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Glossary 



Ada 

Once Jejin, the land ruled by the Jin, until they were conquered by the Adan. 

Adan 

The  people  of  Ada.  They  shared  a  close  relationship  with  the  Jin  until  the Binding War, when the Jin used their magic against the Adan and so severed the kinship. Decades later, the Adan overrode the Jin and began stamping out those of the Jin who had magic. 

The Ancestors 

Descendants of   Temshiel  and mortals. They  were  once the guiding Voices of the  Untouchables,  who spoke for the  Ancestors and advised the  Jin, until the violence  of  the  Binding  War  sent  the  Ancestors  mad,  and  thus  the Untouchables. 

Banpair 

Magical beings who were once maijin but who have angered their god in some way  and  been  banished.  They  maintain  their  magic  but  can  no  longer  draw strength from their god and so must draw it from the emotions of the mortals around them. 

Beishin 

A term of respect for one’s teacher or master. 

Catalyst 

An alternate title for Untouchable. Their purpose is to serve as a channel and Voice  for  the  Ancestors,  and  to  influence  individuals  and  events  per  the Ancestors’ wishes. 

Change 

A term used by the Jin to describe the point at which a child with magic begins to manifest his/her powers. 

Doujou 

Ada’s guard unit, like a police force. 

Doujoun 

A guard of the Doujou. 

Eremite 

Hermit 

Ghost 

A derogatory term used to describe an Untouchable. 

Gods 

Bear,  Dragon,  Owl,  Raven,  Snake,  Wolf.  Each  god  is  represented  by  his/her namesake moon and reaches his/her apogee of strength when his/her moon is in its primary Cycle. 

Heldesan 

A country to the north of Ada. 

Incendiary 

The paradigm upon which the Untouchables were molded. Nonmagical beings and  servants  of  Fate  whose  job  it  was  to  influence  world  events  to  Fate’s 

desires. They were deemed too dangerous generations ago and stamped out by the gods. 

Jejin 

The  land  once  ruled  by  the  Jin  until  they  were  conquered  by  the  Adan.  The Adan annexed Jejin and made it a part of Ada. 

Jin 

A magical people of the land once known as Jejin before the Adan overran it and took the Jin prisoner. Jejin is now known as Ada. The Jin are descendants of the Ancestors, who were themselves descendants of Temshiel. 

Ken-ken 

A particularly vicious dog, known for its “happy puppy” appearance and used for guard dog purposes. 

Kente 

A country to the south of Ada. 

Kiwa Shuua 

Tsunami; tidal wave 

Kurimo 

Chariot 

Maijin 

“Children”  of  the  gods,  but  more  involved  with  mortal  concerns.  Maijin  are magical  beings  whose  purpose  is  to  interpret  the  laws  of  their  gods  in  the mortal world and carry out the gods’ orders. Meant to balance out the Temshiel and  represent  mortals,  where  Temshiel  represent  the  gods.  Each  maijin  is sworn to only one of the six gods but must obey the laws of all of them. 

Misin 

An honorific used to address a woman, as in “ma’am” or “madam.” 

Niijun 

Rainbow 

-onna 

An honorific added to the end of a woman’s name. 

Rei 

A word that means “ghost” in the Jin’s language. 

-seyh 

An honorific added to the end of a man’s name, used as an address, like “Sir.” 

 Temshiel 

“Children”  of  the  gods.  Some   Temshiel  were  once  mortal  and  some  were created  whole  by  the  gods.  Temshiel  are  magical  beings  whose  purpose  is  to interpret  the  laws  of  their  gods  in  the  mortal  world  and  carry  out  the  gods’ 

orders. Meant to balance out the  maijin and represent the  gods, where  maijin represent mortals. Each  Temshiel is sworn to only one of the six gods but must obey the laws of all of them. 

Thecia 

A country to the south of Ada. 

Untouchable 

An  individual  of  Jin  descent  who  hears  the  Voices  of  the  Ancestors.  Known also  as  Catalysts,  their  purpose  is  to  serve  as  a  channel  and  Voice  for  the Ancestors, and influence individuals and events per the Ancestors’ wishes. 
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THIS, Samin thought with a bit of a sigh, was just not the sort of thing he  was  good  at.  He  needed  someone  to  kill.  Even  someone  to  punch would  be  good.  This  trying-to-maneuver-information-out-of-someone thing was a little too much for him. And the fact that this Goyo seemed much  better  at  it  than  Samin  was—and  that  Goyo  seemed  more interested in  questioning  Joori than he was in  answering Samin—was really starting to piss Samin off. 

“And you don’t know where your brother would go?” Goyo asked Joori, his blue-green eyes intense in his dark face. 

Joori cut a quick glance down at Samin, and when Samin merely shrugged, Joori shook his head. “He doesn’t know the city. We don’t know  the  city.  Mal…  Kamen  had  mentioned  he  was  planning  on coming  here  the  night…  the…  last  night,  before…  um.”  He  looked away  and  shrugged.  “He  was  on  his  way  here.  We  thought  it  was  a place to start.” 

“Please,”  Goyo  said  with  a  wave  of  his  hand  at  the  cushion between him and Samin, “join us.” 

Joori  looked  again  at  Samin  then  sat  slowly  on  the  cushion, propping  himself  stiffly  on  the  edge  closest  to  Samin  and  staring  at Goyo and Seb warily. Seb pushed a small cup across the table at him and poured something strong smelling into it from the jar at his elbow, but that was all he seemed willing to contribute. Samin hadn’t heard a word out of him since the mutual greetings and introductions. 

Joori  set  his  fingers  around  the  cup  but  didn’t  drink.  Good  lad. 

“So, you’ve seen no one who looks like me, then. Longer hair. Knives.” 

He paused with a grimace. “Kind of a beard.” 
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Seb  snorted  and  shook  his  head,  then  cut  a  kindred  glance  at Samin. Revealing, and Samin was pretty sure Seb had meant it to be. 

Shig was right—Fen had been here. 

“I  only  just  arrived  myself,”  Goyo  said  smoothly.  “I  work  with the Patrol, you see.” He paused to take a sip of his drink, eyes on Joori. 

“Seems  there  was  an  altercation.  A   Temshiel  of  Raven  got  herself skewered and sent to spirit.” He smirked. “I’d like to meet the man who did it myself.” 

Ah. Samin was pretty sure he knew where this one was going. 

“You….” Joori had gone rigid. “It couldn’t… Jacin….” He trailed off and looked helplessly at Samin. 

Samin  sighed  and  set  a  hand  to  Joori’s  shoulder.  “This  is   good news, Joori. It sounds like your brother got into a fight and won.” Got into  a  fight  with  a   Temshiel.  And  won.  Samin   did  not  smile  proudly. 

“There’s no need to try to be clever,” he told Goyo. “If we knew where Fen was, we wouldn’t be here looking for him.” He narrowed his eyes. 

“And you don’t know as much as you’d like to, do you?” 

Goyo didn’t say anything, but his expression soured a little and he shot  an  annoyed  glance  at  Seb.  Samin  didn’t  know  what  kind  of knowledge  was  passing  between  them,  but  he  was  pretty  sure  it  was something  he  didn’t  possess  himself,  and  they  had  no  intention  of sharing. 

“So, is the Patrol looking for him?” Samin watched Goyo and Seb carefully,  but  neither  of  them  gave  anything  away  this  time.  “From what  Naro-yi  says,  it  sounds  to  me  like  Tambalon  law  stops  at  the door.” 

That made Seb chuckle as he watched Goyo curl his lip. 

“Tambalon and the Gates of Rapture have a… an understanding,” 

said  Goyo.  “But  Raven’s-own  demand  an  accounting.  And  I  have questions that need answering.” He shrugged, annoyed. “One needs to find a man before one can put questions to him.” 

“Are  you  going  to  arrest  Jacin  if  you  find  him?”  Joori  asked bluntly. His voice was cold and sharp, but Samin could see the fear in 
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his  eyes.  “Because  he  won’t…  I  mean,  he  can’t….”  He  set  his  jaw, mouth working like he was still trying to find the words. 

Samin  gripped  his  shoulder  tighter  to  stop  him.  Whatever  Joori meant  to  say  would  do  nothing  but  give  these  men  more  information than  Samin  thought  perhaps  they  should  have,  and  take  away  any reason they might have to give Samin some in return. 

Instead,  Samin  turned  directly  to  Seb.  “Was  he  all  right?” 

Because there was something about Seb, something Samin recognized without really recognizing, that told him if Seb knew the answer to that question, he would give it. 

Seb cut a sharp glance to Goyo then back at Samin. He shrugged as he turned to Joori, his big hand going to toy with the choppy ends of his wispy white beard. “He was alive and quite… energetic when I saw him.” 

Samin  thought  Joori  might  break  down  and  cry  right  there.  He didn’t. He merely let out a breath that sounded like it came up from a well of smothering anxiety, and nearly slumped over the table. With a shaky hand, Joori picked up the small cup Seb had given him and threw back whatever was in it, eyes watering and breath hitching, but Samin didn’t know if it was the strength of the liquor or the emotion that did it. Maybe that was the point. 

When  he  had  caught  his  breath,  Joori  peered  over  his  shoulder and tipped a small nod and a smile at Morin. Morin had nearly the same reaction as Joori had had, only without the liquor. Samin thought about telling Shig to get the boy some—he looked like he could use it—but Shig seemed to have wandered off. Only Naro-yi and Morin still sat at the  table  where  Samin  had  left  them,  Naro-yi  smiling  placidly  and chattering  at  Morin,  apparently  trying  to  distract  him,  but  Morin  was dividing  his  attention  between  Joori  and  something  over  in  the  far corner  of  the  tavern,  and  didn’t  seem  to  have  much  of  it  to  spare  for Naro-yi. 

Samin  followed  Morin’s  glance  and  found  Shig  crouched  over along  the  far  wall,  smiling  and  with  all  of  her  mercurial  attention  on what Samin thought at first was a spray of emeralds but turned out to be  tiny  green  lizards.  They  crawled  over  Shig’s  outstretched  hand, 
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twining around her fingers as Shig chuckled lightly and spoke to them in soft words, only the tone of which Samin could make out from here. 

Seb  stood  and  abruptly  clapped  his  hands.  “Everyone  out,”  he said  with  no  preamble  and  only  aimed  a  shrug  that  didn’t  look  the slightest bit apologetic at Goyo and Samin. “I am sorry, but you’ll have to take this outside.” 

Samin stood too. “Now, wait just a minute. I need to know—” 

“Only a fraction of what you think you do,” Seb said and clapped his  hands again  until  all of the patrons in  the tavern started to  slowly move,  looking  just  as  confused  as  Samin  was.  “Your  friend  was  here and now he is not. I can’t help you any further than that.” 

“You  say  that  like  it’s  any  help  at  all!”  Samin  looked  at  Goyo, who was directing a narrow look at Seb, looking just as unhappy about all this as Samin. “Listen, I don’t want to make trouble for you, but you don’t understand what—” 

“Please,” Joori interjected, stepping in front of Samin and right up close to Seb, reaching out to latch onto Seb’s great, tattooed arm, but apparently not  quite daring. He let his  hand drop to  his  side. “Please, seyh. He’s my  brother.” 

“Yes, young seyh, I can see that,” Seb said, perhaps a touch more gently.  “And  I  am  sorry.  But  these  matters  are  not  for  us.  You  must leave. Now.” 

He  stepped  over  to  Shig,  who  was  still  crouched  down  and playing  with  the  lizards,  merely  watching  as  Seb  approached  and blatantly  not  moving  except  to  wiggle  her  fingers  while  the  little creatures  cavorted  like  puppies  doing  tricks  in  exchange  for  her affection. “Little shepherds,” Shig said lightly, peering up at Seb with a knowing lift of her eyebrow that Samin had every intention of decoding once  they  were  through  getting  kicked  out.  “Seen  any  lost  souls lately?” Shig asked, sly. Her gaze settled on Goyo. “Looking for one?” 

Naro-yi had pulled up beside Goyo and peered at him now with a look  that reminded Samin that Naro-yi  was maijin, and not  just some semi-silly avuncular banker looking for adventure. The look was canny and  sharp  and  old  and  assessing.  Goyo  didn’t  seem  to  notice;  he  was staring at Shig with almost the same look. 
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Seb took  it all in  and set  his  jaw, but  when he reached down to pull Shig away, his big hands were fairly gentle. Shig didn’t resist, only leaned over and let the last of the lizards hop down from her fingertip and  onto  the  floor  before  it  skittered  away,  apparently  through  the rough, wide-set floorboards. 

“Off with you, little shepherds,” Shig cooed. “You’ve more than one hope resting on your….” She peered up at Seb with a curious grin. 

“Do lizards have shoulders?” 

“What  does  that  mean?”  Joori  asked,  voice  rising.  “Shig?  What does that mean?” He turned on Samin. “Does she know something?” 

Three more tattooed men appeared to herd along the patrons who moved too slowly, and then once everyone else had been cleared out, another  four  came to  loosely surround Samin  and his  little party. Not hostile,  but  certainly  not  friendly.  Samin  had  no  doubt  about  the message  they  were  meant  to  convey.  And  he  got  it  with  no  problem. 

His  temper  was  a  brittle,  nasty  little  animal  caged  up  somewhere behind his breastbone, and not at all happy about the confinement. He set  his  jaw  and  glared,  because  it  was  really  all  he  could  do.  And because  these  men  obviously  knew  something  about  Fen,  and  could look right at that desperate expression on Joori’s face and deny him. 

“C’mon,  Joori,”  Samin  said,  making  his  displeasure  quite  clear, impotent as it was. “We’re not going to find out anything more here.” 

“But… Samin, they—” 

“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. But we’re outnumbered, and I haven’t got any magic.” Samin speared another harsh look around him, letting it rest a little bit longer on Seb and then Goyo. Seb seemed completely unaffected, but Goyo… there was something there. And maybe Samin recognized that too. Samin tipped his head at Goyo. “After you, seyh.” 

Goyo’s eyebrow went up, but that was all. He turned toward the door  then  hesitated,  looked  back  at  Samin,  and  gave  him  a  nod  in return.  Well.  That  was  something,  at  least.  And  maybe  it  would  turn into something more if Samin handled this right. Samin gripped Joori’s shoulder and prodded him along before all these men decided to do it a little less gently. 
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“We  can’t  just   leave,”  Joori  said,  edging  on  panic,  but  his  feet moved  when  Samin  pushed  him.  “Samin,  they   know  something, they’ve seen Jacin, they  have to tell us!” 

“No,  they  don’t,”  Morin  put  in  as  he  followed  after  them  with Naro-yi then quickened his pace to catch up with Joori. He peered up at Seb with an unabashed curl to his lip as they neared the door. “That’s the problem.” He leaned in close between Joori and Samin. “Did they say anything at all?” 

“That Jacin was here,” Joori told him, “and got into a fight.” 

Morin  reached  out  and  stopped  Joori  with  a  hand  to  his  arm. 

“And?” 

Samin met Seb’s eyes again. That look of kinship was still there, but Samin didn’t respond to it this time, because it had done him a fat lot  of  good,  and  it  pissed  him  off.  Maybe  this  Seb  had  all  the compassion  in  the  world  for  two  young  brothers  looking  for  another, but he wasn’t going to do anything to help them, so he could go fuck himself. 

“And  he  won,”  Samin  told  Morin,  “and  now  he’s  not  here anymore.” 

“But that’s good news, Joori.” Morin grinned and patted at Joori’s arm. “Didn’t I say you should be worrying about the people who got in his way?” 

Samin didn’t say anything to the boys as he chivvied them out the door, but he did feel a little bit lighter as he did it. Because when Morin passed Goyo, Goyo smirked and winked. 





GOYO had every intention of telling the Incendiary’s brothers what he knew.  Had  every  intention  of  setting  their  minds  as  easy  as  he  could with  what  little information  he had.  It  could  do no harm, as far as he could foresee, and it might gain him some goodwill, get rid of at least a bit of the blatant distrust for which he couldn’t blame them. Not that he thought  for  a  moment  they’d  run  and  tell  him  if  they  found  the Incendiary before Goyo did—or, more likely, that the Incendiary found 
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them—but  Goyo  didn’t  need  that  kind  of  information  anymore.  He knew  exactly  where  the  Incendiary  was,  and  further  knew  that  the Incendiary was probably safer where he was than his brothers were. 

It  was  the  blunt  reality  of  that  last  thought,  unfortunately,  that prevented Goyo from doing his intended good deed. And it was Seb’s muttered, “Watch  your  back,” as he shut the door behind  Goyo—and threw  both  bar  and  latch  then  tightened  down  the  wards  until  Goyo almost  couldn’t  breathe—that  alerted  Goyo  that  perhaps  something more  than  Shig’s  strange  little  display  had  prompted  the  curt  kicking out and locking up; it was Naro-yi’s abrupt tension as he breached the barriers  of  Rihansei’s  protections  at  the  mouth  of  the  alley  that  told Goyo things were about to go very wrong. 

Goyo didn’t wait until everything fell apart, and he didn’t need to see the trouble to know it was coming; he sent out a call for the Patrol and tried to reach beyond the wards with his magic, get a sense of what was approaching, but  they were too  good, too  heavy, and he  couldn’t get  past  them. He was just  trying to  wend his  way  around Morin and Shig, get himself out of the alley so he could let his magic loose, when everything started to happen at once. 

He’d  never  seen  Naro-yi  put  on  a  warrior’s  face  before.  He’d never  really  even  considered  that  Naro-yi  had  one.  The  blue-green splinter of light from the just-visible edge of Owl’s moon—splattering over  Naro-yi  as  he  drew  a  sword  and  shoved  Joori  behind  him,  even before  the  murky  ripples  of  not-substance  warped  themselves  into actual  shapes—was  not,  Goyo  decided,  his  imagination.  Nor  was Joori’s sudden cry of “Jacin!” and Goyo’s realization that Naro-yi was in the process of charging a young Jin man who looked remarkably like Joori, but with longer ragged hair and a face that was exactly the same except sharper, older, angrier. 

Wolf’s moon was fat and round, and lent silver light to the world, glittering in the young man’s eyes as he bared his teeth and charged in return.  Three  black-clad  figures  backed  him  up  as  he  met  Naro-yi’s rush with long knives that Goyo knew couldn’t have an actual sinister gleam but did anyway. 
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Chaos  whirled.  Goyo  drove  in,  past  Samin,  who  was  too  busy holding Joori back to engage while shouting at Naro-yi to  wait, that’s Fen,  damn  it,  don’t  kill  him!  Naro-yi  merely  kept  going,  curling sputtering  little  balls  of  blue-white  lightning  in  his  hand  and  hurling them as he swung the sword, but neither were doing him any good; the lightning  merely  winked  out  when  it  reached  its  targets,  and  the attackers were too fast for Naro-yi’s sword. 

“That’s  not  Fen,”  Shig  was  telling  Morin,  also  being  restrained and not happy about it, even as Joori cried, “What are you doing, that’s my brother!” at Naro-yi and then Goyo as he joined in. 

“Shig, hold him,” Goyo heard Samin say behind him, then more curses and accusations of betrayal from Joori. Goyo didn’t have time to look back as two of the attackers drove in, one with a short sword and the other with a tiny bow that, Goyo learned very quickly, shot wicked little darts that zinged and hissed as they whipped past his head. Goyo all at once thought Kamen’s startling fall a lot less funny. He tried to shield with magic, tried to reach out and swat with it, too, and he could feel Naro-yi doing the same, but it did no good. Magic didn’t work on Incendiary,  Goyo  knew  that,  so  he  wasn’t  surprised,  but  he   was surprised that it didn’t seem to affect the other three, either. 

 Banpair,  the  ones  Kamen’s  magic  couldn’t  thwart,  which  made Goyo’s  gut  curl  a little, because Goyo was strong,  but  no one was  as strong  as  Kamen,  and  if  these  creatures  were  the  ones  who’d  taken Kamen down…. 

Damn it, Goyo could use the spirits with almost no effort, and he could  coax  even  a  cup  of  water  into  a  raging  waterspout  if  given enough time—none of which was going to help here. He didn’t have a fire-gift, nor could he move the earth, and neither could Naro-yi. Still, Goyo had speed that could rival Kamen’s, and he could fight. 

Goyo didn’t have any weapons on him but the short sword of the Patrol and the small baton that had always been more decorative than useful.  He  drew  them  both  now  and  waded  in,  using  the  shadows  to deflect  and  distract,  trying  to  watch  Samin’s  back  as  Samin  engaged one  of  them,  snarled,  “I  know  you,”  and  he  swung  his  broadsword around  his  head  in  a  wide,  violent  arc  that  just  missed  taking  his assailant’s head off. 
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Two of them moved in on Naro-yi with redoubled ferocity, giving the  Incendiary  an  opening  to  rush  through  and  toward  his  brothers. 

Goyo slid into substance just in front of him, driving in close, dodging and feinting away from the knives and swinging his short sword, while trying not to actually kill the Incendiary. Snake hadn’t told him to yet, so Goyo wasn’t going to do it right in front of his brothers if he didn’t have to. 

“Jacin,  stop!”  Joori  broke  loose  from  both  Shig  and  Morin  and rushed  out  into  the  middle  of  everything.  He  skirted  right  past  Goyo, preventing him from following up an offensive swipe the way his body wanted  to.  He  pulled  the  move  just  in  time  as  Joori  shot  past  and around  him,  avoiding  at  the  last  second  the  swipe  of  the  blade  that would have opened Joori’s side up and spilled his insides out onto the walk.  Joori  didn’t  even  seem  to  know  how  close  he’d  come,  simply barreled  in  until  he  was  between  Goyo  and  his  brother,  hands  up  in front of him, shouting, “Stop, Jacin,  stop!” 

Incredibly, they all did, Naro-yi’s opponents disappearing right in front of him, and not to shadow or spirit, just seemingly winking out of existence.  Samin  cursed  as  his  opponent  disappeared,  muttered, 

“Blasted little bitch can’t fight fair,” as he licked the blood from a long slash on the back of his hand and then switched his sword to the other. 

“Come  with  me,  Joori,”  said  the  Incendiary,  voice  hoarse  as  he held out his hand to his brother in a gesture that looked a little too eager for  the  pleading  tone.  The  Incendiary  growled  when  Samin  knocked Naro-yi  out  of  his  way  and  stepped  up  behind  Joori,  preventing  any attempt  to  do  as  his  brother  had  said  with  a  firm  grip  to  Joori’s  arm. 

“Joori, get Morin and come with me,” the Incendiary ordered. 

Morin made a halfhearted attempt to shrug Shig off, but stopped when Shig repeated,  “That’s not  Fen,”  and she  stepped a little closer. 

“Joori, that’s not your brother.” 

“What  d’you mean, that’s not him?” Joori asked, eyes wide and confused, betrayal all over him. He turned to the side so he could glare at Shig. “Of  course it’s him, are you blind? How can you say—?” 

“Because I see Yori!” 
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The dart came out of nowhere, lodging itself in Joori’s arm. “Son of  a   bitch!”  Samin  snarled  as  Joori  yelped  and  slapped  at  it,  already wobbly  and  faltering  as  the  creature  pretending  to  be  the  Incendiary stepped in to snatch Joori up. Samin got there first, dropping his sword to  catch  Joori  as  he  fell  and  putting  himself  between  Joori  and  the Incendiary.  Only  the  sweep  of  Naro-yi’s  sword  kept  the  Incendiary’s knives from removing Samin’s heart through his backbone. 

The   zip  of  another  dart  sounded,  and  this  time  it  was  Shig  who loosed a little cry, Morin snapping,  “Damn it, Shig, wha’d’ya do that for?” and swiping at the thing as Shig tried and failed to pluck it from the  thick  muscle  of  her  thigh.  She  started  to  go  down,  too,  leaving Morin to catch her, and Goyo and Naro-yi the only two left to defend. 

“Get them back into the tavern,” Naro-yi barked at Samin, and he drove in again with his sword when the Incendiary moved to prevent it. 

“They’re   mine,”  the  Incendiary  hissed.  “Morin,  take  Joori  and come with me. Don’t make me have to hurt the others.” 

Morin  shook  his  head  as  he  backed  up  and  dragged  Shig  with him, moving slowly, but not needing Naro-yi’s instruction or Samin’s growled  commands  to  hurry.  “You’re  not  my  brother,”  Morin whispered,  too  shaky  for  confidence  as  he  stared  and  kept  backing away. “Who are you? Where’s Jacin? Was that poison in those darts? 

What did you do to Joori?” 

“Morin,” said  the pretender, sharp and  cold.  “Shut  up and come here.  Don’t  make  me  hurt  you.”  He  pulled  out  a  throwing  knife  and aimed it at Samin’s back as Samin, carrying Joori, herded Morin along. 

“Don’t make me hurt anyone.” 

Morin  reached  the  alley’s  mouth,  dragging  Shig,  then  sneered from  its  shelter.  “Jacin   couldn’t  hurt  me.”  He  jerked  his  chin  over  to where  Samin  now  stood  beside  him,  holding  an  unconscious  Joori  to his  wide  chest  like  a  sleeping  child.  “He  couldn’t  hurt  Joori.  That’s always  been  his  problem.”  His  teeth  were  clenched,  and  Goyo  could tell he was shaking. “Fucking idiot, you’re supposed to get to  know the people you’re trying to impersonate.” 

The  Incendiary  pulled  the  knife  back  over  his  shoulder,  cocked and ready, aimed at Naro-yi this time. “Now, Morin.” 
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“You’re not Jacin, and I’m  not coming with you.” 

There was a moment of stillness, breathlessness, really, as Morin and  the  counterfeit  Incendiary  stared  at  each  other  across  Rihansei’s wards.  Goyo  didn’t  know  if  the  not-Incendiary  reconsidered  his approach because he knew Morin wouldn’t be moved, or if there was simply no one left Morin cared enough about to threaten, but the mask of the Incendiary fell away, replaced by almost yellow eyes over a dark kerchief that covered the lower half of this… creature’s true face. 

“All  right,  then,”  a  new  voice  said  as  the  imposter  dipped  a condescending  nod.  “Your  weakling  Ghost-brother  could  never  hurt you. But you can hurt him, can’t you, little Jin?” Goyo kept quiet and so  did  Naro-yi,  but  they  both  saw  Morin  flinch  a  little.  “If  you  want him back, you will take your brother away from these people and come with us. We would hate to have to bear the news of your tragic death to the Ghost.” He paused, yellow eyes crinkling at the corners with what would  likely  be  a  chilling  little  smile,  if  it  were  visible  beneath  the kerchief. “In his state, it will be nothing at all to convince him that he brought it by his own hand.” 

Morin nearly dropped Shig. “Where is he?” 

A vague ripple shuddered at the edge of Goyo’s peripheral vision, and a presence that he knew and would ordinarily not welcome made itself  known  to  him  as  the  ripple  moved,  a  sinuous  quiver  just  at  the verge  of  magical  sight.  It  settled  on  the  Incendiary’s  blind  side.  And waited. 

“They  don’t  have  him,”  Goyo  put  in  calmly,  and  he  neatly deflected  the  dart  and  the  one  that  came  after  it  with  the  flat  of  his sword, because he’d rather been expecting them. “I know where he is, young seyh. And whoever these…  creatures are, they don’t have him.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “They want you because they think you’re how to get him.” 

“He  is  already  ours,”  the  imposter  said,  discarding  the  little throwing  knife  for  one  of  the  long  knives  as  he  adjusted  his  bearing again  into  one  of  offense.  The  three  assailants  with  him  popped  back into sight behind him, all of them tense and in attack stance. “He just doesn’t know it yet.” 
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“What do you want from him?” Goyo asked, not really expecting an  answer,  mildly  surprised  when  the  imposter  chuckled,  something deep and bubbling that reminded Goyo somehow of black tar. 

“We  want  our  master’s  property  returned,  of  course,”  was  the answer. “We want what belongs to us.” He nodded to one of the others, said, “Get the woman too,” and they all broke into a swift advance. 

Imara  shot  from  spirit  with  a  high-pitched  war  cry  that  grated right up Goyo’s spine, but he wasn’t about to complain. A wall of fire sprang  up  between  Goyo  and  Naro-yi  and  the  four  black-clad assailants,  just  as  Goyo  saw  the  first  of  the  Patrol  round  the  corner down by the teahouse. He lost sight of it all for a moment, the flare of the  fire  blinding  him  and  the  flames  themselves  cutting  him  off  from everything that wasn’t directly beside or behind him. He took a quick assessment  of  the  others  through  the  initial  roar,  squinted  through watering eyes at Joori and Shig, and shouted, “Alive?” relieved when Samin nodded. Goyo turned to Morin, caught his still wide eyes, noted the fear and doubt in them and tipped a reassuring nod. It was all that could be done right now. 

When  the  flames  finally  went  from  a  great  bellow  to  a  steady shout, Goyo ran through them. 





IMARA  was  not  surprised  when  the  so-delicate-as-to-almost-not-be-there thread that led to  Shig stopped abruptly  and left  the spirits both upset and confused, looking for their “little niijun” and lamenting when they couldn’t find her. Nor was Imara really surprised at exactly where the  thread  stopped.  She  was  a  little  nonplused  that  any  of  Kamen’s mortals would have known to come here, and somewhat dismayed that Naro-yi  would  permit  it.  Indeed,  taken  aback  that  Naro-yi  had apparently  gathered the  stones to  accompany them.  Old and powerful as he was, Naro-yi much preferred the sedate life of a wealthy solicitor-investor-merchant-banker to that of the one he’d lived in more troubled times.  Imara  had  entrusted  her  charges  to  him  precisely   because  he avoided trouble. 



WOLF’S-OWN: Incendiary 



13 





She  really  should  have  known  that  once  she  got  involved  in Kamen’s affairs her entire world would lurch on its axis and  everyone would  start  acting  like  idiots.  Kamen  was  contagious  that  way, apparently even when he wasn’t around. 

Imara  didn’t  emerge  from  the  company  of  the  spirits  until  she butted up against the wards surrounding the Gates of Rapture and had no  choice.  And  when  she  saw  what  was  going  on,  she  backed  away from the wards and waited. She tried to send out a shield to protect the mortals but could get nothing through, so she compromised by layering her  own  magic  over  Rihansei’s  incomprehensible—but  all  too effective—protections. 

The  Patrol  was  coming,  Imara  could  feel  the  interests  of  the spirits  piquing  as  they  neared,  bright  pinpoints  of  focus  for  them  as they felt the spikes of excitement and then the rough-rumble of Goyo’s anger as the thing no longer wearing the Incendiary’s face said, “In his state, it will be nothing at all to convince him that he brought it by his own hand.” 

Imara  almost  gave  Goyo  a  prod,  almost  revealed  herself  to  tell him that his indignant reaction to the affront was feeding this creature, strengthening  it  even  as  they  faced  off,  but  things  began  to  slide dangerously all at once, and the best she could do was try for surprise. 

She roared as she burst from spirit, a long, ululating cry, remnant of a people to whom she once belonged, almost too long ago to remember. 

And when she called the fire to her hand, it came to her and splashed out at her command, feeding on itself and building a wall between the imposter and Kamen’s mortals. Unfortunately, it also cut off Goyo and Naro-yi,  leaving  Imara  momentarily  alone,  unarmed,  and  facing  four creatures  with  power  she  didn’t  quite  know  what  to  do  with,  but  it couldn’t be helped. Seven of the Patrol were skidding into attack range, and they would simply have to do. 

“Capture  if  you  can,”  Imara  shouted  at  the  patrolwoman  in  the lead—Annaichi,  a  young  maijin  of  Bear—then  amended  it  with,  “but risk nothing. Kill them all if you must.” 

One of the black-clad figures lunged for her, and she whipped up a  wind  to  carry  her  out  of  range  faster  than  what  her  legs  could’ve 
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done.  Goyo  shot  through  the  flames,  sword  raised  and  glittering,  and joined those of the Patrol who had already engaged. 

The  creatures  used  the  shadows  to  parry  and  distract,  and  Goyo and Annaichi fought back in kind, creating a vortex of whirling, smoky not-substance  that  faded  in  and  out  as  it  slid  and  spun  and  gyrated amongst  the  spark  and  flash  of  the  fire.  Wavering  ripples  of  heat slithered into the mix, making it almost impossible for Imara to follow the  action,  only  marking  hits  and  attacks  when  blades  clashed  and voices cried out. 

Two  of  the  Patrol  had  taken  up  position  in  front  of  her,  a protective stance, but she growled at them and snapped, “Get in there and help as you can,” because if these creatures wanted to come after her, mortals weren’t  going to stop them. She held out her hand to the man closest to her and demanded, “Give me a weapon,” grimacing a bit when she found herself gripping only a short knife. She couldn’t blame the  man,  she  supposed—she  wouldn’t  have  given  up  a  sword  now, either. 

Imara waded in, sliding into and out of shadow and then into and out  of  spirit,  depending  upon  which  defense  she  needed  most  at  the time. The shadows were faster, but her earlier encounter with the not-Incendiary told her that spirit was the safer refuge. She backed up the mortals as she could, because they were taking the brunt as far as she could  tell.  She  caught  glimpses  through  the  whirling  battle  in  which Goyo and Annaichi were engaged only long enough to see they were at least  a  little  blooded,  but  the  six  mortals  had  no  defense  against  this magic  but  physical  skill.  Imara  dodged  and  slipped  around  them, heading  off  attacks  with  quick  swipes  of  the  too-small  knife  then darting back into shadow or spirit again for a swift retreat. 

Their magic wasn’t working against whatever these people were, though that didn’t stop Imara and Goyo and Annaichi from throwing it about  in  a  constant  stream.  Imara  threw  flames  that  merely  spattered around her targets—if they were even in the same spot when it landed as they’d been when she’d thrown it—but it merely scattered off them like a dash of water and dripped around them, harmless. Goyo seemed to know better than to try to conjure a storm or flood, but it didn’t stop him from attempting to cast small bolts of power that did nothing more 
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than dissipate when they hit. Annaichi was new to her powers, and now she was making it too obvious, chucking it all haphazardly, not caring that  it  merely  glanced  off  the  creatures  and  bounced  away.  She’d already  bashed  in  two  storefronts,  and  chunks  of  street  cobbles  flew around  in  the  confusing  mix  of  shadows  and  physical  bodies  and clashing  metal.  It  made  holes  in  the  streets  into  which  a  foot  could misstep,  or  over  which  someone  might  trip  in  a  crucial  moment,  but that was equally dangerous to either side. 

One of the mortals went down with a long spike of a needle in his back, just below his  shoulder blade. He fell right  in  front  of Imara as she  emerged  once  again  from  spirit.  Every  healing  instinct  she  had urged her to go to him; instead she edged up as close as she dared to the flames and set her back to them. If she had to, she could dive through them  and  retreat  behind  Rihansei’s  wards,     then  figure  out  what  to  do from there if these creatures won. For now, she couldn’t do much more than what she’d been doing and vow that, after this was all through, she was  going  to  swallow  any  embarrassment  and  ask  Goyo  to  help  her find a suitable weapon to carry. She might even ask him to spar with her, brush up on too-old training she hadn’t used in too long, but that might be pushing things. 

It was when Naro-yi parted the flames and walked through them, a blazing ball made of what looked like a strip of his torn coat in his hand, that the tide began to turn. Naro-yi merely stood there, watching the not-quite-visible battle with sharp attention, waiting patiently with fire in  his  hand,  and when one of the creatures  solidified to  engage a mortal  patrolman, he simply lobbed the flaming lump of fabric at the creature’s head. 

