when we saw it. It was, more or less, precisely what Ana had described: a huge stone hand, rising from the earth, extending into the boughs as if offering a gift to the skies. It was without a doubt the most beautiful sculpture I had ever seen: something about the lifelike quality of its fingers, its knuckles, the positioning of its joints imbued the thing with a powerful sense of vitality, even though each digit was surely twenty-five span long.

			“We are in the right place, then,” said Tauri. “A relief!”

			“I didn’t think spatiasts got lost, sir,” I muttered.

			“In this place, many things can happen,” he said, bemused. “Strange to think that almost no one has seen this sight in centuries—save, apparently, Burav and his son, if they also walked these paths.”

			We slowly wound our way along the seam, which passed very close to the massive hand. Then Tauri raised a hand, and we stopped once more.

			“There is something in the hand,” he said quietly.

			I pulled out my spyglass to see. He was right: the sculpture was not just of a hand, but a hand holding something. A human form.

			Or, perhaps, someone was hiding there within its giant palm.

			“A person,” I said softly. I squinted to see, then sighed with relief. “No, no. A stone person. It’s part of the sculpture.”

			“Thank Sanctum,” breathed Tauri. “I…I nearly believed it was an ambush.”

			My relief tapered off. Though the stone figure was part of the sculpture, there was something distinctly unsettling about it. The stone person stood in the palm of the hand, arms outstretched, face raised to the sky—but was it singing, or screaming? Was that joy on its face, or fear, or even pain?

			And there, written upon its chest, were words in the old Tala tongue.

			I struggled with reading letters, especially ones of a different language, and had always found speaking them aloud to help me. I did so now, slowly saying: “Asiv ti aytaykio myailo na anthiseai.”

			“Wh-what?” said Tauri, startled.

			“It’s the words written on the statue’s chest, sir. I can still read them, though they must be centuries old.”

			“That…that’s the old Tala tongue,” he said. “I am not sure I am translating correctly…I wish I had a lingua with us.”

			I grimaced and browsed my memories of speech. Translating spoken word using memory alone was tricky, and often laden with mistakes. Yet I had taken care to learn some of the old tongue of my folk, and I slowly matched my memories of the sounds with the words I had just spoken aloud.

			“Allow the stolen thoughts…no, no,” I said, shaking my head. “No, it is…Let the wayward mind bloom.”

			Tauri turned around on the path and gazed at me, his masked head wreathed by the silvery smokes of the thurible. “It says the mind blooms?”

			“I believe that’s what it says, yes.”

			“The mind? You’re sure?”

			“Yes, sir?”

			He stared at me in horror. It took me a moment to realize why.

			“The mind…” I said slowly. “Or…or the skull, yes. It could be that instead.”

			“Either way,” he murmured, “it has an awful familiarity to me! Are we to think that…”

			He did not say it aloud. My eyes shook, and I recalled what Ana had said to Velona Armenta: I am familiar with one story, of the Daljeni figure known as Qul. How he came upon a wretched man, and sang him a new fate to afflict him for the rest of his days…

			“Sang him a new fate,” I whispered. “Or, perhaps, sang until his mind bloomed…”

			“Stop!” hissed Tauri. “We will not speak on this now! It’s one thing to discuss the ancients in chambers of our own making, but quite another to do so here!”

			With a quick, furtive wave, we continued down the path.

			

			—

			It was difficult to tell how much farther we walked, or even for how long, for the sun was nearly eclipsed by the leaves overhead. Was it midday? Still morning? Or was it now deep into afternoon? Either way, I did not wish to tarry in this shadowy place for much longer—especially not after the glimpses of the stone figures we had seen.

			Then, abruptly, the expedition came to a halt.

			I had to move quickly to avoid crashing into Tauri. I glanced around and noticed that all the Orbiis officers had stopped at once, without any order, and all of them had looks of tremendous worry on their faces.

			Then I heard Tauri whisper, “What? What is…”

			I looked over his shoulder. The thick growth of trees about us lessened ahead. No, that was not it: they thinned out and then vanished. There were almost no trees before us, no white boles or purple leaves. It was as if someone had carved a hole in the forest ahead, some twenty span wide.

			Tauri and the Orbiis officers stared in shock. The one with the thurible whispered, “Someone has cleared out a seam?”

			Tauri stooped, felt the earth, and said, “It appears so. It’s been defoliated. Treated with reagents so nothing can grow.”

			I walked to where the clear path began. The earth was perfectly barren and smooth. I did not need my altered memories to recall the last time I’d seen such a place.

			“The same was done to the clearing about Gaddar’s shrine,” I said. “And its path, as well. Nothing grew there, either.”

			Tauri gazed out at the clear path, head tilted. “It was Burav who did this,” he said softly. “He made a space for himself, deep in here.”

			“Why?” asked the officer with the thurible.

			“Because he planned to do significant works, I imagine,” said Tauri. He stood, his face grimly set. “Let’s keep going. But move cautiously now! And dim the burn on that thurible. It seems we won’t need it now.”

			We did so, pacing silently through the cleared path, the Orbiis officers sweeping their bombards about to cover the forest. Though we still found the place eerie, the sunlight above was a comfort.

			Then, finally, we came to the walls.

			It was the ruins of a town, we saw, or perhaps a city of grand mansions, all crumbling and torn to pieces here amid the trees. The white boles had split stone and cornice and shattered the doorways, ripped walls from roofs and roofs from the walls—but a city it had been. One full of statues, and shrines, and creations that conquered my mind to look at them: visages of an unearthly sort, and mechanisms or artifices I could make no sense of.

			“What is this place?” I whispered.

			“The little temple, I think,” Tauri said quietly. “Naos-Minra, and all that was built about it. We are here.” He pulled out a mai-lantern and laughed anxiously. “Though if this is the little temple, I wonder what the grander one looks like!”

			We all met one another’s gaze. The jest did not feel at all amusing in the airs of this place.

			Though the city was now infested with trees, we could still see where Burilis Burav had made a path, however many years ago, for he had defoliated and killed these as well, carving his way through the ancient lanes. We followed it, winding through this spectral skeleton of a city, clambering over rubble and creeping through arches of dark stone.

			Then Tauri stopped, raised his hand, and pointed. “There!” he said softly. “It ends there!”

			We came to stand about him and looked.

			It was not a temple that awaited us, we saw, but rather something like a fountain, though it now had no water. Its four stone walls were recessed into the earth, and there in the corner was a set of steps leading down to its shallow pool—perhaps it was more like a public bath than a fountain. Its fount was built of stone into its far wall and featured a beautiful, ornamental spout—you could not look at it without imagining a shimmering stream of water pattering into the pool below—but now it was dry, with hardly a drop of water gleaming at its tip.

			Yet there, at the edge of the fountain, sat a person.

			He was bent and still, legs dangling down the walls of the fountain, as if imagining what it would be like to gaze into its pool were it full. He was still attired in the robes of the medikker’s ward, I saw, though they were tattered and filthy, as if he’d staggered through leagues of brush and branch, and his skin was still horribly raw and pink from countless burns.

			Beside him sat a small thurible, shining and silvery in the dim light. Beside that, a tiny knife, perhaps one stolen from the medikker’s ward.

			My memories flooded my muscles, and the green titan bone sword leapt to my hand. “Jalin Burav!” I called to him. “Stand and turn!”

			He did not move.

			I motioned to the Orbiis officers but didn’t need to: they already had their wheellock bombards raised and ready.

			“Jalin Burav!” I shouted. “I’ll not ask again! Stand and turn, kick away that knife, and raise your hands!”

			Still, he did nothing.

			I watched his shoulders and back. He was not moving at all, in fact.

			My eye lingered on the tiny knife. Its edge shone redly.

			“Kol…” said Tauri slowly.

			“Yes,” I whispered. “I know.”

			I took careful steps down to where he sat at the edge of the well. As I did so, I saw the pool within and understood.

			The pool directly below him was not dry but was spattered with dark blood, which washed up the walls just below his body. I followed the trail of blood up to his body until it led to his wrists, which he had cut quite expertly, following the length of the veins rather than slashing across them. From the dispersal of the bloods about him he had then simply sat there once they were cut, hands in his lap, allowing his life to drain out of him and fill the fountain below. His eyes stayed open, however, and there was just a hint of life to them still.

			The hint was an illusion: when I touched his shoulder ever so slightly, he tumbled back and lay still.

			We all silently stood about the corpse of Jalin Burav. Then Tauri pulled out a wheel of testing parchment, ripped off a shred, knelt, gingerly placed it to Jalin’s lips, and held it to the light. The paper remained a soft green color.

			“He is clear,” said Tauri quietly. “He does not have the web in him.”

			“So this was done of his own will?” I said.

			“Do you see signs of a struggle? I don’t.”

			I gazed at Jalin Burav’s eyes, which now stared at the purple canopies above us.

			My memories quaked within me, and I recalled his words: You should kill me. I am but flesh. And what else do we do with flesh in this cursed place?

			“Let’s search the area,” I said hoarsely. “Carefully.”

			

			—

			Searching the area about the fountain quickly proved absurd, for Burilis Burav had only defoliated a few dozen span past the edge. Besides the fountain, Jalin’s body, and the barren ground, there was nothing—except, there at the very corner by the trees, a small cabin.

			The cabin appeared to be decades old at least. Much of it was crumbling, and its half-broken roof had collected so many purple leaves that it almost threatened to collapse. Yet within it was somewhat cleaned and arranged, as if someone had recently dwelt here and tidied it up. There was a set of shelves, a small workbench, and a metal stove, complete with a pipe chimney that poked past the roof. One only needed to glance at the dusty, glittering vials on the workbench to realize its purpose.

			“An Apoth laboratory,” I said.

			“Yes,” said Tauri, leaning into the small cabin. “A remarkably rudimentary workspace, but one efficient enough to do what Burav needed, so many years ago.”

			“Which was?”

			Tauri plucked up one vial, squinted at it, and confirmed that its innards swirled with cloudy water. He uncorked it and poked a slender strip of testing parchment down until it touched the fluid—where it instantly turned orange.

			“To make his version of the web, of course,” said Tauri. “Please search this place thoroughly, Kol. I’ve a theory I want to test…” Then he slipped out and made for the fountain.

			I did as he bade and searched the tiny laboratory carefully. I found not only the tools necessary for reagent-brewing, but also picks, shovels, and axes stuffed into one corner. What he had planned to dig at, however, I had no idea.

			Then my gaze fell across a bundle in the corner of the shelf, wrapped in waxen cloth and leathers. I knelt and slid it out, then carefully unfolded it.

			It contained a book, bound in leather. Its front and spine were unmarked, but when I opened it, I read on the first page in clear, bold handwriting: Accounts of the nature and modifications of the qaytatin tuman.

			I peered at the date of the first page: 12th of the month of Jarat, 1099.

			I blinked for a moment, doing the math in my mind and summoning my memories.

			That was thirty-one years ago now. Burilis Burav himself would have been thirty-two at the time.

			“Damn,” I said softly. Then, louder: “It’s his journal!”

			“Pardon, sir?” said the Orbiis officer at the door.

			I continued paging through it. I encountered tables and tables of reagent mixes, compounds, performances, temperatures. I comprehended none of them, but I knew the sight of them well. “It’s Burav’s journal, it…it accounts for how he made the damned thing!”

			I rushed out to bring it to Tauri. I found that he had entered the dry fountain and was digging at the soil there with a dagger. He squatted there in the dark silt, glowering as the blade carved through the dust and crumbling earth. “No water…none at all. So how?”

			“Sir!” I called. I held up the journal. “I think we might have found something of use.”

			He dashed up to me, took the journal, and leafed through it. “Fucking hell…” he murmured. “The mad bastard wrote down everything he learned of how the web behaved! This must have been how he fashioned the agrarian web, thirty damned years ago! Look here, he makes a note saying, ‘Sleep is almost always affected by echoes of conditioned behavior within two days of the host hearing the awakening tones.’ That would have been damned handy to know, yes? I hope it has something more of use, though…Much of this we’ve already learned.”

			“But he couldn’t have done the alterations and testing here, could he? I thought he had engineered it to work on the field cats.”

			“Oh, true, true. I believe Burav found the web here—or something here—and isolated it in that cabin. He took his samples back to his family homestead and refined the specimen there, keeping a careful journal of all his efforts, just like any good Apoth would.”

			“Then, decades later,” I said, “Jalin found the journal in his father’s vault in his mansion and returned here with it to do his own works. He likely needed to brew up more to infect the Armentas, and the others.”

			Tauri’s face grew troubled. “Yes…but as to where Burilis Burav originally found it, or why it works upon the human mind, I cannot say. I thought perhaps it was a Daljeni creation—but the fountain is dry, and it has been for centuries.” He cast his eyes about at the crumbling, mildewed ruins. “Wherever it came from, Burilis Burav didn’t find the web in this place.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29
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			Ana had returned to her chambers at the Green Drover during our long trip through the altered forest, though she had taken much of Burav’s library with her. Dozens of precious, aging parchments had been hung from the walls about her, creating a crackling, dull brown tapestry with the occasional flash of orange from some artistic illuminator. As I trooped through the door still damp and reeking of decontaminants from the wash the Orbiis had put me through (“Must be thorough, Kol,” Tauri had remarked to me), she hardly looked up from the current object of her attentions: a moldy, disintegrating tome titled Dhe Hisdorieas Sorrowed dhe Daljhene.