Nothing  magical  about  it,  no  maijin  power  against  which  these things  were  immune—physicality  at  its  most  basic  and  violent.  The creature’s  hood  caught  first,  and  then  the  hair  beneath  it.  The  man-shape  dropped  the  long  needles  with  which  it  had  been  fighting  and began  beating  at  its  head.  A  patrolman  took  the  opportunity  to decapitate it. There was a grating curse from one of the others, and then the falling body burst into consuming flame—disembodied smoldering head  and  all.  No  way  to  identify  it  now,  but  Imara  thought  it  rather likely that this one was on the list of the missing. 
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Imara  looked  at  Naro-yi,  who  merely  grinned  back  at  her,  said, 

“The  young  ones  always  forget  the  old  tricks,”  and  then  he  tore  off another bit of his coat. 

It  was  unnecessary.  Goyo  and  those  of  the  Patrol  still  standing kept  whirling  and  dodging  for  a  moment  or  two,  until  it  became apparent that they were fighting air. One by one, they stopped, but none of  them  relaxed  their  offensive  stances  and  none  of  them  stopped darting their gazes into nothing, squinting like it would help. 

Naro-yi scowled, tossing the little ball of fabric in his hand up and down a few times, then he dropped it to the ground with a sigh. Like he was disappointed. Imara gave him a look, but Naro-yi merely shrugged. 

“It’s been a long time since one I’ve been told to make my enemy so clearly  was.” 

Imara’s eyebrows rose. Huh. 

She was still eyeing Naro-yi with  interest when  Goyo sauntered up, a little bloody, a lot sweaty, and breathing hard. He jerked his chin behind Imara. “Could you maybe…?” 

Imara  shook  herself  and  blinked,  then  waved  the  flames  away, still a little thrown. She stood back while Naro-yi and Goyo both made their way back to Kamen’s mortals. Imara only paused long enough to make sure they were all still alive then turned her attention to those of the Patrol who needed healing. The man who’d fallen nearly at her feet was  already  dead  when  Imara  reached  him.  A  woman  who  was  very quickly  bleeding  out  from  a  wound  to  the  chest  took  time, concentration,  and  care  to  heal,  and  though  she’d  be  fine  eventually, there would be a lot of rebuilding to do; two losses for the Patrol. The others had relatively minor injuries. Imara decided they could wait for a moment and went to see to Joori and Shig. 

“… really matter if you’re right or wrong,” Annaichi was saying to  Goyo  when  Imara  got  there.  “Everything’s  going  to  shit  and  the Incendiary is standing right in the middle of it all, wherever he is and whatever his intentions might be.” 

“I  don’t  understand,”  Morin  put  in,  Naro-yi  behind  him  with  a hand on his shoulder. “Why would Jacin attack the governor?” 

Imara jolted. What? “The governor was attacked?” 
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Annaichi opened her mouth to answer, but Goyo glared her into silence.  “Dakimo  was  attacked,”  he  corrected.  “The  governor  was,  as always, in his proximity, and it appears she tried to… help.” 

“Wolf’s temple too,” Annaichi put in. “And Owl’s.” Imara’s eyes widened, and she  gave a start  she couldn’t help,  but  Annaichi merely shrugged. “No one was harmed, but all of your priests and priestesses have been looking for you.” 

Oh, brilliant. 

“And they think Fen Jacin did it?” 

“They   know,”  Annaichi  put  in,  this  time  ignoring  Goyo’s  glare and  lifting  her  chin  defiantly.  “The  man  was  described  as  Jin,  dark-haired and with  gray  eyes.” She looked pointedly  at  Joori. “Since the Incendiary’s twin has obviously not had such an opportunity, and since Dakimo’s magic could not touch the assailant, nor could anyone at the temple, it had to have been the Incendiary himself.” 

“Or someone who looked like him,” Samin said through his teeth. 

He  was  holding  a  bloodied  strip  of  cloth  around  his  hand,  so Imara decided to distract his obviously building frustrations. She took up Samin’s hand and began unwrapping the makeshift bandage. 

Samin tugged his hand away, not terribly gently. “See to Shig and Joori first.” 

“Neither Shig nor Joori is bleeding,” Imara told him mildly. “Nor have they been poisoned.” She caught  the narrowing of Samin’s eyes and softened her voice into the soothing tones she’d perfected through the centuries. “Whatever was in the darts was not meant to harm, and there  is  none.  They  are  merely  very  deeply  asleep.  I  will  get  to  them once I’m through with those who have more immediate need.” 

Mollified  but  still  hostile,  Samin  cut  an  annoyed  glance  to Annaichi and let Imara take his hand back. “The man who attacked us was not Fen. I know him, I know how he fights, and that wasn’t him.” 

He hissed a little when Imara eased the cloth away from clotted blood and torn skin.  “And  I recognized one of them.  I’ve fought her before too—the  night   banpair  attacked  and  took  Malick  down.  Kamen,”  he corrected with a twist of his lip. 
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“Yeah,”  Morin  put  in,  standing  between  the  crumpled  forms  of Joori  and  Shig,  as  though  daring  anyone  to  come  at  them,  and  with Naro-yi silently backing him up. “And Jacin doesn’t have magic. That man changed right in front of us. One second he looked like Jacin and the next he didn’t. Jacin can’t do that.” 

“He has Kamen’s ring, no?” Annaichi asked. 

Goyo jolted and blurted, “He has  what?” 

Imara cursed rather colorfully and snapped a glare up at Annaichi. 

“How did you know that?” 

“Dakimo felt we should be informed.” 

“Nice of Dakimo to think of that  now,” Goyo snarled. 

Imara sighed. “And is that, Snake’s-own, information you would have bandied about, if—?” 

“I suppose not,” Goyo snapped. “Not if I was the one who’d lost him in the first place.” 

“I didn’t  lose him, he—” 

“You  lost the Incendiary, Imara, and tonight you almost lost—” 

“Wolf’s  Incendiary,  Goyo.  Don’t  pretend  your  interest  has anything to do with concern.” 

“Anyone’s Incendiary, and once  you lost him— wearing Kamen’s ring, for the love of all the gods—he lost Wolf’s protection too. Who knows what could—?” 

“He  wears  Kamen’s  ring  because  Kamen  is  an  idiot.  He  left Wolf’s protection because he doesn’t know any better. The Incendiary is unstable, and ran before I could reas—” 

“The Incendiary,” Samin cut in, bristling with anger as he jerked his  hand from  Imara’s  grip,  “has a bloody   name.” He  glared between Imara  and  Goyo  for  several  long  seconds  then  turned  the  look  on Annaichi for good measure. “Fen Jacin did not attack us tonight.  Fen Jacin  most  likely   also  did  not  attack  your  governor.  Fen  Jacin  is  in trouble and likely needs help very badly, and  you people are too busy arguing over who he belongs to, instead of figuring out where he is and 
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why  banpair want him so badly they’d try to kidnap his brothers to get him to come to them.” 

He  snapped  a  hard  look  at  Annaichi.  “Is  the  Patrol  meant  to capture and arrest him?” 

Annaichi  lifted  an  eyebrow  and  looked  at  Goyo.  When  Goyo nodded, she scowled and said, “Yes. My orders from Dakimo himself were to find Goyo and have him redouble the hunt.” 

Samin’s eyes narrowed at Goyo. “Hunt?” 

“The  Incend—”  Goyo  cut  himself  off  and  tipped  a  conciliatory nod. “Fen Jacin is of interest to many. It is Dakimo’s theory that he is of special interest to the  banpair that have been plaguing Mitsu. It was also his theory that if I found the Incendiary, I would find the  banpair.” 

Imara rolled her eyes. “He had  you looking for him?” 

Goyo’s  lip  curled  and  he  opened  his  mouth,  but  Samin  cut  him off. “Brilliant.  So, now these   banpair have the whole city scrambling and  all  of  the  gods’  minions  so  fucking  confused  you  can’t  see  the absurdly  simple  strategy  of  it  all  when  it’s  sitting  right  under  your magical noses.” 

Morin  snorted  a  little  and  tried  to  turn  it  into  a  cough.  Samin dropped him a blatant wink and looked at Imara, Goyo and Annaichi, one  after  the  other,  then  shook  his  head,  expression  curling  into undisguised disgust. 

“It’s called ‘running to  ground’. You find out  where  your target would hole up, and then you take away his hiding places. You find out what your target cares about, and then you take it hostage. You find out who  trusts  your  target,  and  then  you  corrupt  that  trust  until  everyone and his brother is ready to hand the target over to  you.” He looked at them all again, clearly annoyed, and then at Morin; his mien softened. 

“They’re  after  him  but  they  don’t  have  him,  lad.  Your  brother  is  still giving them a hell of a fight.” 

It looked like Morin was caught between puffing his chest out in pride  and  crying.  “So  they  don’t  know  where  he  is,  either?  Nobody does?” 
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Strangely,  Samin  lifted  an  eyebrow  and  peered  at  Goyo, expectant. 

Goyo growled then shot a glare at Imara. “I can’t be certain,” he said  with  a  grimace,  “but  I  nonetheless  am.  If  I’m  not  very  much mistaken, he entered Rihansei’s Gate hours ago.” 

Well,  of  course.  Because  Imara  was  still  caught  in  Kamen’s trajectory and everything that could possibly go wrong would. 

There was nothing for Imara to do but sigh. She shut her eyes and pinched at the bridge of her nose. “Just bloody brilliant,” she muttered. 





“FEN…  Jacin. Bloody hell.” 

Jacin only closed his eyes, pushed his face into fine, soft sheets, and let his body mold into the mattress. Malick’s breath was damp and hot against his cheek and the side of his throat, shirring down to rake shivers from nape to tailbone. Jacin shut out everything but the heat and rhythm, the sticky fusion of skin on skin, the sense of  not alone that he could only seem to catch when Malick pushed his body relentlessly into pleasure so his mind could just ride along and…  fly. 

He loved it this way. Malick preferred it face to face— I need to see you, so beautiful—but Jacin didn’t always want Malick to see. He liked  the  way  he  could  almost  disappear  between  sheet  and  skin, surrounded on all sides, safe in a world made of sensation and ground-out words he could acknowledge and believe for as long as it lasted. 

“Fucking love you.” 

Malick’s  voice.  Malick’s  voice.  Torn  from  shaky  breaths  and rasped to the cadence of long, agonizing strokes, the pleasure-pain of it too complex to narrow into word or even thought. It just  was, and Jacin let  it  attach  itself  to  the  fizzy  heat  swarming  under  his  skin,  pooling down into a core that added to the physical weight of body but spiraled every other sense out into some soothing nowhere of mindless  now. No intrusion  of  past  failures,  no  fear  of  future  defeats  or  regrets  or weaknesses  or  losses.  Only  Malick’s  body  caging  Jacin  inside  desire and slow-rolling passion, Malick’s voice and touch giving Jacin’s mind 



WOLF’S-OWN: Incendiary 



21 





a  tether  to  grasp  or  ignore  while  he  drifted  on  dusky  wings  made  of cherry blossom petals. 

“Tell me, Jacin.” A harder shove that hitched Jacin’s breath in his chest. “Say it.” 

Jacin stretched his  arms out and up, taking hold  of the sheets in two tight handfuls. Malick’s firm touch followed, rough palms sliding over Jacin’s shoulders, up his arms, long fingers closing over his fisted hands. 

“Malick,”  Jacin  croaked,  tried  to  push  something  more  coherent through the mess of feeling and could only manage, “here, I’m…  fuck, here,  I….”  because  that  usually  worked,  even  when  it  wasn’t  really true, and it seemed to be at least close to what Malick needed because he shuddered then shoved harder, picking up his rhythm. 

“Yeah,” Malick agreed, all thick and gaspy-sounding, ground out, 

“Yeah,” again, and he slid his arm around Jacin’s torso, pulled his hips from  their  mindless  slow  humping  of  the  mattress,  and  took  hold  of him. 

Most of the time, Jacin  didn’t even care if he managed to chase down orgasm. It wasn’t the point. Even so, Malick always took care of him. Always. 

Long, firm strokes with a slight twist of the wrist at the end sent Jacin’s body out to meet his mind in that nowhere of sensual-sensuous ephemera of untainted feeling, the rush of  now and nothing else, hitting every sense with blinding white. He spread the wings of his mind and coasted toward climax on the hard-fast thrusts of Malick’s body against and within, on the shaky groans pulling themselves from Jacin’s chest, meeting Malick’s in a resonant rasp of blissed-out near-harmony. 

“Fuck, yeah,” Malick growled—almost a snarl, really—right into the knobs at the top of Jacin’s spine. It sent more heat-shudders through him as he lingered in the in-between state of perfection of sensation just before  it  tipped  into  too  much  feeling.  “Fucking  beautiful,”  Malick murmured, and Jacin slid right over the edge, groaning a little when he felt  Malick  follow,  wallowing  in  the  wondrous  numb  ecstasy  that flooded his limbs and blanked his mind. 
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Yeah. Jacin would agree that everything was pretty beautiful right now. 

He  kept  hold  of  the  feeling—greedy  and  shameless—as  Malick tipped them to the side, somehow melding their sweaty bodies closer, even  as  he  pulled  out.  Jacin  refused  to  feel  the  spark  of  emptiness, merely  tangled  his  limbs  agreeably  with  Malick’s  as  Malick  gently tugged and adjusted until even Jacin couldn’t tell which parts were his and which were Malick’s. 

It  was  a  little  chilly  in  the  room,  but  Jacin  didn’t  even  consider moving to  find the covers  yet.  He only kept sucking in breath until it came  a  little  more  steadily  and  easily,  feeling  the  sluggish  prickles against his skin as the sweat cooled and evaporated and stirred the fine hairs all over his body. 

“Never  would’ve  pegged  you  for  a  cuddler,”  Malick  mumbled into Jacin’s hair. 

Jacin could actually hear the small smile in the rough voice. Not mockery,  then.  Merely  one  of  those  chattery  little  comments  Malick couldn’t seem to help sometimes, his version of a compliment, though Jacin couldn’t figure how. 

“Hmm,” was all Jacin said. 

“I like it,” Malick told him. He tightened his grip to strengthen his point and sighed. “And it makes sense, I guess.” 

Jacin frowned at that one, because it certainly didn’t make sense to him, but whatever. He didn’t need everything about Malick to make sense. And Malick didn’t require that Jacin make sense the majority of the time, so it was only fair. “Hmm,” Jacin said again then went silent. 

 Where are we, little Catalyst? 

Out of nowhere, but right next to him too. He knew the voice but couldn’t place it. 

Jacin had a vague feeling that it should surprise him, annoy him, maybe even frighten him.  It  didn’t. He was getting pretty tired of the 

“little” thing, though, but it was far away and… trivial. He took a long breath, greedy for pine-sage-sex. 

 Someplace… safe. 
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Had  he  ever  told  Malick  that?  He  didn’t  think  he  had,  hadn’t thought he should or could, but now he wished he could make Malick know  it.  And  then  he  wished  he  could  beat  Malick  bloody  for  it, because he’d  given it to  Jacin,  made him want  it,  and where had that gotten him in the end? 

 That  does  not  matter.  All  that  matters  is  right  now.  Everything else falls away but this when and this where. Are you safe here, little firebrand? 

Jacin nodded, his vision going all glowy with a weird rosy patina that made everything feel warm.  I’m safe here. 

He sighed a little when Malick’s hands clamped tightly around his wrists.  Tether.  Safety.  He  was  sitting  now,  with  no  recollection  of having  moved,  but  Malick  was  a  firm  heat  against  Jacin’s  back,  so  it didn’t matter. 

 Then this shall be our touchstone. Deep breaths now. 

Without thought, Jacin obeyed. He pulled in air weighted with the scent  of  Malick,  sinking  into  the  taste  and  feel  of  spent  passion,  the damp heat of the sheets and the firm muscle of Malick’s chest settled against Jacin’s back, the faint drips of condensation and the featherlight skittering of tiny jeweled creatures with sharp little teeth. The warmth of  Malick’s  breath  slid  over  Jacin’s  ear,  down  his  neck,  and  over  his shoulder. 

 You  feel  good,  don’t  you,  little  Catalyst? You  are  at  peace.  You are safe and where you want to be. Every part of your body is relaxed and heavy. You are warm and safe and calm. 

 Yes, Jacin slurred, tears setting a light burn to his eyes, because he felt really fucking good, and he couldn’t remember if he’d ever felt like this before. 

 You want this, don’t you? And you want to obey me so that I will let you have it again. 

 Yes. A sob this time. 

 Then we are ready. Open your eyes. 

Jacin was afraid at first that he wouldn’t be able to, that his lids were  simply  too  heavy,  and  everything  would  slip  away  from  him 
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because  he’d  failed  this  one  small  thing.  But  then  he  was  blinking slowly, clearing blurry vision, until  he focused on Rihansei,  sitting in front  of  him  in  nothing  more  than  an  elaborate  clout.  His  beard  was twisted to lie over a thick shoulder, exposing his wide chest, covered in ink  and  designs  that  seemed  to  shift  and  animate  themselves  as  Jacin watched. 

“What is that?” Jacin asked, surprised that his raspy voice had so much presence. He’d half expected it to sound as far away as he felt. 

“This,” Rihansei answered, “is only what  you need it to be.” He brushed a white hand to his  pectoral.  “This  is  what  you have been in this incarnation.” 

Jacin  watched,  stricken  and  sickly  fascinated  as  Malick’s  face appeared,  then  melted  into  Joori’s  then  Caidi’s  then  Morin’s.  He thought perhaps he sobbed when he saw his mother, but she told him, Don’t cry, love, so kind and soothing, so he choked it back. Everything he’d done, everything he’d been—it all spooled out before his eyes in living tattoos over snow-white skin. His father turning from him, Joori risking himself to hang on, Dani teasing him, Malick telling him things he was afraid to believe, and Asai telling him things he shouldn’t but did. 

“No.” He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. Like living it all again, but from far away this time, so he could see everything, and how could  he  see  all  this  with  such  clarity  when  his  head  felt  like  it  was stuffed with sand? 

“You loved him.” 

Not  a  question,  but  Jacin  nodded  and  dug  his  fingers  into Malick’s arm until Malick tightened his grip. 

Every lie Asai had ever told Jacin was playing out in front of him, every manipulation that Jacin had refused to see around the blinders of obsessive  adolescent  love  now  paraded  before  his  eyes  in  too-stark clarity. Cherry blossom petals began to fall, and Jacin let them comfort him  as  he  watched  Asai  trick  him  and  use  him  and  pretend  Jacin mattered to him. 

Rihansei  held  out  a  hand  to  catch  a  few  petals.  “What  do  they mean, little Catalyst?” 
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Jacin wanted to say  Death, but Caidi’s voice came to him as he sat in a carriage outside Yakuli’s gates and waited for Fate to find him. 

“Transience.” 

“And where shall we go, then?” Rihansei asked. 

Jacin  couldn’t  stop  watching  the  swirls  of  ink  come  to  life, couldn’t  stop  watching  himself  make  mistake  after  mistake,  couldn’t stop watching himself fail as his father went into the fire and Caidi fell and Morin put their mother to rest. Couldn’t even look away when he put  a  knife  through  Asai’s  eye  then  cut  his  throat,  and  took  perverse comfort through Malick’s touch as Jacin cracked Asai’s chest and stole the heart he’d tried and failed to win. 

“Away,”  Jacin  answered,  thick  and  choked,  and  he  almost screamed out a grating sob when everything shifted. He was tumbling, falling, directionless and careening toward… he didn’t know, but there was a sense of  Mother as bright light flared into his eyes and new lungs filled  to  push  out  a  murky  little  squall,  but  hard  hands  snapped  a merciless  wrench  to  his  neck  and  cut  it  off.  An  instant  of  pain  as  he floated away, and there was a bizarre disappointment to it all, a sense of going  back,  moving  from  where  he  didn’t  want  to  be  to  a  place  he didn’t  want  to  go,  and  he  knew  in  that  moment  it  would  never  end. 

He’d  been  broken  too  many  times,  he’d  been  broken  only  a  moment before,  and  he was  going to  a place where he’d  be broken again,  and the reprieve had been only the few seconds it had taken a midwife to pull  him  from  the  womb  and  turn  his  neck.  And  then  he  was  falling again,  not  even  fooling  himself  that  he  was  flying,  trying  to  brace himself against… something—something he wanted but something he wouldn’t take,  refused, again and again, because  You’ve always known perfection is hopeless, even for gods—and he could almost see what it was, but the petals fell thicker, blotting out everything. 

“Ah,”  said  Rihansei,  white  eyebrows  high  on  his  forehead, nascent shock all over his face. “You were not destroyed, then. Merely hidden.” 

Jacin  didn’t  have  time  to  ask  what  that  meant;  he  was  already plunging into another life, another incarnation, another braid weighting his neck and chaining him to Untouchable. Life after life, slow agony 
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after slow agony, and all of them tethered to the braid that marked him, the  voices  that  made  his  ruination  a  thing  of  shame  and  pity. 

 Punishment,  and  he  knew  when  that  first  wave  of  insanity  hit  him—

every time, every life—he  knew it was retribution, but he didn’t know from whom or for what. 

He fell and fell and fell through life after life. Time after time he was  born  Untouchable,  and  time  after  time  he  went  deeply  and irrevocably insane. Four times he suffered the slow, excruciating pain of starvation as he raved and mumbled into the dirt from which he was too weak to raise himself. Once he somehow managed to find his way out  of  the  camp  and  then  wandered  to  the  seaside,  where  he  merely kept  walking  until  the  water  closed  over  him.  Five  times  he  climbed and  climbed  and  climbed,  searching,  seeking,  not  knowing  for  what, reaching  for  the  heavens,  and  five  times  he  threw  himself  down  or merely fell. 

And  each  time,  the  cherry  blossom  petals  came,  covered  him, smothered him, and he knew they were obscuring something he needed to see, but he was just so fucking  relieved they’d finally come that he couldn’t care. 

“And  that,  little  Fool,”  Rihansei  said  gently,  “is  the  only  true failure, I think.” 

Jacin was weeping, slow trickles stinging his cheeks. He had no answer, so he didn’t even try. 

Rihansei  held  another  bowl  out  to  him,  the  tattoos  on  his  arm swarming and curling into shapes Jacin didn’t want to see, so he shut his eyes. “It will not be so easy as all of that,” Rihansei told him, soft with  sympathy  but  still  implacable  as  he  put  the  bowl  to  Jacin’s  lips. 

“The veil of transience is not of your making, but it must be breached if you are to surpass it in this incarnation.” 

Jacin didn’t care. He didn’t want to know. He growled and turned his face away, but Malick held him still. Jacin fought, throwing himself against  the  restraint,  not  daring  to  cry  out,  because  if  he  opened  his mouth,  Rihansei  would  pour  that  drug  down  his  throat  and  then  he’d have no choice. 

“Malick,” he wheezed, teeth clenched. “Don’t. Don’t let him.” 
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Malick’s  hands  tightened  around  Jacin’s  wrists—hard,  like shackles, blood dripping down Jacin’s arms—and an army of the tiny lizards stared at  him from  Rihansei’s flanks. Jacin  couldn’t move. He could  only  flail  ineffectively  as  Rihansei  clamped  a  hard  hand  to  the hinge of Jacin’s jaw, poured the tea down his throat, and then closed a hand  over  his  mouth,  pinching  his  nose  ’til  he  had  no  choice  but  to swallow  or  choke.  Two  more  little  lizards  had  latched  on  during  the struggle, bright little pinpoints of burning acid on Jacin’s thigh and his collarbone  where their teeth  sank in  and their venom  washed through him. 

“You  fight  too  hard  against  the  one  thing  that  might  save  you.” 

Rihansei sat back and shook his head, twisting his beard back over his shoulder again so that the tattoos on his chest were unobscured. “And yet always  you fight for a purpose, even if  you don’t know what that purpose is.” He waved at the petals, still falling steadily. “This is not of your  making,  little  lost Fool,  this  shroud  that  covers  those  paths  your soul  journeys  when  it  is  not  locked  into  mortal  flesh.”  He  paused, leaned in, and shoved his palm in front of Jacin’s nose, the fragrance of the  petals  cloying  and  thick,  making  Jacin’s  head  spin,  the  scent  of jasmine  leaking  in  and  making  him  want  to  retch.  “This  is  what  you fight, little Catalyst. It is both what you fear and what you crave. Only when you break through this veil will you understand those things that drive you toward despair and impossibility. Bind yourself to the safety that embraces you, hold to it, for you  will walk this path.” 

Jacin  heard  it  as  if  from  miles  away.  Everything  was  too  fuzzy, too  thick.  Malick’s  hands  on  him  were  like  chains,  and  yet  he  didn’t want  to  fight  against  it  anymore.  Safety.  Love.  Hope.  Had  he  ever known what hope was? 

“I want to,” Jacin breathed. “So badly. I want… I….” 

“You have no idea what you want.” 

It echoed, then curled around him, suffocating. 

 You  have  no  idea  what  you  want,  little  Ghost.  You  need  your beishin to show you. 

 I don’t. 
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“No,  you do not,” Rihansei said steadily. As though it had been spoken  aloud,  but  Jacin  really  didn’t  think  it  had  been.  “When  you believe that fully, perhaps then you will learn to reach for those things you both want and need. Until then, you will not be Fate’s Incendiary, but merely the tool of any who offer the lies you want to hear.” 

“Let  me  go,”  Jacin  wheezed,  nearly  soundless,  and  he  tugged  a little at the chains—no, at Malick’s grip—but he hardly even managed a weak yank. “Please. I don’t want—” 

“You  are  a  dangerous  wild  card.  And  I  don’t  think  you  really want  to  be  let  go.”  Rihansei  swept  a  hand  over  his  chest,  stirring  ink and  lines  and  swirls.  “Hold  to  your  safety.”  He  smiled  a  little  when Jacin obediently gripped Malick’s arms and pulled them tighter. “When you leave my Gate, you will be Fate’s Incendiary, for good or ill, and you will have the resources within to keep that which you would have for yourself.” He gripped Jacin’s hand in a comforting hold and waved again at the thick fall of petals. “This obscures you from yourself. You will  push  it  aside  and  we  will  look—together.  No  more  dallying  in useless lives. All the way back to the beginning now. Say ‘yes’, little Catalyst.” 

 All the way back to the beginning. “Yes,” Jacin whispered, trying to resist and failing completely. 

As if the answer had willed it or perhaps given permission Jacin didn’t really want to give, Rihansei’s tattoos swirled thicker, taking on the  shapes  of  petals,  a  heavy  curtain  of  them  that  grew  thinner  by infinitesimal degrees. And even as they revealed things that made him want to howl and shriek and weep, Jacin couldn’t look away. 





 WHERE are we? 

He wasn’t sure. Nothing would take on shapes through the flurry of petals, and the scent of jasmine kept throwing him and making him flinch. 

 Who are you here, little Catalyst? 
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He  knew  this  one.  Almost.  Catalyst—not  what  he  was  used  to being  called,  but  it  tumbled…  something.  Right  at  the  edge  of everything, brittle, like that last handhold astride the rim of the abyss. 

 Untouchable, and past lives and loves and betrayals and griefs, but they were far away, something he hadn’t lived yet, so they faded almost as soon as he allowed them to flitter over his consciousness. Shaking, he reached  out,  through  the  shroud  of  falling  petals,  and  pushed  it  aside like a solid skein of fabric. 

 Tell me who you are here. 

 It’s not that easy. There is not merely one answer.  

Here,  he  was  Incendiary.  Here,  he  was  Fate’s  creation,  Fate’s tool, his soul bound to his own will, and his will bound by Fate. 

Here, he’d known Daichi, a world with no moons, only the sister suns, Tonyai and Tompai, in a sky too empty for its clots of stars. 

 The Bloody Fist, some call me. 

 You are a killer, little Catalyst? 

 No. Yes. Sometimes. 

He’d  carried  a  sword.  No,  two  of  them.  Warrior’s  weapons. 

Weapons of honor, not those of a prowling assassin. 

 You are a soldier, then? 

A soldier for Fate, until the One God, Mii-daichiseyh, decided all Incendiary would be more useful tools under his own rule. It was not a kind rule. The Incendiary had always been a means to Fate’s whim, but now they were— 

 A slave. For a very long while. We all are. 

 Whose slave are you? 

 Mii-daichiseyh.  He  took  the  Incendiary  from  Fate’s  hand.  And then  he  took  the  maijin.  We’re  supposed  to  be  advocates  for  mortals. 

 All of us. But now we can’t be. He won’t let us. 

Those  mortals  who  would  not  obey  him  were  tortured  then sacrificed  at  his  Gate,  cast  down  into  its  murky  depths  where  their mortal remains would forever imprison their spirits, a well of suffering from which Mii-daichiseyh fed and grew his power. Neither maijin nor 
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Incendiary was immune to such fortune; many were sacrificed in Mii-daichiseyh’s  purge.  Even  his  own  once-faithful  magicians  fled  from him then. 

Fate  did  not  approve,  but  she  was  a  fickle  thing,  and  left  the arrogant god to his own providence. 

 She left us to him. She didn’t save us. 

Nor  did  she  free  the  souls  of  the  Incendiary  to  their  own  wills. 

Those she kept for herself, and left the Incendiary to balance her desires against the commands of the god to whom she’d abandoned them. 

 Mii-daichiseyh stole you, then. 

 Yes. Claimed us as his “children.” 

And set them to their labors with an iron fist, either too proud or too power-mad to understand that what he asked of the Incendiary, Fate would eventually answer in her own ways. 

 But you knew she had a plan, Fate. 

 She  always  does.  We  began  to  see  what  it  might  be  when  Mii-daichiseyh  decided  we  weren’t  enough,  we  weren’t   of   him,  so  he wanted children in truth. 

He’d looked to the sister suns, and as with all things beneath Mii-daichiseyh’s  eye,  he  took  of  them  what  he  wished.  And  as  with  all beings  that  choose  to  usurp  Fate,  Mii-daichiseyh  was  delivered  more than he’d fancied. 

Six children Mii-daichiseyh got on Tonyai and Tompai, and then six children rose up against their sire. There was war in the heavens for time unknown. 

 And what did the Incendiary and maijin do in the War Times? 

 We  tended  to  the  mortal  concerns  of  Daichi  and  waited  to  see whom we would serve when it was all over. And we watched. 

It had been Wolf who had conspired, who had led, and it had been Wolf  who  had  called  to  the  Incendiary  and  the  maijin,  broken  them from  Mii-Daichiseyh’s  chokehold  and,  for  the  first  time  ever,  offered them a choice. The Incendiary had not been made to have choice; they had been made to serve Fate. They had been made to want what Fate 
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wanted.  Their  wants  were  now  their  own,  and  then  their  wants  were their gods’, as one after the other, the Incendiary took oath. 

 And to whom did you swear? 

 I didn’t. 

One Incendiary hesitated; one Incendiary paused to consider this new choice carefully. Fate had not released the Incendiary, merely put them  aside—they  were  still  her  creatures.  Everything  the  Incendiary did, no matter how seemingly insignificant, had a price, a counteractive balance, and choice or no, blindly obeying a god could be catastrophic in too many ways. 

 You did not trust the gods? 

 Well,  no,  not  really,  but…  it  was  more  than  that.  I’d  never  had choice before; I wanted to be sure. 

Wooed  by  gods,  courted  almost,  though  it  was Wolf  and  Raven who stood first in this new world of choice. Bear’s strict justice was an almost  perfect  balance  to  Dragon’s  brutal  practicality;  Snake’s whimsical  cruelty  was  a  seamless  counterpoint  to  Owl’s  indulgent compassion.  But  Wolf  and  Raven  seemed  to  have  all  of  those  things within themselves—cruel and kind, tolerant and cold-blooded, cunning and benevolent. 

It had been Wolf who had gathered the maijin to the cause of the new gods, and it had been Raven who had created the first  Temshiel—

the servants of the new gods to complement and balance the servants of the  old.  Wolf,  with  his  cool  calculations,  his  clever  strategies  against his sire, his smooth promises of justice for the mortals over whom the Incendiary watched, and his sheer  power in battle…. 

 It appealed? 

 Oh, yes. It appealed very much. 

And the serene, ice-blue eyes that looked upon this last undecided Incendiary with gentle lust… that appealed, as well. He’d succumbed. 

Once and then twice, though words of love would not fall on his ear, over his weary heart, and he had wanted it. It was a heady, compelling thing,  to  hold  the  eye  of  a  god,  but  he’d  known  love  only  from  the outside; he wanted more. 
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 And you found it in another. 

 Yes, I…. Yes. 

Black-haired  and  black-eyed,  fiery  and  strong  and  fierce  and beautiful.  The  six  gods  gathered  in  mortal  forms  on  mortal  planes  to wrest  Mii-daichiseyh’s  dominion  from  him,  and  Raven  had  been stunningly ferocious. 

 He seduced you? 

 He  took  my  heart  like  it  was  a  spoil  of  war.  I  offered  it  and  he took it. 

 And why not Wolf? 

Wolf was just and direct, almost compassionate, but he could be just as ruthless as his brother. 

 He would not take from me what I wanted to give. 

 And Raven would? 

Raven was brutal and seductively terrifying, though fair-minded, and absolutely fascinating. 

 Raven  took  all  I  handed  him.  I  would  die  for  him.  I  did  die  for him. 

Twice,  while  the  long,  hellish  war  raged  through  the  mortal world. 

 You returned to him when you were reborn? 

 Incendiary are not  reborn; we simply… come back. And when I was set back on my mortal feet, I used them to run to him. 

 And he loved you for it? 

 Maybe. My kind were not meant for the love of another, but that could not stop me from wanting it, so I watched for it very carefully.  

Waiting.  Hoping.  Willing  to  die  again  and  again  for  a  mere glimpse of it in black eyes.   

 It was when I built the shrine to The Six that Raven looked on me for the first time with what I knew for love. 
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The crude little shrine had meted out the first bit of real damage to Mii-daichiseyh’s spirit, the fissure that opened the way to cracks and breaks as the battles wore on. 

 Why did you build it? 

 Because mortals must believe in a god for a god to exist. Because The  One  feeds  on  the  fear  he  cultivates,  but  The  Six  take  after  their mothers—they thrive on the love of their people. They need it like air. 

 And you understood this a little too well, yes, little vagary? 

 I…. 

Yes. He supposed he had. 

 The  prayers  of  the  people  are  as  strength  for  The  Six.  If  people prayed to The Six instead of The One, they would grow and he would wither. I preached of the new gods to the mortals of Daichi, and sent the  Temshiel  and maijin to do the same. 

And then he stood witness as the  Temshiel gathered great slabs of marble from Tougei to erect the first temples to stand at the edge of the city  of  Mitsu  in  Tambalon,  their  birthplace.  No  shrine  stood  for  Mii-daichiseyh,  and  no  temple.  And  as  the  belief  and  faith  in  Mii-daichiseyh dwindled in  the mortal  planes, so too did  his power in  the divine ones. He diminished as his children grew in strength. 

The  raising  of  the  remains  from  the  depths  of  the  Gate  was  the final stroke. Each grisly corpse was removed and given the respect of a proper pyre, their souls released, in what would then become the Shrine of the Dead. And then The Six gave The One the only fate he deserved: they cast him through his own Gate and set his once-faithful to keep it. 

The  Gatekeepers  would  never  again  speak  the  name  of  Mii-daichiseyh—they  would  not  give  him  that  power—but  they  kept  the testimony  of  his  treachery  and  recorded  the  history  of  the  world  in swirls of ink sunk into their skin. 

 And then you took oath? 

 Fate never released the Incendiary. I was still servant to her, as always I have been, and Fate must be considered when set to the tasks of the gods. My heart could not choose between Raven and Wolf, so I asked  of  them  the  privilege  of  refusal  if  their  commands  left  me  in 
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 conflict with what I am; I asked if they could be trusted to consider my conflict when set to their will. 