			“Well?” she purred.

			I staggered up to her, said, “Jalin’s dead. Slit his own wrists, ma’am,” and handed her Burav’s journal.

			She tugged down her blindfold and peered at it. “And what is that?”

			“Burilis Burav’s journal of altering the guiding web.”

			“What!” she squawked. She snatched it out of my hands as if it was a collection of her own imprudent correspondence. “And you just found it in the middle of the damned woods?”

			“In a tiny cabin laboratory in the woods, ma’am. Though it was in some kind of…Well. Crumbling Daljeni city.”

			She gazed, open-mouthed, between the book and myself. “Well, don’t just stand there, you fool of a boy! Speak!”

			With a groan of relief, I sat on the chair in the corner and did so.

			I had expected Ana to beam with triumph as I described how all her intuitions had proven true, but instead her pale, skeletal face filled with dismay, and she turned the pages of the journal faster and faster, her enhanced fingers seeking out each curl of ink.

			“So,” she said softly at the end of my report. “You have passed through lands long forgotten and looked upon ruins that drifted out of history into myth centuries ago…and yet you have found so little, Din. Jalin Burav left us almost nothing to pursue. There is no sign of who was blackmailing him. He did not leave a note like he did in the cache near the shrine of Gaddar. All we have is this journal…which is a riddle in its own right.”

			“Is there anything of use in its pages, ma’am?” I asked.

			“Oh, there is much here about Burav’s original experimentation, nearly three decades ago. He details his clinical method of killing dozens of drokha-cats and then sinking their rotting bodies in a great tank infected with the guiding web. And many details—precise temperatures, water densities, salinities, and concentrations of fungal detritus that must be present in the blood.” Her pinkened fingers followed one line of script like an ant scurrying along its trail to its colony. “There are some facts that are of mild interest. Cranial fruitings always occur precisely three days after death, for example. Nocturnal hallucinations transpire within forty-eight hours after conditioning. But nothing actionable, so to speak.” Her finger stopped moving. “It is what is not here that is most interesting.”

			“Which is…”

			“There is no evidence, Din, whatsoever, that Burilis Burav ever trained the web to work upon humans. In fact, as far as I can tell, the word human doesn’t appear even once in this text.”

			I stared at the book, perplexed. “So if Burilis Burav didn’t train it to work on humans…then Jalin?”

			“An anxious, traumatized boy with absolutely no Apothetikal training? I somewhat doubt it.”

			“Then who, ma’am?”

			She fell silent, head bowed. “I sense that this answer is, too, not actionable. Not in the near term, and not for the killer we seek. But…” She gazed at me, her yellow eyes bright in her grayish face. “If I can, I shall show you eventually, Din. You are owed that answer. For what is your duty besides to gaze upon truths most would prefer go ignored? Yet for now, I’ve no idea what to do. Rest, boy, and give me a moment to think on this.”

			

			—

			I went to the Orbiis office before I ventured out to find Fotia. Tauri’s officers were hard at work cleansing all their tools—including the wheellock bombards and lypi lances—but Tauri himself came rushing out as I approached, his hair still wet from his own wash. “Did you show her the journal?” he asked. “What did she say?”

			I filled him in on Ana’s response, though I skipped her more dreadful utterings.

			He nodded grimly. “I worried that would be the case. We have caught up to Burilis Burav—save, of course, for where he originally found the web. It is the other killer who’s still ahead of us.” He sighed. “How miserable it is to do so much, and discover all, and yet have nowhere to go! Is this common to your line of work, Kol?”

			I conceded that it was sometimes so.

			“How dreadful. And if they never strike again?”

			A strange look crept into his eyes: something between hunger and terror. It gave me pause, yet I also found it strangely compelling.

			“Why, sir?”

			“Well. What’s the procedure if they can’t be caught?”

			“We’ll conduct inquiries until the Iudex is satisfied. At this point we’ll compile a report and issue it to the canton custodi.”

			“So,” said Tauri softly. “You will be here for some time, then.”

			“Yes, sir. I suppose so.”

			He wiped at his eyes, which suddenly shone with tears. “The decontaminants. Damned things. Bother me for hours after.”

			“Are you all right, sir?”

			“Yes. No. I am unsure. I suppose nothing will change, then. I will keep surveying these lands. I will keep recording all the flux and shift of all the rot and death from this industry. And some other family shall take up the cause.”

			“You wanted it to change.”

			“Doesn’t everyone wish for change? But that’s the nature of the Empire, isn’t it. It’s so big and has so much momentum. Very difficult for it to shift. I would have thought dozens of deaths would do so. But perhaps not.” He began the laborious process of tying his hair back in a sloppy bun. He gazed at me, his eyes still bright with tears—yet I glimpsed a new, strange desperation in them now. “Do you know what, Kol? I feel that I deserve a soaking.”

			“Pardon?”

			“A bath, I mean. Something to get all those damned reagents off me. They have a good bathhouse here, of course, for the drovers.”

			I met his eyes.

			“That’s good to know, sir,” I said.

			“If ever I am owed a bath, it is today. Perhaps I shall see you there—should nothing intervene. Yes?”

			I watched him go, thinking, my pulse suddenly hot in my ears. Why, I wondered, did such a beautiful thing have to suffer so?

			Ana had told me, very explicitly, not to do this. Much too important, and much too smart.

			I swallowed, turned, and walked away.

			

			—

			I sought my sister at the canton jailhouse, but Seriv confessed she hadn’t been by. “Said she was chasing some Burav drover,” he told me. “Believed he lived south of here now. She had a great fire in her to do so. But she’s not been back yet.”

			“I see,” I said.

			“What happened today, sir? Did you find anything in the wood? Anything that could give some succor to young Ippeas, specifically? He’s in a low state, I find.”

			The sight of Jalin Burav sitting slumped and bleeding on the fountain wall flashed in my mind.

			“No,” I said quietly. “Nothing that could help him. And it seems we found nothing of use, Seriv.”

			“A tough toss, sir. What will you do now?”

			“I don’t know,” I said honestly, and left.

			I wandered the streets of Lacanthim as I returned to the Green Drover. And yet, somehow, I knew I was not going there. Not back to my chambers, so lined with animal skins and wreathed in bone and horn. Too much of this canton was dead and crumbling. I could not bear it anymore.

			That was the problem with temptation. It never let you be: it just stayed there, perched on your shoulder, whispering in your ear.

			The bathing halls roiled with steam so greatly that from a distance they had the look of a kitchen full of ricepots, all bubbling and boiling away. The columns and coils and scrolls of steam came tumbling out, flashing past the bright blue mai-lamps, and though the air was heavy and moist I could hear songs within, and voices, and much merry speaking.

			I felt thick and slow and torpid as I approached. It was madness to do this, I knew. Childish foolery to dally so with another during an investigation. And yet, whenever I thought of my own chambers, my mind was doused in the aroma of apricots and spice, and my feet kept moving forward.

			“Ah,” said the attendant as I approached. “Your chamber is in the second hall. Bath 23.”

			I stared at him, perplexed. “I…”

			“Oh, the fellow said you’d be here. Look for a tall, sad-looking chap in blue. And, pardon my saying so, but…that does match you a bit, true?”

			I took the key from him and wandered through the corridors, the steaming pools and the saunas, the soaking rooms and the fountains and the little gated meres. And then, at the very end of one long passageway, a small, rounded wooden door, with a plated sign reading 23 above it; and there, beside the door, a hook with an Orbiis uniform hanging from it, and a pair of shoes below.

			I undressed and hung my own uniform. Stepped out of my boots—how my toes ached—and propped my sword in the corner. Then I steeled myself and opened the door.

			The flash of steam, and the gleam of a mane of golden hair in the corner. Then a waft of apricot, and spice, and rich earth, and a low, pleased voice: “Ah. There you are.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 30
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			There is a state of sleep that is deeper than simple slumber, more than any nightly doze. I have had these rests occasionally in my service: a deep, febrile dreaming, when you are granted more than mere satiation of the flesh, but something bordering on transformative. If there is a state of reverie that the moth is granted as it lies within the cocoon awaiting its birth, that is the sleep I speak of now, and that is the rest I was given that night.

			I exulted in it. What a wonderful thing it was to slumber here, with him beside me, little more than a twitching tangle of hot limbs, and the occasional buffet of humid breath.

			I slept.

			Then the veil of darkness drew back, and I was standing in my chambers.

			

			—

			I blinked. I looked around. Though I could not explain it, it appeared to be so: I was standing in my undergarments, in my chambers in the Green Drover, gazing at the blank wall. Moonlight filtered through my window shutters, the fernpaper sheets of my bed slightly mussed behind me. I was alone.

			And yet someone was singing in the streets below my window. It was a beautiful, soft song, in a language that I did not know—if it was any language at all, for its beauty seemed beyond words.

			“Hum,” I said to myself.

			I attempted to review my memories and found I had none. I had no idea how I had gotten here. I recalled the steam baths, and Tauri. The way he had stood to meet me, eyes locked on mine, waiting for the signal to proceed, which I had greedily given. But we had not returned to my chambers, but his, at the Orbiis office.

			So. How had I gotten here?

			I looked around, befuddled. Now that I thought of it, I could not hear anything else in the tavern, or indeed in the streets beyond: no clatter of carters, no whoop or clap from the drovers, no thud of footsteps as the other guests moved about me in their own chambers. There was just the song, its high, pure tone rising up and drifting through my window.

			I attempted to move to the window, to peer down at this strange singer and behold them. But, to my bafflement, my legs would not move. I could not even lift my bare feet from the floor. I tried to move again and again, to recruit and activate the muscles in my legs, to force myself to shift. Yet it remained beyond me: it was like I was paralyzed from the waist down, even though I was standing.

			Then the room began to change. It began to feel insubstantial, and flimsy. A hazy projection of a room, like light cast through the colored glass of a lantern.

			Then my eyes trembled, and I felt another strange sensation—though this one was terribly familiar to me.

			My memories awoke, quivering, and whispered in my mind: This isn’t right, is it, Din?

			I cringed, for their murmur was terribly loud in this silent world. Again, I gazed about, staring at the shafts of moonlight twinkling just beside me, and listening to that twirling, high song warbling in the darkness.

			“Ahh. No…” I said. “It isn’t. How did I get here?”

			The walls flickered, darkened, returned, as if this chamber did not like me speaking aloud. The song stuttered as well, like the singer had to pause for breath.

			My memories spoke again, their words trickling down to me as if dribbling through some tiny canal behind my eyes: Are you sure you’re anywhere at all? Or is this a dream—but a very specific dream?

			I blinked in the darkness. Then, like he was right behind me, I heard the voice of Castus Armenta: …it sounded like song…Someone singing. Outside our chamber, in the street or the courtyard…But it was the most beautiful sound, Iudex…

			Then my memories shifted again, like a chick turning over in the egg of my skull, and I heard Tauri’s voice: the cats begin re-creating their conditioned behaviors while they sleep. Nocturnal disruptions, they called it in early tests…

			“I cannot move,” I said aloud, “because…I have been conditioned not to move.”

			Light began pouring through my window shutters—this time not moonlight, but daylight, bright and brittle.

			The song grew fainter.

			“But that would mean,” I said slowly, “that I am infected. And conditioned. That the fungus is awake within me.”

			The corners of my chamber filled with shadow, until there was only the blazing window, and all else was a trembling darkness.

			The voice of my memories spoke again: Yes.

			My skin crawled. For now the voice of my memories sounded very close, and very, very familiar to me.

			I looked to the side, and there in the swirling shadows I saw someone sitting on my bed. A shifting image of a person—yet as I looked at them, my nostrils suddenly swam with an achingly familiar aroma.

			Clothes. Old clothes and gowns and dresses, stored in an old closet, where all was close and dark, and all was safe.

			I awoke.

			

			—

			I stood there, gasping in the dark: not the surreal stasis of my own chamber, so silent and cast in twinkling moonlight, but rather in Tauri’s chambers in the Orbiis office. I heard drovers singing in the streets beyond, and a night breeze nibbling at the fretvine walls.

			I staggered about. Tauri lay in a gleaming pile on the bed, his face concealed in his hair. With a snort, he awoke.

			“Mm?” he murmured. “Din? What is it?”

			I swallowed, my heart beating madly in my chest. “Testing paper,” I whispered.

			“What?”

			“Testing paper. Get me testing paper. Now, please.”

			He scrambled out of bed and dashed to where his coat lay on the floor. He fished out the wheel of green paper, saying hoarsely, “Did…did you dream, Din? Is that it?”

			I motioned impatiently for the paper. He tore off a piece and handed it to me. I hurriedly popped its end within my mouth, then withdrew it.

			Bright orange.

			I gazed at it, then up at Tauri.

			“Oh, hell,” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31
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			Ana sat on the floor of her chamber, the orange scrap of parchment trapped between her finger and thumb like it bore some secret message in invisible inks. I stood before her, recounting my bizarre dream, while Tauri paced behind me, hands behind his back. We had not bothered to hide our deeds that evening: though we could have invented some story and arrived at separate times, the revelation that I was now poisoned and conditioned seemed much more important than any dalliance.