Raven  readily  promised  to  have  a  care  what  he  asked  of  his Incendiary;  Wolf  could  not  offer  the  same.  Raven  gave  of  his  god’s heart; Wolf’s remained his own. 

 No other Incendiary had done such a thing? 

 I’m not certain they knew they could. Perhaps they trusted more than  they  should  have.  I  needed  the  promise.  I  wanted  the  love  the promise implied. I wanted to…  be  loved. I made my choice. 

Some of the Incendiary had been destroyed. Some had destroyed themselves, committing themselves to the forever-and-ever nothing of earth  instead  of  the  fire  that  would  only  release  them  to  renewed mortality.  A  string  of  mortal  lives,  one  after  the  other  after  the  other, was not a thing easily survived. And some had not fared well with their new choices. 

He  had  survived.  He  had   thrived.  He  had  a  reason.  And  even when  the  six  gods  triumphed  and  climbed  back  to  their  heavens  to govern from their moons, his reason remained. 

Not  all  Incendiary  could  claim  a  god  as  their  lover  in  the  in-between  when  mortal  life  blurred  into  death  and  then  into  mortal  life again. Not all Incendiary could catch the faintest whiff of jasmine and know that their  god was with  them, watching, approving, loving.  Not all  Incendiary  owned  their  god’s  true  name,  could  whisper  it  in  the depths  of  loneliness  when  mortality  took  on  a  physical  weight,  and expect an answer. 

 And what is that name? 

 I… I can’t tell you. 

 Even now? 

 Even now. 

 Because it is forbidden? 

 Because it… hurts. 

 Ah. I see. Then tell me yours. 
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He  wouldn’t  weep  here.  He  wouldn’t  buckle.  He’d  made  his choices. 

His hands moved, feeling the grips around his wrists, tugging, just for the comfort of knowing that he was held, bound,  safe, and couldn’t tug  away. 

 Hitsuke.  Here, I am Hitsuke. 
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“TAKE  them  somewhere  safe,”  Goyo  told  Imara,  who  glared  back  at him with a pinched mouth and a look that said  No shit. Goyo grinned at her, simply because he knew it would piss her off. He turned to Samin and made sure Naro-yi  was listening too.  “They’re not  through. They mean to get what they want, and I doubt they’ll stop ’til they do.” He peered  at  Naro-yi.  “Do  you  know  any  of  the  protections  against  old magic?” Naro-yi’s eyebrow went up, but he nodded. “Use them,” Goyo said. 

“Why?” Samin put in. “What kind of ‘old magic’, and what does it—?” 

“If I could pause and tell you everything I know and everything I suspect,  I  would,”  Goyo  told  him,  because  it  was  true,  but  it  simply wasn’t possible right now. He’d accepted a responsibility in the Patrol, and  right  now,  the  Patrol  was  needed  elsewhere.  He  laid  a  hand  to Samin’s shoulder and peered intently at Naro-yi. “Those of the Patrol who are here, I leave you as escort and guard. Where do you intend to go?” 

Naro-yi  exchanged  a  glance  with  Samin  then  said,  “Kamen’s house.” 

“I suppose it’s as safe as anywhere else,” Goyo had to admit. 

He would’ve preferred to send them to  a temple—any temple—

but since both Wolf’s and Owl’s had been attacked tonight, the feelings of safety and homecoming he’d always associated with Snake’s temple were somehow not quite so warm and fuzzy. He shot a glance around to  make sure  Imara was otherwise occupied with  directing two of the Patrol to carry Joori and Shig. His mouth pinched down before he could stop it. He understood the motivations, but he still didn’t like the way Imara had lied to the others. Perhaps the darts hadn’t contained poison 
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in  the  immediately  deadly  sense,  but  it  had  been  poison  nonetheless, and the circumstances would have been quite a lot more dire had Imara not been right there and had she not been half the healer Goyo had to admit she was. 

There was no way to  know, of course, what  those creatures had intended for the Fen brothers and Shig, but the imposter’s threats led all too  easily  to  speculation  on  a  few  others.  Goyo  could  easily  imagine Fen Jacin being presented with his poisoned brothers only to be offered the antidote with all kinds of conditions. 

Damn it, Goyo really needed to know what these  banpair wanted. 

Besides the Incendiary. Because the Incendiary was obviously not the end goal, but a stepping stone to it. And if the servants of all the other gods would stop to pay even a little bit of attention, they all might twig to  the  leverage  that  the   banpair  had  already  recognized.  As  it  was, Goyo  didn’t  think  it  was  going  to  take  long  before  all  of  Kamen’s mortals ended up in more danger than even Kamen could have gotten them out of. 

With a sigh and a grimace, Goyo leaned in close to Naro-yi. “You have  Owl’s-own  to  rely  upon.  Use  them.  Imara  has  no  doubt  already called in some of Wolf’s.” He looked again at Imara, just to make sure Naro-yi got the point, then waved a hand to encompass all of Kamen’s mortals.  “These  are  not  matters  for  the  gods.  These  matters  are  what maijin were made for. I’ve a feeling I know how the next day or so will play out, and exactly who I’ll be instructed to hunt down when next I see Dakimo.” He paused, reluctant. “Likely by any means necessary.” 

“You think they’re going to send you after Fen,” Samin said, low and  angry.  His  hands  clenched  into  very  obvious  fists.  “You  think they’ll order you to—?” 

“Not  yet,” Goyo  cut  in,  “but…  possibly soon. And just before  I receive  that  order,  I’ll  likely  receive  another  to  take  the  Incendiary’s companions  into  protective  custody.  And  I’m  not  certain  the  motives behind it will be any more honorable than those of these  banpair.” 

Samin didn’t say anything this time, but his jaw clenched so hard Goyo thought he might shatter some teeth. 
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“The Incendiary is the business of the gods,” Goyo went on. “But Fen Jacin is not. And neither are his brothers.” 

“What exactly are you saying?” Samin growled. “I’m not good at all this manipulation shit, I need someone to speak plainly, damn it!” 

“He  is  saying….”  Naro-yi  paused  to  eye  Goyo  with  a  bit  of  a spark that yesterday Goyo would have thought amusement; after what he’d seen tonight, he thought maybe it had been cunning all along and Naro-yi  was  just  really  bloody  good  at  playing  the  role  he’d  chosen. 

“He  is  saying,”  Naro-yi  began  again,  “that  the  wheels  of  power  in Mitsu will soon be turning, and not in our favor.” Naro-yi pierced Goyo with a gaze so sharp that Goyo would never again doubt that Naro-yi knew exactly what he was doing at all times. “He is saying that while they are all busy looking for the Incendiary, perhaps it would be in our interests to look for Fen Jacin.” 

“And to keep your own counsel,” Goyo added. “Imara is Wolf’s and will do what she must in Wolf’s interests, and she  will protect you, even if it means she’s sent to spirit for it, but the interests of the gods don’t always—” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Samin cut in impatiently. “You think I hadn’t got that by now?” He shook his head. “All right. I suppose I should thank you, and  I do.  I doubt  I would’ve gotten them all out of here tonight, had  it  not  been  for….”  He  trailed  off  and  his  jaw  tightened  again. 

“Anyway.”  He  cleared  his  throat.  “Thank  you.  And  don’t  worry—

whatever  we  decide  to  do  next,  we’ll  be  sure  to  utterly  deceive  you about our intentions, and lie to  you and everyone else about whatever we feel like, right to your faces.” 

Goyo grinned. “That’s all I ask,” he said with a bow, then he left them all to Imara and headed for the temples. 

Owl’s  temple  was  still  abuzz  when  he  got  there,  priests  and priestesses and initiates all flapping around and  eager to  tell  Goyo all about  what  had  transpired.  Not  much,  by  what  he  could  gather. 

Someone who looked like a young Jin man had shown up, waved some knives around, and made sure to announce that his name was Fen Jacin-rei before breaking a few things and leaving. Wolf’s temple was almost the same story. Almost. 
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“He  does  not  call  himself  so,”  Xari  told  Goyo,  her  chin  jutting, still bristling from the affront of the assault. “No one has called him so since  the  Ancestors  went  home.  This  creature  who  pretends  to  be  the Incendiary knows much, but does not know all.” She tapped a fingertip to  her  temple.  “He  does  not  know  what  goes  on  in  the  Incendiary’s head, only in the heads of those around him. What I saw tonight was an actor trying to play the role of another’s interpretation of Fen Jacin. If we  had  seen  the  things  Fen  Jacin  sees  when  he  looks  at  himself,  it would have been a much different performance.” 

“His brother said as much,” Goyo said thoughtfully. 

“Aye,  his  brothers  would  know.  Even  if  they  don’t.”  She  shook her head and spun on her heel, gesturing for Goyo to follow after her. 

“The cards are the thing,” she said as she led him out into a small open-aired antechamber that let out onto the back gardens of the temple. 

Xari waved Goyo to a seat at  a small table draped with colorful scarves  and  centered  with  a  fist-sized  crystal  quartz  seeing  stone,  its ghost-light casting strange shadows that seemed to twist and move out the corner of Goyo’s eye. Absently, Xari scratched at the flaking paint of her wolf’s mask before taking a large deck of cards from an ancient-looking  oak  casket  and  setting  them  firmly  between  her  palms.  She closed her eyes, whispered things Goyo didn’t hear clearly and didn’t understand  what  he  did  hear,  then  she  kissed  the  deck  and  laid  it between them. 

“I was put to seeking Asai’s spirit,” she told Goyo. “To ensure he was not haunting the Incendiary.” 

“I’d heard he—” 

Xari waved her hand impatiently, cutting him off. “A futile task. I knew before I set myself to it, but set myself to it I did, nonetheless. I must humble myself for my new  god.” Her mouth  twisted a little but that was all. “I am old,  Snake’s-own. I knew  Incendiary. And  I knew the Untouchable when the Incendiary was still hidden inside him. Any ghosts that haunt  such as him must  come from within himself. It  was never  Asai.”  She  held  up  her  hand  when  Goyo  opened  his  mouth.  “I checked,  because  it  was  asked  of  me.  I  am  sure.  And  I  can’t  help wondering  now—if  an  imposter  could  play  the  Incendiary,  why  not 
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play  Asai,  as  well?  Why  not  resurrect  the  ghost  of  the  beishin  to confuse and distract the once-apprentice?” She paused to let Goyo take this  in  then  shook  her  head.  “But  that  is  not  why  I  have  brought  you here.” 

Goyo couldn’t help his frown. “Then why?” 

“Because there  is something that dogs the Incendiary.” She leaned over the table, the glow of the stone catching at the lines and curves of paint  on  her  face  and  shifting  them,  sharpening  them.  “The  art  of Seeing is an old one. It is one part magic and a thousand parts learning, observing, listening, knowing. A million parts. Infinite. Even one with no  magic  could  cast  your  fate  for  you,  did  they  know  the  cards  well enough  and  respect  the  intricacies  of  the  messages  they  speak.”  She fanned out the deck facedown. “Clear your mind, Snake’s-own. Sweep away all of the detritus and focus your thoughts on what you seek. Owl rises. It is by her grace that we shall glimpse Fate’s two faces.” 

Goyo peered at her curiously for a moment then did as she said. 

He shut his eyes and tried to concentrate on nothing but what he knew of Fen Jacin. He didn’t know how long he sat there in the relative dark with Xari, but when she was apparently satisfied, she tapped the back of his hand and said, “Choose.” 

Goyo did. 

“The Fool,” Xari said,  nodding as she flipped the card over and laid it faceup beside the rest of the deck, satisfied. “You see? Did I not tell you?” 

“Uh,” said Goyo. Because he really didn’t think she had. 

“You  cannot  mistake  the  Fool  for  the  simpleton  most  make  of him,”  Xari  warned.  “The  secrets  of  the  world  rest  with  him,  only  he remembers them not and knows not how to use them.” She shook her head  with  a  pinch  of  her  lips.  “No  fault  to  you,  for  I  myself  mistook him for the minor Fool when first I read for Kamen. I did not see the crucial Fool beneath the mask of Untouchable.” 

Before Goyo could ask her to clarify, Xari was poking at his hand again. 

“Choose another.” 
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Again, Goyo did, and again, Xari nodded. 

“The  Hawk  Priest.  Again.”  Xari’s  teeth  set  tight  as  she  laid  the card beside the Fool. “Each time, he chases the Fool, and each time, his very presence clouds his motives.” She shook her head and laid a hand to the stone, its light seeping between her fingers before she drew them back  and  barely  touched  a  swirl  to  its  surface  with  the  tip  of  a  nail. 

Goyo could scarcely make out a smoky curl within the eerie light of the stone,  but  that  was  all.  Whatever  Xari  saw  obviously  frustrated  her. 

“Another.” 

A little impatient but terribly intrigued, Goyo chose another card. 

This time, Xari sighed as she laid it crosswise astride the Fool and the  Hawk  Priest.  “The  Sorcerer.  Kamen  and  his  stubborn—”  She  cut herself off then  tsked and tapped at the Hawk Priest’s card. “He should not be here. He  was not here when last I read the cards for Kamen. And now he comes between Kamen and that which Kamen wants and what he will not take.” 

Um.  Goyo  frowned.  “Am  I  supposed  to  know  what  any  of  this means?” 

“He is the source of the power the Sorcerer must wield, and yet he cannot  be,  for  the  Sorcerer’s  power  comes  from  the  gods.  Only  by taking this power to his hand can the Sorcerer remove the Hawk Priest from between himself and the Fool—to  save the Fool—but a child of the gods cannot possess power that is  not of the gods.” 

Goyo stared. 

Xari  tapped  the  Hawk  Priest’s  card  again,  more  impatiently  this time. “This is who you seek.  This is the trickster who would put down the Sorcerer before the Sorcerer has even donned his mantle.  This is the imposter who would steal the Incendiary from Wolf’s hand.” 

This  time,  Goyo  blinked.  Well,  terrific.  All  he  had  to  do  was comb the streets of Mitsu until he found a man walking around with a hawk’s head and wearing a priest’s robes. 

“This  doesn’t  help  me,  Xari,”  Goyo  said,  as  patiently  and  as kindly  as  he  could.  “Unless  you  can  give  me  a  name  and  a  place  to look, I can’t—” 
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“Do you not see?” Xari’s dark eyes were avid in her flaking wolf mask, her posture tense. “A ruler, or one who would be one. A father figure, or one who would pretend. One who holds power in his hands, but  who  has  been  denied  such  and  so  cannot.  And  yet  he  does.”  She paused, and when Goyo only kept staring, she leaned in. “You seek one who wields a power not of the gods.” 

This time, it clicked. “Old magic,” Goyo murmured. 

“Old magic,” Xari agreed. “It cannot be touched with the magic of The Six. And yet.” She picked up the Sorcerer’s card and waved it between them. 

“Kamen?”  When  Xari  merely  shrugged,  Goyo’s  teeth  set  tight. 

“Except he’s not here.” Which just figured. 

“No,”  Xari  said  with  a  smile  that  cracked  the  paint  along  her cheeks. “Not yet.” 

“Do you know when?” 

“No.”  Xari  toyed  with  the  Sorcerer’s  card,  tapping  at  the  Hawk Priest with it, like she was taunting. “But I’ve no doubt it will be sooner than we expect.” 

“Now  is  sooner  than  we  expect,  Xari.”  And  as  much  as  Goyo hated to admit it,  now would be bloody helpful. 

“True. And did the Incendiary have great and powerful need for his  Sorcerer,  I’ve  no  doubt  the  Sorcerer  would  answer  the  call.”  Xari leaned  in,  eyes  glittering  with  the  eerie  light  from  the  stone.  “The Sorcerer heeds always the call of the Incendiary, but it is Kamen who will take the world between his teeth for the Fool. If the Fool can admit his need and send out the call, Kamen will move the heavens to heed it.” 

Goyo’s eyes narrowed. “What does that—?” 

“Where the bloody  hell is Imara?” 

Goyo  and  Xari  both  turned  startled  glances  to  the  slim  figure silhouetted  by  the  moonlight  streaming  down  into  the  gardens  behind them.  Muddy  and  bedraggled,  hair  awry  and  face  pulled  down  into  a wealth of affronted hostility. Her eyes kept going from hazel to cat-slit yellow,  a  habit  she’d  never  learned  to  control  when  angry.  And  she 
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looked  very angry, though  Goyo supposed he  was willing to  give her the  benefit  of  the  doubt  on  this  one—she  looked  like  she’d  been through a war. 

“Leu,” said Goyo slowly, “I was looking for you.” 

“Yeah?” Leu’s mouth twisted into a fiery scowl. “So was I.” 

Goyo exchanged a look  with  Xari. He hoped he was getting the She’s yours, you do it across without much trouble. 

He must’ve been, because Xari turned an appraising gaze back on Leu. “What happened, child?” 

“Rihansei,”  Leu  answered  immediately,  between  her  teeth. 

“Rihansei happened. That bastard sent me all the way to bloody Haro, clear  on  the  other  side  of  Tambalon.  You  have  no  idea  what  I  went through to get back here.” 

Considering her appearance, Goyo was almost afraid to guess. He sighed and sat back in his chair. This was going to take a while. 

He spent several hours getting the full story out of Leu. And then several hours longer with Xari and her cards. He didn’t leave until the distinctive jade sliver of Owl’s emerging brow began its descent across the  bay.  Too  many  more  hours  were  spent  handing  out  orders  to  the Patrol,  and  when  he  finally  dropped  onto  some  cushions  in  an unoccupied  cell  of  the  command  center  and  shut  his  eyes,  he  didn’t open them again until well after suns’-rising. 





“DAKIMO, honestly,  please stop fussing, I’m  fine.” 

Dakimo pursed his mouth in likely pretty obvious skepticism, but said  nothing.  He  did,  however,  stop  “fussing,”  but  it  was…  difficult. 

Emika had the benefit of having  received excellent  healing  care  from one of Wolf’s priests, called from his duties at the temple, but Dakimo would  have  much  preferred  Imara.  Imara,  however—to  Dakimo’s sincere irritation—had either not received his order, or had and chosen to  ignore it. Either way, Dakimo would have  words with  her.  Lots  of them. 
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“You’re  better,” Dakimo said as he steered Emika away from her work and toward the cushions, pushing several together and hoping she wouldn’t notice he was arranging a makeshift pallet rather than a more comfortable  work  area.  “You’re  not   fine.”  Not  yet.  Wolf  willing,  she would be, but the Incendiary’s knives had been long and precise, and it was only because Emika had foolishly risked herself to throw Dakimo one  of  the  ornamental  swords  that  hung  in  her  office  that  he  was  not currently waiting out in the spirit world all of the chaos rapidly erupting in the mortal one. 

He peered through the window at the setting suns, realized they’d missed supper, and sighed. 

Last night had been… well, “bad” sounded like such a soft word, but there wasn’t a better one, at least not one Dakimo could think of in his  current  exhausted  state.  But  yes—bad.  The  attacks  had  been sporadic,  but  shocking  in  their  intent.  Wolf’s  temple  and  Owl’s  had both been breached, their wards as ineffective in keeping the intruders at bay as Dakimo’s had been in keeping the Incendiary from…. 

It   still  infuriated  him.  His  hand  clenched  into  a  fist  before  he could stop it. 

“You’re  obsessing  again,”  Emika  said  lightly,  wincing  only  a little as Dakimo helped her lower herself to the plump cushions. When he  pulled  away  to  gather  a  few  more,  Emika  reached  out  with  an elegant hand and set it on Dakimo’s sleeve. “Stay here  with me.” She moved her legs aside a bit to give him room and smiled. “Please.” 

Dakimo sighed. “I have—” 

“I  know.  But  you’ve  been  at  it  all  night,  all  day,  and  now  it’s going on all night again. Even immortals need to sleep, Dakimo. And… 

I miss you.” 

Emika  transferred  the  hold  from  Dakimo’s  sleeve  to  his  hand, wrapping  her  fingers  around  his  and  squeezing  gently.  The  way  she turned  her  wrist,  Dakimo  could  hardly  see  the  angry  pink  line  where only  last  night  a  long  slice  had  spilled  her  mortal  blood  all  over  the expensive  imported  carpets  beneath  the  couches  in  the  corner.  The remaining evidence of the too-deep stab wound just below her ribs was, thankfully,  covered  beneath  the  silky  formal  robes  of  her  office.  If 
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Dakimo  hadn’t  charged  precisely  when  the  Incendiary  had  braced himself for a sideways slice-and-gut— 

“Stay,” Emika repeated, soft and fond. 

He was not going to deny her. They both knew it. Dakimo had to smile. He let himself settle beside her with a tired sigh. It had been a long, difficult night and then a longer, more difficult day. And he had no illusions that any of it was over. 

Where the  hell was Imara? And Goyo, while he was at it. 

“The word is that it was not the Incendiary,” Emika put in quietly, watching  Dakimo  with  affection,  but  her  gaze  was  as  sharp  as  it  had ever been, assessing. 

Dakimo frowned. “So I hear.” 

It didn’t make anything better. And strangely, it didn’t change the anger and near-hatred Dakimo felt for the Incendiary he’d never even met.  Duped  and  used,  perhaps,  but  it  had  been  the  Incendiary’s  face that had sneered as Dakimo had tried to deflect the attack with magic; it had been the Incendiary’s eyes that had mocked as Emika fell. 

 Typical   Temshiel ,  letting  those  who  love  you  take  the  blow  for you. Obedient whelp of your dog-god. 

The scorn in that rusty voice resonated. The words themselves… 

well, they rang a little too true, which was why they hurt. 

“Dakimo,” Emika said gently. 

She waited until Dakimo met her gaze then took his hand again. 

He  couldn’t  help  looking  down;  couldn’t  help  staring  at  the  dark, swirling stains of henna that had done no good. 

“It was not your fault.” 

These  words  hurt  too.  The  fact  that  she  meant  them  kindly  and sincerely only cut more deeply. 

He’d  been  too  slow.  He’d  relied  too  heavily  on  magic.  The Incen—the imposter had used nothing but physical force, and still, he’d almost managed to kill Emika. Would’ve killed Dakimo had Emika not thought  quickly  and  taken  that  sword  from  the  wall,  thrown  it  to Dakimo, for which the imposter had taken his “revenge” upon Emika. 
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Wolf chose his own from the mortal ranks so that they could deal with  the  world  on  mortal  terms  and  never  forget  what  it  meant  to  be mortal,  chose  them  to  serve  as  the  hand  of  their  god,  because  a  god could  never  really  understand  mortal  concerns  from  inside  a  mortal’s heart. 

Dakimo had forgotten. Dakimo had settled too long in the skin of Temshiel,  and  had  grown  arrogant  in  his  conceit  that  he  was  better. 

Dakimo had watched Kamen do Wolf’s work from  mortal  trenches—

sometimes  elbow-deep  in  the  blood  Wolf  bid  him  spill—and  had thought  him…  perhaps  not  entirely  foolish,  but…  misguided.  Brutal. 

Cocky. 

With a sigh that was several parts regret and several parts resolve, Dakimo  traced  a  spiraling  pattern  over  the  spells  on  the  back  of Emika’s  delicately  boned  hand  with  the  tip  of  his  finger.  “I  think perhaps—” 

He’d  been  waiting  rather  impatiently  for  the  stir  at  the  edges  of his  wards,  and  yet  when  it  finally  came,  rather  than  relieve  him,  it annoyed him. Their timing could have been much better. 

“Imara  and  Goyo  have  arrived,”  Dakimo  said  and  patted  at Emika’s  hand,  slipping  a  kiss  to  her  silvered  temple  before  hauling himself up from the cushions. “Please,” he added with a staying gesture when Emika moved to follow, “for me.” 

With  a  fond  smile  and  a  roll  of  her  eyes,  Emika  sat  back  and peered  at  Dakimo  with  an  all-right-fine-you-win-this-time  look. 

Dakimo  smiled  back  and  allowed  a  breach  in  the  protections  to  let Imara and Goyo through. 

Any other time, the small not-quite-wrestling-match at the door to see who got through first would have been comical. Now, it was merely another frustration. The smirk Goyo aimed at Dakimo as he pulled back abruptly  and  let  Imara  stumble  through  only  added  to  the  headache lying in wait at the base of Dakimo’s skull. 

To her credit, Imara went directly to Emika, smiling warmly and setting  right  to  work  on  reinforcing  and  enhancing  the  healing  Cende had dispensed last night. Dakimo held back the relieved sigh. It wasn’t 
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that Cende wasn’t extraordinary at what he did—it was only that Imara was better. 

“Kamen’s mortals are all as safe as we could make them,” Goyo reported without prompting. “After last night, we thought it best to take as  many  precautions  as  possible.  We  apologize  for  the  delay.”  He shrugged. “Not that it will do much good, but Imara and Naro-yi have warded up Kamen’s house. Naro-yi remains to guard, and I left several of  the  Patrol,  as  well.  Imara  called  as  many  as  Wolf’s  temple  could spare. And there is one called Kel Saminil who seems quite inspired to keep all of his companions in one piece. If there is any trouble there, I imagine  Samin  will  be  the  most  effective  and  motivated  in  thwarting it.” He looked almost  fond, then he peered at  Dakimo sharply.  “They are understandably concerned for Fen Jacin. They wish to venture out to look for him. Annaichi of Bear suggested we take them into custody to… keep them safe.” Goyo’s mouth twisted in obvious disagreement, then an eyebrow went up. “I assumed you would not approve.” 

Dakimo  pressed  his  lips  together.  He  might’ve,  actually.  “And why would I not?” 

Goyo  shrugged.  “I  know  the  brothers  have  been  marked, Dakimo.” He stared intently, like he was expecting Dakimo to deny it. 

Dakimo merely raised his eyebrows. “I would be surprised if you didn’t. Wolf has, after all,  made it obvious to  any  who might  look.  It was not something I deliberately kept from you.” 

“Like Kamen’s ring, you mean?” 

Ah. Dakimo sighed. That bloody ring was going to be the end of him. He wished Kamen had choked on it, and it wasn’t merely because it  was  already  making  things  difficult  and  would  likely  make  them more difficult as time went on—if there was even any time left. It was because  a  probably  insane  Incendiary  was  walking  around  with  the power  of  the  strongest   Temshiel  in  existence  on  his  finger,  and  it seemed  like  only  blind  luck  so  far  had  prevented  these   banpair  from getting what they were after. 

And if that happened…. Well, Dakimo didn’t know. Because he still didn’t know what these bloody creatures  wanted, damn it. 
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“That was… perhaps ill-advised,” he admitted. “As circumstances now stand, I should have told you. As circumstances stood at the time, and with the little I foresaw, it was a necessary omission. I am sorry if you were offended.” 

Goyo accepted it warily. “And I am sorry if what  I mean to say next  offends  you.”  He shot  a look  at  Imara, but she was still in  quiet conversation  with  a  more  relaxed-looking  Emika  and  at  least pretending  not  to  listen.  “The  lines  are  growing  clearer,  and  the  gods are allying as expected. Snake, Dragon and  Bear still wait and watch, but the attack of Raven’s  Temshiel on the Incendiary cleared all doubt as to  Raven’s intentions. Kamen’s ring may well change all of that.  I believe  the  only  thing  keeping  all  of  the  gods  besides  yours  from declaring  themselves  decisively  against  the  Incendiary  is  the  fact  that he doesn’t know how to use it.” 

“Bear would not—” 

“I’ve no intention of debating the dubious morality of any of this with  you.” Goyo’s  gaze  was clear, not  hostile, but  determined.  “Such matters are not for me, and I’m well rid of them. My concern is for the mortals who will pay the price when immortal battles are waged around them. And these mortals already stand to lose much more than any of us when all of this has been… settled. If the Incendiary lives through it, I will be very much surprised. I don’t wish to have their fingers pointed at  me  when  the  mourning  begins,  not  when  interference  is  so  clearly unnecessary  and  too  full  of  risk.”  He  stepped  in  a  little,  cut  a  quick pointed  glance  to  Emika,  and  then  lowered  his  voice  to  soft, compassionate  tones.  “‘So  many  of  us  lose  our  conscience  when  we lose our mortality.’” A direct quote of Dakimo’s own words only days ago: “Is your conscience still intact, Dakimo of Wolf?” 

Outrage  at  the  cheap  shot  of  the  implication  swept  through Dakimo first. Then guilt. And then, finally, resignation. He might have ordered Kamen’s mortals taken into custody for their protection, but… 

what  had  the  best  protection  Dakimo  had  to  offer  done  for  the  one mortal he would protect above all? 

“The brothers are marked. They must be protected.” 
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“They are.” Goyo spread his hands, as though in entreaty. “Leave the Incendiary’s family alone, Dakimo.” 

Dakimo rubbed at  his  brow, the headache fully  blossomed now, winding  tendrils  behind  his  eyes.  His  sigh  this  time  was  weary  and resigned. 

“I shall consider it. Circumstances may well force my hand into a different  course,  and  I  will  promise  nothing.  Kamen’s  mortals  may remain as they are, behind Imara’s wards and under Naro-yi’s eye. For now.”  Dakimo  pointed  a  severe  look  at  Goyo.  “So  long  as  I’ve  your word that they are protected and that they will remain out of the way.” 

“Of what?” 

Dakimo almost answered sharply, at first, but the question didn’t seem to have been meant facetiously. “Of anything that might put them in further danger,” he said. 

He  supposed  that  was  all-encompassing  enough.  And  keeping them  out  of  danger  meant  keeping  them  out  of  the  way  and  in  one place, where he could collect them quickly if he needed to. Apparently, the  best  way  to  control  the  Incendiary  was  to  control  his  brothers; Dakimo  refused  to  rule  out  any  useful  tool  right  now,  no  matter  the aspersions  on  his  supposed  lack  of  morality.  Wolf  wanted  the Incendiary  saved,  and  a  bit  of  ruthlessness  might  turn  out  to  be necessary to do it. 

He  considered  telling  Goyo  exactly  who  this  Incendiary  really was. Perhaps it would give Goyo that extra bit of incentive and drive to find Fen Jacin. Or perhaps Goyo would get it into his head that a mercy killing was in order, with or without his god’s permission. Dakimo was not  prepared  to  take  that  chance,  not  until  he  was  convinced  the Incendiary was unsalvageable. 

“Just keep them out of the way,” he muttered. “It will be all we can do to keep the citizenry safe tomorrow when the festival begins.” 

Both of Goyo’s eyebrows went up. “I rather thought we might… 

downplay the festival, considering.” 

“We  would.”  Dakimo  sent  a  somewhat  annoyed  glance  over  at Emika, still lying obediently on her cushions and speaking softly with 
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Imara, but he couldn’t maintain the ill will for long. It had been all too close  last  night.  He  shook  his  head  and  turned  back  to  Goyo.  “The governor does not wish to allow these creatures to prevent the people from celebrating their gods. She would not see Owl slighted upon her rising. I share your concern, but I’m afraid she will not be moved. She is… devout.” He paused when he realized he was smiling and exerted more  will  than  should  have  been  necessary  to  resist  yet  another reassuring glance at Emika. “Wolf does not wish it, either, and before you  ask,  I  have  no  idea  why.  I  can  only  suppose  that  whatever  is  to come will happen then, and in full view of those who come to celebrate Owl’s  rising.  The  temples  have  all  been  alerted,  for  whatever  good  it will  do,  but  the  Patrol  will  no  doubt  bear  the  brunt  of  the  required vigilance, and we don’t need Kamen’s mortals looking for trouble.” 

Goyo  waved  a  hand.  “Fen  Joori  and  Kojoi  Shig  were  both  still unconscious  when  I  came  to  collect  Imara  this  afternoon.  Though,  I suppose  ‘asleep’  might  be  more  like  it  by  now.  Imara  says  they  will likely remain so for hours yet.” 

“So, it was not poison?” Dakimo asked. 

“It  was,”  Imara  put  in  softly,  most  of  her  attention  on  Emika, where it should be. “But not meant to kill. As it was, it was hell to alter it,  and  even  then  I  couldn’t  lift  it  entirely.  They’ll  sleep  through  the day, at least, and probably into the morning.” She peered up at Dakimo, hands still on Emika. “If it had been allowed to run its course, it likely would have simulated death, which I gather might well have been the point. The one masquerading as the Incendiary said as much. It seems his intention was to present the ‘bodies’ to the Incendiary and convince the  Incendiary that he was the one who’d killed  them.” She shrugged and turned back to  Emika. “What  purpose he had in  mind for after,  I can’t guess.” 

“Those  poor  children,”  Emika  murmured,  eyes  at  half-mast,  but still troubled. “That poor young man.” Her gaze met Dakimo’s. “I can’t even imagine.” 

Neither could Dakimo. It was bad enough that someone he cared for had been hurt because of him, but to be maneuvered into believing he’d done the deed himself… unthinkable. 
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Silence fell  for a moment  as Dakimo held  Emika’s  gaze, before Goyo awkwardly cleared his throat. 

“Imara  tells  me  Kojoi  Shig  is  Sensitive.  I  saw  evidence  of  it myself at Rihansei’s. And when the imposter tried to take Fen Joori and Fen Morin last night, he also tried to take Kojoi Shig.” Goyo leaned in and  lowered  his  voice,  though  Dakimo  saw  no  real  reason  why  he should,  besides  the  gravity  of  it  all,  which…  well,  yes.  “Old  magic, Dakimo,”  Goyo  said,  his  mien  more  solemn  than  Dakimo  thought perhaps  he’d  ever  seen.  “We  were  right—Rihansei  knows  something, and whatever it is, it has to do with old magic. I spent rather a long time with Xari last night, and she confirms it. Oh, and Leu’s back—she had quite  a  story  to  tell.  The   banpair  are  collecting  those  who  have  old magic, and ours is simply not strong enough to thwart it.” 

Dakimo’s  glance  skimmed  guiltily  over  to  where  Emika  was sliding  off  into  a  doze.  He  thought  he  should  perhaps  be  a  little annoyed  that  Imara  had  presumed  so  blatantly  as  to  push  Emika  into sleep,  but  he  couldn’t  really  get  angry.  Emika  had  slept  only  a  little more than Dakimo had, and that hadn’t been much, and she needed to heal  completely.  Dakimo  needed  her  to  heal  completely.  At  any  rate, these matters were looking more and more like stuff of the gods, rather than the concerns of Tambalon’s government. 

“Xari thinks only Kamen will be able to match the power of these creatures,”  Goyo  went  on.  “Something  in  her  cards.  A  sorcerer  and  a priest  and  whatnot.  She  says  the  imposter  plucked  the  guise  of  Asai from  out  of  the  heads  of  those  around  the  Incendiary,  and  used  it  to draw the Incendiary to him. She thinks they got Kamen out of the way because  they’d  been  unable  to  get  through  his  magic  to  do  ‘a  proper haunting’ while he was still about.” He shrugged when Dakimo cut him a sharp glance. “Her words. The point is, I believe we are in the middle of  an  attempted  coup.”  He  held  up  a  hand  when  both  Imara  and Dakimo  jolted.  “Someone  very  strong  with  old  magic.  Someone  who wants  the  Incendiary  for  unknown  reasons,  but  think  about  it—why wouldn’t a hopeful king seek a kingmaker?” 

The  headache  was  beginning  to  thud  heavily  behind  Dakimo’s eyes now. “And we can’t fight them in kind.” 
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“Kamen can match them.” 

“Which doesn’t help, since Kamen’s  not here!” 

“I agree that Kamen’s magic kept them at bay,” Imara put in, her hand  gently  stroking  over  Emika’s  brow,  her  voice  soft.  “But  even Kamen wasn’t able to  obstruct  them entirely.” She sighed and looked away. “I believe that the ‘ghosts’ the Incen—that Fen Jacin was hearing were,  in  fact,  these   banpair,  as  Xari  and  Goyo  say.  Even  then,  they were trying to coax him away from Kamen, or perhaps merely setting the  stage  so  he  would  be  more  agreeable  to  their  influence  once  they got  Kamen  out  of  their  way.”  Her  jaw  tightened.  “As  I  said,  they seemed  very  confident  last  night  that  they  would  have  no  trouble convincing  Fen  Jacin  he’d  killed  his  brothers.  What  that  would  do  to his mind, I don’t think I want to guess.” 