			“So,” said Ana softly when I finished. “So, so, so…”

			“It is a terrible thing,” said Tauri. “And an impossible thing! How could Kol be poisoned with the web, as well as have his killer’s commands written into him already? I mean, I can’t imagine he got conditioned accidentally, or some such!”

			“I don’t find it impossible at all,” said Ana. “Din—you’ve a ewer of water in your bedroom, true?” Then, pointedly: “I mean the bedroom here, in the Green Drover, boy. Go and get it. Let us test it now.”

			We did so, hurrying down the hall, fetching it, and testing it there in Ana’s rooms. Instantly, the parchment turned orange.

			“Oh, hell,” whispered Tauri.

			“I take it that his water, too, bears the fungus?” asked Ana.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I said hoarsely. “But…how could they have gotten it—”

			“Commander Tauri, sir,” said Ana. “Does the Green Drover draw from the wells you’ve tested so far?”

			“N-no? We have focused on the wells near the irrigation systems first. I believe the Drover has its own well and pump belo—”

			“Have your people tested the waters of that well?”

			“Ahh. No. Not yet.”

			Ana waved a hand. “Then let us presume that the well for this establishment is infected,” she said. “As is everyone else in the tavern! I shall need you to rouse your testing team, sir, and quickly.”

			Yet Tauri was still dumbfounded. “It…it takes time for the fungus to infect a water source as well, though! Days, if not weeks! Are you saying they predicted you’d be staying here?”

			“No!” said Ana sharply. “Not at all! I am saying, sir, that our killer has done something they have thus far rather frustratingly failed to do—they have made a mistake. Now—your testing team, sir! I need you to wake them, but I’ve no wish for you to go about testing every fucking well in Lacanthim! Instead, I want for you to test two places specifically—the wells for the Prancing Calf tavern, and the Crooked Horn, as well as every well adjoining them.”

			I frowned as I heard those names. The Crooked Horn, of course, was where Ippeas and his father had stayed in the days before the Burav fire. And though I’d never been to the Prancing Calf, I had heard Velona Armenta speak of it: I dream…of the chambers kept for us at the Prancing Calf in the city. How wondrous were our festivities at that fine place. So many toasts, and much boasting and tales and song…

			“Fetch Seriv,” said Ana, “and do this for me swiftly, sir. Long have we wondered how our killer managed to bring the infested water to their victims’ lips! Yet now another story comes to mind—perhaps they brought the victims to the waters instead.”

			Astonished, Tauri stood, readied to dash to the door, but then paused. “Ah, Dolabra…”

			“Yes?” she snapped.

			“We have not tested you yet.”

			“Well, I am sure I am infected, too!” said Ana, exasperated. “As I have been drinking the waters and staying at the same goddamn inn as Din here—if not more so, as I rarely leave the place! But let us confirm.”

			He tore off a bit of parchment. Ana gave it a lick (I shivered as she did so, for her tongue was always far longer than one would expect), and it swiftly turned bright orange.

			“Oh, yes,” said Tauri, discouraged. “As you said. But have you had the dreams, as Din did?”

			“No, because I haven’t slept,” said Ana. “And I won’t bother doing so now!” She paused briefly, and an inscrutable expression stole over her. “But let us assume that I, too, am conditioned. I mean, I could hardly resist hearing the same toot of the fucker’s flute that bewitched Din here.”

			“Is it safe for you to remain here on this investigation, then?” asked Tauri.

			“I am probably conditioned to just sit and read books!” she cried. “Because I am sure that’s what I was doing when the damned tune was played! It does not matter! We are so close to finding this foul little turd that I’d continue even if I had glass lodged in my gullet! Now go and test those damned wells!”

			Tauri slipped out the door and hurried off into the night.

			

			—

			The instant the latch clicked, Ana whirled on me.

			“Well, boy,” she growled. “I am most frustrated to find you did not listen to my direct fucking orders!”

			“Pardon? Ahh—oh.” I winced. “Yes, ma’am. That is so.”

			“You have not, I note, explained why you and Tauri somehow discovered your poisoning together in the middle of the night. Nor do you need to! You smell like a brothel’s cheapest rooms, you feckless little bastard! The man’s odor is all over you, and I won’t begin to describe the aroma on your breath!”

			“It…was foolish, ma’am,” I admitted. “I am a dotard for doing it. You have my deepest apolo—”

			“And yet I don’t hear much regret in your words, boy! Sounds to me like you’d do it again in a heartbeat! Perhaps that flaxen hillside offers many delights for your plowing!” She grabbed my arm tightly. “Don’t you see the danger, Din? That man is one of the few other folk in all the canton who knew everything necessary to bring all this death about! More, it is known that he hated both families! Something he had in common with Jalin! And recall what Jalin said—He owns me utterly. He, boy!” She bowed her head. “And then there is the matter of your dream. Not that you had it, but when you had it. For it seems that Burav’s dull notes are now of use!”

			I puzzled at that for a moment, but then recalled her words after she’d read his journals: Nocturnal hallucinations transpire within forty-eight hours after conditioning.

			“Precisely two days…” I said softly.

			“Yes. Unless I am mistaken—and I know that I am not—it means that your conditioning occurred on the night that Castus Armenta sprouted. His lysis, to use the clinical term. And who was about then?”

			I swallowed. “Commander Tauri.”

			“Oh, yes. Rushed about to clean up what was left of Castus! And that is but a few minutes’ walk from your chambers at the Green Drover, true?”

			“But…but why would he be helping us now if—”

			“He appears to help us now.” She grimaced. “And there are other candidates. Ones, perhaps, now more likely than he. But I gave you that order for many reasons, boy! He is too important, and much too clever! Even if he is innocent, I do not wish him too involved!”

			“Should I be dismissed, ma’am? Or recused from the investigation?”

			“Oh, probably,” said Ana. “Or I would if I had anyone else of fucking use about! But as kindly a soul as Seriv might be, he is not the fellow of the moment. So I shall have to keep you on.”

			“Even though…though I am infected, ma’am?”

			“Yes.”

			“And conditioned?”

			“Yes.”

			“But—isn’t that terribly unwise?”

			“Not particularly,” said Ana. “Recall, boy, that this fungus infects the brain. But your brain isn’t exactly normal—for it bears the countless alterations of the Imperial fucking Sublimes! You are now so greatly augmented that you don’t even quite count as human anymore, Dinios Kol. Which means that the fungus doesn’t quite work on your species, so to speak.” She leaned forward. “But it is more than that. Not just that you’re a Sublime, but what type of Sublime. You are an engraver—and the guiding web, of course, works using memories. I believe it associates the memory of an action with a tone, and when the tone is played, it delivers the host back into that memory and forces them to reenact the action, granting them a sense of profound joy when they do so. This is why the infected dream of such things—because the memory is floating to the surface of their subconscious, overriding their thoughts. But your brain is augmented to parse and store memories perfectly! It is capable of identifying when you are being artificially forced back into the past! And in this instance, it did not like it.”

			I said nothing. My thoughts dwelt not on the horror of being infected and conditioned but rather the figure I’d glimpsed in the dream, hazy and shadowy as they sat on the bed.

			“I thought,” I said slowly, “that my memories almost had a…a voice. A face.”

			“Ah!” said Ana. “That is not uncommon. Some engravers experience a sense of imbued personification as their abilities advance—literally, the objects around them seem to speak, voicing memories. Others aggregate the memories entirely, giving them a figure, a personality. Often someone they are familiar with. Who was it?”

			I said nothing.

			“I shall not pry,” she said. “But I think this knowledge is a weapon, Din, at least for now. You are not immune, child, but you are terribly resistant. That is a good thing. Let us now focus on the great misstep our killer made, choosing to practice their arts on my own goddamned assistant. I shall put them through the flensing halls for that!”

			

			—

			Toward midday, Seriv and Tauri returned, both looking sweaty and distraught.

			“It’s exactly as you said, Dolabra,” said Tauri. “The wells of both the Crooked Horn and the Prancing Calf are poisoned. As is the well of this very tavern—I asked my folk to confirm that one, too…”

			Seriv shot an alarmed glance at the ewer sitting beside Ana.

			“Thank you,” said Ana, oblivious. “And what of all the adjoining wells?”

			“They’re all clear. Not a drop of fungus in them. These wells were poisoned with great intent, then.”

			“Yes…” said Ana, leaning back a little. “That is how it was done, you see. For as you said, Commander Tauri, the fungus is not a conventional poison. It is not something you can drop into a mug of wine, for example. It must deeply infest a water source, and then it must build up in the human system until it finally infects the mind. Wiser, then, to bring people to the infected place, and have them stay there regularly—drinking the water, eating the food—until it accumulates to a tipping point. As high gentry, the Armentas would regularly come to the city to socialize, conduct business, and be merry—never knowing that the waters of these specific inns were infested! They became infected, as well, of course. Including Ippeas Armenta! But not Din’s sister, Fotia Kol. She was but a drover, and stayed most often with her herds. Thus the killer put the fungus in all the right people, and let it sleep for weeks if not months, until they played the awakening tones, and began their conditioning…” She steepled her fingers and rested her brow on their tips. “Through these steps, they played their game.”

			“Ingenious,” said Tauri quietly.

			“And horrible,” said Seriv.

			“Yes. What a great suffering has been brought about in these lands,” she murmured. “But then, there has always been great suffering in Lacanthim, true? Yet inflicted on cattle and cats, not people. Now it is our turn to taste the knife.”

			“The waters of those taverns have surely been infected for years, then,” said Seriv, “if it’s how they managed the deaths of Sagma and Gevma Armenta. We won’t be able to ask if, oh, someone saw a figure skulking about the damned well!”

			“We may not need to,” said Ana. “Princeps Seriv, I need you to find someone for me very quickly—Din’s sister, Fotia Kol. I have had her investigating the nature of Sagma’s hanging. That is the last, most crucial point. For I believe the killer exposed themself there, though I suspect they have not realized it.”

			I spoke up: “She seeks a drover. A man named Arthinio. He worked for the Buravs.”

			“I’ll find her straightaway,” said Seriv, hurrying to the door. “I’ve no art with reagents and tinctures, but my people can find folk quick enough.”

			

			—

			Seriv was truer than his word: within less than three hours, he came swooping back into Ana’s chamber with my sister at his arm, looking rather rattled.

			“What’s happened?” Fotia asked Ana. “Why send the custodi out for me? I thought you wished to keep my task a secret!”

			“Given that your dear brother here is now poisoned and conditioned by the killer,” said Ana, “I thought we might need to hurry things up a fucking bit.”

			She gazed at her, horrified, then at me. “Din…you—”

			“Did you find the drover, girl?” said Ana sharply.

			“I…yes. I found him late yesterday evening.”

			“And did he talk?”

			“H-he did. It was no easy thing to find him, either, given that all the Burav drovers are in disarray. And he didn’t wish to tell me what he’d found when he’d come upon Sagma. His words cost me a great deal of money.” She swallowed, her face wan. “He found her in the early hours, he told me. Saw her body hanging in the pavilion. He cried out and cut her down, and tried to breathe life into her, but she was well past that. He told me he began screaming for help, begging for aid, and it wasn’t until everyone had come rushing in and borne her body away that he realized he still had the rope she’d used to hang herself in his pocket.” She paused. “But it wasn’t a rope at all, he said…”

			Ana bowed her head and whispered, “No…” Her body shook, and her snowy forelock trembled. “Was it a ribbon, child?”

			Fotia stared at her, astonished. “Y-yes. It was.”

			“She’d hanged herself with a length of ribbon,” murmured Ana. “Just like the ones she tied about her throat every morning—is that the run of it?”

			“Yes, ma’am. That’s so. That’s exactly what she had done.”

			My eyes fluttered as I recalled the painting I’d glimpsed in the mansion of the Armentas. Sagma had been adorned in great finery, her dress shimmering with silks, her black hair done up in an ornate scarf—and a set of purple ribbons wound carefully about her neck.

			“She often wore such, I was told,” Fotia continued softly. “It was a fashion she adored…”

			Ana took a deep breath in, shuddering, and then whispered, “What a fool I was! I didn’t see it—even when he told us himself.” She licked her lips. “I know who the other killer is. And I know how we shall draw him out. All I need is parchment.”

			We all stood there gazing at her.

			“Well?” she snapped. “Are you deafened by my brilliance? Get me a fucking parchment and an ashpen, fools, and I shall bring us our killer!”

			“To where, ma’am?” said Seriv.

			“Why, to this very tavern! I did not think I was being so goddamned opaque!”

			I scurried to do so, fumbling to put the parchment and ashpen in her hands. With an impatient scoff, she began writing.

			“What letter could achieve this, ma’am?” asked Tauri.

			“A very simple one,” said Ana. “One to Velona Armenta. I will have you bring it to Aimafall, Princeps Seriv, with express word that it shall be delivered only to her hands, and no one else may open it. Its message is short but says much—it conveys that I wish to meet with her, as I believe I have discovered the killer of her children. I am holding very incriminating evidence in my quarters, for her eyes only. And that she must pause all legal activities she is no doubt considering.”