Dakimo bowed his head, thought about it. 

“So, we have a band of rogue  banpair,” he mused slowly, “beings who were once maijin, made in the patterns of the old magic. And yet these   banpair  are  now,  it  seems,  seeking  out  those  of  the  old  magic, and  turning  Mitsu  upside  down  to  find  the  Incendiary—also  a  being made in the patterns of the old magic, but not of it.” He narrowed his eyes  and  looked  at  first  Imara  then  Goyo.  “And  you  say  Rihansei knows… something.” 

Goyo sighed and shrugged. “He took the Incendiary down to his Gate.” 

“He   what?”  Dakimo’s  heart  gave  his  breastbone  a  good,  solid kick. “Why did you not tell me this when—?” 

“And  what  could  you  have  done,  Dakimo?”  Imara  cut  in smoothly.  Her  healing  voice.  Dakimo  could  have  quite  cheerfully thumped her. “You had rather your own share of excitement, no? And it isn’t like we can go and get him.” 

She was trying to be kind. Dakimo should  not kill her. 

“I can’t be certain,” Goyo offered diplomatically. “I can only say that all of my instincts tell me that Rihansei knows what’s really going on in Mitsu, and he now has the Incendiary. What he means to do with him besides what  one normally does at  the Gate….” He sighed. “The 
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only thing I  am certain of is that he has no intention of surrendering the Incendiary to  the   banpair. He’s warded up so tight  that neither  Imara nor I could even approach the doors this afternoon. If I’m reading the timing  of  it  all  correctly,  Leu  was  there  with  Rihansei  and  the Incendiary  while  we  were  fighting   banpair  outside,  but  she  wasn’t there long enough to find out what Rihansei knows. Not that Rihansei would’ve told her.” 

Dakimo  was  not  terribly  soothed.  “Do  you  think  he  can  hold through an attack?” 

“I think….” Goyo hesitated then, as unlikely as it was, turned to Imara. 

Imara shook her head. “We have no way of gauging strength for strength.  There’s  no  way  to  know  if  Rihansei  is  more  powerful  than these   banpair,  not  without  testing  their  magic  one  against  the  other, which we obviously can’t.” She held out the hand that was not stroking Emika’s  brow.  “They  didn’t  try  to  breach  Rihansei’s  protections,  at least not as far as I could tell. Whether that was because they couldn’t, or  because  they  didn’t  know  the  Incendiary  was  there,  I  simply  can’t say.  They  did,  however,  wait  until  Kamen’s  mortals  were  outside  to attack.” 

“Right.” Dakimo rubbed at his brow, trying very hard not to stare at  Emika  and  dwell  on  the  guilt  of  not  being  fast  enough  or  strong enough, along with a new culpability in giving the order he now meant to  give,  knowing  what  Emika  would  have  to  say  about  it  were  she aware. The  understanding between the keepers of the Gate and Mitsu was ancient, older than Dakimo himself, and had never before been so much as questioned, let alone tested. Right now, there didn’t seem to be another choice. And if the Incendiary didn’t live through it…? 

Well. Dakimo supposed this new development would, one way or another,  tell  him  whether  or  not  the  Incendiary  was  indeed unsalvageable. With Kamen’s ring on the Incendiary’s finger, perhaps 

“unsalvageable” would be best all around. 

There was, after all, as Goyo himself had pointed out  only days ago, more than one way to save a soul. 
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“Get  the  Incendiary,”  Dakimo  said,  quiet  but  very  clear,  and  he peered at Goyo and Imara to make sure there was no misunderstanding. 

“By any means necessary.” 





“HULLO,” Morin muttered to the fish as he propped his elbows on the bedside cupboard and gave its jade fins a stroke. “You really are kind of boring, aren’t you?” The fish only hung in the bowl, almost exactly dead center, and stared outward, placid, its eyes empty and blank. He’d brought  it  from  his  own  room  for…  well,  company,  he  supposed, though now that he actually let that thought take shape, it sounded kind of stupid. 

Morin  sighed  and  had  a  look  at  Joori  yet  again,  checking compulsively that he was breathing, even though Morin knew there was no danger anymore. Shig had woken up a few hours ago, after all. Still, Morin was having a hard time reconciling this peaceful-looking young man with his perpetually worried and sharp-edged brother. Which, now that he thought about it, pretty much described both of his brothers, just in different ways. 

Was  there  such  a  thing  as  loving  each  other  to  death?  Morin thought yes. Morin thought maybe he’d been watching it happen right in front of him. 

He gave the fish a little poke, weirdly disappointed that it didn’t go for his finger like those two at the booth had gone for each other. It merely  bobbed  a  little  beneath  the  surface  and  patiently  righted  itself when Morin stopped annoying it. He wished the man had given Samin two  of  them.  Not  that  Morin  would  set  them  on  each  other,  but  he might set the bowls close once in a while to entertain himself. 

Curious,  he  peered  around  the  room,  found  nothing,  but  Shig’s little silver case that Malick had bought her to hold her smokes—that might  work.  With  a  quick  pat  to  Joori’s  knee  and  another  reassuring look,  Morin  left  the  bedside  and  ventured  out  onto  the  gallery  of  the second floor, nodding politely to the patrolwoman who quietly paced a watch, then angling into Shig’s room. She wasn’t there—likely having been chivvied down to the kitchen for something to eat by Samin—but 
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Morin  didn’t  think  she’d  mind;  he  snatched  the  smoke  case  from  the press by the door, peering at his reflection in the polished silver. 

Humming  quietly,  Morin  brought  the  little  case  back  to  Joori’s room  and  flumped  down  on  the  cushions  he’d  dragged  up  to  the  low bed the night before. He peered at Joori a little guiltily, but Morin was bloody  bored, and there were no books here, and staring at Joori while he was sleeping was starting to feel a little creepy and… voyeuristic. Or something. 

He wasn’t surprised by the thrashing and splashing when the fish spotted its mirrored twin in the reflection of the case. He continued to not be surprised as he held the case there, watching the thing bash itself into the glass, again and again. If the glass had been lined with spikes, it would have spitted and skewered itself, attacking repeatedly until it had gored itself to death. Trying to get at  itself. 

Morin’s mouth turned up in a smile for a second before it slowly fell.  He  frowned.  He’d  thought  this  would  be  fun,  interesting.  It  was turning out to be… disturbing. 

 And sometimes, the beauty merely hides its purpose.  That’s what that strange man at the booth had said. 

“Sure,”  Morin  breathed,  absently  wiping  a  drop  of  water  from where  it  had  splashed  on  the  bridge  of  his  nose.  “Some  purpose.” 

Attacking  everything  that  looked  like  it.  What  kind  of  “purpose”  was that? As though it hated…. No, it was just a stupid fish, fish couldn’t hate. Maybe it just attacked anything it perceived as a threat. Except it hadn’t  attacked  Morin’s  fingers.  He  wondered  if  it  would  attack  a different kind of fish, or only the ones like itself. Would it go after one of those comparatively giant sakou in the fountain outside?  That would be  something  to  see.  Morin  would  lay  even  odds  on  a  fight  like  that. 

Sakou might be ten times the size of this little one, but— 

“Stop torturing that thing,” Joori said, thick and muzzy. 

“I’m  not  torturing  it.”  Nonetheless,  Morin  set  the  smoke  case down flat on the cupboard and watched some more, fascinated, as the fish stopped its assault in mid-lunge, as soon as its “enemy” was out of sight, and went back to hanging in the bowl like a lump of docile jade. 

He turned to Joori. “I was only….” 
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He  trailed  off  and  snapped  his  back  straight.  “Hey,  you’re awake.” 

Groggy and foul-tempered, Morin could tell already, but the relief that Joori really was all right like Imara had promised he would be was too  overwhelming  to  let  in  the  irritation.  Joori  was  still  blinking myopically at the fishbowl, frowning. Morin put on his calm face. 

“You’re all right,” he told Joori softly, keeping his voice low and smooth  so  as  not  to  startle.  “We’re  at  the  house  Malick  bought,  and we’re  safe.”  Imara  had  said  Joori  and  Shig  might  be  somewhat confused and possibly a bit frightened when they woke—and Shig had definitely  been  both—so  Morin  tried  to  keep  everything  quiet  and relaxed  for  now.  There  was  plenty  of  panic  in  which  to  indulge,  and Morin had no doubt they’d get to it sooner rather than later. “Your eyes are going to be blurry for a little bit yet,” Morin said as Joori blinked some more and squinted in the too-bright early evening light streaming through the thin painted screens on the big window. Morin positioned himself so he was blocking most of it and laid a hand to Joori’s knee through  the  quilt.  “You  probably  have  a  headache  too,  but  I’ve  got something for that when you think you can sit up.” 

Joori frowned up at Morin, looking mussed and bewildered, and much younger than he was. “What…?” 

“You were drugged.” Morin helped when Joori tried to sit, setting a hand between his shoulder blades until Morin was sure he wouldn’t fall  over.  It  took  a  moment  of  wobbling  and  grabbing  hold  of  the bedding  to  try  to  steady  himself,  but  Joori  eventually  managed  to remain  semi-upright,  though  hunched  over  his  legs  and  still  blinking blearily. “Imara said it was meant to knock you out and keep you out, maybe  even  for  days,  but  she  did  something  that  made  it….”  Morin trailed off and shrugged, because he had no real  idea what  Imara had done;  all  he’d  cared  about  at  the  time  was  that  Joori  wasn’t  going  to die, and the rest had kind of rolled over his awareness without much of it sticking. “You should be yourself again in a little while,” he said and reached  for  the  bowl  of  whatever-it-was  that  Imara  had  said  to  give Joori  as  soon  as  it  looked  like  he  was  somewhat  with  it.  “Here.  You need to drink this.” 
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Joori stared blank-eyed at the bowl before opening his mouth and letting Morin tip some of the… stuff in. “Imara,” Joori whispered, like he was trying to remember where he’d heard the name before, then he licked his lips and accepted another sip easily enough. He didn’t seem to be wrinkling his nose at the taste or anything, so it must be all right. 

Morin had given the stuff a sniff or two, but he hadn’t dared try it. 

He  had  a  feeling  there  was  more  in  there  than  regular  medicines  and spices,  and  he  didn’t  think  he  wanted  to  find  out  what  unknown magic—meant  to  counteract  whatever  drug  had  been  in  that  dart—

would do to someone who hadn’t been drugged. 

“Imara,” Joori said again, staring down into what was left in the bowl and frowning. 

Morin  knew  it  was  coming,  so  he  set  his  hand  on  Joori’s  knee again and waited. It only took another few seconds before Joori’s eyes widened and his whole body did a little jolty-spasmy thing, and the rest of the elixir went flying out of the bowl. 

“Jacin—” 

“We know where he is,” Morin said calmly. “We’ve been waiting for you and Shig to wake up. Samin’s got a plan.” 

“Plan. Good, that’s….” Joori shook his head, as if to clear it, then winced and pinched at the bridge of his nose. “How long have I been out?” 

Morin  braced  himself  a  little  and  tightened  his  grip  on  Joori’s knee.  “You  remember  going to  the Gates of Rapture?” He waited for Joori to nod. “Right. Well. That was the night before last. It’s now gone past suppertime.” 

“Shit.” Joori did that jolty-spasmy thing again and tried to throw the quilt aside, but he was still too disoriented to do much else. 

Morin kept a hold on him, though he didn’t have to hang on too tight to keep Joori in place. “It’s going to be a  little while before you can go haring off, so you might as well sit and listen for a minute, all right?” 

“Where’s  Samin?”  Joori  snapped,  the  fear  starting  to  crowd  out lingering  confusion,  and  the  anger  sliding  in  right  behind  it.  “It’s 
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been….”  He  paused,  thought  about  it.  “It’s  been  three  days—almost four  now,  since  Jacin  took  off.  Anything  could  be  happening.  Why hasn’t anyone—?” 

“Just  wait a minute, Joori,” Morin told him sternly. “We’re going to do something. Like I said, we’ve been waiting for  you and  Shig to wake up first. Samin has a plan, but there are things you don’t know, and you need to know them first, yeah?” 

Joori  stared  at  Morin,  hard,  like  he  was  looking  for  something; when it seemed like he’d found it, he slumped back—maybe defeated, maybe just exhausted, but either way, the look on his face kind of hurt Morin’s  heart.  Trust,  but  not  the  kind  to  be  expected  between brothers—it was wary and highly conditional, and Morin had no doubt whatsoever that it came from a place inside Joori that saw only Morin the  Miscreant  when  he  looked  at  Morin  like  that.  Joori  didn’t  trust Morin  to  have  Jacin’s  best  interests  at  heart,  and  there  was  likely nothing Morin could  ever do to  convince him otherwise, so he’d best save the energy and frustration of trying. 

Without  another  word,  Morin  stood  and  went  to  the  door  and asked  the  patrolwoman  standing  outside  it  to  go  and  get  Samin.  He didn’t try to explain things to Joori when he sat back down again, and he  didn’t  try  to  reassure  him,  either.  He  merely  waited  silently  while Joori  toyed  with  the  empty  bowl  and  traced  the  spots  on  the  linens where he’d splashed the dregs of the elixir. He shot looks at Morin now and then, but  there was  no point in  Morin trying to  pretend he didn’t know what they meant. 

Joori thought Morin hadn’t loved their mother, but he had. He just hadn’t done it in the way Joori had done. Joori fussed and worried and made  excuses  and  pretended  everything  would  be  all  right  someday, and Morin supposed that was because Joori needed to believe it would. 

Morin  didn’t  see  the  point  in  that.  Morin  had  loved  their  mother because, even in her madness, she’d given her children her own good heart, and had taught them, by dreamy-distracted example, that family was central, love imperative, and you simply had to accept the ones you loved  the  way  they  were;  that  wishing  they  could  be  something  they weren’t wasn’t love at all. It was how Morin had managed to love their 
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father.  It  was  how  he’d  been  able  to  draw  the  strength  to  put  Jacin’s knife to their mother’s throat. 

Joori thought Morin hated Jacin too, but he didn’t. Morin wasn’t quite sure he liked Jacin all that much, but it was hard to get to know and  like  someone  who  spent  most  of  his  time  inside  his  own  head. 

Morin didn’t mind being around Jacin, though, so he supposed that was something. And he did  love both  of his  brothers, though he didn’t  go about  it  in  the  flinging-oneself-into-the-breach  way  Joori  did  it.  You just couldn’t invest so much in Jacin. He was too precarious. Jacin was the one Morin wanted at his back, if he ever needed such a thing, but Joori was the one who you could count on in years, instead of moment by moment.  And if Morin  ever found himself in  a situation where he had to choose one brother over the other, save one and let one go, he’d choose Joori. It wasn’t coldness or lack of love for Jacin; it was simple common sense. Practical. You saved the one who was capable of being saved. Joori would get over the loss eventually—Jacin never would. It was a halfway sick, codependent sort of love, old and deep, that went hand  in  hand  with  destruction  in  one  form  or  another,  and  Morin prudently backed away from it. Morin loved both  of his  brothers, but on his own terms. 

He loved Joori because he was fierce and loyal  and kind and he never stopped  trying. He loved Jacin because he was strange and scary and inspiring and he needed to be loved more than anyone Morin had ever known. He loved them both because they were his brothers, all the family he had left, and Mother would have wanted him to look out for them  as  much  as  he  could.  And  bloody  hell,  but  they  both   needed looking after. 

He’d  loved  Caidi  because   no  one  could  help  loving  Caidi.  He genuinely  believed  that  if  Asai  had  spent  just  one  day  in  Caidi’s presence,  he  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to  do  what  he’d  done.  Even someone  as  cruel  and  prideful  as  Asai  had  been  wouldn’t  have  been able  to  resist  Caidi.  She  was  just  like  that.  And  Morin  missed  her awfully. He missed her for Joori, because simply by being present, she would have been able to show him that everything was not as bleak as he seemed to think it was. Missed her for Jacin, too, because Morin was 
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pretty  sure  Caidi  would’ve  been  able  to  coax  Jacin  to  stop  regretting having lived. 

Maybe then they wouldn’t be in the mess they were in now. 

“Ha!” Shig sauntered into the room just ahead of Samin, Naro-yi bringing up the rear. “Don’t know about you, but I think I slept enough for a year,” she said, then she pointed a sly grin at Joori and shook her head.  “You’d  think  all  that  beauty  sleep  would’ve  done  something about that scowl.” 

Morin nearly rolled his eyes. He liked Shig well enough, but the way  she  constantly  poked  at  Joori  was  getting  old  very  quickly. 

Sometimes she had a point, but sometimes it was just unnecessary. 

“Shig,  not  now,”  Samin  rumbled,  looking  weary  and  a  little  bit ragged  around  the  edges,  but  he  was  obviously  pleased  to  see  Joori awake and all right. “How you feeling, lad?” 

“Strange,” Joori answered, narrowing his  eyes a little at Naro-yi and outright glaring at Shig before he shrugged at Samin. “Kinda fuzzy, but  all right.  Hungry.”  He paused and shot another suspicious  look  at Naro-yi. “Worried.” 

“Yeah,” Samin agreed and sat on the low bed beside Joori’s feet. 

The  rope  supports  squeaked  and  groaned  as  he  shifted  his  weight forward to get a good look. “You’ll do,” was his blunt assessment, and then he jerked his chin at Naro-yi. “C’mon, then, they’ll be wanting to know why they can’t listen in shortly.” 

Joori frowned as Naro-yi and Shig moved until they were sitting on the floor by the bed across from Morin. Morin didn’t give up any of his cushions. 

“Who are  they?” Joori asked, guarded. “What’s going on?” 

“They,” Samin began, all business, “are some of the Patrol and a few maijin and  Temshiel from the temple, left here to guard us. Naro-yi is  doing whatever it is  he does to  block them right  now so they  can’t hear  us,  but  they’ll  wonder  why  eventually.  Imara  and  that  Goyo  say it’s  for  our  protection,  but  I  tried  to  step  out  to  find  a  tea  shop  this morning,  and  you’d  think  I  was  trying  to  break  out  of  a  prison  c—” 

Samin cut himself off. He still got all uncomfortable and fidgety when 
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the subjects of prisoners and camps came up. “They may well be here to protect us, but they’re also here to keep us out of the way.” 

“Out of the way of  what? Do they think they have more of a right to—?” 

“Of course they do, Joori,” Morin put in, just as bitter about it as Joori was, but he’d had more time to absorb it all. “Haven’t you been paying  attention?  With  a  very  few  exceptions—”  Morin  shot  a conciliatory  look  at  Naro-yi.  “—they  think  we’re  naïve  idiots  who’ll muck things up for them and get ourselves killed if they don’t leash us up.” 

“I’m not  quite certain  that’s   precisely the thinking,” Naro-yi  put in then shrugged. “But I will admit that that’s what it amounts to.” He shook  his  head.  “Your  brother  is  safe,  Joori.”  He  looked  straight  at Joori, his crystal-blue gaze sincere. “Kamen had meant to take him to Rihansei eventually, that much is plain now. As Samin has said before, he had apparently intended to go there the night he was… attacked.” He shrugged. “Whether Kamen’s intentions were what I’m sure Rihansei is now  doing,  I  can’t  be  certain,  but  I’ve  no  doubt  he  would  have  let Rihansei make that judgment, since Rihansei is the only one who can.” 

Joori frowned. “And that is…?” 

Morin braced himself. Because if Joori was going to lose it, it was going to happen right about— 

“That I cannot tell you.” 

—now. 

“It  isn’t  that  he  won’t,”  Shig  cut  in  abruptly,  heading  Joori  off. 

“It’s that no one who hasn’t followed the little shepherds has any idea where they lead.” 

All right, that probably wasn’t going to help. 

“Little shepherds,” Joori repeated, staring Shig down. “You said that in the tavern. What does that mean?” 

Shig  shrugged  with  a  very  blatant  pout.  “I  didn’t  get  to  follow them, either.” 
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“The  point,”  Naro-yi  said  quickly,  “is  that  we  believe  we  know where your brother is, and we believe he is being protected from those who attacked us.” 

Joori’s jaw set. “You  believe. You don’t  know.” 

“There  is  no  way  to  know,  young  seyh.  We’re  not  dealing  with the magic of the gods here. Rihansei’s magic was a part of this world before the moons came. The man who pretended to be your brother was born  of  the  same  seed,  though  how  he  grew  so  powerful  without Rihansei’s  knowledge  I  cannot  guess.”  Naro-yi  shook  his  head.  “Old magic,  young  seyh.  The  same  cloth  from  which  the  patterns  of  the maijin  were  shaped.  The  same  roots  from  which  the  Incendiary  once sprang.” 

“Incendiary.” Joori nearly spat it. “Is that why those people want Jacin?” 

Morin couldn’t help rolling his eyes. Because,  really? 

“The  same  magic,”  Naro-yi  went  on,  dogged  but  kind,  “that enabled  the  spirits  to  bind  themselves  so  easily  with  the  souls  of  the Jin.”  He  reached  out  and  tapped  gently  at  Joori’s  breastbone.  “You once had a spirit of the earth joined to your soul. But what seed inside you,  do  you  think,  allowed  it  to  find  you  and  bind  itself  to  you  so eagerly and strongly?” 

Joori looked like he was going to be sick. 

“Isn’t it great?” Shig enthused. “Maybe I can—” 

“Maybe you can do whatever it is you want to do when we have more  time,”  Samin  cut  in  abruptly,  though  he  reached  out  and  set  a hand  to  Shig’s  knee  when  she  frowned  at  him  in  obvious disappointment. “We have some things to do right now, lovie. And not much time to get it all straight before we do them.” 

He turned to Joori. “The festival starts tonight,  which will make what I have in mind both easier and more difficult. Happy birthday, by the  way.”  He  shrugged  a  little  when  Joori  only  rolled  his  eyes.  “All right, I’m thinking it’ll make things easier, because the foot traffic will be  breezing  right  by  the  front  gates  here,  and  once  we  get  ourselves through them, we’ll be able to blend in and move with them. Naro-yi 
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says  the  interference  from  the  crowds  will  make  it  more  difficult  for anyone  to  track  us  with  magic.”  He  gave  Naro-yi  a  nod.  “But  the festival  will also  make things harder, because it means Naro-yi  won’t be able to track anyone else, either, and we’re all going to be vulnerable to whatever might want to find us. 

“Those  banpair can blend in, they can look like anyone,  you all saw  it,  and  they  seemed  pretty  determined  to  get  hold  of  the  three  of you. I doubt they’re going to pass up on the opportunity if we give it to them.” 

“They want to use us against him, Joori,” Morin reminded. 

“Yeah, I figured that out,” Joori snapped. 

“I’m  only  saying  that  we  can’t  go  into  this  half-assed,  and  we stick  to  Samin’s  plan,  no  matter  what,  all  right?  You  lose  it  and  go haring off, you might as well just hand Jacin over to them yourself.” 

It  was  harsh,  but  sometimes  harsh  was  the  only  way  to  get through to Joori. He was as disinterested in protecting himself as Jacin was, until he understood that a threat to himself was a bigger threat to Jacin. 

Morin shook his head. As different as Joori and Jacin had turned out,  they  were  twins  down  to  the  bone.  In  too  many  of  the  more unhealthy ways. 

“I get it, Morin,” Joori grated then looked at Samin. “What’s this plan, then?” 

“Easy, really.” Samin nodded again at Naro-yi. “Naro-yi will be leaving  shortly  to  go  and  buy  us  some  glamour  charms.  He’s  got several people in mind who wouldn’t mind getting paid to be us for a while.”  He  patted  at  his  tunic.  “And  I’ve  got  an  ass-load  of  Malick’s money to play with. Naro-yi made sure he was the one to set the wards on the perimeter, so he’ll  be able to  muck  with  his  own magic to  get them in and us out without anyone else knowing.” 

Joori was giving Naro-yi a bit of a slit-eyed stare. “We seem to be trusting an awful lot of this plan to a maijin.” 

“A  maijin  who  kicked  the  shit  out  of  some  of  those   banpair,” 

Morin put in. “To protect us, Joori.” 
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“I know that,” Joori said and shot a somewhat apologetic glance to Naro-yi.  “I do know that.  I’m sorry. And… and thank  you. I don’t mean… it’s only that—” 

“The servants of the gods have not done terribly well by you and yours, young seyh.” Naro-yi looked sincerely apologetic. “Have they?” 

He  seemed  like  he  knew  Joori  wasn’t  going  to  answer.  He  smiled, perhaps a little sadly. “And magic has never been a thing for which you would ever think to be grateful, I’ve no doubt. And no blame to you.” 

His hand moved, like he meant to reach out to Joori, but he didn’t. “If an ulterior motive will set you better at ease, I shall give you one: Owl has ever been Wolf’s staunchest ally, and Wolf has ever extended his brotherly protection to his little sister. Wolf means for the Incendiary to be saved—Owl would do anything for her brother. Something, I think, you can well understand.” He smiled. “From everything I have heard, saving  Fen  Jacin  without  saving  those  he  loves  would  be  the  very definition of futility. As Owl’s servant, I must do my part where I can.” 

He paused, opened  a hand. “If  you’d like the  real  motive, however,  I can only say that I was mortal once, and once I had a family I loved. In all my long years, I have not forgotten what it was like to lose them.” 

Damn it, Morin’s eyes were tearing just like Joori’s were. Would they   ever reach the point  where these things didn’t cut  them down in unsuspecting  moments?  If  Naro-yi’s  expression  was  any  indication, Morin thought not. Hundreds of years old, and his grief was still plain and all too real and credible. 

Joori cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, seyh. I didn’t mean to….” His mouth set tight, and he shook his head. “Either motive will do,” he said then jerked his head up and looked at Samin. “When do we leave and where do we go first?” 

Well, bloody damn, Samin was looking a little choked up himself. 

Morin  didn’t  dare  look  at  Shig,  merely  kept  his  eyes  on  Samin  as Samin blinked several times then peered at all of them, one at a time, before leveling a steady gaze back on Joori. 

“It’ll  be  dark  enough  soon,”  he  said,  resolute.  “Back  to Rihansei’s. As soon as you can stand without falling and get some food in you.” 
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HITSUKE had barely an instant to bend his perception from the dregs of mortal death just a moment ago to the flight of euphoria on which he found himself soaring now. 

He hadn’t meant to die this time. Well, he never really   meant to die,  but  this  time,  he’d  rather  been  in  the  middle  of  things,  and  the dying had been… inconvenient. Still, not as inconvenient as it was for some.  Temshiel  and  maijin,  after  all,  were  required  to  go  through  the process  of  restoration,  meditation—sometimes  even  penance—before returning  to  the  mortal  plane.  Hitsuke  had  no  such  strictures.  Hitsuke had Raven. 

“It  was  one  of  Dragon’s,”  Hitsuke  told  his  lord,  voice  a  bit wobbly  as  he  tilted  his  head  to  the  side,  exposing  his  throat  for  the hungry mouth that swept from jugular to jawline. “She hates me, your sister. She’s accused me more than once of loyalty to Wolf, rather than y—” 

“And  are  your  loyalties  mine?”  Warm  breath  over  Hitsuke’s collarbone. 

“Yesss,” Hitsuke hissed, almost a whine as he pushed himself in, tilting his hips up from their soft bed of jasmine petals and against the perfect body of his lord. “Yes, yours, always yours.” 

“Then  say  my  name”—a  hard  press  of  skin  to  skin—“and  then kiss me some more.” 

“Daraso,” Hitsuke breathed, rocking his torso and swaying to the cadence measured by soft, panting breaths and hard, inarguable desire. 

“Daraso,  Dara—” 

Daraso swallowed his own name on Hitsuke’s breath, pulled him into  a  spiral  of  pleasure  that  blanked  all  else,  made  it  distant, unimportant. There was more, Hitsuke was sure of it, more repetition of the name, more words attached to it, but he lost it all in the rhythm, the sensation, the want and the worship, as his god made love to him on the jasmine  petals  that  were  their  bed  in  Raven’s  garden  when  Hitsuke lingered between life and death. It always made the pain of dying worth 
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it. He loved his god so much, and when they met in the in-between like this, it was like flying high above the world on wings made of pleasure and tenderness, all while safe in his lord’s arms. 

When  they  were  spent  and  sweaty,  tangled  limbs  half  atop  and half  covered  in  bruised  petals,  Hitsuke  lay  content  in  the  arms  of  his lord and gave voice to his concerns: 

“Your  twin  seeks  to  annoy  Wolf.  She  is  still  smarting  over  his acceptance of the Jin and wants them gone, but Wolf’s protections and the magic of the Ancestors hinder her. She cannot move until her own Cycle, and her Cycle is too long away for her liking. And she will not see that there is always a heavy price for thwarting Fate.” He paused to peer  up  into  his  lord’s  dark-dark  eyes.  “She  will  come  to  you  with  a bargain  eventually.”  Hesitantly,  he  added,  “She  is  confident  that  her actions  against  your  Incendiary  will  not…  anger  you.”  His  mouth pinched down a little. “Her maijin instructed me to ‘run and tattle’ as he plunged the sword.” 

He hadn’t really known what to expect, hadn’t dared to hope for the reaction that his heart told him would come from a mortal lover, for his  lover  was  not  mortal,  and  neither  was  he.  Still,  Hitsuke  had  not expected Daraso to chuckle. 

“My  sister,”  said  Daraso,  “has  always  been  driven  by  her jealousies.” He shook his head and kissed Hitsuke’s brow. “’Twas quite useful once, but now….” His eyes narrowed and he peered up through the cherry trees and into the night sky. “She was wrong—she will pay for allowing one of her own to touch you.” 

Hitsuke  closed  his  eyes  and  sighed  as  Daraso’s  arms  tightened around him. “She approves of the Binding War. She lends all her power to  the  Adan,  in  hopes  that  they  will  wipe  the  Jin  from  her  sight altogether.  I  suspect  she  was  quite  gleeful  when  the  Ancestors instructed their people to stop ‘tainting’ their Lines with Adan blood.” 

And  started  a  war  that  was  even  now  pitting   Temshiel  against maijin, threatening to leak over into the divine planes. It wasn’t enough for  Dragon  that  the  mortals  would  kill  each  other  and  break  a  bond centuries in the making; she had enlisted her  Temshiel to the cause, and had  been  quite  certain  that  Raven  would  take  her  side.  Since  it  was 
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Raven’s Cycle, all  Temshiel and maijin held their breath, waiting to see if they’d be called to a cause they perhaps did not support, but would have no choice but to defend. 

“She  was,”  said  Daraso,  amused.  “It  did  not  become  her.”  He paused  and  ran  his  fingertips  up  and  down  Hitsuke’s  backbone. 

“Though I cannot say I entirely disagree with her desires.” 

Hitsuke frowned. “The Jin are more valuable to the gods than any other people. Their belief comes from knowledge, and so is unshakable. 

Do you not think that was Fate’s intention when she left Mii-daichiseyh to his destiny?” 

“So, it was Wolf’s Jin sheep who defeated a god?” Daraso asked mildly. 

“It was Fate,” Hitsuke insisted. “The Jin were fated to lift up The Six and so put down Mii-daichiseyh. They have already converted the Adan  and  nearly  obliterated  the  dying  shreds  of  Mii-daichiseyh’s  last foothold.  The  Adan  abandoned  their  One  God   because  of  the  Jin. 

Surely they deserve some—” 

“They do not even deserve what Wolf has handed them. They do not  deserve  to   live,  and  yet  live  they  do,  with  all  the  blessings  of  the magic the gods hand only to those who have earned it. The Ancestors and  all  their  spawn  should  have  been  punished  and  destroyed.  And because they were not,  they and ‘their people’ worship   Wolf, not  The Six, and it will only be a matter of time before The Six becomes One again.” 

Hitsuke sat up, heart lumping heavily, and he set his hand lightly to  Daraso’s  mouth,  as  though  he  could  call  back  the  words  with  the futile  gesture.  “Don’t  say  such  things,  my  lord.  The  Jin  are  more devoted to The Six than any other people. They perhaps offer gratitude to Wolf for protecting them, but Wolf would not—” 

“No?”  Daraso  took  Hitsuke’s  hand  away,  kissing  the  tips  of  his fingers,  but  his  eyes  had  gone  somewhat  chilled  and  narrow.  “My brother grows stronger with each prayer they offer him, even when he is not in his Cycle. And treachery is not a thing so alien to The Six who came  from  The  One.  Do  not  forget—’twas  Wolf  who  began  the rebellion against our sire.” 
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“That was because your sire was an arrogant magician before he rose into a callous god who went a little bit insane with his power as it grew. He tested Fate, thwarted her, and he paid the price. Fate always answers  those  who  question  her  with  the  cruelty  of  granting  their wishes. Believe me, I know.” 

Daraso slipped his hand to Hitsuke’s cheek. “Yes,” he whispered, 

“I imagine you would.” He pulled Hitsuke down. Hitsuke laid his head to Daraso’s breastbone, but his body remained tense, as it hadn’t been before.  “Tell  me,  my  faithful  Hitsuke,  Fate’s  Incendiary—”  Daraso stopped short when Hitsuke tried to jolt up again, tender allegiance, but a firm grip kept him where he was. “— are you truly mine?” This time it was Daraso who covered Hitsuke’s mouth when Hitsuke opened it to answer immediately. “I don’t believe there is another soul who is more loyal to the gods, but are you truly  mine? Would you do anything I ask of you?” 

Hitsuke  pulled  Daraso’s  hand  away.  “You  promised  me  once  to take  care  what  you  ask  of  me.  I  asked  for  that  promise  because  I worried  I  could  not  refuse  you  anything.”  As  had  been  done  to  him before,  Hitsuke  kissed  the  tips  of  Daraso’s  fingers.  “As  long  as  you keep your promise, I will do what you ask.  My lord.” A reminder of the delicate balance the Incendiary kept, and the promise his god had made him when he’d pledged his oath. 

Daraso  stared  at  him  steadily.  “And  if  I  broke  my  promise,  if  I asked of  you something  Fate would not  wish…. Would  you, Hitsuke, last of the Incendiary, Raven’s-own, lover of Daraso and keeper of his heart—would you take back your oath and swear it to another?” 

The thought of it would have brought Hitsuke to his knees, had he been standing. As it was, tears gathered behind his brow, burned at the corners of his eyes, but he would not let them fall, not here. 

“Even gods are not invulnerable to Fate. I would not see my lord fall  to  her  for  the  purpose  of  testing  one  who  loves  him  above  all.” 

Hitsuke hesitated. “Don’t ask it of me, my lord, don’t tempt me to give it to you to please you, only to see you pay for it when Fate demands her price. A worse failure to my god I cannot imagine.” 
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One  black  eyebrow  rose.  “Failure.”  A  faint  hint  of  a  smirk twitched  at  Daraso’s  mouth,  but  it  didn’t  look  the  least  bit  amused. 

“And yet you fail me even now, with every word of concern you speak for your god.” 

It   hurt.  A  physical  pain,  right  in  the  center  of  Hitsuke’s  chest. 

Hitsuke sat up slowly, pulled back; Daraso let him go, but kept a hand to his wrist. 

“Do  you  think,  perhaps,”  Daraso  mused  slowly,  “that  the Incendiary sees more and farther than Raven?” 

“No, of course—” 

“And  yet  you  would  refuse  a  request  from  your  god—from Daraso, whom you love—to… what? Protect?” He propped himself up on his elbows, tilted his dark head. “That smells of failure from either end.  It  smells  of  betrayal.  You  would  betray  me  to  save  me,  my Incendiary?” 

Hitsuke  swallowed.  “Never  ask  of  me  something  I  cannot  give you, and we shall never have to know the answer to that question.” 

His voice was hoarse, somewhat hollow. Horrible foreboding was leaching  away  all  of  the  warmth  and  love  in  which  he’d  basked  only moments ago. 

“And to  whom, then, would  you  give  your oath?” Raven asked, for  it  wasn’t  Daraso  peering  so  intently,  almost  coldly,  at  his Incendiary. “Does Wolf still hold more of my Incendiary’s heart than I would like to think?” 

This was getting very, very dangerous. Exactly what had Dragon said to her twin, and how much of it had her twin believed? 

“Wolf holds as much of  your Incendiary’s heart as any one of the other  gods,”  Hitsuke  said  carefully.  “My  loyalties—my   heart—have been all too obvious to anyone with eyes for centuries, but Fate  must be considered. You can ask many things of me, but you cannot ask it all—

I’ve had  your word.” He paused to set a hand to Daraso’s cheek. “You would put me to the test now, my lord? Out of jealousy for a brother who wants your power and your Cycle no more than I do?” 
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He’d meant it as a challenge, a sharp reminder of all of the ways he’d  shown  his  love  and  his  loyalty,  all  through  the  centuries.  He hadn’t  expected  his  god  to  look  at  him  with  those  guarded  eyes,  that harsh suspicion all over his beautiful face… that jealousy and growing anger that leaked out of him to almost smother Hitsuke. Hitsuke’s heart broke—slowly and with sickening ease—as he watched his god nod his dark head, watched a cold little smile settle upon his god’s red lips. 

“I  would,”  said  Raven  and  jerked  Hitsuke  up  from  the  bed  of jasmine,  Hitsuke’s  body  already  heavy,  gaining  substance,  as  Raven began the process of sending him back into the mortal realm. “I would ask  my Incendiary to find a way to rid the world of the Jin abomination, in  a  way  that  will  hint  at  no  blame  to  his  god.  I  would  ask   my Incendiary to be very careful in his choices, for his god is a jealous one, and he does not deign to  share.” 

“If  my  lord  would  just  listen,  I’m  sure  he  would  see  that….” 

Hitsuke  was  going  numb  everywhere,  the  reality  of  what  was happening blurring over into the mortal  reality into  which Raven was forcing  him.  “Daraso,”  he  wheezed,  gasping  now,  “you  don’t understand. If I let  you do this, if I   help you do this, then I will have failed you utterly. Fate will demand a price of you, and it may be too horrible for you to pay. It is with love for his god that your Incendiary refuses.  You  don’t  walk  the  world,  you  cannot  simply  wipe  out  a people because they displease—” 

“Arrogance,” Daraso snarled. “And still  you think to  turn me to your own heart’s cause.  Still  you think to  pretend  you do this for me and not for  him.” 

“My lord—” Hard hands took hold of Hitsuke, shook him. 

“I can be cruel, can I not? ‘Twas cruelty and resolve that brought you to me, no?” The smile turned colder. “I ask for proof,  my love.” 

Angry, hurt beyond rational thought, Hitsuke tried to pull away—

couldn’t. “Ask for my heart in your hand, and I’ll place it there myself. 

Ask  for  my  soul,  and  I’ll  tear  it  from  my  body  and  give  it  with  no remorse. Have I not already proved—?” 

“That  you  are  true  to  Fate  and  the  gods?  That  you  love  your gentle Daraso? Indeed you have. Now you shall prove you are true to 
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your  god—to   this  god.”  Raven  leaned  in  and  laid  a  kiss  to  Hitsuke’s brow as he’d done before, only this one was so cold it almost burned like  a  brand.  “Always  there  is  Fate  and  your  loyalties,  your   choices between  us.  ‘Take  care  what  you  ask  of  me’,  you  tell  me,  and  you depend  upon— play  upon  my  love  for  you  to  avoid  those  things  you would  not  wish  to  do  for   your  lord.  Your  lord’s  love  is  not  without limits, and neither is your god’s.” He held Hitsuke away, pushing him into  his  mortality.  “Now  we  shall  find  out  where  your  limits  lie. 

Raven’s-own.” 

 You are safe, little Catalyst. These things cannot hurt you now. 

Then why was his chest so tight? Why did it feel like his eyes had been scoured with sand? 

 I want to stop now, he said. He didn’t want to see what came next. 

He didn’t think he could take it. 

 We cannot. It has already taken us days to get here. We have no more time. 

Days?  Days? It felt like moments. It felt like forever. 

 I don’t care. I want— 

Hands  closed  around  his  wrists—comfort;    Malick—and  a  bright little  point  of  pain  sparked  into  his  leg  then  striated  out  through  him, made him heavy. 

 Stop….  He  licked  his  lips,  tugging  on  his  hands  to  feel  the reassuring  grip  that  wouldn’t  let  him  go.  Stop  fucking   drugging   me. 

 Bastard. 

A chuckle, low and rolling, then:  Stop fighting me, little Catalyst. 

 You are safe. Show me the rest. 

Like before, like always, he had no choice. 

In  the  end,  it  could  have  been  so  easy.  All  it  would  have  taken was  a  little  grumbling  in  the  tearooms,  a  little  gossip  in  the  shops.  It would be nothing at all to put the right words in the right ears, then sit back and watch as the idea was discussed, dissected, took root. It would be nothing at all to irrevocably set the gods against the Jin and thwart Fate to please Raven. He even knew how he would do it. It helped that the Binding War still raged. It helped that the Binding War came from 
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unacknowledged fear in the hearts of those who had no magic toward those who had. Haves and Have-nots; it always came down to that, one way or another. 

Hitsuke couldn’t do it. And it wouldn’t  even matter, because he knew Raven would find his own way, and Hitsuke’s “rebellion” would have no meaning, but for a betrayal between lovers. 

He  sat  in  an  Adan  tearoom  with  a  maijin  of  Snake,  drinking warmed  wine  to  numb  the  sorrow,  wondering  if  he  really  could  offer oath to Wolf after everything Raven had been to him. After everything he’d thought he’d been to Raven. The thought made him want to weep. 

“You’re here to set the stage for annihilation.” Goyo was looking at Hitsuke with real grief in his eyes. “Aren’t you?” 

Hitsuke couldn’t  answer. What  was he supposed to  say? He  got up and left. 

Goyo caught up to him only paces from the tearoom. 

“Incendiary,”  Goyo  whispered.  “Raven’s  Incendiary.”  He frowned  a little when Hitsuke couldn’t help  the flinch. “It’s no secret what  Raven  would  wish,  Hitsuke.  And  it’s  no  secret  who  carries  out Raven’s wishes for him—even better and with much more finesse than Raven’s  Temshiel and maijin. But Raven’s Incendiary has always been a fair-minded man, and I can’t—” 

Hitsuke  stopped  Goyo  with  a  wave  of  his  hand,  because  he couldn’t stand to hear it anymore. “It would be such a simple thing, you know.”  Hitsuke’s  voice  sounded  dull  and  dead,  even  to  him.  He wondered  what  Goyo  was making of it, but  he  couldn’t seem  to  drag his eyes from the dirt to find out. “A whisper in the ears of a few Jin, then watch them wield their magic against those who have none. They almost want to now. 

“A  suggestible  people.  Have  you  ever  wondered  why?”  He smiled,  a  small,  weary  thing,  when  Goyo  only  stared  at  him. 

“Descendants  of   Temshiel.  Every  one  of  them.  And   Temshiel  were made to obey. It’s in their Blood. And thus it’s in the Jin. That’s why Wolf  watches  them  so.  It  isn’t  love—it’s  wariness.  How  long  d’you suppose  their  will  would  stand  against  that  of  Raven’s  Incendiary?” 

Hitsuke  laughed  a  little,  harsh  and  hollow.  “The  gods  wouldn’t  stand 
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for it. Raven could call down the   Temshiel on the Jin, and even Wolf could not save them.” 

Goyo  was  silent  for  quite  a  while  as  they  slowly  walked,  his expression  warping  from  shock  to  concern  to  confusion  to  horror. 

“Hitsuke,” he finally said, “this is not you. I know your heart, I know—” 

“I  have  not  come  to  Jejin  to  make  the  destruction  of  its  people easier,” Hitsuke cut in, his voice steadier now, though very, very sad. “I have come to take my oath from Raven’s hand.” 

He hadn’t known he was actually going to do it until it had come out his mouth. The pain of it was like a spike to his chest. 

Goyo stopped then laid  a hand to Hitsuke’s  arm to  stop  him, as well.  Goyo’s  eyes  were  wide  and  shocked.  “The   hell  you  say.”  He stared;  Hitsuke  kept  his  own  gaze  as  steady  as  he  could.  A  tentative smile  flittered  at  Goyo’s  mouth.  “And  would  you  consider  Snake, then?” 

Well. He wouldn’t be true maijin if he hadn’t tried. 

“Perhaps,”  was  all  Hitsuke  could  make  himself  say.  Though  he knew Snake wouldn’t have him. Neither would Dragon, and Bear was too rigid to trust with his soul. Owl, perhaps, though he didn’t know if she’d  be  willing  to  test  her  more  powerful  brother  for  an  Incendiary who  came  with  conditions,  who  had  left  his  god  because  those conditions had been renounced. 

Wolf,  he  thought.  Wolf  would  take  him.  But  if  Hitsuke  went  to Wolf  now,  Raven  would  not  see  that  there’d  been  little  other  choice, and  who  knew  where  that  sort  of  strife  between  powerful  brothers could lead? 

 Save me,   I’m really going to do this. And Daraso will never, ever forgive me. 

Hitsuke didn’t know if it was going to be enough that he’d never forgive Daraso, either. 

Strange.  He  was  angry,  his  heart  was  broken  into  a  thousand pieces, and he  could  contemplate taking his  oath from  Raven with  an ease  he  couldn’t  credit,  but  he  couldn’t  imagine  himself  giving  it  to another.  Couldn’t. 
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The tears were building too quickly behind Hitsuke’s eyes. Goyo had  to  have  seen  them,  but  he  politely  pretended  he  hadn’t.  Still,  he took Hitsuke into an embrace that threatened to break him completely. 

Goyo was newly made, as naïve as an immortal could be, and full of ideals and the tenets of his god, around which he had yet to bend or manipulate his way, too full of the wonders of immortality to know that he would someday have to. Hitsuke liked him, maybe even loved him a little bit—loved to watch him focus on the smaller picture,  care about the  mortals  over  whom  he  had  power,  and  leave  all  of  the  bigger picture  machinations  to  the   Temshiel.  Maijin  were  almost  always  at their very best, what they were  meant to be, when they were new and too  young to  be jaded.  Hitsuke took  the embrace Goyo offered for as long as he could stand it, and then he pulled away. He placed a soft kiss to Goyo’s cheek. 

“I haven’t the wit to choose now, Goyo.” Hitsuke shook his head and rubbed at his aching eyes. “I haven’t the wit for much of—” 

“Hitsuke,” Goyo cut in, troubled, “you cannot leave it. You stand before  me  unprotected.  What  if  Snake  wished  for  me  to  murder  you where you stand?” 

Hitsuke almost laughed. “Then you would probably end up with the easiest fight of your life.” 

Goyo didn’t look amused. “And what if Raven chose—?” 

“Raven’s choice has already been made quite clear to me, Goyo. 

And mine, I should think, to him.” 

Or perhaps it hadn’t been, not until he’d spoken the words, made them real, because even before the last syllable left his tongue, the pain hit him like a sledgehammer and took his breath away. He reached out, made a frantic, instinctive grab, and found Goyo’s hand locked in his. 

“What is it?” Goyo asked, concerned. “Hitsuke, what—?” 

Hitsuke  screamed. He’d never  felt pain  like this before.  He  was on  his  knees  before  he  was  conscious  of  losing  his  footing.  Goyo’s hand  was  still  gripped  in  his,  bones  shifting  and  scraping  beneath Hitsuke’s fingers, but he couldn’t let go. He screamed again. 
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“Hitsuke!”  Goyo  cried,  holding  on,  pushing  the  hair  from Hitsuke’s face, flinching back a little when Hitsuke screamed yet again. 

“Snake!” Goyo called. “Have mercy, take his oath—” 

“Daraso!” Hitsuke shrieked, thick and hoarse and filled with the pain  that  was  racking  him  from  toe  to  crown.  Agony—there  was  no other word for it, his soul knocked loose from mortal moorings,  pulled, and the torture of it was like… like nothing he’d ever known. All the deaths,  all  the  loves;  none  of  them  had  even  hinted  at  an  anguish  so deep and profound. “Daraso!” 

And  he  was  there,  in  some  in-between  Hitsuke  had  never  seen before, cherry blossom petals falling like a shroud, clogging Hitsuke’s throat as he opened his mouth to shriek his agony, and some part of his mind wondered distantly why it wasn’t jasmine, but it scuttered at the corners  of  insanity  with  everything  else  in  his  head.  Black  eyes watched him, stone-hard and cold. 

“I  did  not  think,  little  Hitsuke,  that  you  would  truly  betray  me. 

 You!” 

Hitsuke gasped through the pain. “My lord—” 

“You  do  not  renounce  me,  my  Incendiary.  You  take  oath  to  no one else. I am a jealous god—did I not tell you?” 

Hitsuke could barely breathe, writhing at the feet of his god, but he forced his mouth to work, his voice to rise above a pathetic whisper. 

“You cannot force me to accept betrayal and you cannot stop me from choosing  another.”  He  took  a  strained  breath,  but  the  pain  trebled, quadrupled, and he didn’t even have the wind to scream this time. 

He was in Raven’s arms now, looking up into black eyes that held no mercy, but a wealth of rage Hitsuke couldn’t fathom. “I can stop you from anything I like,” Raven snarled. “Anything, do you understand? I am  your god and you are nothing. This is your soul I hold in my hands, my Hitsuke. And as long as I hold it, I can do what I like with it.” He smiled. “Look down.” 

Hitsuke had no choice. He looked down and saw his own body, twisting in the dirt outside the tearoom, Goyo bent over him, calling for Snake to save him. Hitsuke could have told him it was useless. Snake had  thought  Incendiary  too  dangerous  since  his  own  had  played  with 
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her god’s laws to bring about a necessary fate. She hadn’t even broken them, and still Snake had stamped her out like… oh. Like Raven was stamping out Hitsuke now. 

Strange.  Even  after  all  of  the  centuries  he’d  spent  walking  the world,  seeing  all  of  the  things  he’d  seen,  Hitsuke  had  still  honestly thought love would save him in the end. 

“Go on, then,” Raven  crooned. “Call for Wolf. Ask   him to  save you.” 

Hitsuke  opened  his  mouth—not  to  call  for  Wolf,  but  to…  he didn’t know, but even now he couldn’t make himself call to anyone but Daraso—but  the  pain  hit  him  again,  stopping  breath  and  thought,  but consciousness would not leave him. 

“You  are  mine,  little  lost  soul,”  Raven  whispered.  “I  will  bind your spirit to mortal flesh and your heart to forgetfulness. You will be reborn under my moon again and again, and you will remember none of what you were before, but this….” He tapped Hitsuke’s chest, ramping up  the  agony  until  Hitsuke  thought  perhaps  he’d  die  from  it  alone. 

“This will remain in your heart. Always. So that you too will know the pain you have caused to the one you profess to love so well.” He tilted his dark head, his expression not one of pain, as he’d alleged, but more like… satisfaction. “A fitting sacrifice to atone for failing your god, is it not?” 

“Everything,” Hitsuke choked, rasping it out with the very last of his breath. “Everything… already sacrificed… for  you….” 

“And now living is your sacrifice,” Raven told him coldly. “A Jin Untouchable, I think, so that none may lay hands on you but me. Let us see  how  the  Incendiary  likes  being  one  of  the  people  he  would  save. 

Let us see if Wolf himself will ride down from the heavens to deliver you.” He threw Hitsuke down, free fall, down and down and down, his voice  echoing  in  the  emptiness  as  Hitsuke  fell.  “Beg  for  me,  my Incendiary. Beg me prettily, and perhaps I will find mercy for the one who deceived me so cruelly.” 

To  do  so  would  mean  he  truly  had  failed.  At  everything. 

Including love. 

Hitsuke would not. And so he fell. 
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THE  vendors  had  set  up  already,  even  this  far  out  from  where  the festival  would  officially  commence  when  Owl  began  her  ascent.  The scent  of fried dough warmed the chill  air as they strolled through the low gates of Malick’s house, pausing when Naro-yi told them to until he was satisfied with the weave of his magic around the place and then around  them.  As  though  on  cue,  all  of  them  at  once  dragged  the glamour  charms  over  their  heads  and  dropped  their  false  faces,  then followed the jerk of Samin’s chin out onto the walkway. 

“Watch  yourselves,  all  of  you,”  Samin  told  them  sternly,  eyes darting everywhere. “Don’t do anything until I tell you to, and for the love of the gods,  stick close.” 

Shig had to do a little bit of a twirl to keep from falling over as they  angled  around  and  through  the  crowds  heading  toward  Mitsu’s main square and the temples. She covered it with a wide, confident grin and  a  bow  when  Samin  and  Morin  both  looked  at  her  with  raised eyebrows.  The  floaty  feeling  wouldn’t  go  away,  so  Shig  just  kind  of went with it as they walked on. 

Yep,  still  a  little  loopy,  so  she  was  pretty  sure  Joori  was,  too, because  Joori  merely  cut  her  a  guarded  glance  and  didn’t  snark.  She didn’t  say  anything,  though.  Joori  wouldn’t  appreciate  it,  and  Samin might try to use it as an excuse to ditch them somewhere “safe,” like he’d  wanted  to  do  before.  Actually,  he’d  wanted  to  leave  them  all  at Malick’s house, but Morin had snapped arguments at him over Joori’s bed while Joori was still in it and sleeping off the drugs, and Samin had eventually  given  in.  Shig  didn’t  know  what  it  was  about  Morin  that made  Samin  listen  and  acquiesce—when  Shig  knew  Samin’s  main concern was keeping them all alive—but whatever it was had come in handy  as  she’d  watched  Morin  argue  Samin  out  of  going  back  to  the 
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Gates of Rapture by himself. All right, he probably would have taken Naro-yi, but that didn’t count, because Naro-yi wasn’t…. 

Well. As Yori would’ve said: Naro-yi wasn’t  theirs. 

Thwarting the tears that wanted to rise, Shig smiled brightly at the man who’d almost just rammed right over her and shoved her beneath the  feet  of  the  too-close  throng;  the  man’s  eyebrows  went  up  and  an answering smile bloomed as he bowed in apology and let her pass. Shig saw  Samin  watching  it  all  with  a  smile  that  was  both  fond  and  tight-lipped, and a shake of his head. She made herself smirk, because that would be what Samin expected, even though her heart wasn’t in it. 

Damn it. Shig missed Yori right now with a bitter ache. A “job” 

like this one had been like breath and blood to her. Yori’s enthusiasm for Malick’s various causes over the years had been the only thing that had  kept  Shig  engaged  in  it  all.  And  now,  without  Yori,  Shig  was having  trouble  finding  any  meaning  in  tonight’s  business  besides  the burgeoning  almost-possibility  of  touching  that  magic  again,  seeing  if that  kindred  spark  she’d  thought  she’d  felt  when  the  little  shepherds had touched her had been real or merely  wishful thinking. There was finding  Fen,  of  course,  and  it   was  important  and  Shig   was  worried, but—like Morin—Shig had more sympathy for anyone who tried to get in Fen’s way. And she was getting a little tired of  Fen this and  Fen that all the time. 

 Other people get lost too, y’know. 

Shig  frowned.  That  was  a  little  catty.  And  kind  of  unexpected. 

She didn’t  feel lost. Or… well, maybe sometimes. 

“The old magic is very complex,” Naro-yi said softly, as if he’d been reading Shig’s thoughts, which maybe he had. He’d been sort of hovering  at  Shig’s  shoulder  for  blocks  and  blocks  as  they’d  wended through the city, dodging people who were on their way to the festival while Samin swiveled his gaze around, watching everyone’s backs and broadcasting anxiety all over the place. “At least,” Naro-yi went on, “it is  complex  where  the  magic  of  the  gods  is  concerned.”  He  slid  his bright  glance over at Shig and gave her a small smile. “You are half-Jin, no?” 
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When Shig nodded, Naro-yi took her hand and wrapped it around his arm. So cute and… courtly. Shig had to grin. 

“Likely  why  the  two  could  dwell  inside  you  with  such  ease,” 

Naro-yi added. 

Shig thought about that…. Nope, not getting it. 

“The two?” 

Naro-yi  shrugged.  “It  is  not  a…  popular  topic  of  discussion.  I suspect  because there is  so little of the old  magic left,  and those who have it keep it rather close. They prefer it that way and so do the gods. 

A  balance  is  always  necessary,  you  see.  Fate  requires  it,  and  all  the gods abide by Fate. But not all compromises are happy ones.” 

Shig wasn’t watching where she was going, kind of just staring at Naro-yi, so she almost forgot what she wanted to ask when he nudged her to the side so she wouldn’t walk right up some woman’s back. Oh, right, that was it—“I never knew there  was an old magic.” 

“Before the moons came.” Naro-yi patted Shig’s hand where she held lightly to his bicep. “The tribes that became the Jin were rich with it.  Perhaps  that  is  why  the   Temshiel  who  loved  them  and  made  the Ancestors  were  drawn  to  them.  There  is  no  way  to  know.  There  are none left among us from that time.” 

Because  most  of  them  were  destroyed  by  their  gods  when  they refused to destroy their progeny. Shig knew that old chestnut. And any immortals  that  had  been  around  back  then  and  were  still  walking  the world were now the  banpair that had been causing so much trouble. 

“The interesting thing,” Naro-yi went on, “is the magic itself.” He turned to  look  at Shig  closely.  “The old  magic,  you see,  evolves  as a seed,  a  part  of  one’s  own  soul.  The  magic  of  the  gods  ripens  in  the Blood,  a  legacy  of  the   Temshiel,  and  eats  up  the  old  magic  while making  itself.  Like  a  chick  inside  an  egg  will  absorb  the  sac  before pecking its way free.” 

“Huh,” was all Shig said. She’d never heard the “birth” of magic spoken  of  in  such…  respectful  terms.  Certainly  not  in  Ada,  and certainly not by anyone she’d ever run into. 
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Samin  had  gotten  a  little  ahead.  They  were  near  the  piers  now, aiming away from where everyone else was, so the crowds had thinned, only families with small children and old people with canes straggling among them now. Samin gave Shig a look that asked if everything was all right, and Shig gave him a grin. Samin, flanked by Morin and Joori, shrugged then started walking again. 

“You  are  half-Blood,”  Naro-yi  said  with  another  pat  to  Shig’s hand, increasing their pace a little to keep up with Samin and the boys, since  they  weren’t  being  held  up  by  oblivious  pedestrians  anymore. 

“The magic of the gods is not as strong in you as it would be in a full-Blood Jin.” He paused for a moment, but when Shig only kept staring at him, he smiled. “Some believe the Ancestors gave the Jin their magic not  to  spite  the  gods,  but  to  supplant  the  old  magic  that  seeded  their children, a remnant from the one god for whom the Jin had no love.” 

Shig really had to concentrate to follow that one. She wasn’t sure she  was  getting  it.  “They  gave  their  magic  to  the  Jin  so  that  the  Jin would only  have the  gods’ magic,  and not  the old?” Shig frowned.  It sounded like he was hinting that maybe there was a chance she could still have magic somewhere in her, but that wasn’t all of it. “I don’t get it.” 

“I’m not certain I do, either,” said Naro-yi thoughtfully. “But the Adan were of the old god, and therefore of the old magic, before the Jin converted them. And the Jin thought the dilution of their Blood through the  Adan  serious  enough  to  fight  a  war  over  it.”  He  shook  his  head, pensive.  “The  spirits  seek  out  those  who  have  the  seed  and  bind themselves to its host. New magic usurping old magic, as the six gods once usurped the one.” He sighed and peered up at the corner of the sky where  the  jade  shadow  of  Owl  lurked  behind  the  fire-mountains.  “I cannot help but think there’s something there. I cannot help but feel we are living an echo of a past we cannot know, because none who lived it are here to warn us, but for gods who are too silent and canny to—” 

He  stopped  dead,  right  in  the  middle  of  the  walkway,  his  light, friendly hold on Shig’s hand spasming a little then tightening down. 

“Samin,” Naro-yi said in a tone that stopped Samin in his tracks, and  Morin  and  Joori  along  with  him.  “It’s  begun.”  Naro-yi  tugged  at Shig’s  arm.  Shig  had  time  to  think  she’d  never  seen  Naro-yi  actually 
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anxious  before,  then  Naro-yi  was  snapping,  “They’ve  breached  the Gate— hurry,” and he yanked Shig into a run. 





SAMIN saw the glow of the fire minutes before they barreled onto the street where the Gates of Rapture   was burning. 

“Well,” Naro-yi panted, “that’s one way to get rid of the wards, I suppose.” 

Samin shot him a look. “You can burn wards down?” 

“No. But you can burn down the structure upon which the spells are cast.” Naro-yi shrugged. “Rihansei is no novice. He’ll have set the wards down into the bedrock, no doubt. But this….” He waved at the fire. “This is a start.” 

Samin spun his glance about and saw Seb and several of the men who’d thrown them out of the tavern the other night trying to bully at least a dozen of the Patrol into a bucket team, and then… shit. “That’s Imara,” he said and pulled Morin and Joori back against the shattered frontispiece of a spice shop across the street. Leftover destruction from the other night. The street itself was still buckled and broken in places. 

Naro-yi frowned, shuddered a little, then whipped around to stare up toward the rooftops. “There are more than just the few this time,” he hissed, teeth set tight. 

They  all  peered  up.  Samin  had  no  trouble  at  all  spotting  the dozens of black-clad figures standing like sentinels atop the roof of the Gates of Rapture, and then another several dozen atop the roofs of all the  surrounding  buildings.  They  weren’t  attacking  the  Patrol.  They weren’t  doing  anything.  Merely  standing  up  there,  still  and  somehow malevolent, like a murder of crows, watching. 

Samin only had time to muse how apt that phrase might turn out to be before Joori was gripping his sleeve. “What are we supposed to do?” Joori’s eyes were wild as he stared at Samin—hope and dread and anger  and  fear  in  equal  parts.  He  was  gripping  one  of  Malick’s  short swords in one hand, and one of Fen’s knives in the other. He glanced at Morin—just as anxious and the grip on his own weapons just as firm—
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then  squared  his  shoulders  and  looked  back  at  Samin.  “If  Jacin’s  in there….” 

He didn’t have to finish. Even if these creatures couldn’t get past all  the  protections,  it  wasn’t  going  to  matter.  A  fire  to  flush  Fen  out, and  then  an  ambush  when  he  broke  cover.  So  bloody  simple,  Samin could’ve laughed. 

Well, actually, no. 

“I  can’t  veil  you,”  Naro-yi  said,  looking  at  Samin  with  urgency and purpose. 

Yeah, well, Samin had kind of known that was a risk in ducking Imara. 

“Fine,” he grumbled and looked at the boys. This was not going to go over well, but enough was enough, and this had turned to shit too quickly.  “Things  have  changed,”  he  told  them,  slanting  his  tone  as brusque  as  he  could  make  it  to  limit  argument.  Because  there  were going to be arguments. “You’re not going in.” He held up his hand and set his face into hostile lines when both Joori and Morin glared at him accusingly  and  opened  their  mouths.  “I  know  what  I  said,  but  it’s different now. If I had my way, you wouldn’t be here at all.” 

And how he’d let Morin argue him into this, he’d never know, but Morin  just  had  a  way  of  sounding  so  bloody   reasonable,  and  Samin hadn’t  been  able  to  deny  that  it  was  Morin’s  right  and  Joori’s  to  go after their brother. That wasn’t making as much sense now as it had a few hours ago. 

“There is no way in any hell you can imagine I will lead you two into a burning building that’s under attack by fucking  banpair.” Samin paused for only a second, and when the boys only stared at him, a little stunned, he plowed on, “You’ll stay here with Naro-yi.” 

“You’re going in?” Naro-yi asked anxiously. 

Samin could only shrug. “One of our own is in there.” 

Naro-yi’s  eyebrows  went  up,  but  he  merely  nodded  and  said, 

“Shig can lead you.” 

That  made  Samin  pause.  It  made  Shig  grin.  Which  really  just figured. Without her magic, Shig wasn’t much good in a fight anymore, 
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but  Naro-yi  had  yet  to  steer  them  wrong,  and  Shig  seemed  willing enough. 

And then a knife lodged in Samin’s chest. 





“YOU must come back, little Incendiary.” 

He didn’t think he could. The shock of pain still weltered through him, the shock of lost love and betrayal and anger resonating through his whole body with a brutal agony of its own. 

“Daraso!” he shouted, surprised when it came out as solid as his own  raspy  voice  could  get,  surprised  when  the  pain  through  which  it had to wend proved to be more in his memory than in his body. 

“Come now, little Incendiary, wake up,  wake up!” 

“G’off me,” he slurred, swatting blindly, and he was surprised yet again when his arm moved freely until strong fingers took hold of his hand, rubbed. He blinked open eyelids that felt like they were weighted down  with  rocks  to  see  Rihansei  bent  over  him,  kneading  at  the  raw, blood-crusted skin around Jacin’s wrist. 

 Jacin.  Right.  He  was  Jacin  here.  Which  didn’t  change  for  a moment  what  he’d been when he’d been   there.  Nor that the safe grip had never been Malick at all, but shackles and fucking  chains. 

Save  him,  what  was  he  supposed  to  do  with  all  of   that?  Even now, the panic was coming at him with teeth almost sharper than those damned  little  lizards.  Like  he  was  two  people  at  once,  thinking  with two minds, one bouncing right off the other, and— 

No, not two. More. All of them, everyone he’d ever been, all of their memories crushing into him,  reminding him, making him  see, and holy fucking shit, if he started hearing the echoes of the Ancestors, he was going to lose his shit like he’d never lost it before. 

And it wouldn’t stop. So much more than he’d seen in wherever he’d been, it was all spinning behind his eyes now, in his head, until he felt like it might runnel out his eyes and his ears, and it wouldn’t matter 
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that he was deaf and blind, because he’d still be able to see and hear it all. 

 Oh shit. Ohshitohshitohshit— 

“Are you awake now, little Incendiary?” Rihansei asked, a weird urgency in his  tone.  “Come on, then, speak to me,  you haven’t  much time.” 

 The  cherry  blossom  petals,  to  remind  him  always  of  what  he’d lost, what he couldn’t have, like a fishhook piercing his breastbone and pulling, calling to him, and something in him calling back. 

No.  He  couldn’t  think  about  it,  but  he  couldn’t   stop  thinking about it, either. 

 Control. Focus. 

He  had  to  get  himself  together.  He  had  to  get  out  of  here.  But first, he apparently had to convince Rihansei that he could unlock that other shackle. 

“I’m awake, quit nagging,” Jacin snapped, his throat sore and dry, his  voice raspier than usual. “And what  the hell?  You’re the one who keeps drugging me.” 

Rihansei   tsked,  shaking  his  head,  and  reached  to  unlock  Jacin’s other wrist from the chains. “And if you hadn’t fought me so hard, we could have been done hours after we started, rather than days.” 

 It had been Hitsuke who’d handed Raven the way to destroy the Jin, his strategy, his injudicious, weepy drivel that he’d spilled to Goyo outside that tearoom, and Raven had been listening. Hitsuke’s first life as Untouchable had been one of abrupt, crushing insanity, just like all the rest. 

 Had Raven known the execution of Hitsuke’s musings would drive the  Ancestors  mad,  and  thus  the  Untouchables?  Had  he  known precisely  how  brutal  the  “punishment”  would  be  for  the  one  he’d promised to love? 

“Days,”  Jacin  repeated  stupidly,  watching  Rihansei  fiddle  with the  key  for  several  moments  before  he  apparently  got  sick  of  faffing about  with  it  and  blew  on  the  shackle.  A  small  burst  of  light  nearly 
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blinded Jacin and heat flared over his skin, but the metal band around his wrist abruptly let go. “How  many days?” 

“My boy, I have lost track,” Rihansei said wearily. 

Gah. Days. No wonder Jacin felt like shit. How much of that tea had  Rihansei  poured  down  his  throat  while  he’d  been  out  of  it?  And how many of those bloodthirsty little lizards had snacked on him? 

Rihansei  was  rubbing  at  Jacin’s  other  wrist  now,  inspecting  the damage,  of  which  there  was  plenty.  It  looked  like  Jacin  had  fought against them quite a lot while he’d been… walking his path, Rihansei had said, but nothing about any of it felt like it belonged to him. More like  echoes  of  someone  else—too  many  someone  elses—who  shared the shape of him, which might make sense, and he didn’t want it to, so he pushed it away. 

 Every  turn  of  Untouchable—he  remembered  them  all. 

 Remembered those he’d loved and lost, as though his love was a curse, crushing  all  those  he  dared  to  take  into  his  heart.  Every  face,  every tear,  every  stinging  score  to  skin-heart-soul.  Every  insane  Voice  that had echoed through his head until he’d lost himself inside the madness, and then the petals came. 

Jacin  had  been  wrong—insanity  would  not  be  a  relief.  Real insanity was all too close, and it had a wide, gaping mouth with razor-sharp fangs. 

 He healed too fast, from hurts he probably shouldn’t heal from at all,  because  he  would  live  longer  that  way,  and  Raven  wanted  each agonizing life to stretch for as long as possible. 

 Liquor  only  temporarily  numbed  him,  never  obliterating  the torment; drugs and potions only gave him a fraction of their promised reprieve. There was to be no escape from the torture of life for Raven’s 

 “duplicitous” Hitsuke. 

Fuck.  He  couldn’t  reconcile  it.  He  was  him,  except  he  was Hitsuke,  with  all  of  Hitsuke’s  pain  locked  up  inside  him,  all  of Hitsuke’s anger and hurt pressing at Jacin’s skin, his heart, his  soul. It was all Jacin could do to not judder apart beneath it, to hold it all in, until  Rihansei  finally  decided  Jacin’s  hands  weren’t  going  to  fall  off 
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and got out of his way so he could make a break for it. To go where, Jacin had no idea, but he had to go, he  had to  go. 

 Pushing  his  way  through  the  petals,  not  remembering  why,  not knowing  what  waited  for  him  there,  and  each  time,  his  god  had embraced him like the lost love he wished he was. And each time, he’d wept and wept, and each time, he’d been offered a choice:  

 “Ask me, my Hitsuke. Tell me you were wrong, ask me to forgive you, and I will do it.” 

 And oh, he wanted to,  every time, he wanted so  badly to  simply fold at Raven’s feet and  beg . He could do that no more than he could have willingly brought about the destruction of an entire people. 

“There  is  not  as  much  time  as  I  would  wish,  and  you  must  go now,” Rihansei said gently. 

Bizarre panic shot through Jacin, even as relief and the pressure to get up and flee raked him all over again. After all of… whatever all of this  had  been,  Rihansei  was  just  going  to  set  Jacin  loose  to…  to  do what? 

“It  is  mine  to  show  you  your  path,”  Rihansei  went  on,  “and  set you upon it; it is not mine to protect you from what it calls down upon you.”  He  set  a  wide  hand  to  Jacin’s  cheek.  “Listen  to  me,  little Incendiary.  You  were  what  you  were  and  you  are  what  you  are.  You now  have  the  power  to  decide  what  you  will  be.  Hand  it  to  no  one. 

Understand?” 

Jacin  didn’t,  not  really,  but  he  had  a  feeling  he  should,  so  he nodded, mute. Tears were crowding at his eyes, he couldn’t help it, but letting them out now would shatter him utterly. 