			“Legal activities?” asked Seriv.

			“Oh, yes. All this death has been about many things, true. But at heart, it’s always been about money. The hearts of our kind are very stupid, and foolish, and so predictable. But with it, we shall bait a trap. It will be evidence our killer could not resist acquiring. If Velona were to see it, all would fall to pieces.” She paused. “But I do need one thing. Commander Tauri—might you have one of those lypi lances, sir?”

			“Oh,” said Tauri. “Well. Yes?”

			“And they are very painful?”

			“Yes, very. So much so that the Empire is reluctant to use them. It often damages people considerably…”

			“That is of no matter to me! I should like to have one, please. No—two. I think we might make great use of them.”

			

			—

			As night fell, we set about preparing our trap, rushing about the buildings surrounding the Green Drover.

			“Are you sure this will all go as planned, ma’am?” I asked.

			“Sure?” said Ana, idly reading in her corner. “No. I am sure our quarry shall come. After that, I am less certain. People do all manner of dumb shit when cornered.”

			“And if I am forced to resort to lethal response?”

			“Well. Do try not to make it lethal, Din.”

			“To maintain the integrity of the investigation, of course.”

			“Mm? Oh. No. I don’t particularly care if the fucker lives or dies. I just wish to maintain your psychological stability, Din. You get so very mopey when you have to kill someone. And I’ve much more trying things for you after this.”

			“After? I…rather thought we’d be done once this was finished, ma’am.”

			She laughed hollowly and opened a new book.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			
				[image: ]
			

			Evening fell slowly over Lacanthim. I sat at Ana’s window, my blood thrumming in me as I peered at the tavern across the lane from us. “It all looks well, ma’am.”

			“How well?” Ana demanded from her bed. “It must look as if all the taverns and homes about this place are perfectly normal, boy. He will not come if he senses a trap.”

			“I can see nothing untoward in the dark, ma’am. But you’re sure he’d attempt such a mad thing?”

			“Yes, certainly. You and I and all the rest of the tavern dwellers here are all surely conditioned. One need only play the proper song on that accursed pipe, and we would all be spellbound by the web’s mesmerism. A person could come and go as you please, take whatever they wish from this place, and we’d never even know it. He has heard by now that I have evidence. He will come.” She twitched. “Speaking of which, boy, you need to get to your own chambers. It won’t do to have you peering out my window. It’s well-known by now I always keep it shut. Just remember the signals.”

			I smirked.

			“Well, yes, I know you will remember,” said Ana. “Just do it properly.”

			“I shall, ma’am. I’ll be ready.”

			I left her chambers, returned to my own, dimmed the mai-lamp at my corner, and opened my window.

			From here I could see a great deal of the lane leading west out of town, along with many taverns and a few sotbars running all along it. Most of the windows were alight, with lanterns and lamps hanging from their ceilings or eaves, but my eye lingered on two inns specifically.

			A window down there at the Tottering Hand, on the third floor. A small, pale blue lamp shone just on the windowsill. I could barely make out the form of a figure hunched behind it: a custodi officer, I knew, with a vantage point facing north.

			My eye drifted to my left, toward another lamp in another window on another street, this one viewing the other side of our tavern. This officer was on the second floor of the Empress Forgotten, watching another set of lanes.

			Enough eyes, I hope, I thought. Enough bodies watching. I just hope they all stay awake.

			With that, I pulled a small bottle of clariphage from my pocket and took a sip. I cringed as the stimulant simmered in my stomach, shook myself, and watched the street, and the lamps, and the wet roofs of Lacanthim as night came on.

			

			—

			The hours passed. Lacanthim surged and sang and sighed below me. How strange it was to see the field hands and the drovers and the flensing folk come to the town for their daily tasks, even though wild madness had swept over the fields and forests beyond. Their complacency struck a sour note with me—for of course they labored on. Beef was too valuable. It would surely overcome this string of deaths, eventually.

			The late night dwindled, and full dark took the city. The lamps went out, one by one, until only a handful remained—including, of course, the two I watched so closely.

			I sipped my clariphage and felt my fingers grip my sword.

			She had said it would work. So it would work.

			Then there: the lamp in the Empress Forgotten flashed once. I turned to it, all my attention fixated on that pale sphere of luminescence suspended in the shadows.

			I waited. I waited for what felt like ages, my pulse pounding behind my eyes, the clariphage dancing in my blood.

			Then, finally, it flashed once more—but just the once.

			I let out a breath. False alarm, then. Someone suspicious had been spied walking that way, apparently, but it was not our killer.

			I sighed, exhausted by the tension. What a fatiguing thing stress could be: a handful of tense seconds stole hours of energy from you. I slumped on my stool, sipped more clariphage, and blinked my dry eyes.

			More time passed. Minutes, perhaps an hour.

			Then the lamp in the Tottering Hand flashed once.

			I blinked, surprised, and turned to it, watching it carefully, unwilling to blink even once more.

			I swallowed, leaning forward on my stool.

			Then it flashed two more times.

			“He’s here,” I said softly. “By hell, he’s come.”

			I slowly eased off my stool. I took a step back but did not leave my chambers. I needed to see three flashes before we were to spring our trap.

			I waited, shifting my weight between my feet, trying to bring warmth and blood back to my stiffened joints. Combat seemed unlikely, given the sheer number of officers who would be converging on the target, but Ana’s warning rang in my ears: People do all manner of dumb shit when cornered.

			The lamp flashed three times.

			I flew to the door, flung it open, and leapt down the stairs.

			The street was all chaos and confusion when I burst out the doors of the Green Drover. Every lane was suddenly swarming with custodi officers, all bearing lamps and crying, “Halt, halt!” or “Do you have him? Where is he?” I nearly gave in to the impulse to do the same, hurtling about screaming for the night to give me answers, yet I could see that there were so many custodi present that escape would have been impossible.

			Then a shout from the corner: “We have him! We have him here!”

			I shot forward, my sword bobbing in its scabbard at my side. A group of custodi were holding a man there in the street before the Tottering Hand. His head was bowed so I could not see his face, but I recognized the instrument that lay in the mud before him all too well: so much like Ana’s shawm, yet more complex, with far more fluting than a common instrument.

			“What was he doing?” I asked quickly.

			“Walking up the lane there, sir,” said one of the custodi restraining him. She nodded toward the lane beyond. “Approaching with that thing in his hands. That’s a cat pipe if ever I saw one.”

			I reached forward and gently pushed the fellow’s head back. The face of a young Tala man stared up at me, narrow and handsome, with almond eyes and a thick crop of black hair. His eyes were hazy, as if he suffered some affliction, and his cheeks and mouth were slack. Something about this put a thread of fear into my heart.

			I took a breath and consulted my memories: every face I’d seen, every person I’d glimpsed—not just here, but ever, in all my life.

			“I do not know this boy,” I said.

			Seriv pushed through to the front of the group. “No, sir? You’ve never seen him?”

			“No. Never.”

			Seriv studied the boy as well. “Nor I. He could be anyone.” He snapped his fingers before the young man’s eyes. “Well? What have you to say for yourself?”

			The boy was silent, but he continued struggling, attempting to stand and walk.

			“He will not speak,” mused Seriv. “Does that mean guilt?”

			“No,” I said, sighing. “It doesn’t. It means he’s under the influence of the web.”

			The custodi slowly turned to look at me.

			“What?” said one.

			“You think…” said Seriv.

			“Yes. I think this boy was conditioned to hold that pipe and walk. A simple thing to get someone to do. Likely he’s a cat herder, one of the hands who leads the cats about in the fields. He’s nothing to do with this at all, probably.”

			Seriv stared down at the boy, dismayed. “They saw it was a trap, then?”

			“Yes. And sent this boy ahead to make sure.” I stared off into the night. “I suspect they’ve fled.”

			He cursed loudly. “Then we’ll go searching. They can’t have gone far! We’ll check the lanes and the streets beyond and find the bastard’s trail!”

			I watched, crestfallen, as Seriv and many of his officers charged off into the night, lanterns raised high, their pale blue lights washing up the fretvine walls of the taverns. I could not help but feel that they’d have no luck tonight: just like always, the killer remained just beyond our reach.

			There was a distant shout from some balcony to keep the noise down, folk were trying to sleep. I instructed the custodi who held the boy to take him to the Orbiis office for testing, then entered the Green Drover and began to ascend the stairs to report to Ana.

			It had all seemed so certain. Ana’s instincts were rarely amiss in such matters: once she had made up her mind about a person, she could play them like a harp.

			I came to the top step, turned to walk toward her rooms, then paused.

			What if, perhaps, the boy with the pipe had not been sent here as a test—but as a diversion?

			I recalled the lamp in the window of the Empress Forgotten. It had flashed once—a false alarm, I’d deemed it, signaling that someone had been spotted approaching, but they hadn’t turned toward the tavern.

			Unless, I thought, it was the killer. And they were waiting for their distraction on the south end to draw us all away.

			I murmured, “Oh, damn it,” then turned to rush back down the stairs.

			But before I ever stepped down once, I heard the song, and all went black to me.

			

			—

			I was again standing in my chambers in the Green Drover, stripped to the waist. I could not move. But this time it was not as if my bones were leaden, or frozen in space: instead, to not move, to be still, to keep my limbs precisely where they were, was the most beautiful thing I could imagine.

			My ears were filled with music, with voices, with song. It was heavenly, angelic, ecstatic, greater than the greatest balm a reagent could ever grant me, more joyous than any coupling I’d ever experienced. Woven throughout this ethereal music was a single command: Still. Be still. Do not move.

			I did so, and thus my heart was filled with joy, my soul bathed in ecstasy beyond any embrace, and the only fear I could imagine was that this sensation might end. It was as if I had found my truest purpose in all creation, the fate that had awaited me through all the tangles of time—and now I would nestle within it and know everlasting peace.

			Yet…then, slowly, the joy dimmed in my mind.

			I paused and blinked.

			No…no, this is not quite so, I said so myself. I wasn’t in my chambers, was I? I had been on the stairs of the Drover. I had realized that something in the street…something in the street had been quite wrong…

			There was a shimmer in the room beside me. Just like the last time, someone was now sitting on my bed, half-veiled in shadow, watching me with earnest eyes.

			My nose filled with the aroma of gowns and dresses, and comforting warmth, and rain on cool afternoons. I turned my head.

			I looked at her and knew her. I knew her face, which was so much like my own. I knew the way she tied her thick, black hair into a braid and cast it over her shoulder so it draped just so. I remembered the patterns of her robes, and the smell of her perfumes, and the scent of her breath in the early mornings, when I would awake in her arms with her slumbering beside me, and I would lie there and study the sun on the fretvine ceiling above us, and listen to the birdsong in the trees beyond.

			“Ohh,” I said very softly.

			Yes, she said. She smiled, and the sight of it broke my heart asunder.

			I swallowed. “Why? Why you?”

			You know why, she said. But you also know this is wrong, yes? You should not be here, not now, of all times.

			I turned to the open window, glimmering with silvery moonlight.

			“I am in a memory,” I said.

			Yes.

			“I am delivered back to the moment when he conditioned me—outside in the street below, the night Castus perished.”

			Yes.

			“And…now I hear it again. Because he’s in the tavern with me now, isn’t he? He’s frozen me, and he’s making his play.”

			Yes. So. What shall you do about it?

			The powerful euphoria within me crinkled. Swirled. Then it dissolved, like a dollop of sugar in hot tea.

			I then felt what was possibly the most bizarre experience I’d ever had in all my life: my mind very calmly informed me I was in two places at once.

			It was like I was seeing a different world out of each eye: I was in the Drover, standing perfectly still in my chambers, just as the music insisted, with the woman on the bed watching me with her deeply sad eyes; in the other, I was at the top of the stairs, gripping the railing, my mouth open as I prepared to shout down to the custodi to come in, come in. It was as if each vision, each experience, was perfectly overlaid atop the next, like parchments glued atop one another.

			It is a memory, I thought to myself. And I cannot be forced into a memory any more than a fish can be drowned.

			I pushed away the vision of my chambers. Dimmed it, dismissed it, banished it.

			I remember you, I told it forcefully. And you are not now. Not real. Not current.

			But though I could see both, I could not resist the commands of the beautiful song assailing my thoughts, drowning my mind, suffocating my will. I was still frozen, still forced into paralysis by the infestation in my skull.

			Move, I thought to myself. Please move. Please, please…

			Yet I could not. It was as if the nerves in my legs and spine and arms had forgotten the very concept. I was trapped in the prison of my body, unable to do anything more than watch the world before me.

			A shadow moved at the foot of the stairs. Then, cautiously, silently, he ascended to me.

			

			—

			He had a pale blue cloak about his shoulders, as well as the helmet he’d worn when I’d first glimpsed him, standing weary but proud before the doors of the Lacanthim jail. With his blue cloak and cap, I realized he looked a good deal like a custodus in the dark, which surely had made it easier for him to slip inside. As he climbed the stairs with hardly a sound, I saw he did not bear his lance tonight, but a short sword, and a tool that I recognized right away: a cat pipe, just like the one I’d seen outside mere seconds ago.

			I watched, screaming in frustration and rage in my own mind as the huge, hulking form of Trikao Armenta mounted the stairs and carefully stepped around me. He looked not at all like the beleaguered, kindly old man I’d known in the past days. Now there was something cold and dead in his face, and his eyes sat so far back beneath his brows that they were hardly more than glints of mai-light lost in shadow. I had only glimpsed such fury in him once, when Ana had wheedled him about his sister’s inheritance of the family spreads: But was it not Velona who bested you to win the prime seat? If so, she’s surely a woman of strength.

			I watched helplessly as Trikao moved past me and continued down the hall toward Ana’s rooms, the sword in his hand shining in the lamplight. A keen edge, for horrid things. I raged within my flesh, howled and bellowed at the idea of him inflicting harm upon her—for Ana had, of course, reckoned that she had been conditioned as well. She was surely sitting in her chambers as paralyzed as I was: small, vulnerable, powerless.

			Then my memories shifted in my mind, trembling and quaking deep within me.

			They spoke, whispering in the dark with that voice, with her voice: Breathe. And remember. Or she shall die.

			I realized the meaning instantly. I took a deep breath through my nose.

			Scent is the sense that is most heavy with memory, each recollection and remembrance pulled into thought by the tiniest waft of aroma. Engravers use many distinct scents to categorize and access their memories—but there, at the top of the stairs, I breathed in deep the aromas of the Green Drover: the smell of the fretvine, the dust in the carpets, the faint reek of the mai-lamps that had not been recently cleaned. With that scent I summoned all the memories I’d had of this tavern, every moment either mundane or frenetic as I’d pursued this investigation in these corridors.

			My mind filled up with engraved memories, hundreds of thousands of them—and as it did so, the song in my ears faded. The command of the web became one memory among many. And as it did, its mesmerism receded.

			With a grunt, I turned and took a step.

			This simple movement was impossibly difficult, as if I was trapped within league after league of mud. My joints ached within me, like my bones were splintering in my flesh. Yet still, I picked up my foot and put it down, pursuing Trikao Armenta, however slowly.

			I moved forward, putting my weight on my front foot. The fretvine beneath it creaked.

			And Trikao stopped.

			He paused, then turned slowly, peering at me over his shoulder. Then he watched, amazed, as I took another step, my whole body trembling and quaking with pain.

			“Hum!” said Trikao. “So. You move.” He took a step forward, squinting at me. “And you see.”

			I clenched my jaw so hard my teeth hurt, and then I slowly, slowly reached down and gripped my sword. I clicked it back and forth within its locking scabbard, sluggishly pushing it through its tumbler.

			Trikao ambled forward like a curious passerby watching a street juggler. “I did wonder if it would affect you,” he said softly. “Those of your ilk have very different heads atop your shoulders.”

			My lips trembled as I tried to speak: Down. Down. Halt and get down. Yet all I could manage was a trickle of saliva between my teeth.

			“Do you have enough will to tell me where this evidence of hers is?” Trikao whispered. His eyes were like ice within his lined face. “Or—be true. Is there any evidence at all?”

			My sword was unlocked. I began to draw it, but the movement was so slow, so horribly slow…

			Trikao gazed upward in thought, his beard trembling as his mouth worked. “I came here with peaceful intent—only to take, no more. But you I now must kill, as you have seen me. And her I must kill to ensure she never comes so close again.”

			I finally pulled the tip of my green blade free. I began to turn it, to assume a fighting stance.

			Trikao gripped his short sword and raised it close to my neck. “It will be a hard thing to see Fotia grieve. But perhaps being queen of all our spreads shall be enough to appease her broken hear—”

			Then Trikao dropped the sword, shrieked madly, and crumpled to the ground.

			The change was so abrupt that I could hardly understand it. I watched as he thrashed in agony on the floor before me, rolling over and over and beating his arms and legs against the floor, his mouth foaming and his trousers suddenly dark with urine.

			His helm rolled away, and as it did I saw a flash of his ear: stoppered up with green wax. But of course. He was infected himself. How else could he have conditioned his victims, and still resisted the lure of the song?

			Then I looked up.

			Ana stood in the hall just behind him, blindfolded as always—and holding a lypi lance in her hands. The tips of the tiny fangs were dark with blood.

			“He set up his own bait,” sighed Ana. “And you silly bastards dashed out and bought it, didn’t you? Thank Sanctum I am at least somewhat competent!”

			I stared at her. Though my body ached, all that fell to a whisper as I struggled to understand how she stood there. She was surely conditioned just as I was: wasn’t she?

			I choked, grimaced, and growled the word: “How?”

			“How?” she said. “How what? Oh, you’ve no skill at all for conversation in this state, Din! It shall be a rotten time of it, like talking to a dog. But listen! Here come the custodi, responding to Trikao’s screams. They shall get you in a better state—and then I can explain.” She sniffed. “Or explain some, at least.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33
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			I sat in the offices of the canton custodi, bent and trying not to whimper from the multiple pulled muscles in my arms and legs. Tauri had fetched me some analgesics, and though I’d gulped them down they were a far sight from working. Merely drawing breath made me groan. But my pain was nothing compared to Ippeas and Fotia, who sat at the table stunned and horrified as Ana described the events of the night.

			“My…my father?” said Ippeas, aghast. “He tried to break into your chambers? Why in hell would he do that?”

			Beside him, Fotia’s face turned the color of old cream, and her eyes filled up with sorrow.

			Ippeas looked at her, then at Ana. A low, awful noise came from deep within him. “N-no,” he said. “No, you can’t…You can’t really be saying…”

			“Yes,” said Ana quietly. “I am, I’m afraid. There were two killers plaguing Lacanthim—one, true, was Jalin Burav. But the other one was your father, Trikao Armenta.”

			Ippeas stared at her, face slack, eyes small and uncomprehending. “N…no.”

			He looked to me, hoping I would signal this was all some mad jest. I gazed bleakly back.

			“No!” Ippeas said. “No, I can’t…I can’t believe that! I can’t imagine it! How could he be responsible for the deaths of my cousins, of his own niece and nephews? My father was a faithful servant to his sister! To the family!”

			“And he has resented it for every minute of his life!” said Ana. “Do you not see, boy? Your father has silently hated Velona for making him sacrifice so much for the family. And I am sure he despises her for making you, his only son, a simple drover, and no more. I’ve no doubt that for decades this hatred was no more than mere idle fantasies constructed in the dark—but all that changed three years ago. For it was then that a weapon fell into his hands. Your cousin Lyimo had been exhibiting strange behaviors. As seneschal and protector of the family, Trikao followed him one day, trailing him out to where he wandered near the wood—and there Trikao saw a very strange thing. He saw Jalin Burav emerge from the trees, play a few notes upon a strange pipe—and somehow bewitch Lyimo into walking into a pond to drown, like a puppet to his tune.”

			Fotia covered her eyes. “You believe he saw the web at work.”

			“Correct,” said Ana. “Lyimo had already been poisoned and conditioned by Jalin Burav. Though he’d done a poor job of it! He had to resort to forcing the man’s head into the waters to drown him—which Trikao saw. He saw it and let it happen. For after this, he had the advantage of young Jalin. He could reveal that this boy was a murderer—and he now knew that Jalin possessed a powerful, altered tool.”

			My eyes fluttered in my head, and I recalled what Istelia had heard Jalin say as he wept: I am owned. My soul is not my own anymore. He owns me utterly. What a fool I was.

			“Your father forced the boy into a pact,” Ana continued. “Perhaps he even suggested the two would be compatriots, united against the cattle families who had so misused them. It would be a very compelling story to a young, unbalanced mind! Jalin gifted him with the web, instructed him in its use—and then Trikao carefully set about killing your cousins. He poisoned the wells used by specific inns. Then, as seneschal and overseer of family business, he arranged it so that they stayed at those inns specifically. Many times, long enough that they all became infected! He then carefully arranged the demises of Sagma, then Gevma. Oh, he was very thorough. Took his time.”

			“That is madness!” said Ippeas. “Why would he do this?”

			“Oh, I thought that would be quite obvious,” said Ana. “He did it to ensure that you, Ippeas Armenta, overlooked by Velona and assigned to no more than driving cattle, would be the sole inheritor of all the Armenta lands.”

			Ippeas’s mouth fell open. Fotia recoiled and pressed a hand to her lips. “By hell,” she whispered, “I will be sick…”

			“He wanted me to be heir?” Ippeas said, astounded. “But that can’t be so! Father lost the competition with Velona, he can’t inherit at all!”

			“Correct!” said Ana savagely. “He cannot inherit. But Velona is still the prime child of your clan, and she can damned well do as she wishes! So if all her children are killed, and there is only one surviving child of the entire line, well…her options would be limited, but evident, true?”

			Ippeas collapsed back into his chair, horrified beyond speech.

			“H-how did you know to draw him out?” asked Fotia.

			“I wouldn’t have been able to at all, without your help, girl,” said Ana. “For it was the manner of Sagma’s hanging that made it clear to me. A very tricky thing, to condition a person to hang themself.”

			Then I understood.

			The memory came swirling up within me. Eyes quaking, I spoke aloud, echoing Velona’s words: “Sagma dreamed of being unable to leave her room, unable to make anyone hear her, and was forced to dress herself before her mirror over and over again! And when she died, she was dressed as if she had just arrayed herself for the day, her dress and ribbons all done—as if she wished to wake up from this never-ending nightmare.”

			“Correct, Din,” said Ana. “Sagma had been conditioned while dressing herself. When she heard the conditioning tunes to do so, she would have been compelled with a powerful, mad desire to do just that. Yet Trikao had drawn her outside, where he had hung the noose for her—yet it was not a rope.” She turned her blindfolded head to Fotia. “Was it?”

			Fotia, quaking, shut her eyes and whispered, “A ribbon.”

			“Yes,” said Ana. “The last thing she tied about her neck every morning, before walking out to greet the day! Entranced, young Sagma climbed up upon a stool, and slipped the noose about her neck—and perished.” She leaned close. “And who gave her these ribbons? Who seeded her life with the things needed to condition her just for this? Who gifted her with the very tools she’d one day use to take her own life? He told us himself that he had showered your cousins with treasures. He clothed his malice with such tender generosity. Or am I wrong? Did another gift Sagma with all these luxuries?”

			The two of them said nothing.

			“How clever he was,” said Ana. “He made sure no death resembled another, so no one could think it was anything but fate—yet then, finally, his hand was forced. He learned from Jalin Burav that his sister, Zansay, had confided in him a great secret—not only was she Castus’s lover, but she and Castus planned to run away.” She pointed at me and said, “Din! Recall the boy’s words!”

			My eyes fluttered, and I chanted in an eerie approximation of Castus’s voice: “We planned to run away together, you know. Escape this horrid feud. We weren’t sure where we’d go. To the Outer Rim, perhaps. We’d cast our fates to the wind even in that wild place, if it gave us freedom. If my family were to know, it would have doomed me. But I wound up doomed regardless, true?”

			“Trikao realized he had to move swiftly then,” said Ana. “For if Castus and Zansay actually did run away, that would endanger everything—not because it’d be a scandal, but because it would mean a living prime heir would be beyond his reach!

			“To achieve this, however, Trikao had to take care of Castus before he could escape,” said Ana. “But he was a cunning thing and had already prepared a way to eliminate the boy. Why force him to wade into a stream when you could get him hanged? An evil thing—and it was cleverly done, too. He had already taken pains to condition Castus, playing the conditioning tones as the boy labored in the flensing halls, making him swift and thoughtless with the knife. But it was even more brilliant than it appears! For in doing so, this act would implicate and eliminate another threat to him—Jalin Burav. He knew that Burilis would bring his daughter’s body back to their estate. He knew her skull would fruit. He knew that the nature of the guiding web would then be revealed to all. He knew that, eventually, some authority would come to reexamine the bodies of his nephews and niece. And who is the greatest architect of the guiding web?”

			“Burilis Burav,” whispered Fotia.

			“Correct! Castus would be promptly hanged for this clear, simple murder—and then the Buravs would take poor dead Zansay home and suddenly be revealed as killers, using the web as their weapon! He’d fell all his enemies all at once. And no one would ever, ever suspect poor, sad, weary old Trikao.” She shook her head, her face fierce. “Yet then, of course, Din and I came. He had to scramble a bit to manage us. For example, it was the night that he came to see you, Ippeas, that he played the dreadful note that caused the fungus to sprout from Castus’s head. And there he was able to come leaping in, crying out in horror, and pretending all the while to be innocent. He even went so far as to infect his own body and depict himself as a victim! And while he could have bewitched himself with his own music from the pipe’s call, he prevented this with a simple fix—a few daubings of wax, applied to his ears, rendering himself deaf to its sound.”

			Ippeas stood from the table, his whole body trembling, his face twisted with anguish. “I…I can’t believe this! I just can’t, I just can’t…”

			“I’m afraid it’s so, young Ippeas,” said Ana. “Imagine now—why was it that Jalin Burav tried to make sure you, of all people, were present in his family house when he put it to the torch? Why go out of the way to make sure you were there? It makes no sense—unless you believe that your father had threatened and used him, and that he knew your father’s plans. Young Jalin wished to strike out in one last, vengeful act, killing the one person Trikao loved.”