 “You will know love, my Hitsuke.” Cold and angry—hurt, maybe, though that could have been wishful thinking. “You will know love so that you may know the pain of losing it.” Rough hands on him, hands that had held him and brought him to bliss times uncountable, and now did  nothing  more  than  shake  him  harshly  and  bind  him  to  one miserable mortal life after another. “Just say it, Hitsuke. Tell me you love me, tell me you were wrong, and come home to me.” 
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Rihansei sighed and patted Jacin’s cheek. “I do not think you do, but  I  think  you  perhaps  will.  There  is  hope  for  you,  little  Incendiary. 

Fate never abandoned you. She merely loosened your leash. You, more than any other, know that what you ask of her, she will answer in her own  ways.  It  is  yours  to  divine  those  ways,  know  their  price,  before you ask her.” His eyes narrowed down to slits, and he cocked his head to the side; a listening posture. He sighed again. “They come. And he will not be long behind. I am sorry, I thought there would be time. I did not know it was him.” 

That didn’t exactly nip the panic, but it did give it focus. 

“Who?”  Jacin’s  whole  body  was  strung  tight  and  vibrating, though he wasn’t sure it was because he cared so much that someone might be coming for him. It rather paled compared to the carnage that was going on in his head. “Time for what?” 

Rihansei didn’t answer the question; he merely hauled himself up and  then  pulled  Jacin  up  with  him.  Jacin’s  legs  were  wobbly,  and everything  around  him  immediately  started  doing  somersaults  and backflips.  Fuck,  weak  and  woozy,  and  from  the  way  Rihansei  was talking,  there  had  to  be  trouble  coming  at  him,  one  way  or  another. 

Then again, what else was new? 

“This is a neutral house, but no longer a safe place for you. Word has spread. You have to go.” Rihansei lifted Jacin’s hand and waved at Malick’s ring. “Do you know how to use that?” 

“I know how to call shadows.” 

“And  that’s  all?”  Rihansei’s  mouth  pinched  down  when  Jacin nodded.  “I  suppose  it  will  have  to  do.  You  can use  them  if  you  need them to get out.” 

“And  go   where?”  Jacin  snapped.  “I  don’t  even  know  where  the fuck I am.” 

Rihansei  seemed  to  dither  over  that  for  a  moment  then  merely shook  his  head  and  began  pushing  Jacin  off  into  the  shadows  on  the other side of the chamber. “Wolf’s house,” he said, though it sounded a bit dubious. “It is not as safe as Wolf’s-own would like to think, but it is safer than here.” 
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“But….” Jacin let himself be prodded for a few steps then dug in his heels. “I have questions. I have—”  I have dozens of crazy people in my head now instead of just me, and now you’re just going to fucking leave  me like this?  “Why did you do all this? What am I supposed to do now? Who am I supposed to  be?” 

Rihansei sighed, looking genuinely rueful, but it didn’t stop him from shoving Jacin more firmly. “Those questions I cannot answer for you.” 

Jacin  could  have  killed  him.  Just  flung  out  a  knife  and  pegged him right between his freaky red eyes. “Then  why—?” 

Rihansei  wasn’t  listening  anymore,  merely  driving  Jacin inexorably  to  wherever  he  was  being  driven.  Jacin  tripped  over  the cushions and knocked over the damned water pipe, almost landing with his  face  in  the  fire,  which  would  have  been  just  about  right,  he supposed.  The  walking  stick  was  still  propped  to  the  side;  Rihansei snatched  it  up  and  shoved  it  into Jacin’s  hands  as  he  snagged  Jacin’s collar and the back of his shirt and all but threw him into the wall. 

Except it wasn’t a wall, Jacin realized, since he just kept falling even  after  he  should  have  already  rammed  into  it  face-first.  He squelched  when  he  hit,  though,  warm  muck  beneath  his  hands  and knees, and he imagined  all of those little lizards staring at  him in  the dark, where they could see him and he couldn’t see them. It stank too. 

He peered over his shoulder, gaze caroming around until it latched onto the small ovate glow from what must be Rihansei’s chamber, but that seemed much too far away for the short fall Jacin had taken. It was a void  of light,  wherever this  place was, not  even  a trickle of the weak glow from the chamber making it past the ragged edges. 

Jacin snarled. In the dark, fuck knew where, fresh from having his head split open—apparently for Rihansei’s own entertainment, simply because he could—and now he was unarmed yet again. The stick was still in  his  hand, covered now with  whatever  goo he was kneeling in, but at least he had it. Not even any of the little knives he’d had strapped beneath his sleeves and trouser legs were there, and he didn’t even want to  know  if  it  had  been  Rihansei  or  Leu  who’d  gotten  those  off  him. 

Speaking  of  which—fucking  Leu.  Hopefully  Rihansei  hadn’t  actually killed her, because Jacin would kind of like to hunt her down and do it 
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himself.  She was the one who’d gotten him into this. Then again, she’d also  been  pretty  adamant  that  Rihansei  not  do  what  he’d  done,  and Jacin had to admit he would have much preferred she’d won that one. 

Even  now,  it  was  still  all  rocketing  around  in  there,  everything he’d  been,  every one  he’d  been,  everything  he’d  seen,  done,  felt.  And yet still, Hitsuke was who stood out; Hitsuke was where everything else came from, like a Kiwa Shuua, chasing Jacin down, rolling him under, and he had no idea if he should fight the ripping undertow or just… go with it. 

He  didn’t  have  time  to  ponder  it—a  scream  came  from  behind him,  though  it  didn’t  sound  like  Rihansei’s  voice.  Still,  it  was bloodcurdling enough to make Jacin snap his head around and squint at the  soft  glow  of  the  chamber’s  portal.  Nothing  happened  for  a  long moment, then a man’s shape filled the small opening, a dark silhouette, and there was no way Jacin could tell who it was in the dark and from this far away, but somehow he was certain it was Beishin. Panic took him, and he froze where he was, almost thigh- and elbow-deep in slime and muck, and whispered the spell that would bring the shadows. The figure  stood  there  for  long  seconds,  as  though  trying  to  strain  sight through  murk,  but  a  great   whoosh  of  flame  flared  behind  him,  and when Jacin could see again, the figure was gone. 

Shouts went up, a waft of smoke reached him, and Jacin decided now would probably be a good time to move his ass. And if he had any idea where he was supposed to go, maybe he would. He couldn’t see a damned  thing,  except….  Jacin  frowned,  squinting  again,  until  a  faint gleam  of firelight  glinted off the bright  green hide of one of the little lizards.  He  froze  again.  Because  the  little  fuckers   hurt.  He  could  still feel the ghosts of their bites all over him. 

It stared at him, which was impossible, because he hadn’t said the spell  to  take  away  the  shadows  yet.  Except,  when  Jacin  cautiously leaned to the side and down, the little thing’s faintly firelit yellow eyes followed  him.  And  then  again,  when  he  shifted  back  the  other  way. 

And  then  it  turned  slowly  and  began  to  scutter  off.  When  Jacin  only stared  after  it,  losing  its  green  glow  to  pitch  darkness  not  four  paces away,  it  came  back,  blinked  at  him  some  more,  then  turned  around and… sauntered. There was no other word for it. It swayed its little self 
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slowly over mud and muck, turning now and then to stare at Jacin with eyes almost as freaky as its apparent master. 

Well, wherever it was going, it seemed like the smell was coming from  that  direction,  so  Jacin  thought  maybe  he’d  go  the  other  way. 

Until he started to turn and the damned thing  hissed at him. Jacin froze again.  Because  hissing  generally  preceded  biting.  And  had  he mentioned that the little fuckers  hurt? He only watched it as it did its strange  dance  once  again,  walking  off  a  waggling  few  paces,  turning around, doing its staring-and-blinking thing, then settling in as if— 

Wait. This thing wasn’t trying to get Jacin to follow it out of here, was  it?  Improbable,  certainly,  but…  impossible?  They  seemed  to follow Rihansei’s orders like little pets, so…. 

Another  gust  of  flame  burst  from  Rihansei’s  Gate,  and  more shouts filtered out to where Jacin crouched in smelly goo, staring at a fucking lizard. 

“If you get me lost,” he told it evenly, “I get to eat you. And any of your little friends that might show up.” 

The lizard merely flicked out its tongue, showing off its tiny teeth that  Jacin  knew  from  experience  stung  like  a  bitch.  Almost  a   Yeah, sure,  we’ll  see  who  takes  a  bite  out  of  whom,  and  then  it  started  to slither  away  again.  Wary,  Jacin  began  to  crawl  after  it.  Because  it wasn’t  as  though  he  had  a  lot  of  options.  And  he’d  certainly  done crazier things in his life. Lives. 

He could swear the uncanny little thing wagged its tail. 





JOORI’S  hands  were  covered  in  blood  when  he  edged  back  to  give Naro-yi  room to  have a  look  at  Samin.  It  only took a moment before Naro-yi peered up, letting his gaze skip from Morin to Shig to Joori. 

“I have to call for Imara,” he said. 

It  took  a  second  for  Joori  to  clear  the  worry  for  Samin  and  the general panic at the situation so he could interpret that expectant look in Naro-yi’s eyes. 
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Right.  If Imara knew they were here, any hope of going in after Jacin would be quashed with absolute finality. 

Joori twigged at the same time as it looked like Morin did. 

“Joori,” said Morin, “someone has to do it.” He was gripping one of Jacin’s knives like he thought it should be him. 

“Someone bloody well does  not,” Samin wheezed, laid out on his back in the flimsy shadows against the wall of the bashed-in spice shop, blood everywhere. 

The fire blazed, and the  banpair who’d been lining the tops of the buildings were now in the street, engaging the men and women of the Patrol  in  a  battle  that  was  looking  fiercer  and  more  chaotic  by  the second.  They  were  doing  their  tricks  with  the  shadows  again, disappearing  then  reappearing,  attacking  from  the  rear  every  chance they  got.  It  had  been  bad  enough  the  other  night,  when  only  four  of them had been up against two maijin and a   Temshiel, but most of the people  out  there  were  mortal  and  heavily  outnumbered.  At  least  that Seb and his cronies seemed to be doing some damage. 

There  was  no  time  for  careful  consideration.  Samin  had  a  knife jutting out of his chest and Naro-yi couldn’t fix it. Imara could, and if they  got  Imara  over  here  before  someone  went  after  Jacin,  no  one would be going after Jacin. 

Joori looked at Shig. “Can you find Jacin?” 

“I  don’t  know.”  Joori  wasn’t  sure  he’d  ever  seen  her  look  so… 

damn,  Shig  was  scared.  She  tipped  a  jerky  little  nod  at  Naro-yi.  “He said it, I didn’t.” 

“The shepherds,” Naro-yi told her, voice calm. “They know you. 

They’ll take you.” 

Whatever  that  meant,  it  would  have  to  be  good  enough.  Joori nodded, said, “Let’s go,” and he stood. 

“Hey!” Morin barked at the same time Samin coughed and sent a spate of eye-poppingly filthy oaths at stubborn boys who thought they were soldiers, and everyone he knew named “Fen.” 

Joori ignored it all, not letting his own thoughts through, let alone anyone else’s, and hauled Shig to her feet. He did a cursory check of all 
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the  weapons  he’d  borrowed  from  Jacin’s  and  Malick’s  stores  then started tugging Shig along the wall. 

“Hey!” Morin growled and lurched at Joori, managing to snag his arm  and  stop  him.  “What  d’you  think  you’re  doing?  You’re  not  a warrior, Joori, all you’re going to do is get yourself—” 

Joori  stopped  him  with  a  surprisingly—even  to  himself—gentle hand to Morin’s shoulder. He didn’t bark at Morin, he didn’t even curl his lip or glare. He felt startlingly calm, considering what he knew he was walking into and what he was going to have to walk through to get there. Maybe he was still high. 

He knew he wasn’t a warrior, and that his most valuable weapon had been lifted from his soul when the Ancestors had gone home. But Jacin had become a killer for him, making himself his very first victim when  he’d  killed  Jacin-rei  and  most  of  Jacin  to  become  Fen  for  him, and Joori owed his brother this much. 

If Joori couldn’t have Jacin back, he could at least make sure Fen survived. Joori was firstborn; all of this should have been his job from the beginning. 

“One  of  our  own  is  in  there,”  Joori  echoed  Samin.  He  even managed  a  small  smile  when  Morin  frowned.  “I  know  you  probably don’t believe this, but I’d do the same for you, Morin. So would Jacin. 

And I know you’d do it for either one of us. It’s just….” He shrugged and squeezed Morin’s shoulder. “This time it’s me.” 

And maybe it was about time. 

“Take  care  of  Samin,”  Joori  said.  He  looked  away  for  a  second then leveled a somber gaze on his  little brother, who really wasn’t so little  anymore.  “And,  um…  try  not  to  die.”  He  lifted  an  eyebrow. 

“Yeah?” 

Morin stared at him for a long, long moment, firelight catching at arguments and rebuttals  and denials, all glimmering in his hazel eyes. 

He  voiced  none  of  it,  only  whispered,  “Yeah,”  and  he  turned  away when his chin started to quiver. 

Joori  turned,  too,  and  pulled  Shig  along  before  he  had  time  to think  or  Morin  had  time  to  change  his  mind  and  come  up  with  too-
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convincing  arguments  about  why  Joori  was  a  complete  lunatic  and about to get himself killed. Joori wouldn’t think about how Jacin would take that. He couldn’t. Because it wasn’t as though there was a lot of choice here. If something happened to Joori, Jacin was simply going to have to learn the concept of turnabout. 

 Yeah, sure. Simple as that. Idiot. 

Maybe  now  he  finally  understood  how  Jacin  felt  every  time  he walked  into  danger  for  someone  else.  Funny  how  Joori  really  hadn’t expected the guilt. 

He shook his head and let loose a small growl. 

Right. Definitely still high. 

Shig  took  the  lead  almost  immediately,  and  Joori  let  her.  She’d been the assassin, after all. She proved it when she wended him along the shadows slanting from the storefronts along the street until they’d traveled  at  least  two  blocks,  then  finally  crossed  over,  past  the  street where the Gates of Rapture burned and  around toward  the back of it. 

Making sure no one had followed, they started stealthily making their way  back.  Back  toward  the  battle  that,  by  the  quick  glimpse  Joori’d gotten  as  they’d  darted  across  the  street,  was  looking  sickeningly bloody right now, and a tavern that was going up like a spilled lamp. 

“We’re  going  to  have  to  make  it  through  right  there,”  Shig whispered, pointing down the backstreet and to the right. 

It was deserted back here, everyone gone to the festival, no doubt, which  was…  probably  good.  Joori  didn’t  really  know,  actually.  No help,  but  at  least  no  black-clad  figures  skulked  that  Joori  could  see. 

Though that didn’t mean anything with those creatures. 

“And then what?” Joori whispered back. 

Shig sighed with a helpless shrug. “They’re little dark-dwellers.” 

Meaning  the  lizards,  or  “shepherds,”  Joori  supposed.  “I  guess  that means they live… um… under.” 

Under. Oh good. 

“There’s  a  drainage  grate  in  front  of  that  flower  stand.”  Shig looked at Joori as though she was hoping for approval. “I figure that’s gotta go under something, right?” 
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Joori’s eyebrows went up, and his mind kind of went off on a bit of an  Ew, under what?  tangent, but it wasn’t like he knew what he was doing, so who was he to criticize? “Um, yeah,” was his dubious reply. 

“Sure.” 

And  fuck  if  the  little  bastards  weren’t  wriggling  around  in apparent  lizardly  welcome  when  Joori  followed  Shig  over  there. 

Glowing in the dark, or at least catching the light of the moons shining down through the thin stratum of cloud cover. 

“You’re  here!”  Shig  trilled,  high-pitched  with  what  Joori  was pretty  sure  was  relief  as  she  knelt  among  them  and  put  out  her  hand. 

Two of them hopped up and curled around her fingers. “You’re going to help, right?” 

Joori  would  swear  they  wagged  their  tails.  He  didn’t  know  if shock would offend Shig, so he tried not to show it. But he was pretty damned shocked. 

The grate  gave easily when Joori  yanked on it, like it was there for show. He found a pebble and threw it in first; he wasn’t pretending to  be  a  warrior,  but  breaking  his  legs  before  he’d  even  so  much  as drawn  a  weapon  would  have  been  pretty  embarrassing.  Satisfied  that the  darkness  wasn’t  bottomless,  Joori  lowered  himself  down  until  his boots touched solid rock, careful not to step on any of the lizards that spilled down after him and writhed around his feet. 

“Couldn’t’ve done that five seconds ago,  before I climbed down in the dark, could you?” 

Muttering a few soft oaths, Joori settled his footing, then reached up and helped Shig. 

It  wasn’t  anything  like  Joori  had  expected.  He’d  seen  the  grate and  immediately  thought   sewer,  but  it  was  dry  and  solid  with  only  a faint smell of decay. A tunnel, almost, but it didn’t look like it had been carved—natural,  maybe,  formed  by  ancient  lava  veins  from  the  fire-mountains  that  hunkered  at  the  edge  of  the  city.  A  very  faint  orange glow was coming from below, a distinct flicker to it, and Joori had time to  hope  this  was  an   extinct  lava  vein  before  Shig  was  following  the lizards and hauling Joori along behind her. 

“C’mon, don’t piss them off,” Shig said. 
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 Yeah,  Joori  thought,  all  right,  sure,  don’t  piss  off  the  lizard-shepherd  things,  fine,  that’s  not  crazy  at  all,  and  he  let  himself  be tugged along. Anyway, Jacin was down here somewhere, and it hadn’t looked  to  Joori  like it  was  going  to  take  those   banpair  long  to  get  to him. Naro-yi said Shig could follow the lizards to Jacin, and since Shig was  following  the  lizards,  Joori  followed  her.  Because  it  wasn’t  like there was a less crazy alternative. 

They were going down and it was steep, so their pace was almost a trot. Joori had to snatch at Shig and then reach out for a quick hold on the  rock  walls  a  couple  of  times  to  prevent  them  from  going  too  fast and  losing  their  footing.  The  lizards  skittered  ahead  of  them,  the  soft green  glow  of  at  least  one  of  them  always  in  sight,  and  Joori  didn’t even care how crazy all of this was. If these things really did lead him to Jacin, he’d build them their own little shrine and leave a mound of whatever  it  was  lizards  ate  on  its  altar  every  day.  Unless  it  was chopped-up  worms,  like  that  fucked-up  fish  Morin  had  been  keeping. 

Then no. 

Joori  didn’t  know  how  long  they’d  been  descending  when  the hazy  orange  blush  in  the  distance  suddenly  flared,  but  his  ears  had popped  at  least  once.  Joori  grabbed  hold  of  Shig’s  arm,  stopped  her, and  watched  for  a  moment  until  the  light  flared  again.  Almost  like  a small, very quiet explosion. He looked at Shig; Shig stared back. It was the only communication between them, but they apparently didn’t need clarification—they both started running, heedless of the sharp slant of the gradient or the danger of tripping and careening down it headfirst. 

They’d  lost  the  lizards  back  there  somewhere.  Whether  it  was because Joori and Shig were moving too fast for little amphibian legs, or  because  guides  were  no  longer  necessary,  Joori  didn’t  know,  and when they heard the scream ratchet out from the chamber at the end of the shaft, it didn’t seem to matter much. A great  whoosh of flame burst from  the  end  of  the  tunnel  this  time,  and  rolled  upward  right  toward Joori and Shig. 

Joori  snatched  Shig  by  the  back  of  her  coat  and  flattened  them both to the wall. He pressed Shig between himself and the wall, turned his  head  and  shut  his  eyes,  trying  not  to  breathe,  until  the  heat  and crackle receded. Cautiously, he blinked open his  eyes,  gave himself a 
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quick check to make sure he hadn’t caught fire, then did the same for Shig. He placed a finger against his lips, and Shig nodded, wide-eyed and breathing just as quickly and shallowly as Joori was. 

“… not your man. Another of mine,  stolen from me.” 

The voice was… not unpleasant, really, but there was something deep and vaguely foul about it, though Joori couldn’t have said why he thought that. Maybe because of where he was and what was going on. 

Which,  all  right,  Joori  didn’t  really  know  what  was  going  on,  and  he couldn’t  stretch  his  neck  around  the  bend  in  the  tunnel  far  enough  to see. He did it anyway, straining until he at least saw the chamber itself and  the  very  edge  of  what  he  determined  was  a  black-clad  shoulder within it. 

All right. That was probably bad. 

“They were never  yours,” another voice put in, this one a lilting baritone that nevertheless dripped with scorn. “None of them were ever yours.  Did  you  learn  nothing  from  your  long  years  of  forced  sleep?” 

There was a pause and then a smug chuckle. “Oh yes, I know who you are,  seyh. I’ve felt your presence looming since you snatched your first lost soul. Did you not consider as much?” 

A snort this time, reeking of malice. “And why  do  you suppose I’m here?” 

“I  know  why  you’re  here.  And  I  know  what  you’ve  done.  You will not enslave the Incendiary again.” 

Incendiary. Enslave.  Shit. 

Joori snapped a glance back to Shig. She shook her head at him in warning.  Joori  wasn’t  even  offended.  He  might  not  be   quite  stupid enough  to  go  bursting  in  there,  but  he  couldn’t  deny  the  thought  had flittered through his mind. Very, very slowly and as quietly as he could, Joori drew Malick’s sword and Jacin’s knife. With a nod this time, Shig just as quietly drew her own weapons. 

“Where is he?” That first voice again, obviously angry now. “He was here. I can smell the blood.” 

The  idea  of  it  would  never  stop  giving  Joori  the  shudders.  That these people could smell it when Jacin— 
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Oh, shit. Jacin had been here and he’d been bleeding. 

“He  has  grown  strong  in  this  life,  seyh.  He  has  already  moved worlds. I do not think he will move this one to your liking.” 

“He will be what  I—” 

“You  made  a  mistake.  Because  you  always  do.  You  assume others share your motives and simply lack the strength to achieve them. 

You take and think it makes you strong.” 

A pause and a grunt then some scuffling. A small but very steady hissing noise rose that could have been the whisper of flames, but Joori didn’t  think  so.  He  tried  again  to  crane  his  neck  and  peer  around  the curve in the rock, but all he could see were small fires everywhere and the shadows they threw, and he didn’t quite have the nerve to  breach the chamber itself. It seemed like an unnecessary risk, at any rate; by what Joori was gleaning from this strange conversation, Jacin wasn’t in there. 

“You could have had what I once had, Rihansei. You could have beat me to it and had what I mean to take now.” 

There was a laugh, deep and rich and long. It sounded very real and genuinely amused. 

“No  sane  man  would  want  what  you  had,  seyh.  No  sane  man, having  lost  it,  would  want  it  back.  But  then  I  suppose  you  left  both 

‘sane’ and ‘man’ long behind you.” 

Silence.  Even  though  Joori  couldn’t  really  see  anything  but  two vaguely man-shaped shadows casting wavering planes and angles over the  stone  of  the  chamber  walls,  he  could  swear  he  felt  a  malignant pressure  building.  Shig  seemed  to  feel  it  too,  because  her  small  hand took hold of Joori’s sleeve, and when he looked at her, her eyes were wide and scared. 

“There cannot be two of us, Rihansei.” 

“No, I suppose there cannot. Nor can there be six, and yet there are.” 

“Pretenders. Usurpers.” 
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The  voice  Joori  assumed  belonged  to  the  man  named  Rihansei rolled out in another long chuckle. “Children born of despoilment,” he said. “What did you expect of such folly? Did you really think Tonyai’s and  Tompai’s  power  so  weak  that  it  would  not  extend  to  their children?” Another pause, another grunt and shuffle, then: “Their faces sear  your  mortal  skin  when  you  walk  beneath  them,  don’t  they?” 

Angrier, gaining volume and depth. “And Fate dogs your every step.” 

“I bested her once.” 

“Did you?” 

There was a meaty  thud and a pained grunt, and the hissing rose in volume. A strained cry came next. This time, Joori was sure it was Rihansei’s voice. He gave Shig a look he doubted she knew what to do with, because he didn’t know what he was thinking, either. He turned and stretched  farther,  edging himself around the  corner. He could see two men now—one with his back to Joori, wearing a dirty, bulky cloak, but otherwise unremarkable so far as build and size. Until Joori noticed that he held a much larger man up in the air, arm extended so that…. 

No, he wasn’t holding the man. The man was simply floating in front of him, and if the bend of his large body and the set of his face were any indications, it appeared to be horribly painful. One of the men from the tavern, or at least he had the look, white-haired and bearded and tattooed. Another lay on the far side of the chamber; Joori couldn’t make out much but a lot of blood and a dead, wide-eyed stare pointing at  the chamber’s  ceiling—the scream  they’d heard earlier, perhaps. A ring of the little lizards sat remarkably still around him, like they were guarding  his  corpse.  A  sea  of  the  tiny  things  writhed  around  on  the floor,  hissing  angrily,  leaping  and  crawling  over  each  other  beneath Rihansei’s feet. 

“Give  me  the  Incendiary  and  I’ll  make  it  quick,”  said  the  man Joori was fast beginning to believe was the focal point of all the recent trouble. “Tell me where you sent him!” 

 Yeah, Joori couldn’t help thinking, since he’d really like to know himself. 

Which mattered just a little less right now than the fact that this had  to  be  the  man—creature—who’d  been  hounding  Jacin.  And  this 



WOLF’S-OWN: Incendiary 



99 





other  man,  this  Rihansei,  looked  like  he  was  prepared  to  die  before handing  Jacin  over.  Joori’s  heart  clenched  painfully  at  the  same  time his grips on his weapons tightened. 

One tiny green lizard tumbled from the teeming pile and skittered across the floor in a straight line at Joori. He was afraid to move, afraid to attract attention, so he only watched it come until it reached the toe of his boot and scrabbled up. And then it simply had itself a seat and hissed up at him. 

What the hell? 

“The Incendiary is not mine to give,” Rihansei wheezed, red eyes flickering  over  at  Joori,  resting  for  half  a  second  before  rolling  back toward the man who held him up in the air as if by invisible restraints. 

“He seeks an end to his long existence as a pawn— finally. For good or ill,  none  but  Fate  will  ever  again  hold  this  Incendiary.  Not  even  his own.” 

It  struck  at  Joori,  like  it  was  meant  for  him,  and  by  the  way Rihansei’s red eyes flickered back at him again, Joori thought maybe it had been. 

“I already hold him, fool. I own shape because  he believes in me enough now to  give it to me.” The man thumped at his chest. “Blood and bone—a gift all unknowing from the Incendiary to his true master.” 

The chuckle this time was harsh and cruel. “How horrible it must have been for you when you realized what path it was he walked. How bitter to  know  that  Rihansei,  Gatekeeper,  was  the  one  who  gave  me  the ability to walk through it by giving the Incendiary back to himself. He remembers me, Rihansei, he  believes—he gives me power because  you set him on his path. Does the irony  hurt?” 

His hand lifted, clenched into a fist, and twisted in the air between them. Rihansei reacted to it like the man had just crushed his heart. He cried out, back arching and legs spasming, then a thin stream of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. It pattered past his feet and to the floor, the lizards diving at it and hissing angrily. 

“I  won’t  ask  again,  Rihansei.”  The  man’s  fist  opened  then clenched tight again. 
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Rihansei  screamed  this  time,  but  it  ended  in  a  watery  chuckle. 

“You are a more powerful magician than I, but that is all. You cannot send me any place I am afraid to go and will not be welcomed. Can you say the same?” 

“A magician uses his magic, Rihansei. I have watched you for a very long time now—you are nothing more than the keeper of the Gate. 

I  am more powerful than you. And I  will open your mind and take what I need from it, if I must.” 

“Perhaps you can crash my Gate,  deceiver-demigod—” He spat it. 

“—but your minions cannot. And I am not the last.” 

 Run,  Fen  Joori,  bloomed  in  Joori’s  mind,  all  at  once  and  with such  force  it  nearly  knocked  him  off  his  feet.  He  jerked  his  glance down,  because  as  ridiculous  as  it  was,  it  had  the  feel  of  Rihansei’s 

“voice,” but Joori would swear it came from that little lizard blinking up at him from the toe of his boot.  Take her and run. Shig was already plucking  at  Joori’s  sleeve,  so  maybe  she’d  “heard”  it  too,  but  Joori couldn’t make himself move. 

“This does not please me,” said the man, though Joori thought he could  hear  a  smile  in  it,  nonetheless.  “A  regrettable  waste  of  power. 

You  would  have  been  much  more  useful  to  me,  had  you  listened  to reason.” 

“Ssst,” hissed Shig and nudged at Joori. Joori was too caught up in what he was seeing and hearing. 

 Go, Fen Joori. She would be valuable to him, if he realizes she is here, and he will know what I know all too soon. 

“Joori,” Shig whispered urgently. 

There  was  no  verbal  answer  from  Rihansei.  It  looked  like  he couldn’t have spoken if he’d wanted to. The man’s fisted hand turned and  twisted  again,  and  Rihansei  reared  back  and  screamed.  And  then the dark mass at  the man’s back that Joori had thought  a bulky cloak abruptly opened  and spread, resolving itself into ragged, dusky  wings that unfurled with a heavy  whoosh as Rihansei writhed in midair. 

… Right, then. Fuck this. 
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Rihansei obviously knew they were here and had told them to run. 

Shig  could  be  next  if  they  didn’t,  Jacin  wasn’t  here,  that  other whatever-he-was  looked  pretty  fucking  dangerous,  and  Joori  didn’t want to hear any more. And he didn’t think he wanted to see what was happening to Rihansei.  He’d like to be the kind of person who ran in and  saved  the  man  who  was  obviously  trying  to  save  Jacin,  but unfortunately  for  Rihansei,  Joori  was  the  kind  of  person  who recognized all too well when he was no match. With a shudder, Joori set his back to the stone again and edged back around it, head bowed, staring at the little lizard that had come along for the ride on the toe of his  boot.  It  hopped  off  and  trundled  into  the  shadows  to  the  side, turning back to stare up and hiss. 

“We have to follow it,” Shig whispered, right in Joori’s ear; Joori didn’t know if the shudder this time was at the idea of what Shig had just  said  or  the  fact  that  she’d  kind  of  said  it  down  his  collar.  “The shepherds,” Shig pressed, like it was supposed to make sense And  all  right,  Joori  guessed  he  couldn’t  be  picky  since  he’d followed  the  thing  down  here—if  it  was  even  the  same  one,  because really,  who  could  tell?—but  apparently  coming  down  here  had  been rather a horrible idea in the first place, and now it looked like the thing was wanting to lead them right into a stone wall. 

“We  have to,” Shig insisted, and half shoved, half dragged Joori toward  the  hissing  little  bit  of  scales  and  teeth  and  long,  flickery tongue. 

When  the  shadowed  wall  into  which  Shig  was  propelling  him turned  out  to  be  a  pitch-black  passageway  instead,  Joori  seriously contemplated squishing the glowy little lizard and running back up to the street. Instead, he sucked in a breath, reached for Shig’s hand in the dark, and followed it. 





“YOU’RE   sure?”  Morin  gave  Imara  a  glare  to  make  sure  she  knew she’d better not try to give him any happy bullshit. “He’s not going to die?” 
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They’d  dragged  Samin  into  a  closed-up  tea  shop.  The  fire  had been put out somehow, but Morin didn’t know how—he’d been kind of busy—and  he  could  still  hear  the  sounds  of  battle  out  there.  From Imara’s  appearance  and  apparent  distraction,  he  didn’t  think  it  was going well. 

“He  will not  die,”  Imara said,  breathless  and weary-looking and mussed  more  than  Morin  ever  would  have  believed  when  he’d  first seen  her  in  her  studied  perfection.  She  had  blood  all  over  her,  and Morin had no idea if any of it was hers, but he didn’t spare any worry over it—she could  bloody  well heal  herself   after she’d healed Samin. 

“He was wise to don the mail.” 

Well,  it  would’ve  been  pretty  hypocritical  of  him,  had  he  not. 

He’d made a big to-do about searching through Jacin’s things so Joori could wear Jacin’s mail, and then he’d made Shig do the same through her  stuff  for  an  extra  vest  for  Morin.  Morin  suspected  it  had  been Yori’s, but he hadn’t asked. 

Imara  looked  at  Samin.  “Your  heart  beats  steadily  already,”  she said with a practiced and rather out-of-place smile, and sat back, bloody hands still set firmly to Samin’s chest. 

Samin peered down to have a look then gave Morin a reassuring nod. “Told you, didn’t I?” 

Well,  sort  of.  He’d  actually  said  he  was  too  mean  to  die,  and Morin  hadn’t  argued,  because  it  could  be  true  sometimes,  but  not  in general. Morin had no illusions  about any of the people he loved, but there was more to all of them besides “assassin” or “brother” or even the  new  “Incendiary”  thing.  And  not  one  of  them  deserved  a  messy death at the hands of  banpair, regardless of what Samin might think. 

Morin  tried  to  give  Samin  a  chuckle,  but  simply  couldn’t  do  it. 

Naro-yi  was  still  out  there,  having  joined  the  bloody,  violent  fight  as soon  as  Imara  had  arrived—Imara  had   not  been  happy  to  see  them here—and Morin couldn’t believe he’d gotten attached so quickly, but he really hoped Naro-yi was as good at combat as he looked to be. 

“You’re veiled,” Imara said as she wiped her hands on what was left  of  Samin’s  coat—Morin  and  Naro-yi  had  used  it  to  stanch  the bleeding  while  waiting  for  Imara  to  get  to  them—then  hauled  herself 
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up, apparently finished. “I can’t protect you here. I’m having a difficult time protecting anyone here.” Morin couldn’t be sure, but it looked like she was trying not to cry. For the first time since he’d met her, Imara seemed strangely real. “My veil will get you out, but I’m stretched too far already. And you can’t be here.” 

Morin gave her his best Jacin-glare. “My brothers—” 

“If  they  are  in  there….”  Imara  sighed  and  waved  helplessly toward  the  front  of  the  shop,  outside  of  which  the  sounds  of  battle raged.  She  opened  her  mouth,  as  if  to  go  on,  but  paused  when  she caught  Morin’s  eye.  Morin  didn’t  know  what  Imara  saw  when  she looked  at  him,  but  it  made  her  shake  her  head  and  sigh  again.  She turned her attention to Samin. “You’re not going to leave, are you?” 

Samin propped himself  slowly to  his  elbows and looked over  at Morin,  searching.  Morin  was  pretty  sure  what  Samin  was  seeing, because  Morin  wasn’t  very  good  at  hiding  things,  and  he  was  a  little ashamed,  because  he  was  pretty  sure  Samin  was  seeing  the  fact  that yes,  Morin  absolutely   would  ask  Samin  to  go  back  out  there  and  try again, even after having been miraculously healed from a knife to the chest.  Samin  didn’t  look  disappointed  in  Morin.  Samin  looked  kind of… proud. 

He  turned  to  Imara  and  shook  his  head.  “We  can’t,”  he  said. 

“You’ve got your own and we’ve got ours.” 

Imara rubbed at her brow and nodded. Mouth set tight, she bent down to set a hand on Morin’s shoulder and then Samin’s, said, “Then I’m sorry,” right before Morin felt a weird  push and then a dizzy wave. 

He was blinking at the fish jumping and flopping back down into the  pool  before  he  realized  he  and  Samin  were  sprawled  out  on  the green of Wolf’s temple. “Sorry,” Imara said again, and Morin only just had time to notice that she was even there in the first place before she was gone. 





PANIC had set in immediately, and all Jacin could do was try to blank his mind against it. He followed the ridiculous little lizard through the 
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pitch  of  the  tunnels,  crawling  through  reeking  muck,  and  swatting down every thought that tried to assert itself. He would not “remember” 

things  that  another  man  had  lived.  He  would  not  “recognize”  people he’d  never  seen  before  and  places  he’d  never  been.  He  would  not 

“relive” events that had happened to someone else. 

Instead,  he  would  focus  on  the  darkness,  the  emptiness,  the… 

worry?—that  seemed  too  personal—the  distant  concern  over  what might  have  happened  to  Rihansei  and  who  that  might  have  been, standing  in  that  firelit  portal  and  staring  through  the  darkness,  maybe looking for— 

Right.  Not  thinking  about  that,  either.  One  hand  in  front  of  the other, the aches all over him, inside him, the irrational, childish fear of the blank dark and the fact that he was embarrassingly relieved by the unnatural  glow  of  that  stupid  little  lizard.  Jacin  concentrated  only  on the physical, the vague concern over where exactly he was being led—

if  he  was  even  being  led  at  all  and  hadn’t  gone  so  completely  insane that he was imagining guide-lizards—and finding a way to get back to the inn where he’d left Morin and Joori; these were the things Jacin let himself think about as his trousers grew steadily wetter and heavier, as various  parts  of  him  complained  about  the  abuse,  as  the  smell  grew, and as he kept crawling steadily toward… wherever he might end up. 

“Wherever” turned out to be the mouth of a drainage duct that let out  onto  a  winter-bare  stretch  of  scrub  and  muddy  slush  along  the riverstrand.  Jacin  was  on  his  back,  winded  and  staring  up  at  the  sky, before  it  registered  that  one  moment  he’d  been  slogging  along,  hand over hand, and the next his palm had settled into empty air, tipping him out of the tunnel and dumping him several feet to the ground. 

Dark  and  cold.  Getting  toward  midnight,  perhaps,  if  the  sets  of the— 

No, he wasn’t going to think about the moons. He wasn’t going to think  about  anything  to  do  with  the moons.  He wasn’t  going  to  think about anything at all, just like he hadn’t been thinking about anything for… who knew? As long as it had taken him to get to where he was now, anyway. 
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Gray,  cragged  peaks  made  silhouettes  against  the  sky;  Jacin absently took his bearings from their position, refusing to acknowledge that he hadn’t known the city only days ago, and now he knew exactly where he was—beside the river that wound to the sea along the base of the  fire-mountains  that  hunched  over  the  temples  on  the  outskirts  of Mitsu.  Jacin  stared  at  the  curls  and  spires  of  the  hulking  marble structures for quite some time, just lying there in the mud, stinking, and refusing to remember watching them being built, refusing to look at the moons  against  which  their  shapes  stood  like  sharp-edged  cutouts.  He snapped  his  gaze  away  and  looked  back  to  the  drainage  tunnel  from which he’d fallen. 

He’d never lost sight of the little lizard, and he had no idea how that was—he didn’t think he’d ever been anywhere so completely void of light before. It was as if it gave off its own light. And now that it had apparently  fulfilled  its  task,  the  little  creature  was  nowhere  in  sight. 

Jacin  didn’t  know  why  he  was  disappointed.  It  wasn’t  like  he  was going to thank it, or anything. 

Bloody hell, he stank. There had been a point when the smell had started  to  really  get  to  him,  and  he’d  wondered  if  he  wasn’t  perhaps traveling  along  the  city’s  sewers,  but  he  cut  that  one  off  before  it started. Now that there  was a river quite literally  at  his  feet,  he could admit to himself that yes, he’d probably just spent what felt like several hours crawling through other people’s…. 

You know what? No. 

He’d hung onto the stick. Through all of that, he’d hung onto the stupid  wolf’s  head  walking  stick  that  had  started  the  whole  bloody mess.  It  was  his  only  weapon  right  now,  he  reasoned,  and  cut  off anything  else  that  tried  to  follow.  It  had  nothing  to  do  with  its  ivory decorative  grip.  It  had  nothing  to  do  with  a  vivid  remembrance  of having… holy fucking shit. He’d slept with a god. Two of them. Had loved…. 

No.  Just…  no.  Hallucinations,  like  everything  else.  He  didn’t think he could cope if all of that had been real.  Because what was  he supposed  to  do  with  any  of  it?  Refusing  to  look  at  it  was  doing  little good—the  images-memories-useless-fucking-lives  now  took  up  space 
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in  his  head  where  the  voices  of  the  Ancestors  used  to  live,  and  he simply didn’t have room for anything else. He was crazy—best leave it at that. 

He hauled himself up and took the damned stick with him as he dunked  himself  in  the  river,  because  he  couldn’t  seem  to  let  go  of  it. 

The water was bitter-cold and salt-heavy with backwash from the bay, but  he reeked and he was  sticky, and he’d apparently  been out  of his mind on whatever Rihansei had been giving him for days, and this was the best he could do for a bath right now. 

His wrists were still bleeding. He must have really been yanking on  those  shackles,  and  for  quite  a  long  time.  Anger  for  Rihansei sparked  as  he  scrubbed  away  the  worst  of  the  caked-on  blood  with shaky fingertips, but there were so many other things to be angry about, and  he  wasn’t  willing  to  give  any  of  them  recognition.  And  then  he remembered why bleeding was a dangerous thing in the first place, and everything else kind of paled. 

If  anyone  found  him  now….  Well,  they  probably  wouldn’t  get much of a fight, if they wanted him. He tried to keep his hands beneath the water. Water made tracking difficult for hunting dogs, right? Maybe it was the same with immortals. Unless the gods could see him. Could the gods see him? 

Jacin  peered  at  the  mucky  wolf’s  head  atop  the  stick.  “Can  you see me?” A sharp little giggle burbled at the back of his throat, and he choked it back. 

The panic was starting to gnaw at him. He tried to ignore it and dipped the stick, swishing the wolf’s head around to clear it of sludge and  other  things  he  was  going  to  pretend  he  didn’t  know  about.  The memories were just as insistent as the Ancestors had ever been, trying to  wend  into  him,  become  a  part  of  him,  and  he  couldn’t  let  them.  It had  taken  him  this  long  just  to  be   Jacin—whoever  that  was,  and whatever the problems that came along with it—he was  not going to be usurped by some quasi-immortal being who’d been stupid enough to let love— 

“Fuck!”  Jacin  crouched  down  in  the  freezing  water,  the  cold seeping through to bone, his breath laden mist on the air, and clamped 
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his  hands to  his head, trying to  ward off the things that would not  be warded  off.  “Malick.”  Weak  and  small.  “Tell  me  you  didn’t  know about this.” 

Because if he had…. 

Had he? 

Malick was a manipulator, and he’d promised not  to manipulate Jacin, but Malick “handled” Jacin all the time, even when he thought he was being perfectly straight. It was just who he was. Expecting him not to  do  it  would  be  like  expecting  him  not  to  breathe.  He  had  to  have known.  It  was  probably  why  he’d  been  so  bloody  careful  and anxious—Malick  was  never  anxious  about  anything—and  made  his threats, because he’d fucking  known, and he…. Damn it, Jacin couldn’t even be pissed at Malick for not telling him, because he didn’t want to know  any  of  it,  and  Malick  would  have  known  that,  too,  because Malick just  knew, even the things Jacin didn’t tell him, like he— 

Shit. Had Malick known Hitsuke? Jacin let the question blunder around  inside  him,  refusing  to  look  as  it  stumbled  blind,  seeking landmarks,  but  nothing  clicked.  There  were  no  memories  of  a  newly turned Null of Wolf inside what used to be Hitsuke. Jacin had no idea why it was such a relief, but he took it. 

The shivering registered first; the bitter ache of sharp-edged cold slammed in right after it. Bloody hell, he was sitting in a fucking  river, up to his waist, hair dripping and suspicious heat on his cheeks where apparent  tears  had  mixed  with  river  water.  Sitting  in  a  fucking   river, staring at the damned wolf’s head of the stick and quietly freaking out. 

Was it too cold for water snakes? After the lizards, did he care? All he needed  now  was  for  Beishin  to  show  up,  and  everything  would  be… 

well, clearly these sorts  of things were normal  for him. And whoever he’d been. 

Growling  through  chattering  teeth,  Jacin  used  the  stick  to  lever himself to his feet, his boots heavy as he slogged his way over to the strand  and  threw  himself  down.  And  then  remembered  that  he’d  had smokes in his pocket.  “Bloody fucking   hell,” he muttered through his teeth as he extracted the waterlogged mess of pulp and tiny leaf bits and 
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flung  it  to  the  ground.  Damn  it,  he  really  could’ve  used  one  too. 

Figured. He couldn’t bloody win for losing. 

Why didn’t it just rain, while it was at it? 

Still cursing, Jacin emptied the water from his boots first, debated trying to shimmy the wet leather back over his sopping stockings, and decided going barefoot might work better. He was already freezing, so fuck it. 

He  checked  himself  over  again—no  money,  no  coat,  no weapons—and  then  he  did  it  one  more  time,  hoping  that  Leu  or Rihansei had missed at least one small knife when they’d taken the rest, but  no  luck.  Defenseless  but  for  the  stick,  and  he  had  to  pause  a moment  to  examine  the  implied  metaphor.  Because  he  didn’t  have  to remember  Hitsuke’s  experiences  to  know  the  gods  were  manipulative motherfuckers, and he really had to wonder now if Wolf had seen him coming and put that stick in that vendor’s hands for a reason. 

Some kind of message?  I am your only alternative now; you are unarmed but for me. 

Possible.  Wolf  had  set  Malick  to  the  task  of  “saving”  the Incendiary;  there  had  to  be  a  reason.  And  since  Wolf  had  apparently watched what happened to Hitsuke and done  nothing…. 

 Had he watched? Had he known? Why did  Jacin  so desperately want to believe he hadn’t? Jacin was  not Hitsuke, damn it. He had no love for the gods—any of them—and certainly not for— 

“Raven,”  escaped  his  mouth  before  he  could  stop  it,  and  then, 

“Daraso,” fell out  right  after it. Thick  and choked, clotted with  tears, but anger rose beneath it,  rage, and Jacin was on his feet and stalking away from the river before he even realized he’d managed to move his frozen limbs. 

He  wouldn’t  remember,  refused  to  remember,  but  damn  it,  of course  he  fucking  remembered,  because  remembrance  slid  right  past consciousness and into a soul he’d shared with someone who’d been so profoundly  betrayed,  Jacin  didn’t  think  there  was  a  word  that  fit  it. 

He’d  loved that bastard, had put up his  soul as collateral when that love was  questioned,  and  had  been  shown  in  no  uncertain  terms  exactly what  value  his  soul—his  life,  his   sanity—had  to  the  one  who  was 
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supposed to love him back. Fucking  tortured, over and over again, sent insane by— 

Had  Raven  been  watching  all  those  lives?  Had  he  paused  in whatever  his  “godly  duties”  were  to  look  each  time  as  the  moment came  and  the  Untouchable  was  brought  to  his  knees  beneath  the Ancestors’ screeching wails? 

…Was he watching now? 

Jacin stopped dead where he was, realizing only peripherally that he’d already passed the city’s edge and was mere steps away from the rear paths that led to the temples, because all his attention was now on the sky, seeking the bloody red blot through the gap in the tops of the buildings between which he stood. He would stand beneath that fucking moon  and  he  would  look,  and  he  would…  do  something.  Scream, maybe. Rant and rave and rail, until someone called the Patrol and— 

All right, maybe not. So fine, he had no idea what he was going to do, but he had to do  some thing. 

He rounded the corner of the alley and paused for only a moment to get his bearings. Noise bloomed, like it had right that second sprung up out of nowhere, but Jacin suspected he’d been hearing it for a while and  simply  hadn’t  noticed.  He  hardly  noticed  now.  All  he  could  see was  a  tinge  of  red  from  Raven’s  face  staining  the  emerald  of  Owl’s flank  through  a  thin  stratum  of  encroaching  clouds,  so  Jacin  strode ahead. He was too furious to care where he was or where he was going, pushing  through  a  clot  of  bodies  and  ignoring  the  indignant  yips  and reprimands as he knocked into one after the other. 

Music  skimmed  from  one  of  the  wandering  minstrels  down  the street, the melody forlorn and tenuous, as though bruised in the making. 

Cats  screeched  and  yowled  in  battle  several  alleys  over,  the  hissing wails too close to the cries of a newborn. Footsteps and then shouts and laughter all echoed from the temples. There were the calls of vendors, giggling  shouts  of  children—it  was  all  a  hazy  blur,  smeared  into  the fury  and  the  betrayal  and  the   hurt  that  wouldn’t  stop  clawing  at  the walls of what was left of Jacin’s sanity. 

He didn’t have any way to stop the hurt. He’d never been good at not  feeling  things.  But  anger  had  always  been  a  ready  friend,  an 
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agreeable distraction and focal point. The pain was too numb beneath the cold and it wasn’t helping him focus, so Jacin narrowed in on the fury, let it fill him and move him. He caught the glimmer of Raven’s moon  out  the  corner  of  his  eye,  dragged  his  gaze  upward  to  give  it  a glare, and stalked toward the temples. 
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THE scent hit him again. Goyo stopped in his tracks, cocked his head. 

He was tired and somewhat drained, having left the battle at the Gates of Rapture when that scent had overwhelmed him and vertigo had once again blurred time. He opened himself up now to both the spirits and all of the mortals around him, reaching for the thread that would lead him to the Incendiary and watching for trouble here at the festival, as well, because he had no doubt it was coming. There was a point being made by  these   banpair,  and  no  one  was  quite  getting  it  yet,  but  Goyo  was more than certain that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be pounded home soon enough.  And  the  creatures  had  already  proven  that  the  temples  were just as vulnerable to them as anywhere else. 

Goyo wondered if they could discern the blood of the Incendiary, too,  and  he  thought  probably—too  many  of  them  had  been  maijin before they’d turned. For the first time, Goyo wished Fen Jacin knew how to use Kamen’s ring. 

He sniffed the air again. Strange; it wasn’t an actual smell, more a sensation of a smell, but with a sense that was neither touch nor scent. 

And every  Temshiel and maijin in the city—all of them called out on alert;  all  of  them  splitting  their  attention  between  the  attack  at Rihansei’s and trying to prevent one at the festival—would likely sense it too. 

Goyo was going to have to move fast. 

He’d  never  understood  the  reasons  behind  the  ability  of  the servants of the gods to perceive when the Incendiary bled. Some sort of distress  signal  meant  to  speed  aid?  Or  a  call  to  attack,  like  sharks scenting  a  kill  from  leagues  away  and  racing  in  to  share  the  feeding frenzy? Goyo didn’t know, and there were none left who could tell him. 
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Odd,  though,  how  when  the  awareness  hit  him, all  he  could  see was  Hitsuke,  writhing  in  the  dirt  and  calling  his  god’s  name.  Goyo couldn’t let that get in the way. He still didn’t know what Snake would require of him if he  got  to  the  Incendiary  first,  but  Goyo wanted that option. Because he’d meant everything he’d said to Kamen’s mortals. 

And he couldn’t fathom an unworthy soul could end up the recipient of the  kind  of  devotion  they  had  for  their  brother-companion,  Fate’s Incendiary.  Goyo  wasn’t  even  sure  he  cared  anymore  that  he’d  be rewarded for securing the Incendiary or killing him—whichever Snake wanted when the time came—and perhaps punished for failing, either. 

He  cared  that  another  might  get  that  option  first  and…  he  didn’t know—misuse it, maybe. 

The river, he thought, tracing the feel and texture of the scent and letting  his  feet  move  without  his  direction.  The  river  and  the….  Ah. 

The  temples.  The  simplicity  was  almost  surprising.  Goyo  very  nearly started to chuckle. 

He choked it back when another call hit him, urgent  and far too gleeful.  Not  for  the  first  time,  Goyo  found  himself  wishing  the Incendiary had managed to take out Serenai, too, when he’d sent Ari to spirit. 

With a curse and a quick check of his weapons, Goyo picked up his pace and ran. 





IT  WAS  the  scent  of  jasmine  that  led  him,  the  scent  of  jasmine  that filtered  through  the  haze  of  rage  covering  all  coherent  thought,  the scent of jasmine that stirred so many things inside him that he couldn’t possibly  untangle  one  thing  from  another.  Jacin  merely  followed  the fog  of  perfume  right  over  the  low  gate  that  stood  before  the  temple, blew past too many people he didn’t really see, and hurled himself up the steps and into the open-pillared antechamber that opened out onto the  altar.  Incense  hung  heavy,  dense  jasmine  clouding  into  him  like poppy smoke, but Jacin flung his anger at it and barreled through some lackey  or  other  to  hitch  up—panting,  shaking—in  front  of  the  altar where  Hitsuke  had  once  come  to  call  upon  his  lover  in  his  lonely 
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mortality, whisper his love, and walk away with a smile and the scent of jasmine clinging to his hair. 

“Daraso!”  Jacin  roared  and  shoved  at  the  little  pots  of  ink  and stacks of balsa tiles, scattering everything to the polished floor. Howls of protest rose around him, worshippers outraged at his disrespect, and he spared a vicious snarl toward the blur of faces, satisfied when they backed off. He turned and tried to  shove the altar, too,  but  it was too damned heavy, and he couldn’t knock it over. “Daraso! Face me, you son of a bitch— Daraso!” 

“He will not answer you.” 

Jacin spun, stick raised instinctively, but the woman who peered back at him from a few paces away neither flinched nor backed away. 

Pale and beautiful, almost willowy, with dark hair and dark eyes, just like her master. Immortal. Of course. Wasn’t just about everyone he ran into  anymore?  Jacin  didn’t  recognize  her,  though,  and  if  the  lack  of abrupt displacement in his head meant anything, Hitsuke hadn’t known her. Jacin assessed then dismissed her with a snarling, “Fuck you,” then he  turned  a  hard  glare  on  the  few  remaining  worshippers  until  they backed farther out of the temple at the woman’s discreet gesture. Jacin whirled back to the altar. “Daraso!” 

“He knew you were coming. I have already alerted the Patrol that you  are  here.”  Jacin  spun  back  again,  glaring,  but  the  woman  merely shrugged.  “You  attacked  and  sent  to  spirit  one  of  Raven’s-own.  It  is against the laws here.” 

“Law.” Jacin  nearly spat on the floor. “As if  your god  gives the slightest  fuck about any law but his own.” 

 Come and get me, take one fucking step, I dare you, just come on, come and get me, draw a weapon, do  some thing. 

She  laughed,  a  pleasing  trill,  and  shook  her  dark  head.  “In  this case,  I  expect  it  is  mere  convenience.  Stand  there  and  bellow  all  you like. The Patrol won’t be long.” 

“So why not just kill me?” Jacin snarled, a little bit thrown. “I’m sure your god would—” 
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“If my god wanted you dead,” she said mildly, “you would have been so decades ago.” 

“Yeah, because it’s so much more satisfying to watch me lose my mind.”  Simply  saying  it  out  loud  like  that  drove  the  rage  up  tighter, hotter,  burning him from the inside out. “Did he plan Asai too?” 

Because didn’t that just fit a little too serendipitously? No wonder Jacin had fallen so hard and so fast for those dark eyes; no wonder he’d just about  licked Asai’s boots for a scrap of approval,  mercy,  love. A sob  drove  up  from  his  chest,  burst  out  his  mouth,  and  Jacin  couldn’t have  held  it  back  to  save  his  life.  He  wavered,  this  close  to  hysteria, right  in  Raven’s  house,  before  his  altar,  like  Jacin  was  making  an offering  of  himself,  and  oh  fuck,  he  hoped  he  wasn’t,  but  he  never could tell what he was doing until he was already knee-deep in doing it. 

“Asai had the bad judgment to pledge to Wolf,” the woman said, strangely sympathetic and soft, “and so his actions and intentions were clouded from Raven’s sight.” She stepped closer and pushed still-wet hair from Jacin’s eyes; Jacin couldn’t find the will to flinch back. She smiled. “But even so, I think Raven would have approved. Don’t you?” 

Yes. Jacin did. Because it was all about revenge and punishment, wasn’t it? Revenge and punishment and crushing the Jin so that Wolf would weaken. What Asai had done to Jacin had certainly gone a ways toward the “revenge and punishment” part, and what he’d intended to do would have taken care of the “weaken Wolf” part. Because even had the Jin survived, it would have been as mindless servants bent to Asai’s will,  not  Wolf’s,  and  there  was  no  question  that  Asai’s  loyalties  had lain only with himself, not any one of the gods. Perhaps the future for which Asai had been reaching wouldn’t have added to Raven’s power, but it would have certainly dented Wolf’s. 

And none of it,  none of it, had ever been about anything else. It was  all about power, not love, not from any of them—not Raven, not Wolf, and certainly not Asai. 

Untouchable.  Unlovable.  And  everyone  he  loved  living  under what amounted to a curse, and he was allowed to love, because  You will know  love  so  that  you  may  know  the  pain  of  losing  it,  but  he  wasn’t 
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allowed  to   keep  it,     and  son  of  a   bitch,  how  was  he  supposed  to… 

supposed to…. 

“Kill me,” leaked from Jacin’s mouth, all weak and raspy, and he hadn’t known it was coming, but he wasn’t about to negate it. “Just… 

oh  fuck,  I….”  His  teeth  were  chattering  again,  his  whole  body juddering, shuddering loose, and any second now, his knees were going to unlock and spill him to the floor. Falling apart, before Raven’s altar, the  altar  before  which  Hitsuke  had  knelt  and  spoken  to  his  god  in intimate  whispers,  loving  so  hard  he  couldn’t  see  anything  else, couldn’t  fathom  that  he’d  ever  be  betrayed,  because  it  had  never occurred to him to betray. “I want to….” 

He wanted to die. It was too much. No one could know all of this and  keep  going.  It  was  amazing  he  hadn’t  simply  seized  up  in Rihansei’s  chains  and  been  done  with  it,  but  his  body  just  kept working, and his feet just kept moving, and his heart just kept fucking beating, when all he wanted was for all of it to just…  stop. 

 Malick!   A  wail  inside  his  head,  because  he  just  didn’t  know where to turn, and his throat was spasming, cutting off air, and it was quite  possible  he  was  going  to  retch  all  over  Raven’s  altar,  and wouldn’t   that  just  be  too  fitting  and  precious?  Malick,  please,  I  need you, I don’t know what to do, I don’t know what to do with any of it, it’s too much, I can’t take any more, please, I don’t— 

He  was  shocked  when  the  woman’s  arm  curled  around  him, soothing, then appalled when he couldn’t make himself pull away. His nose was clogged with snot, he couldn’t breathe, and tears splotched his vision, refracting smeary light, blinding him. He shook and he couldn’t stop; he was shattering and it didn’t even scare him anymore. 

“All  you  have  ever  had  to  do  was  ask  forgiveness,”  she whispered, deeper than before, her face so close to Jacin’s he could feel her breath on his cheek. “Ask me, my Hitsuke.  Beg.” 

“Daraso,”  he  wheezed,  more  like  a  whine,  and  it  wasn’t  the woman  anymore  who  looked  at  Jacin  steadily  from  black  eyes.  He wasn’t  so  sure  it  had  ever  been  anyone   but  Daraso,  waiting  for  his Hitsuke  in  the  temple  the  Incendiary’s  efforts  had  helped  build, watching him fall apart right in front of the altar, an offering, the only 
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kind  the  beaten,  broken  remnants  of  Hitsuke  had  left.  “Daraso”  fell from  his  mouth  and  into  his  god’s  red  lips,  and  he  couldn’t  have stopped it any more than he could stop the shaking. 

The  kiss  was  overwhelming,  fiery  and  deep,  and  as  his  body molded to Daraso’s, Hitsuke could feel his heart cracking apart, bit by bit, the tiny shards plummeting down into his  gut and twisting. There were  no  cherry  blossom  petals  now  to  obscure  and  distract,  only  the heavy scent of jasmine sliding down his throat, and he thought perhaps he  groaned  around  it,  but  he  was  losing  himself,  he  was  losing everything  as  Daraso  crushed  Hitsuke  to  his  chest  and  drove  the  kiss deeper. 

Save him, it was dying and being reborn again, all at once. It was grief and sorrow, and love and hope. It was… memory. 

Passion and wholeness turned to anger and distrust. Faith crushed and  fidelity  disdained.  Love  that  wasn’t  real  and  comfort  that  only blinded.  Strength  that  turned  to  weakness  and  promises  so  easily broken. 

Cruelty and betrayal and greed and doubt. 

Fucking  outrage. 

It swamped him, choked him. 

Jacin  shoved  himself  back,  trying  to  flail  his  way  out  of  the relentless  hold,  but  the  arms  locked  around  him  were  strong  and  the grip secure. Panic nipped at him yet again. 

“Jacin!”  came  from  behind  him,  the  voice  high  and  clear,  and fuck, he’d missed her so much. 

“Caidi.” Breathed out on a wheezy sob. He tried to spin but the arms around him wouldn’t let go, and then something rammed into him from the side and he went down in a tangle of limbs and grunts. 

His breath whuffed out of him, but hysteria had set him in motion and it wasn’t going to let him stop until he got loose. The hold on him had broken with the fall, and he kicked and writhed and snarled as he tried to take advantage of the slack. 

“Goyo,” a woman’s voice growled, right next to Jacin’s ear, and he  blinked  to  the  side.  He  wasn’t  tangled  up  with  Daraso—he  was 
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tangled  up  with  Raven’s  immortal,  and  bloody  fucking  hell,  was anything  about  these  people  what  it  seemed?  And  then  the  name registered— Goyo—but  Jacin  didn’t  have  time  to  pause  and  think  it over, because Caidi was shrieking at him—“Get up, Jacin, come on, get up, get up,  get up!”—so Jacin tried. He pulled himself away from the grasping  hands,  helped  by  Goyo,  who  was  awkwardly  grappling  with the woman on the floor as Jacin slithered away from both of them. 

“You  dare!” cried the woman. “In Raven’s own  house!” 

“I thought you called for the Patrol. Here I am.” Goyo’s grin was not a nice one as he peered down at her. “Aw, Serenai, sorry. It’s only that I thought you said you were under attack by the Incendiary. I was only trying to help.” The grin abruptly dropped, and the look was fierce as he held the woman down. “Funny, how Raven and his own seem to so  consistently  misconstrue  exactly  who  is  the  injured  party  when  it comes to Incendiary. An honest mistake, I’m sure.” He shot a glance at Jacin, stopped and narrowed his eyes, mouth open like he meant to say something. 

“The shadows, Jacin,” Caidi whispered, frantic. “Now!” 

And  it  wasn’t  like  any  of  Jacin’s  decisions  had  been  very  good ones lately, so he did as Caidi demanded and said the spell. He was still wondering what that puzzled look on Goyo’s face had been about when he backed away and out of Raven’s temple. 





THINGS  were  happening.  Xari  got  the  feeling  they  were  happening very quickly, but in a place just out of her reach, and it was sending her spare.  Not  the  uproar  even  now  unrolling  at  the  Gates  of  Rapture, though that lay over everything else like an obscuring scrim of oil atop the deceptively calm waters of a bottomless lake. Deeper than that. A part of it, but more of a diversion; something to take the eye away from the malignant shapes of futures unfolding. 

The  festival  carried  on—outside,  inside,  all  around—the  crowds having gradually wandered from the streets and begun to queue up for a turn  at  their  chosen  gods’  altars,  painting  their  prayers  and  hanging 
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their wishes for the New Year as Owl rose to flank her siblings. Xari didn’t hear the chatter, the steady  trip-trip-trap of a thousand feet, the hawkers or the minstrels. Xari heard the thrumming nothing of dawning elucidation,  that  overwhelming  sensation  of  revelation  to  come  that sank through her and gripped her spirit when true Prophecy hovered at her fingertips and guided her hands. 

She ignored the itch and irritation of flaking paint on cheeks and brow,  paint  that  should  have  been  removed  and  replaced  hours—no, days—ago, but insight had no tolerance for comfort, nor would it wait if she didn’t have her tools at hand when it chose to call. Xari patiently held her cards between her hands, head bowed over them, eyes closed, whispering orisons and spells, and waiting. 

It  hardly  ever  came  like  this.  And  when  it  did,  it  wasn’t  always something that could be used. The last time she’d been “blessed” with enlightenment—or  rather  “stolen”  it  from  the  collective  ephemera  of the  universal  divine—it  had  shown  her  Asai’s  betrayal,  from  which she’d  instinctively  flinched;  she’d  lost  the  singularities,  the  specifics, the  proof, and so had lost her son, her god and her place. 

Xari  had  no  intention  of  failing  again.  She  knew  what  her  new god wanted of her, after all. 

It had to be about the Incendiary. It was the nature of Incendiary to  draw  Fate’s  players,  after  all,  and  Xari  recognized  the  taste  of  the current anarchy curling at the lip of the world. An ephemeral-familiar flavor to it, a trying-to-catch-smoke sensation that hovered just outside of real knowledge and teased at instinct but never quite touched it with anything  real.  Faint  hunches  and  not-quite-patterns,  when  it  came  to Incendiary—any  Incendiary,  really,  but   this  singular  Incendiary  in particular.  The  obstructions  of  ancient  magic  that  made  up  body  and soul,  and  the  hindrance  of  the  Ancestors’  enchantments  in  the  gods’ 

Blood that ran through Untouchable veins. It was like trying to see with no eyes. 

Her  hand  moved  to  the  stone,  and  she  let  it.  The  other  set  the cards on the table, and she let that too. Eyes closed, all senses dwelling in that transience between physical and spirit and space and not-space, Xari slipped a card from the deck and held it up. Opened her eyes. 
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“Kurimo,” she whispered, tracing the wheels  of fire with  the tip of her finger, smiling a little at the wild eyes of the twin horses—Force and  Control—that  strained  at  the  traces.  Kurimo.  The  chariot  that would drive the will of her god and lay a steady hand on the reins. And the hand of Fate herself sat on his brow like a mark of protection. An invisible  talisman  that  no  servant  of  the  gods  would  ignore  or challenge. 

The other cards almost didn’t matter. The Fool and the Sorcerer, of course. The Paradox and the Templar of Swords. The Hawk Priest still chased and slavered after what was not his, and all could still fall, if  he  managed  to  catch  what  he  sought.  Xari  could  almost  see  the threads of Fate that braced the world snapping and twanging, all of the carnage and misery that would follow. 

With  a  shudder  she  couldn’t  quite  help,  Xari  carefully  collected her  cards  and  covered  her  stone,  rose  from  the  table  and  bowed  low. 

The time for prophecy and prediction  had passed now; it was time to do. 

“And we all do what  we must,” she muttered then strode to  her chambers to wash away  the last of the dried paint of the wolf’s mask from her face. 

A  call  sizzled  at  her  nerves,  strong  and  insistent.  Xari  smiled. 

Dakimo had seen as well, then. She didn’t answer. She didn’t have the time, and anyway, Dakimo was  Temshiel and his priorities were not her own.  These  things  were  what  maijin  were  made  for,  and  long  before they bound their paths to those of the gods. 

She was Wolf’s maijin now, but tonight, she walked where Fate pointed. Watching in her mind’s eye what possibilities sprang from the Kurimo and where they led, she rather thought Wolf approved. 





HE ALMOST fell down the marble steps. Twice. Jacin stumbled around the worshippers who had come to pray to their god and had ended up with  a  bit  of  a  spectacle  instead.  The  shadows  were  choking  him, almost vibrating with a steady hum that had never been there before, so 
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he dropped them the second he lost himself in the crush of the mob at the bottom of the steps. 

“Jacin,”  Caidi  growled,  “put  them  back  on.  Put  them  back  on, take my hand and come with me.” 

Jacin peered down at her dimpled little hand, stretched out for his, and…  recoiled,  the  abrupt  memory  of  that  same  hand  curled  loosely and lying in a pool of blood jabbing into him with too-sharp clarity. 

“I’m so sorry, Caidi.” 

“Jacin, there isn’t time,” Caidi said, earnest and worried. 

She  snatched  at  Jacin’s  hand,  but  he  snatched  it  right  back, because he couldn’t…  couldn’t…. 

“I’m so sorry.” 

It  didn’t  matter  what  platitudes  Malick  had  tried  to  sell  him—

Jacin had killed her.  You will know love so that you may know the pain of  losing  it.  She’d  died  because  of  him.  His  father,  his  mother.  Even Beishin. 

“Jacin,  please!” 

He’d failed. In everything. 

“Jacin,  now,  I  mean  it.  Put  them  back  on  and  come  with  me. 

They’re looking for you. They’re  all looking  for you.” 

Jacin didn’t think he cared. 

Goyo stood at the top of the temple’s steps, searching, and Jacin only  stood  where  he  was  until  Goyo’s  glance  fell  on  him,  stayed, stared.  With  a  helpless  shrug,  Jacin  kept  the  gaze  and  angled  slowly toward  the  eastern  boundary  that  separated  Raven’s  temple  grounds from Wolf’s. Goyo merely balled his hands into fists and cursed like he meant it. Several men and women in the surcoat of the Patrol hovered around him; Jacin couldn’t hear from where he was, but they listened attentively while Goyo pointed and spoke and directed, and then they scattered at his apparent commands—none of them toward Jacin. With a  vicious  snarl,  Goyo  sailed  down  the  steps  and  came  after  Jacin himself. 
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Jacin  only  kept  shuffling  away,  ducking  his  head,  moving  with the throng and leaning heavily on the walking stick until he rounded the corner and headed down the alley between Raven’s temple and Wolf’s. 

He slipped the shadows back on only long enough to watch Goyo pass by, stalking toward Wolf’s temple, then took them back off again. He couldn’t  stand  them.  Almost  pulsating  around  him,  making  him lightheaded and a little numb, smothering him in  pine-sage-sex, and it made  him  want  to  just  fall  down  and  cry,  because  he   needed,  and  he didn’t  know  what,  but  Malick  had  always  figured  it  out  for  him  and given it to him, and Malick wasn’t  here. 

“Damn  it,  Jacin,  what  are  you   doing?”  Caidi’s  voice  was  sharp with  reproach  and  an  anger  Jacin  didn’t  think  he’d  ever  seen  on  her before. And he’d  never heard her swear. “Put them back on, Jacin.” She actually  stomped  her  foot.  “I  mean  it.”  She  tried  to  grab  his  arm  this time, but he shook her off and backed away. “Jacin—” 

“I can’t, Caidi.” 

Caidi’s expression slid back to concern, and she took a small step toward him. “Can’t do what, Jacin?” 

Jacin had no idea, so he only shook his head, mute. 

“You see now, little Ghost,” said a voice Jacin knew all too well and really didn’t think he could cope with right now. Hot breath fell on Jacin’s  ear,  down  his  collar,  and  though  he  couldn’t  see  Asai’s  face, Jacin had no trouble at all seeing the mocking smile. 

“I  killed  you,”  he  wheezed.  “I   killed  you,  I   know  I  did.”  Twice now. “Why won’t you stay  dead?” 

“Jacin….”  Caidi  was  staring  at  him,  eyes  soft  and  sympathetic. 

“You didn’t kill me.” 

“Because you need me, my Incendiary.” Asai’s arms slid around Jacin’s  torso  from  behind,  loosely  pressing  his  arms  to  his  sides,  and Jacin  didn’t  even  bother  to  try  to  shake  him  loose.  Asai  was  never going to  leave him alone. None of them  would  ever leave him alone. 