			“Please,” whispered Ippeas. “No more.”

			“He also had a plan for Velona, of course!” said Ana. “It was playing out before your very eyes. Didn’t even need to use the web for it. The old woman decided to move forward with fertility treatments—but it was up to the seneschal of the house, overseer of all family business, to select the people who would provide them. Easy to choose the medikkers with a rather poor success rate, true? He even went so far as to try to condition Din and myself, just in case we ever grew too near to him—and in this, he ensured his doom. This was the mistake that tipped my thinking and sealed his fate.”

			At this, Ippeas collapsed and began to weep. Fotia held him tight and shot a poisonous glance at Ana. “Must you barrage him with these horrors? Can’t you even give him a moment to…to…I don’t know, to recover from this?”

			“He needs to know,” said Ana coldly.

			“Why? Can’t you see this is destroying him?”

			“Perhaps. But he needs to know because I already requested records of any change in Velona’s inheritance filings. Such things are carefully recorded with the gentry families. So scrupulously observant of heritage and tradition, you see. He needs to know all this, because his father’s plan has succeeded—Ippeas Armenta is now the sole living heir to Velona Armenta, and will inherit all the Armenta spreads the day she dies. Old bat did it the very day after Castus perished.” Ana picked something from her teeth. “Rather think she’d drafted up the paperwork after it looked like he was to be hanged, yes?”

			Ippeas stopped weeping. Both he and Fotia gazed at Ana, thunderstruck.

			“What?” cried Fotia.

			“Yes, wh-what?” said Ippeas.

			“I thought I was perfectly clear,” said Ana. “You, Ippeas Armenta, are inheritor to one of the wealthiest farming families in all the third ring. And I think it likely you shall inherit soon! For it seems quite feasible that Velona Armenta might die the instant someone tells her exactly what her brother did.”

			“That can’t be,” said Ippeas. “It can’t…”

			Again, Fotia buried her face in her hands. “By hell, yes. It could. Old Velona is bedridden now. She dwindles even now, locked up in her rooms.”

			Ana turned to Ippeas, blindly peering down her nose at him. “Correct. So, Master Ippeas—I am most curious to hear how you shall react to all this.”

			Ippeas sat on the floor, his solid, bearded face gazing into the vined rafters. I watched his pupils dance about as he sorted through this thicket of revelations, alternatingly horrifying or stunning. Fotia sat beside him, her fingers entwined with his, her eyes fixed on his countenance. It was clear in that moment that neither of them had ever imagined this level of wealth: such a dream, such a wild desire, had never gotten within ten span of their thoughts.

			Finally Ippeas spoke. “What of my father?” he croaked.

			“He lives,” I said. “He is terribly weakened by the toxins of the lypi lance. We fear he might have had a brainstorm. But…”

			“But?” asked Ippeas.

			“He has asked to see you, I’m told. I am permitted to allow him visitors.”

			Ippeas bowed his head and took a deep breath. “Well, then.”

			

			—

			The medikker’s ward had been transformed since the day Jalin Burav had made his mad escape: now there was a custodus in every hallway, and every door featured new locks. Even for myself, navigating its corridors meant repeatedly asking permission to enter, to leave, to be accompanied, and so on. Though I understood that Trikao Armenta had been gravely weakened by Ana’s thrust of the lance, the medikkers were taking no chances with him.

			I entered his chamber. Trikao’s arrangements seemed to be a dark mirror of his sister’s: he lay trembling upon a medikker’s cradle, with many dark, glistening tubes entering his flesh, each one trailing down to another quivering creature in a glass pot. How odd it was to heal his body but only so that he could be firm in flesh when he met the rope.

			He cracked an eye as I approached. Though in the past he had pantomimed the state of a weary old man, this was no act: his face shook, and his eyes moved sluggishly, and his lips were thick and slow as he spoke to me.

			“Who?” he murmured. “Oh. It’s you. But where…where is Ippeas? Where…”

			“He will not come,” I said to him.

			“N-no,” he whimpered. “He must. He must come.”

			“He will not. He was clear.”

			He swallowed, eyes swirling in his head as he thought. “Will you carry a message for him, then, Iudex? Tell him…” Again he swallowed, face wrinkling with pain. “Tell him it was…it was all for him. I did it for him. And it did work, yes? She has…she made him heir.”

			I said nothing.

			“I knew it would be so,” whispered Trikao. “And I knew my…my sister would not live long. I fade, yes. But I fade victorious, at least.”

			“Your son will not come, sir,” I said. “But he has a message for you.”

			“Oh? Please, t-tell me.”

			“He says he intends to sell all the Armenta spread when he inherits.”

			His eyes opened wide. A low, creaking cough came from deep within him.

			“Wh-what?” spat Trikao.

			“Ippeas will sell it all. He intends to sell it and leave this place. He will not sell it to one buyer, either. He intends to sell it to many different holders. Many families, many drovers, many operations. He shall split it all up into dozens if not hundreds of little farms and put an end to the house of Armenta.”

			A weak, unhappy wheezing came creaking out of Trikao’s mouth. “But…no. No, I…I did it for him. Doesn’t he see that? I, I did it for him…”

			“So you say,” I said. “But he wished me to tell you—I never asked for it.”

			

			—

			I limped back to the Green Drover, Ana gripping my arm tight.

			“How did he take it?” she purred.

			I shrugged.

			“That bad, then? My, my. A black day, eh, Din?”

			“Very.” I grunted as my pulled muscles complained. Navigating the leaning wooden walkways of muddy Lacanthim felt impossible after such strains. “I feel it’s a poor thing to leave my sister and Ippeas alone, even for a moment. They’ve had so much ill fate fall upon them, all at once.”

			“Yes, yes,” said Ana. “But they shall recover quickly. The boy made a wise choice, and she embraced him when he made it. A good match, I think. They are in love, and to be loved is a great warding against many ills.”

			I puzzled at that, as Ana almost never grew so sentimental: but then, the manner in which she spoke of it was as if she was clinically describing some biological process, like newts secreting poison through their glands.

			I whimpered again as some obscure muscle in my back yowled in pain. “A question, ma’am,” I said.

			“Ohh. Another? I feel I have answered enough today.”

			“How is it you weren’t conditioned by Trikao?” I asked. “I’m sure you were in the tavern when he conditioned me. You would have heard the same tones, had the fungus awaken in you just as all the others.”

			“Hm, yes,” said Ana quietly. “That is a sticky bit, isn’t it?”

			A glint of gold hair glimmered on the porch of the Green Drover. Through all the pale blue cloaks of the milling custodi, I saw Tauri, standing on his tiptoes to peer over and see us coming.

			“Tauri awaits us, ma’am,” I said.

			“I figured he’d be here soon,” she sighed. “For he shall demand answers of his own. Here. Let us get a story together, Din. Perhaps, let’s say, I predicted that the killer would try to condition me, and took the effort of plugging my ears with wax at night, much like Trikao did. How does that sound?”

			“That…is, of course, a lie, ma’am.”

			“Is it?” she snapped. “Why not try it on and walk about with it for a spell, and see how it fits?”

			“Did you know it hadn’t worked on you, ma’am? Or…that it couldn’t?”

			“Din, I say this to you very rarely,” she said. “So please mark that when I do, I mean it. But—shut up.”

			We came to the porch. Tauri regarded us with cautious optimism. “So! I, ah, understand your plan worked rather perfectly, Dolabra?”

			“Not quite perfectly. I was beset by some slight idiocies, but I managed to overcome it.”

			I rolled my eyes.

			“I see,” said Tauri. “And…are all answers accounted for?”

			“Since your domain is the environment, Commander,” said Ana, “I presume you mean, did Trikao Armenta tell us where the hell the damned web actually came from? And why, of course, does it work upon humans in such a strange fashion? If that is your question, then the answer is no. We do not know.”

			“No?”

			“No. Trikao got the web from Jalin. Even if he could speak more, he wouldn’t know its origins any more than we do now.” She turned her face to the sun above. “Burilis Burav found some form of the web in the ruins in the forest. He altered it to work upon the field cats. Jalin traced his father’s footsteps and found this mysterious web again, somewhere. But whether he engineered it to work upon human beings—or if it always did so—I have no evidence either way.”

			“That is not satisfactory, then,” said Tauri. “I’m obliged to protect the lands of this canton. If I can’t account for how such a dangerous augmentation came to be used in every field of crops, then I am in a devilish position.”

			“No fear!” said Ana, grinning. “We shall find out soon enough, once Din can walk without yelping like a kicked dog. And besides, good sir, it may take time for you to fetch your thuribles. We shall be bound back to the wood, you see. I believe I know where the web came from.”
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			Tauri and I sat in gloomy silence as the carriage rumbled north across the pastures of Lacanthim. This was hardly unusual, as gloom and silence had swept across all the canton in the days since Trikao’s unmasking. Everyone in the cattle industry, from top drover to the trough-mops of the flensing halls, now felt deeply uncertain about what the future held: in but a week, both of the great families of the cattle industry had been overthrown, and all was thrown into chaos. Even Ana now seemed affected: though she often appeared utterly indifferent to the suffering of others, some doleful air stole over her as we rolled on toward the wood, and she bobbed and nodded and rocked not at all.

			But I had found some oasis in Tauri in the past days. It was forbidden for officers to have liaisons within their own Iyalet, but dalliances between the orders were often scrupulously ignored. As we’d all gone about clearing up the vast wreckage that Jalin Burav and Trikao Armenta had left behind—cleansing the wells of web, and finally administering the Apoths’ cures to the infected, as awful and horrid they were—I had found succor in my handful of moments with him, consuming his strange teas and concoctions in his bed chambers, smiling idly and listening to his banter as the world of Lacanthim streamed on outside his window and my skull cleared of fungus.

			Though a voice had spoken within me—not my memories, merely my experience—whispering: These things never last.

			To which I had responded: Nothing does.

			We shared a small smile as our carriage rolled on, but even that faded in the face of the task before us.

			Tauri cleared his throat. “So. Where are we bound, Dolabra? Besides the wood, I mean.”

			“Mm?” said Ana, distracted. “Ah, yes. Well! Recall that when you first tracked Jalin Burav through the altered forest, you found him at an old, crumbling fountain within the Daljen ruins—one that had been dry for centuries.”

			“True. I tested it thoroughly but could find no hint of moisture—nor the web.”

			“Of course. But recall that you also found pickaxes, shovels, and other such tools in Burilis Burav’s crude laboratory! I believe he dug to find the web.”

			“So I assumed. But we did not see any sign of excavation about us.” He narrowed his eyes. “You think you know where he dug, then?”

			“I do. I believe if you return to the fountain, and proceed directly north-northeast from it, you shall find the site.”

			“And how are you so sure?” asked Tauri.

			“A guess, sir,” said Ana. “But a very educated one. And one I think shall lead to many truths.”

			Tauri frowned but seemed to accept that answer.

			“What will you do while we seek these truths, ma’am?” I asked. “Will you just wait in the carriage?”

			“Well, I certainly don’t intend to join you on the expedition, boys. Rather, I was hoping you could drop me off at the shrine of Master Gaddar. It is a bit out of the way, but I can wait for you there—and reflect upon all that has occurred in this place.”

			Tauri appeared to struggle with exasperation at Ana’s oddities but then sighed and smiled at me. I cannot exactly cast stones when it comes to eccentricities, he had commented to me the night before. So I shall bear her. And you, I suppose.

			I smiled in return. Though I, much like the drovers of this region, did not know what the future held, I took comfort in knowing what pleasures the next few days held.

			My contentment dimmed as we came to the path leading to the shrine of Master Gaddar. Few pilgrims walked the shadowy steps now: perhaps the complicity and demise of the Armentas, most devout of all the Daljen-keepers, had doused the faith of others. To see Ana enter the altered forest, the way ahead so empty, the trees shivering in the wind, put an unpleasant chill in my bones.

			“Are you sure you don’t wish me to accompany you, ma’am?” I said, sliding an Orbiis mask upon my face. “I can help you to a seat.”

			“I can get about well enough by listening,” she said, waving a hand at me. “If I couldn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to put that lance in Trikao’s back! And I can manage the airs of this place. They do not offend my soul as they do for so many. Go, and report to me all the revelations you may find, boy.”

			There was something stiff to her face now. A careful, guarded sorrow, like someone awaiting a medikker’s pessimistic opinions of a loved one’s illness.

			“You know what’s in those woods, ma’am,” I said.

			“Ohh? Do I?”

			“Yes. So why not just tell me?”

			“Because he needs to see it,” she said. “As do you.” She began to walk down the path and waved a hand about her. “Yet I shall tell you—it is a tomb, Din. But then, all the Empire is a tomb, and all of history. So much age, so much death. We live within tombs, within tombs, within tombs. The question is—how to find our way out?”

			

			—

			The seam was no less unnerving than it had been the last time, even though on this foray we were at least somewhat certain the path ahead bore no combatants. Tauri led the way, thurible held high like a midnight adventurer peering into the mist. I kept my eyes fixed on his golden tresses, and tried to ignore the trembling of the leaves, the crackling of the branches, and most of all the strange, fractal angles of the pale boles.

			Something Tauri had said weighed heavily in my mind now: A strange thing, to be adrift in a creation wrought by a mind you cannot comprehend! It’s like studying a tapestry, and attempting to imagine the loom that made it, only for it to defy you.

			My thoughts lingered on those words. So often the imperial past defied us. What would happen if, today, it did not, and welcomed us into its embrace?

			After many leagues of trees and ruins and strange statues in the leaves, we returned to the fountain. Jalin Burav’s body still lay beside it, though now it moldered—yet not as swiftly as a corpse would in other environs. Perhaps the altered forest warded away more common rots. I spoke a prayer for him, and we continued north-northeast.

			Just as Ana had said, within a half league we came to a large aperture dug in the ground, with a wooden ladder leading into its depths. We both stared at it as if it might leap up at us like an adder.

			“It was here,” mused Tauri. “Just behind the bend of the hill! If we’d gone wandering, we’d surely have tripped on it.”

			“Shall we climb down, sir?”

			He made a move to do so, then paused and looked north-northeast. “This…this place. Is it coincidence?”

			“Pardon?”

			“Well, Din…if you were to draw a line straight from the well to the Touched Site, it…it would go right through here.”

			There was a silence.

			“Do we wish to continue?” I asked.

			Tauri did not answer. He removed his half mask, slid on his warding helm, and fixed it atop his head. Then he raised his mai-lantern, stooped low, and climbed in. I put on my own warding helm and followed.

			

			—

			The tunnel was cramped and moist, so much so that soon my brow dripped with sweat and my shirt stuck to my back and chest. Worse was the ignorance of what was ahead: with Tauri climbing through before me, I could only see the flashing of his mai-lamp, the ribbed walls of the tunnel, and little else.

			“Where are we going?” I whispered to Tauri. “You’ve a map in your mind, true?”

			“Yes,” Tauri said reluctantly. “But I hope I am wrong.”

			“Why?”

			“Because…we are still bound north-northeast. This tunnel fed the fountain back there, once. I believe it caved in somewhere behind us, blocking its flow. But where it leads…” He shifted in the dark. “I think it shall take us to the Touched Site.”

			“We’re going into that black plug in the ground? It’s madness to go there, surely?”

			“Yes, but…Burilis Burav went there once, I think. And he lived. It must be safe. I can’t say—and won’t try to now. This darkness seems to demand quiet of me.”

			I did not know how long we crawled and climbed and crept through the tunnel. For many leagues, perhaps dozens. Yet then Tauri slowed and sighed with awe. I heard him whisper, “It ends! But…but could it…”

			He stepped forward, out into some greater space. I followed and squinted through the glass bulbs of my warding helm as he raised his mai-lantern.

			A dark underground lake stretched out before us, easily two leagues in breadth. There was no sign of light other than the lamp in Tauri’s hand. I looked up and could barely make out stone statues arrayed above us, like holy beings keeping watch over sacred waters. Many bore cups; others, ewers, or ladles, or bowls. Their faces were obscured by dust and loose soil, and many were half submerged in the detritus of some old collapse above. I could not comprehend who could have made them, or why these sculptors had ever come to this place. My skin crawled, and a mad thought wormed into my mind: This was to be left for shadow, and no more.

			Tauri pointed down. “The waters move.”

			I looked and saw he was right: there was a ripple in the water, a faint swirling, as if something shifted about in them.

			“Why do they move?” asked Tauri. “Are they fed by a stream? Or is something within it?”

			We stepped back, worried some horrid creature might rise up and attack us—for, like all good imperials, we feared deep waters most of all. Yet none came, and the rhythm of the rippling continued, as if this lake was fed by a stream dribbling into the far end.

			Tauri reached into his pack, pulled out a strip of treated parchment, and dipped it into the waters.

			Instantly, it turned orange.

			We looked at each other, breathing hard in our helms.

			“I must know more,” he said in a strangled voice.

			“We know where it came from,” I said. “Is that not enough?”

			“No. I must know. I have suspicions, but I…I must know, Din.” He took his lantern and began to walk about the stone rim of the lake.

			The farther we walked, the stronger the ripples became. Still we saw no hint of light. There was just the stone wall beside us, the stone statues above us, and the vast, black stone well rising above all, sealed at its top by the works of the Khanum from days beyond memory.

			Then I heard Tauri whisper, “I hear something. It’s just beyond!”

			He raised his lamp, and together we looked.

			We looked for a long time, waiting for our eyes to adjust.

			Then we saw them.

			Some dozen figures stood by the lake. They wielded long, dark poles and were stirring the depths of the waters, like puntsmen piloting boats through shallow canals. They were churning the waters, moving them back and forth, back and forth, their movements aligning perfectly to a unified rhythm, as if this was all a well-practiced performance, completed here in total darkness at the bottom of the world.

			And they were dead. Clearly so. Their flesh was gray and black, and horribly desiccated, shriveled to little more than bone and ligament in places—and yet their skulls and eyes and faces, if they had them at all, were lost in a great, blooming crown of fungus, the enormous stalks reaching up some ten span in height. The fungal stalks swayed as they moved, as if dancing with them, reveling in the dark, still air of this dark, still, forgotten place.

			“Oh, by hell,” whispered Tauri. “Oh, by Sanctum…”

			“How is this so?” I heard myself saying. “How…”

			“The fungus keeps the dead in service,” murmured Tauri. “That we knew. But for how long? How long?”

			He spoke those last two words a little too loudly, and they echoed in the deep.

			Then came new movement across the waters.

			There was a figure sitting at the back, one we’d not yet seen: a still, silent, gray thing, crouched over some instrument, its crown of stalks rising above them. It came to life, reached forward, and made a movement, as if artfully plucking the strings of a harp, though I could not spy it in the shadows.

			Tones filtered through the darkness, high and strange and unearthly. I had never heard their like in all my life.

			Upon hearing this, one of the water-stirrers froze. Then, with slow, creaky movements, it set down its pole, picked up a stone cup from the rubble, and filled it with dark waters. Then it began to walk down the stone rim to us, its movements stately and regal, like a priest performing a seasonal rite.

			“Tauri,” I said, my voice shaking, “it comes to us now.”

			Tauri’s voice shook even more as he answered: “Din. Look down. Look down, right now.”

			I did as he asked. He was holding his lamp just above the surface of the dark water. There, just five span below the cloudy waters, was a vast pile of bones, so great that it sank away from us like sand along the bottom of the deeps. And from the shape of them—from the many skulls, with so many eye sockets and crooked teeth—they were all of human make.

			The scrape of the thing’s feet on the ground as it walked to us. A dribbling of water as its cup spilled.

			“Tauri!” I whispered hoarsely. “We must go!”

			Together we fled back the way we came, and slipped into that tunnel and crawled on into the darkness. Though as I crawled, I could have sworn I heard the scrape of dried, dead flesh upon stone behind us, as if the thing still sought us out, laboring to deliver its cup to our lips.

			

			—

			We exited into the rubble, panting and exhausted. Neither of us could speak aloud of what we’d witnessed. Like much of this place, like the forest itself, it defeated us. We could no more discuss it than a swallow could know all the winds of the skies.

			We began our long trek back through the rubble to Burav’s abandoned cabin. Somewhere along the way I found myself laughing hysterically, unable to keep the cackling from my lips.

			“What is it?” asked Tauri. “What do you laugh at?”

			“Meris Chamhali Ayonias!” I cried.

			“What? What is that?”

			“Don’t you remember? She said that was what it was called, your Touched Site. The cup of heaven, the place of the angelic, eternal servants! Yet how angelic did they look to you?”

			I kept laughing, unable to beat back the madness of it all. Tauri stared at me, his eyes wide with horror. Then he grabbed me by my collar and shook me until my senses returned. Together we continued out of the crumbling city, and back into the shivering seam of the wood.

			

			—

			When we exited into the rolling plains of Lacanthim, both of us nearly burst into tears of relief. I ripped off my helm and cast it away, then sank to the earth, and fought the desire to take off my boots and cast them away, too. I wished to keep no part of me that had come close to those dark waters.

			Tauri knelt in the high grass, panting. Then he looked at me. “That was real, wasn’t it?”

			“It was real,” I said hoarsely. “And I will never forget it, as much as I wish I might.”

			He was silent for a long, long while. “I…I told you once that the web must fester in waters full of corpses to learn how to conquer the mind. But…but I never…”

			“It was slavery,” I spat.

			He sank into the grass, eyes wide, lips trembling.

			“A crime worse than slavery,” I said. “For at least slaves have the escape of death. Those folk were not even granted that.”

			“Din…” murmured Tauri.

			“The Daljen were the masters of orchards. The tribe of Khanum who grew all the provisions and nourishment for the ancient Empire. Yet who harvested these crops? Who tilled the land, labored to pull sustenance from the soil?” I fought back another bout of mad laughter. “Perhaps it’s to be expected. We see the field cats and the cattle as our inferiors. Should we be surprised to find that the Daljen once felt the same of common folk like you and me?”

			There was a long silence as we sat in the grass together, grappling with the abominations we had witnessed. Then, suddenly, Tauri cried out and leapt upon me, forcing me to the ground and shaking me by the collar. “And they were immune to it!” he bellowed at me. “Weren’t they?”

			“Wh-what?” I said.

			“The Khanum, and the Daljen!” he screamed. “They couldn’t be commanded, couldn’t be conditioned! Not by their own creation!” He pulled me close, his eyes bright with rage and terror. “How long have you known what she is? Or do you know?”

			I did not answer.

			“She wasn’t bewitched by the tune of the pipe,” he hissed. “Not because of wax in her ears or any such silliness. It is because she is beyond it. Isn’t she?” He shoved me back down and stepped back, breathing hard, face flushed.

			“Tauri…”

			“Say nothing!” he cried. “Don’t speak! Don’t…” He looked away. “And do not follow me! I…I wish I had never met you, Kol! Damn it all and damn your eyes!”

			I watched as Tauri strode away into the grass to the carriage in the distance. I watched as it started off, churning up a great cloud of dust. Then it shrank to nothing, and he was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35
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			It took me a great while to walk the long distance to the shrine of Master Gaddar. My body ached from such a long day of journeying—as well as from the magnitude of all I’d witnessed, and Tauri’s castigation.

			I found her sitting alone before the towering, unearthly statue of Gaddar. She had always seemed a small woman to me, but she seemed especially tiny now, dwarfed and bent under the blind gaze of that figure.

			“You are back, Din,” she said softly as I approached.

			“Y-yes, ma’am,” I said shakily.

			“And you are alone.”

			“Yes.”

			“Hm.” She cocked her head, as if contemplating a mildly tricky riddle. “And from the sound of your voice, you saw what awaited you there in the cup of heaven?”

			“Y-yes, ma’am. I—”

			“And Tauri? Does he know?”

			I said nothing.

			She turned to me, eyebrows raised above her blindfold. “Does he know all?”

			“You…expected he would?”

			She turned back to the statue. “I did say he was terribly important, and terribly smart. No fool he! That is for certain.”

			I stood there looking at her for a long while. Then I slowly sat down next to her. “What shall happen now, ma’am?”

			“What happens now is up to the delightful Commander Tauri,” said Ana. “But I know he has just been handed a great gift—a dagger he can soon plunge into the heart of all the flesh industry of this Empire.”

			I stared into the bare earth at my feet, stunned into silence.

			“How would the cattle trade support itself,” mused Ana, “if it could no longer force so many creatures to harvest our crops? For an urhosi cow takes a great deal of feed to nourish itself. And I doubt if the Apoths and the Orbiis and all the rest of them will take delight in learning of the true web’s origin.” She sniffed. “I expect they’ll keep it all very secret. The public shall not know.”

			“I admit, ma’am,” I said softly, “I struggle to imagine a world in which we abandon the use of the web…”

			“Cynical—but true. The Empire is terribly resistant to change. We have learned to augment beasts to be our servants, and it shall be a hard thing to step back from such an innovation. Should we abandon it, or reduce it, or change its application? Or will we do nothing at all? I can’t say. I suppose we’ll just have to find a way to muddle through, eh? That is the Empire’s great talent—muddling through, satisfying no one, but…surviving. More or less.”

			“And Tauri’s…revelations about your own self, ma’am?”

			She grinned nastily and shrugged. A sheen of sweat shone on her brow: to touch upon this subject pained her, surely. “I don’t know what you mean, Din! But I believe Tauri shall now have to do some very tricky math. Can he press his case against the cattle trade while also spreading wild rumors about the woman who put the dagger in his hand? I rather doubt it. And more, he is a smart fellow, and knows he now dances beside—how shall I put it?—very deep waters, with very nasty things in it. He will not be eager to go for a swim. Or is that metaphor not tasteful to you now?”

			“You knew all, then.”

			“I guessed. Others needed to see. That is why you’re here, yes? To behold what others cannot.”

			There was a great silence.

			“Why did they do it?” I whispered.

			“The Daljen? Oh, well, because they thought themselves superior. And can you blame them? They were stronger, faster, wiser…And then, one day, they looked out upon the race of mortal man and saw little more than livestock awaiting their ministrations. I am sure they thought it a very sensible thing, to contort common folk into mindless tools to better reap the harvest. The Daavir, however, felt that freedom was an inefficiency worth tolerating, and acted accordingly.” A cold smirk. “The bitter irony here is that in but a few decades, other tribes of the first imperials would develop methods of yielding greater food and resources—so much so that they soon dwarfed all the harvests of the Daljen! They hardly needed to enforce such horrors at all. But back then, of course, they did not dine so greatly upon flesh. Different appetites demand different compromises…So. Here we are again.”

			My eyes quaked, and a memory came swimming up: the stone statue I’d glimpsed in the wood, of the giant hand, and the figure in its palm, arms raised in supplication, and the words upon its chest—Let the wayward mind bloom.

			Then another memory flashed behind my eyes, and I recalled Velona’s comment: They were the shepherds, and we their flock. She had said this with such awed ecstasy, yet how awful the words tasted to me now.

			“I…I cannot imagine such a choice,” I said. “How could you come to look upon your neighbor, and dream of their slavery?”

			“Is it truly such a reach for you, Din?” asked Ana. “You are a deeply augmented person. In many ways, you are superior to a common man. You not only remember all, but you learn far, far faster, for you recall your lessons perfectly. Do you not struggle with the division between yourself and your very kin?” With a twitch, she turned her hard, pale face to me, her expression inscrutable between her blindfold. “Or, consider the distance between myself and you. Are we equals? Or are you my Coral, capering about as I play a tune upon my pipe?”

			I glared at her, but then considered it. “I like to think we are equals, ma’am.”

			“Why?”

			“Because if we weren’t, you wouldn’t have had me see what was in the well. You wished me to make up my mind about it. Which leads me to believe you want my mind to be my own.”

			“Hum! Perhaps you’re right, boy,” she said. “But…the web is a clumsy tool, really. If a being was advanced enough, they could influence and control you in countless unseen ways, without ever having met you…and without your even knowing it was happening at all.”

			“I…struggle to imagine how that could be possible, ma’am.”

			“Yes. That’s rather the problem, isn’t it?”

			Again, a soft rain began to fall. The gray, shimmering veil swept over us, turning the statue above into a hazy blur.

			“When we first entered the wood,” I said, “I’d thought the altered forest and the Touched Site was an attempt to hide the crimes of the Daavir. But this isn’t so, is it?”

			“No, I believe you are right,” said Ana. “I rather think they sought to hide the works of the Daljen. They didn’t want anyone trying this mad shit again. Better to let it go forgotten—yet now we’ve dug it up again.” She extended her hand, allowed a smattering of raindrops to pool in her palm, and tipped it over into her open lips. “The Empire has changed enormously in the five centuries since. We’ve grown stronger, we grow resources at unprecedented rates, we fend off the leviathans year after year—more or less—and, perhaps most of all, we have gone from a few hundred folk bearing the blessings of alterations to thousands upon thousands. Though the first imperials were great in their own way, we are far more civilized than those first wild, mad centuries. But…the temptation to believe one’s self superior does not appear to fade. And what we do to the beasts in the field we may still one day do to our very kin.”

			“But the Daavir resisted the temptation, didn’t they?” I asked. “And they destroyed the Daljen as punishment.”

			She laughed lightly. “Oh, no, not quite, Din. The Daavir were no righteous vindicators. They were pragmatists. Slavery and the domination of the will make a very poor foundation for a people. Slave states fester, stagnate. Then topple. Many of the elder race sported a keen eye and great cunning, but the Daavir had an unusual talent—with one intuitive glance, they could peer into the past and future about them, and judge with precision. They saw what awaited the Daljen and chose another path.”

			“What path did they choose?” I asked.

			She opened her mouth to answer. Then she shut it and tilted her face to the rain.

			“It is getting quite wet, Din,” she said. “Please, find me some shelter, and wave down a carriage so we can return to town.”

			

			—

			Together we walked our way back along the path through the wood, Ana gripping my arm as I trudged forward on aching feet, the Orbiis mask upon my face to keep the fumes from my mind. I gave her my shootstraw hat to keep the rain off her head, then sighed deeply, wondering what it would be like to return to Lacanthim after all this.

			“Stupid boy,” Ana said softly.

			“Beg pardon, ma’am?”

			“I did tell you not to get involved with him. I knew how it would end! How often must I prove my brilliance to you, and yet still you ignore it!”

			“I am a simple thing, ma’am,” I said. “I suppose my heart is simple, too.”

			“That is not true. Yet you may take a rest, if you wish, Din. I shall give you two weeks’ leave. I suspect you will need it to help your sister, and her betrothed. It is no easy thing to start a new life, especially when your old one has broken asunder. Perhaps you shall have to go home with her for a time—though I can understand if you are reluctant to do so. Seeing one member of your family can be hard, as I can attest. Seeing all of them at once, I imagine, is quite another thing.”

			I thought about that. “A question, ma’am.”

			“Yes?”

			“You said that as engravers mature, their memories can take on personalities. Visages. Appearances.”

			“Some do. What of it?”

			“Well—do they change much? Or do they always stay the same person?”

			“What a very strange thing to say! No. No, I do not think they change. Why do you ask?”

			“Just a question.”

			She tilted her head toward me, as if she could hear the fluttering of my heart. “Fine, then! I shall leave you your secrets. I know I’ve no shortage of my own.”

			We ambled along, my heart heavy with what I’d seen, and my head full of worries for what I might see next. For I felt Ana was right: it seemed all too likely that Fotia and Ippeas would flee Lacanthim and recuperate with my own family in the little town of Rimula, with my sisters and grandmother.

			They would ask me to follow them, and I was not sure I could. Partially because of all the resentments and memories I held from those unhappy days—but also because of this latest development.

			I recalled that first night I’d met Fotia, and she had said: Do you remember what Mother looked like, Din? I don’t. All I had was that stone in the wood, and little more.

			Yet I did recall our mother. She sometimes returned to me in fragments and remnants, like tea leaves washing into one’s mouth at the last sip. Tiny snatches and slivers, embedded in my soul just like the smell of a Tala rain.

			And now, of course, I had seen and heard her more recently.

			Why, I wondered, of all the faces my memories could have chosen, had they decided to manifest with the face and voice of my mother, dead for nearly two decades now? Why choose to appear as her, seated upon the bed of the Green Drover, smiling so earnestly at me? And how could I return to my family with her ghost haunting me so closely?

			I did not know. Perhaps I’d muddle through, just as Ana had said the Empire so often did.

			“I’ll fetch a carriage,” I said as I helped Ana to a bench outside the forest. “I will be glad to be rid of this place.”

			“The forest?” asked Ana. “Lacanthim? All of it?”

			“All of it,” I said. I shuddered. “But especially the forest, and these statues. They disturb me greatly—especially the shaping of their faces.”

			“I see!” said Ana cheerily. “Do you know, I did something very unusual for me, Din—I took off my blindfold in there! Let myself peep at old Gaddar, still sticking his cup out after so many centuries like a beggar at the corner.”

			“And what was your opinion?”

			She grinned. “I’ve seen stranger!”

			I frowned, unsure what to say to that, and far too tired to try. “Give me a moment to see if I can flag down a rider for us, ma’am.”

			“Take your time. I shall smell the grasses, and listen to the rain and the chirruping of birds, and meditate upon many things.”

			I trudged down the road, legs aching and sore, all the sky leaning upon my mind.

			After about a half league, I stopped. Turned. Looked back at where Ana sat, no more than a dot by the road.

			Her words echoed in my head: I’ve seen stranger!

			But that, however, would imply she had encountered another like Gaddar.

			Fotia’s voice echoed in my mind: No one’s seen the emperor in over two hundred and fifty years. Hasn’t said a word or stuck his head out of his Sanctum since he went in. But—I wonder…in there, does he look like that strange thing? Or is he even stranger now?

			Was she truly suggesting she had met the emperor? It seemed mad, but—what other conclusion was there?

			Then my memories shifted and quaked in my mind, and a recent comment of hers came back to me: Seeing one member of your family can be hard, as I can attest…

			And what member of her family could she have meant? There was no other of her kin, as far as I knew, unless…

			I gazed back at her. I half wanted to sprint back down the road and demand answers to my many questions. Instead, I sighed and returned to the main road to wait for a rider.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note
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			When I first dreamed up this series, one intent I held was that Din and Ana’s investigations would put our two detectives in positions where they could examine all the internal organs of the Empire. How do these strange people make these biological miracles of theirs? How do they arm themselves, make their laws, treat their brains—and, perhaps, feed themselves?

			How a fantasy empire feeds itself at first seemed like a rather dull subject (despite this, of course, being the dictating factor for nearly every major power throughout most of human history). But the more I turned my thoughts to how we feed ourselves in our real, present reality, the more related it all seemed.

			We here in the West—if not in all of human society—maintain an unspoken, unshakeable belief that the farm is the natural state of man. Even though relatively few people work in agriculture now (at least compared to the past), there seems to be a free-floating awareness that our modern lives are an unnatural violation, and we should return to this primordial, traditional manner of life: the lowing of livestock, the Wellington boots, the smell of freshly tilled soil, and the distant cock’s crow.

			Yet agriculture, of course, is by default phenomenally unnatural. Each farm is a little bubble of unnatural reality, where crops and creatures do not succumb to the afflictions of the natural world: within these zones, they are unnaturally blessed with food and water and warmth; they are treated with medicines to render them unnaturally resistant to diseases and blights; why, even the creatures and crops themselves are deeply unnatural things. If your eyes ever fall upon an illustration of the prehistoric ancestors of today’s corn or potatoes, for example, you’ll be stupefied to imagine that ancient civilizations ever thought they could breed crops from such piddly specimens.

			Farms are not sites of hallowed tradition. They are, if anything, laboratories for profound biological change. We simply prefer to believe otherwise: if we pay it any attention, it could cause discomfort whenever we sit down to eat.

			Because today, despite its veneer of rustic heritage, there are few industries more profligate and reckless than agriculture. It seems mad to devote precious water to growing alfalfa in the deserts of Arizona, all for cattle feed—and yet, we do it. It is mad to burn down the Amazon rainforest to grow soybeans for chickens and pigs—and yet, we do it. It is a foul thing to imagine piglets ground into paste to be fed to their own mothers, and yet this is fairly common practice. Just the land required to grow cattle and their feed is staggering to the point of stupidity. How many wars in human history have been fought for a fraction of this territory? The Ruhr Valley and the Aquitaine are rounding errors in comparison. Nearly half of all agricultural lands in America are devoted to the cultivation of beef flesh—and yet, it makes up a mere 3 percent of our calories. What better word for this than “madness”?

			For each of these madnesses, very clever people can explain precisely why it is done this way—but at heart, the reason is always the same: we hunger for these tastes and demand to have those hungers sated. These practices are simply the most efficient methods of doing so.

			The more I thought on it, the stranger the biologies of our world seemed. And how brilliantly we have hacked them, all the way from the Stone Age to this age of information. I realized that if I tried to shape the agriculture of the Empire of Khanum so it hewed close to our own methods, readers would reject it for being too foolish, too unbelievable, and too shortsighted. They’d toss the book aside and condemn it as absurd.

			It is that shortsightedness that troubles me most now. I write this in early January 2026, when many of the south and western American states have just experienced one of the most anomalous winters in living memory. Here in central Texas, it was another year when I wore shorts and short sleeves when hanging Christmas lights and got bit to pieces by mosquitoes while doing so. We have yet to get below freezing even once and have just tipped back over into severe drought. Many of the Rocky Mountains are totally without snow, all the way up to Wyoming. Though the upcoming summer’s heat and drought are usually assuaged by snowmelt, now the year appears quite daunting.

			There is an unnerving, unspoken awareness that something, somewhere, has gone terribly awry.

			We are living in an unnatural moment, and the future shall be more unnatural yet. And while it’s difficult to put it into quantifiable terms, probably about a third of that unnatural future can be attributed to agriculture: to its deforestation, to its fertilizer production, to all the incredible labor required to farm and grow flesh. Though we’ve dreamed up solutions to other causes of climate change, we have almost no answers to the problem of farming. But farming itself shall be curtailed in time, certainly: it was one thing to go a year without a freeze, but much more catastrophic, and yet now much more imaginable, would be a year without rain.

			To meet this unnatural moment of our own making, we will have to imagine and fashion things far more unnatural than everything that came before, including methods of producing food. We shall have to become much more like the Empire of Khanum, I suspect, and attempt creations likely both strange and unnerving—though they shall be hardly stranger than what we’re doing now.

			Whether we succeed remains to be seen. It is not a question of cunning—for I know we’re a very cunning species—but bravery, gumption, and wisdom. There, I’m much less sure. Tradition is a hard thing to jettison, even when the very land refuses to foster it any longer.

			But nature has rendered its verdict. The future is unnatural, whether we like it or not.

			

			—

			Many thanks as always to Julian, my editor, and my agent, Cameron, both of whom sat through one of the longer, more unpleasant phone calls of my writing career for this book. It is one thing to talk through fixes, but quite another to realize the big fix is dumping the whole damn thing and starting over.

			Thank you as always to my lovely wife who supports me in countless ways, including telling me what day it is, and occasionally even the month and year. And thank you to my readers, who I hope will persist in following me as we explore more of the strange lands and practices of Khanum.
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