“You  see  how  you’ve  been  betrayed.  You  see  how  the  gods  use  and twist and lie.” 
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“As  if  you  don’t,”  Jacin  grated.  Caidi  frowned,  asked,  “What?” 

but  Jacin  didn’t  answer  her,  every  bit  of  concentration  spent  on  not giving even a little when Asai tried to pull Jacin in tighter. “As if you didn’t.”  He  tried  to  bring  the  stick  up,  just  as  full  of  rage  for  “his beishin” as he was for… just about everything right now, but Asai was right  here,  convenient,  and  Dar—  Raven  wouldn’t  even  face   his Incendiary. Asai merely took hold of the stick, his hand right between where Jacin’s gripped it, and stopped the truncated swing. Jacin stilled again and measured the hold that hadn’t seemed nearly so constricting only a few seconds ago. When had Asai gotten so strong? Jacin bared his teeth and tried a kick with his good leg, because it was really all he could do right now, but all it did was send a heavy jolt up the bad one. 

“Why don’t you let me show you how  grateful I am,” he grated. “It’ll be just like old times.” 

“Jacin!” Caidi snapped. “What are you doing?” 

“Ah, tempting,” Asai  said and ran his  mouth along the sensitive skin  beneath  Jacin’s  ear.  “But  no.”  Asai  turned  them  both  toward  the far end of the alley, and two shapes swirled into substance at the back end  of  it.  He  turned  them  again  in  the  opposite  direction,  and  Jacin wasn’t the least bit surprised to see two more silhouettes at the mouth of the alley, just behind Caidi. Blocking off exits. 

Jacin looked at Caidi. “Do you see them?” he demanded. 

Caidi  frowned  then  peered  around  her.  Jacin  didn’t  need  her anxious “See  what, Jacin?” to know, because the pity in her eyes was enough  of  an  answer.  He  was  seeing  ghosts  that  couldn’t  see  each other,  and  it  should  probably  be  hysterically  funny,  but  Jacin  simply didn’t have it in  him  right  now. Real,  not-real,  punishment or  callous disregard—it didn’t matter anymore. None of it mattered anymore. 

He  jerked  in  Asai’s  grip—not  hoping  to  get  loose,  really,  but unwilling  to  just  stand  there.  “I’m  finished.  I  have  nothing  left. 

Whatever  it  is  you  want,  whatever  it  is  you’re  trying  to  do,  it’s  done and so am I. Do your worst and then… just…  leave me alone.” 

“Jacin,” Caidi said, low and wary, “who are you talking to?” 

“I  think  the  worst  has  already  been  done,”  Asai  murmured,  sad and  nauseatingly  compassionate.  He  ran  his  mouth  along  Jacin’s 
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jawline this time; Jacin couldn’t even care enough to flinch away from the touch. “You see now how they betrayed you, gentle Hitsuke. You have  nowhere  else  to  turn.  We  are  the  same,  you  and  I.  I’ve  been tricked  and  used,  as  well.”  He  waggled  the  walking  stick  in  Jacin’s hands.  “Wolf  pulled  you  into  his  Cycle,  but  it  wasn’t  to  save  you.  It was so you could save ‘his people’, his greatest strength in the mortal world, and yet he could not be moved to save those you wanted saved. 

Raven punished you because you dared to be what you are, because  you weren’t enough for a god.” 

Except he had been. Right up until he’d made a choice. 

“Every other god watched it happen, and none reached out a hand to save  you.” Asai tightened his  grip around Jacin’s ribs, so tight and constricting  that  Jacin  was  getting  a  little  lightheaded.  “Do  you  think Wolf will accept you now? Do you think he  cares?” 

It  was  doing  things  inside  Jacin,  except  he  couldn’t  tell  what—

infuriating  him  one  second  and  shattering  him  the  next—and  he couldn’t seem to find a balance inside it all. Caidi was still talking at him—“Jacin, please, there’s no one here,  please, come with me, let me take you somewhere safe”—still trying to tug-tug-tug him away, but he knew where she wanted to lead him, and even if he could get loose, he simply couldn’t go where she wanted him to go. 

“There   is  nowhere  safe,”  Jacin  wheezed,  because   safe  was Malick,  and  Malick  was  gone,  and  Asai  was  right—the  gods  hadn’t protected him before, and they wouldn’t protect him now. 

“There is,” Asai told him and the hold loosened just enough that it could  have  been  considered  a  firm  embrace  to  someone  who  didn’t know  better.  The  scent  of  jasmine  was  crowding  in  from  Raven’s temple,  and  a  cocktail  of  pine  and  sage  was  churning  with  it,  but  the scent of damp earth and ash and darkness that weltered from Asai was what made Jacin’s eyes burn. “I would have kept them all safe, Jacin-rei,  if  only  you  had  listened  to  me.”  Fuck,  Jacin  had  heard  the  same accusation  before,  had  told  himself  it  was  a  lie,  because  Asai  always lied,  but  now  it  slammed  into  his  chest  and   twisted.  “Come  with  me now, bring me the bauble from your treacherous  Temshiel, let me show you what you and I can achieve together, and I will keep them all safe. 
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I will keep  you safe. Your gods would not give you the same, and your Temshiel could not. I  can.” 

Another knife to the chest, and this one took Jacin’s breath. Caidi was  getting  more  insistent  now,  almost  battering  at  him,  and  Jacin merely stared at the shapes moving slowly toward them and took it. Not believing  but   wanting  to.  Because  he  knew  why  now,  even  in  the depths of madness, all those incarnations of himself had reached for the heavens  just  before  they’d  plunged  to  ignoble  deaths.  He  knew  now what they’d been trying to do, what they’d been reaching for. 

They’d  been  weak.  They’d  believed,  even  in  their  insanity. 

They’d tried to  fly, even as they  were shown how very far they were falling. 

Jacin didn’t think he had that problem anymore. 

“Let me love you, little Ghost. Look back onto those paths you’ve trod and know me. One more path for you to walk and your deceiving Daraso will never lay hands on you again.  I will keep you safe. Let me show you what it is to be loved and honored by a  true god.” 

Asai’s  voice  was  just  as  hypnotic  as  Rihansei’s  eyes,  it  always had been, and something about the comfort of giving in called to all the sick,  craven  places  inside  Jacin.  The  parts  that  were  enraged  at  the world  were  shouting  against  it,  but  this  thing  inside  him  was  ancient and appallingly strong. 

“Why?”  It  slipped  out  of  Jacin’s  mouth  all  unknowing,  and  he couldn’t fathom it, because did he really care? 

“Jacin….”  Caidi  was  crying  now,  great  fat  drops  down  her  full little  cheeks.  “Whatever  this  is,  don’t  give  up,  all  right?  I’m  going  to find help. Jacin? Can you hear me?” 

Jacin only half-heard it, most of it drowned out by Asai’s answer to  the question Jacin  hadn’t really meant  to  ask:  “You  were meant  to stand beside a god, Incendiary. Not writhe beneath one. You, Hitsuke, are a god maker.” 

 Let me show you what it is to be loved and honored by a  true  god. 

Ah. Right. 
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 Now Jacin laughed. Because really—how had he not guessed? It was so fucking predictable—so fucking  Asai. The snorts and chuckles burbled  up  against  the  pressure  of  Asai’s  grip,  then  flowed  out  in breathless starts and stops. 

“Oh,”  Jacin  snorted.  “Oh,  that’s…  that’s   rich.”  He  jerked  a  nod toward  the  end  of  the  alley  where  the  two  figures  he  could  see  were edging closer. Who knew where the other two were, but it mattered so little right now that Jacin couldn’t even care. He cared a lot more that one  of  the  two  he  could  see  was  smoking,  and  Jacin  could  really  use one right now. “And they’re here to make sure I don’t refuse?” 

“My boy,” said Asai, soft and deep as his mouth sank to set a kiss to the side of Jacin’s throat, “you will not refuse. You cannot. There is nowhere  left  for  you  now.  You  have  attacked  Tambalon’s  governor. 

You have killed priests and priestesses of the gods. You have terrorized the  citizens  of  Mitsu  and  struck  down  almost  a  score  of  them.  The Patrol will cut you down the second you show your face.” 

Jacin  had  to  go  over  all  that  in  his  head  a  few  times.  He  didn’t remember  doing  most  of  it,  but  with  the  vague  memory  of  Rihansei telling  him  he’d  sent  a   Temshiel   to  spirit,  Jacin  couldn’t  exactly  rule any of it out, either. 

“It would have been better, had you seen sense, but the time for a choice has passed. And if you must be… persuaded….” 

Asai took a fistful of Jacin’s hair and jerked his head back so he was staring up into the sky. The flash of bright light flaring above was nearly  blinding.  It  took  a  second,  but  a  concussive   boom  followed, startling  Jacin  and  making  his  heart  race,  just  as  the  light  above exploded into a shower of colorful sparks that crackled and glittered as they fell in a brilliant, dazzling puff. 

Fireworks.  It  was  the  New  Year.  So,  that  was  what  all  those crowds  were  about.  Jacin  couldn’t  help  rolling  his  eyes.  Yeah,  happy fucking birthday to me. 

Shit. He’d missed Joori’s birthday. 

Another jarring  boom thumped in Jacin’s chest, stuttering against the  rhythm  of  his  heart  as  Asai  yanked  on  Jacin’s  hair  again,  angling his head down this time. “Look,” he demanded, just as another rocket 
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blasted  in  the  sky.  It  was  almost  like  the  sound  when  Subie  had swallowed  itself;  Jacin  didn’t  think  that  would  have  occurred  to  him, except that he was staring down onto Caidi’s broken body bleeding out onto the stone of the alley. His gaze skipped around him, as far as he could throw it to all sides, because Caidi had just been  right here, and if she was still  right here, she couldn’t be  right there. 

The image changed—one moment Jacin was looking at blood in gold  hair,  and  the  next,  Joori’s  lifeless  eyes  stared  accusingly  at  him from where Caidi had just been, body twisted unnaturally and blood in a wide pool beneath him. Shadows blurred it out for a second, and then more  glaring  light  and  earsplitting  explosions  filled  the  sky  as  Morin took Joori’s place. 

“You  see  now,  Incendiary.”  Low  and  seductive.  “These  are  the things  the  gods  would  give  you  as  reward  for  your  service  to  them. 

These  are  the  things   I  would  save  you  from.”  Asai  kissed  Jacin’s temple then slid a fingertip over Malick’s ring on Jacin’s finger. “I have only  ever  needed  you,  my  Incendiary,  and  now  you  bring  me  such  a lovely,  lovely  gift.”  He  moved  the  hand  to  run  his  fingertips  over Jacin’s cheekbone. “Your beishin will always take care of you, Jacin-rei. Have I not always said so?” 

Fury was probably not the reaction Asai had been looking for, but it was what swarmed in Jacin’s chest, hot enough to burn him from the inside out as the images seared into his head and combusted. “And did I not  warn  you,  Beishin,”  Jacin  said,  oh  so  soft  and  deadly,  “that threatening  my  brothers  was  the  surest  way  to  make  sure  I   don’t  do what you want me to do?” 

“Ah, the voice of The Bloody  Fist, at  last,” Asai crooned.  “It  is still  in  you.  You  were  a  great  warrior  once,  Hitsuke.  And  look  what Raven has made of you now.” 

 The Bloody Fist, Jacin mused.  Huh. Yeah, I was, wasn’t I?  

He  eyed  the  shapes  slowly  advancing,  no  doubt  waiting  for  a word from Asai to close the distance. Funny how Jacin wasn’t the least bit  frightened.  Funny  how  he  was  waiting  for  the  signal  probably  as eagerly  as  those  two  were.  All  of  the  aches  and  pains  receded  into unimportance. 
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 Here, kitty-kitty. 

Asai’s tone dipped toward the edge of malevolence: “We are not of the gods, you and I. And the gods will not have you back. You are my  Incendiary.  You  are  my   Ghost.  And  now  that  you  know  me,  now that you  see, you are my greatest weapon.” 

“Except  I  don’t  know  you,”  was  all  Jacin  could  think  to  say. 

Because  even  if  this  really  was  Asai—and  Jacin  was  pretty  sure  it wasn’t—it wasn’t like Jacin had really known Asai, either. 

“Only  because  you  refuse  to  know.  But  that  cannot  last  much longer. You shall see. By my breath do you live, my Incendiary, by my love do you go on. You do not exist but in my eyes. And I now exist in yours.” Another kiss, and the smell of ash rose  up as the debris from the fireworks filtered down from the sky and mixed with a new fall of snow. And none of it turned to petals. “You never could stand against a tender touch. It is more fatal to you than a knife to the heart. Now come with me, my Incendiary. It is time to put The Six back in their proper places.” 

It was… tempting, Jacin had to admit. He’d like to get his hands around Raven’s neck—Wolf would do in a pinch—and he didn’t think he  necessarily  cared  if  he  got  anything  out  of  it  but  another  horrible death. The satisfaction would be worth it. Then again, he’d like to get his hands around Asai’s neck too. And at least this not-Asai was within reach. 

Jacin’s  hands  curled  tighter  around  the  walking  stick,  and  he narrowed his eyes at the shadowy figures stalking closer. He could see them now—black-clad from head to toe with black kerchiefs over their faces. Like the ones who’d taken Malick down and taken all of Jacin’s safety  and  comfort  with  them.  He  wasn’t  even  a  little  bit  surprised. 

Because  even  if  this  wasn’t  Asai,  this…   creature  still  knew  all  of Asai’s tricks, knew exactly how to hurt Jacin and was just as ruthless as Asai  had  ever  been.  More.  Of  course  he’d  taken  Malick  away  from Jacin, because he wanted something from Jacin and taking away what Jacin needed was the way to get Jacin to do things he didn’t want to do. 

Except  he  was  the  Bloody  Fist.  And  these  creatures  had  taken from him. 
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The one who’d been smoking pitched it aside, and it occurred to Jacin  that  he’d  fucking   kill  for  a  smoke  right  now,  which  made  him snort again, because… well. Yeah. 

 Heeeeeere kitty-kitty, stupid fucking kitty.  

“You never did know me as well as you thought you did,” Jacin told Asai. He smirked a little, added, “And you didn’t ask me nicely,” 

and he snapped his head back. By the sharp yelp and the satisfying feel of crunching bone, Jacin guessed he’d gotten Asai square on the nose. 

Damn, a little higher and Jacin might have smashed bridge into brain. 

Too bad. Because whatever Asai was, he could apparently be hurt—his grip loosened, and Jacin jerked the stick up and back, slammed Asai in the ribs with the foot of it then spun out of his arms. 

The  other  two  were  waiting  for  him.  Make  that  four.  Bodies closed in all around Jacin; he spun on his good leg and swung the stick in a wide arc as he went. The glint of a knife flashed in the darkness, and  the  slippery   ching  of  metal  coming  loose  from  a  scabbard  rang beneath the now almost steady concussion of the fireworks, the light of them  flickering  sporadic  brilliance  down  into  the  alley.  Jacin  hoped these men were having as much trouble seeing properly as he was. 

“Jacin- rei!”  Asai  snarled,  and  then  he  wasn’t  Asai  anymore. 

Daraso  lunged  for  Jacin,  and  Jacin  snapped  himself  backward, caroming  into  one  of  the  others.  He  whipped  the  stick  back  over  his shoulder,  felt  it  thunk  into  something  solid  that  crunched  beneath  the heavy ivory of the wolf’s head, and then back again to the front to take another one in  the face.  “You failed me, Hitsuke! You are  failing me now!” 

Did he really think Jacin gave a shit anymore? 

He  lost  time.  Again.  Everything  kept  going  around  him,  and  he apparently  kept  going  with  it,  but  it  was  lost  in  that  same  black  hole that had swallowed his mind between the moment he’d gone after Leu in  the  tavern  and  the  moment  he’d  woken  up  chained  to  Rihansei’s Gate.  Probably  not  a  good  thing,  considering,  but  the  shapes  around Jacin were two less than they’d been a moment ago, so he assumed he was doing something right. The stick was broken, he was only holding half of it now, and had no idea what he’d done with the other half. He 
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kept  swinging  it  nonetheless,  aiming  for  Daraso-Asai,  but  the remaining two kept getting in his way and he couldn’t get a decent head shot.  He’d  gotten  hold  of  a  knife  somehow,  too,  remembering  only vaguely  yanking  it  from  out  his  own  side,  so  he  assumed  he’d  been stabbed, but the pain wasn’t registering, so it didn’t matter. He put the knife to better use. 

Lightning flared and Subie boomed, and Wolf waged war in the heavens. Caidi was there again,  shouting at  him. Asai  laughed at  him and yanked on his braid—“You did this, little Ghost.” Daraso held him then shoved him away—“Beg me”—as Jacin watched Caidi sail up into the sky, and then Goyo took his hand and Yori screamed and Hitsuke plummeted and Malick went down in a burst of flame. 

Jacin shut his eyes, spun-slashed-bashed, and still, a gaze dark as night  pierced  him,  shattered  him,  enraged  him.  Grief  and  fury,  and betrayal so deep it scored his soul. 

There  was  no  skill  to  what  his  body  was  doing—it  was  all primitive  and  brutal  instinct.  No  style,  no  form,  no  elegance  or precision.  He  lunged  and  stabbed  and  hacked,  the  sum  of  ruthless actions  and  nothing  more.  No  pain,  no  shame,  no  love,  no  grief—no feeling. He was a machine. A  perfect machine. And he liked it. 

He didn’t care if any of this was real. Some hard, nasty little thing inside him really hoped it was. Bright-hot wrath swallowed him whole. 

Jacin  let his  body take over and only let his  head brood over the fact that he’d fucking  kill for a smoke. Which was still kind of hilarious. 





SAMIN had to stop. He had to. He wasn’t lying dead on the street with a knife in his chest, but he bloody well felt like it. He was weak and his head was pounding, heart hammering at it like it had decided his chest wasn’t  where  it  wanted  to  be  anymore  and  had  moved  to  settle  right behind  his  eyes.  The  nausea  wasn’t  helping,  and  neither  was  the dizziness.  He  held  onto  Morin’s  shoulder,  and  hoped  Morin  didn’t know how much of it was for support. 
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Another blast went off over their heads, and more light glittered behind  Samin’s  eyes,  spangling  into  the  thudding  of  his  head  and making it heavier. 

“Samin,”  Morin  said  slowly,  tone  wary,  eyes  wide  as  he  turned back  and  pointed  over  to  where  they’d  just  been  standing  a  few  feet away from the fountain. “Do you see that?” 

Samin  squinted  through  another  blossom  of  light  from  the  sky. 

The marble façade of the temple was barely visible through the trees. 

Students  of  the  priests—dressed  in  the  formal  white  robes  denoting their apprenticeship, faces painted with the mask of their god—strolled the queue, keeping an eye on both the sky and those waiting their turn at the altar. The line for Owl’s temple was the longest, in honor of her rising into her secondary cycle, the muted jade of her face just coming visible  beneath  Wolf’s  ambivalent  silver  gaze.  Raven  and  Dragon glared  like  a  set  of  narrowed  red  eyes  from  just  below.  A  scrim  of clouds was moving quickly to the bottom of the sky, blinding them all. 

Another  rocket  blossomed  against  their  backdrop,  making  it  all absurdly picturesque and a little too perfect. 

None  of  which,  Samin  assumed,  was  what  had  Morin’s  hackles up and vibrating. 

“See what?” Samin asked him. 

“I  don’t….”  Morin  trailed  off,  shook  his  head,  and  then  took  a few paces back to where he’d been pointing. “It’s Caidi,” he whispered and  reached  out  to  touch  empty  air,  hand  shaking  a  little  and  brow twisted,  but  a  soft  smile  curled  at  his  mouth,  like  he  couldn’t  help  it. 

“Samin, it’s  Caidi.” His hand moved, as though he was stroking a head of gold curls that Samin couldn’t see. 

Samin’s stomach dropped. Because he really didn’t need another one of them to start seeing ghosts, and especially not now that he was pretty sure he knew exactly what those “ghosts” were. 

“Morin, I don’t think—” 

He choked it off when Morin looked up at him, because the look in  Morin’s  eyes  was  far  too  close  to  the  one  he  saw  in  Malick’s sometimes when Malick was  going  all   Temshiel on him and deciding which organ would hurt the most when extracted through the ribcage. 
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“Raven’s  temple,”  Morin  said  quietly  then  turned  back  to  peer down at where Caidi absolutely wasn’t. “No. The alley. Are you  sure?” 

He nodded then jerked his head to where the low hedge that hemmed Wolf’s grounds butted up against Raven’s. “She says Jacin’s there and he  needs  help.  Badly.”  He  took  a  step  toward  Samin,  waiting  for  the rumble  of  a  spate  of  fireworks  to  taper  off  before  going  on,  “I  know what  it  sounds  like.  I  know  what  you’re  thinking.  But  even  if  it’s  a trick, we have to check.” 

Samin rather doubted all three of those statements. “Morin, Caidi isn’t—” 

“Maybe,  maybe  not,”  Morin  cut  in.  “But  it’s  the  first  time someone  I  actually  trust  has  told  me  a  bloody  thing  about  where  my brother might be, and I’m going.” 

 No, seyh, you are not, said a rich female voice Samin was pretty sure he knew and didn’t really welcome, and especially not inside his head as it had been. By the way Morin jolted, Samin figured he must have “heard” it too. 

They both turned to where a woman’s shape was moving toward them,  backlit  by  the  light  of  the  rockets,  gold  and  red  and  blue unfurling in the sky and lighting her features as she neared. As soon as Samin  recognized  the  dark  eyes  peering  back  at  him  with  intent,  the beautiful face framed by the silky dark hair, he knew things were going to go tits-up and far too quickly. 

“Hey,” Morin murmured, eyes narrowed. “I know her.” 

“Xari,” Samin said as she swiftly approached. It probably hadn’t come  out  very  courteously,  but  he  couldn’t  be  bothered  with  niceties right  now.  He  felt  like  shit,  he  was  miles  across  the  city  from  where Joori and Shig had ventured off on some fool’s idea of a rescue, Morin wouldn’t  bloody  stop  reminding  him  what  could  be  happening  and exactly how long it was going to  take them to  get  back there,  and he could  barely  stand  up  without  his  head  spinning  and  his  heart  racing. 

The  last  thing  he  needed  was  another  bloody  immortal  telling  him where he should be and what he should be doing. 

“There  is  no  time,”  Xari  said  as  she  strode  purposefully  up  to them, looked them both over, and pinched her mouth as she shook her 
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head, as though she was disappointed at their less-than-perfectly-battle-ready  state.  She  took  hold  of  Morin’s  coat  and  tugged  him  out  of Samin’s grip. “Come along, then.” 

“No,” Morin snapped and shook her off. “I know where Jacin is, I know—” 

“Yes, as do I,” Xari cut in. “As does every maijin and  Temshiel in the city by now—the world—or at least they think they do, but this you must leave to them. The Wheels turn, but not for you. Let the Sorcerer take care of his own. Save the one you can, little brother. You always knew it would come to a choice.” 

Samin  didn’t  know  what  to  stab  her  for  first—the  fact  that  she was manhandling Morin like that, or the fact that she was speaking in bloody  riddles  like  she  always  did.  Samin  had  tolerated  her  in  Ada because Malick had seemed to almost trust her and she’d done her part in  taking  down  Yakuli,  but  he  wasn’t  pleased  to  see  her  now  and  he really didn’t need her high-handed bullshit. 

Except it didn’t seem like Morin thought it was bullshit, because he stopped dead, face blanching and eyes narrowing down to little slits. 

“What choice?” 

Xari stopped, though it looked like she really didn’t want to, and Samin  had  to  wonder  a  little  uneasily  what  her  all-fired  hurry  was about. He took a quick glance around to all points, looking for threat, but all he saw was the festival and the crowds lit up by fireworks that continued to bloom and thunder in the sky. 

“The one  you’ve already made,” Xari said. To her credit, it was somewhat soft and borderline sympathetic, but there was an impatience beneath it that set Samin’s teeth on edge. 

“I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,”  Morin  growled,  jaw locked tight in that stubborn way all Fens seemed to share. “We have to get back to—” 

“Neither  brother  is  where  you  left  him,”  Xari  snapped  and  took hold of Morin again. 

Samin  stepped  in  and  set  a  ruthless  grip  to  her  wrist  where  she held to Morin’s coat. “You don’t want to be doing that,” he said slowly. 
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“Doing things like that to one of mine won’t get you anything but very, very dead.” He didn’t add  And I know how to make you stay that way, but he didn’t really think he had to. 

Xari sighed and let go, both hands clenching into tight fists. She jerked her arm from Samin’s grip; Samin let her but he made a point of drawing his sword. 

“How do you know where his brothers are?” he asked. 

“And where are they?” Morin put in. 

Xari looked like she wanted to punch them, but she merely rolled her eyes. Samin assumed it was at them, and he was just thinking about decking her for it, giving her a few flaws on that flawless face, but then she growled, “You track the wrong scent, Goyo,” so Samin turned— 

—only  to  watch  Goyo  blow  past  them,  muttering,  “There   is  no scent,  Xari.”  He  seemed  to  remember  himself  and  paused,  dipped  his head curtly to first Samin then Morin, then turned to Xari. “Even when Kamen  isn’t  here,  he’s  still  somehow  at  the  center  of  calamity.  The Incendiary knows one spell— one!—and of course it  would be the one that makes it impossible to find him.” He waited until another blast of fireworks rumbled into echoes then nodded toward Wolf’s temple. “He was headed this way. Surely he—” 

Xari’s  “No,  he  is  not”  came  just  as  quickly  and  urgently  as Morin’s “You saw Jacin?” 

Samin stepped up and shouldered Xari aside so he could level a glare at Goyo. “Where? Is he all right?” 

“I’ve a feeling ‘all right’ is a very subjective term when it comes to Fen Jacin.” To Goyo’s credit, he looked rather penitent the moment it came out his mouth, and he didn’t even seem to need Samin’s snarl and too-obvious adjustment of the grip on his sword. Goyo held up his hand. “He’s alive and able to cause mayhem, if that’s any consolation.” 

Actually, it was. 

“He  looks….”  Goyo  shook  his  head  and  glanced  at  Morin.  “He looks like an Untouchable.” He shrugged a little when Morin flinched. 

“I’m  sorry.  He  is  ragged  and  barefoot  and  using  a  walking  stick  as  a weapon.” His mouth pinched tight and he glared at Xari. “There was an 
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altercation  at  Raven’s  temple,  but  I  lost  him  in  the  crowd.  I  think  he was heading for Wolf’s house.” 

“But  he  isn’t  there,”  Morin  blurted  over  the  boom  of  another rocket, eyes glittering suspiciously in the flickering light from the sky. 

“Caidi said—” 

“Hush.” Xari cocked her head and turned in the direction Morin had said he’d seen Caidi. She frowned. “Yes, child, we come, but all of these brothers are just as important to Wolf as the other.” All of it said to empty space, but Morin was looking, too,  and then peering at Xari with an anxious look. 

Oh, Samin really was going to kill her now. 

“You  see  her,”  Morin  wheezed,  like  it  scared  him  and  relieved him all at once. “You heard what she just said.” 

Goyo looked  at  Morin sharply, but  Xari nodded. “Wolf’s magic gathers at all of his own this night. It waits only for its instrument.” 

Samin  and  Goyo  both  loosed  simultaneous  growls  at  whatever obscure  hint  they  were  supposed  to  have  understood  from  that.  They shared a rueful glance before turning back to Xari. 

But Xari was stepping up to Morin and laying a hand to the top of his head, despite Morin’s scowl and attempt to duck out from beneath the  touch.  “Always  you  have  followed,  but  Wolf  has  a  plan  for  you, Fate has set  her hand to  your brow, and lead one day  you must. Two brothers  carom  into  peril,  two  brothers  pull  at  your  heart  and  your conscience, and  yet there is  only one of  you—you cannot  go to  them both.  A  choice  you’ve  always  known  you  must  make,  and  more  than you know now hangs upon what you choose.” 

A shout went up from the temple, and fire flared out from one of the open-air antechambers. They all snapped their glances over; Goyo and  Samin  both  started  instinctively  toward  it,  but  Xari  took  hold  of them  both  and  stopped  them.  Screams  echoed  and  then  worshippers began  to  stream  down  the  steps.  The  fireworks  continued  overhead, their flash and dazzle suddenly comparatively mundane. 

“Which  will  it  be?”  Xari  said  to  Morin,  dark  eyes  intent  on  his wide hazel gaze, seemingly unaffected by his anger and fear. “Only one 
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is yours to save—the other falls to the gods and Fate to shape. Tell me which you choose, and I shall tell you where to find him.” 

Samin  could  only  stare,  wanting  with  everything  in  him  to  rip Xari’s  head  off  and  bash  the  rest  of  her  into  the  ground  with  it  for putting  that  look  of  nauseated  realization  on  Morin’s  face.  And  the worst  part  was  that  none  of  this  surprised  Samin—the  more  he  dealt with immortals, the more he believed that Malick and Naro-yi were the exceptions,  and  he  wasn’t  even  really  sure  about  Naro-yi  yet.  Or Malick, when it came to it. 

The only things that mattered to these people were their schemes and their maneuverings, and they’d apparently trample any mortal they had to if it meant their god would look a little more favorably on them. 

Asai had taught him that. Husao had reinforced it. Xari had played her part  in  taking  down  Yakuli,  yes,  but  she’d  done  it  to  save  Malick  so that  Wolf  would  take  her  into  his  Cycle—not  because  she’d  given  a damn what Yakuli had been up to; not because of what her son had put Fen through. 

She didn’t care that Morin was right this second tearing himself in half, trying to make a choice a boy who’d already lost half his family and been forced to take a knife to his mother’s throat shouldn’t have to make. She didn’t care what  he’d have to  live with forever after if the one he didn’t choose didn’t make it through tonight. 

Samin couldn’t take that look on Morin’s face one more second. 

“Now listen, you shit-spewing little shrew,” he said through his teeth. 

He stepped in and shoved Xari away from Morin, hard, and didn’t care that he’d almost knocked her into the path of fleeing worshippers. “I’ve had just about enough of—” 

“Joori,” Morin said, voice over-loud and shaky, but he lifted his chin when Samin shot his glance over. With a quiver of the lip that he didn’t cover quickly enough, Morin tore his eyes away from Samin and looked at Xari. “I choose Joori. And fuck you, by the way. Now where is he?” 
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HIS  chest  ached,  muscles  burning  like  fire.  Every  icy  breath  Jacin sucked in turned to hot knives, searing his lungs. Every jolting stretch, every  risky  toehold  sent  new  pain  spiking  through  oxygen-starved tissue,  jarred  his  bones.  Sweat  dampened  his  scalp  then  itched  at  his skin;  a  minor  misery,  almost  drowned  out  by  the  near-overwhelming throb of his leg, but present enough to add its nattering nonetheless. He walled it off in a corner of his mind and kept climbing. It was ironically exhilarating. Strange, because he wasn’t quite certain how he’d ended up  here,  scaling  up  the  side  of  Raven’s  temple  while  the  din  of  the festival rebounded beneath him. 

There had been Caidi, and… he remembered fireworks, and then Subie had rumbled, which was impossible, because Subie was gone and all  the  way  back  in  Ada,  and  they’d  left  Ada  across  the  sea,  except there had been Asai, too, and…  something. Something bad. Something that  had  left  Jacin  with  a  knife  wound  in  his  side  and  blood  all  over him, but it wasn’t all his. Couldn’t be. 

 Bodies and hands coming at him from all angles. Fire in the sky and thunder in his head, and too much, everything, it was all too much. 

 Sharp  pain  in  his  side,  and  then  Daraso-Asai  shouting,  “He  mustn’t bleed,  damn  you!”  and  then  Jacin  jerking  the  knife  from  the  wound, and— 

The face of Wolf through a scrim of clouds limned everything silver,  gave  it  all  a  monochrome  cast,  color-leached  and  stark.  Raven and Dragon were twin bloody splinters, lent a ghost-green hue by the jade of Owl, just sidling into phase at the bottom of the sky. Combined, they  tried  for  sepia,  but  Wolf  edged  them  all  in  milky  gray, overpowering  them  in  reflected  pearl  as  he  overpowered  them  in strength. 

 —blooded  steel  sinking  into  Daraso-Asai’s  chest,  and  Jacin twisted  it  deeper,  wrenched  it  through  bone  and  the  heavy  drag  of cartilage, and then it wasn’t Daraso-Asai anymore, but someone Jacin didn’t know, but he thought Hitsuke had, so he made himself not know it anymore, made himself not see— 

Jacin lengthened his reach, set his fingers in a wide crag between blocks  of  marble,  and  hauled  himself  upward  in  an  agonizing 
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extension,  then  reached  for  the  next  chink  in  the  masonry.  A  slight miscalculation in angle necessitated a last-minute yaw then a snatch as he slid a bit down the too-smooth surface. He pitched himself back up and  snagged  at  the  carved  ravens  that  served  as  molding  where  wall met roof. Jacin curled numb fingers around two of them and wrenched himself  up  and  over.  Winded,  he  lay  sprawled  on  his  back  for  a moment,  staring  sightless  up  into  the  sky,  mind  a  blank  white  buzz, which was fine—there was nothing he wanted to know or think about just now. 

He  took  off  the  shadows,  because  they  were  thumping  into  him with  a  heavy,  vibrant  throb  he  didn’t  understand.  Energy  sliding  into him,  around  him,  thrumming  like  a  heartbeat  that  outpulsed  his  own. 

They’d never done that bef— 

Wait. Yes, they had. Earlier, when…. He couldn’t remember, but there had been the sense of  Malick, like there was now, and it had made him want to howl, so he’d pushed it away. He did the same now. 

Dragging air, Jacin hauled himself to his feet and lurched up the gentle slope of the roof until he reached the broad plateau of its shallow peak. 

The noises from the alley were a little disconcerting, but he put it all aside. It was the Patrol—he’d seen them arrive right behind Goyo—

and  still,  Jacin  couldn’t  shake  the  creeping  notion  that  it  was  Asai stomping  around  down  there,  angry  that  “his  Ghost”  was  disobeying him again.  Which was ridiculous, Asai  was dead, except  for when he wasn’t, when he crouched in  Jacin’s head  and reminded him what he really  was  until  Caidi  showed  up  and  chased  it  all  away.  Sometimes Malick. Except there’d been the alley, and no Caidi, no Malick, and— 

No, Caidi had been there. She’d been shouting at Jacin, pleading with him, begging him to…. 

He  remembered  that  he’d  ignored  her  and  now  he  wondered where she’d gone, but he supposed it was just as well; he didn’t want to watch  her  die  again.  He  remembered  only  finally  pulling  on  the shadows  when  he’d  seen  Goyo  careen  into  the  alley  and  heard  the whistles start their screeching. Jacin had recognized Xari trailing Goyo, 
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and  so  he’d  backed  away.  He’d  climbed,  because  there  wasn’t  really anywhere else to go, and the compulsion was overwhelming. 

Sucking air, Jacin bent at the waist and braced a hand to his thigh. 

The  ragged  clump  of  linen  that  used  to  be  the  tail  of  his  shirt  was soaking through again; he packed it more securely into the wound just above his  hip  to  prevent  it leaking too  much—they  could  smell it, he reminded himself, which had somehow become the point, but not yet, he  needed  a  moment.  Grimacing  a  little,  he  hissed  at  the  new  flaring spangle  of  pain  and  tried  not  to  understand  why  the  threat  of  dying made  him  feel  the  bright-hot  sharpness  of  life,  like  he  couldn’t  do  at any other time; why the pump of adrenaline and the near-blinding throb of pain through every inch of him seemed almost orgasmic. 

Silently,  Jacin  drew  himself  straight,  paced  slowly  along  the roof’s wide peak, and stared down over the jut of its lip. People were running and screaming. Smoke was billowing up; Jacin traced a wisp of it  and  noticed  that  it  had  started  to  flurry.  The  clouds  had  hidden  the moons, their faces only faint ghostly hints of color now, and he thought how absurdly ironic that was. 

He shut his eyes, face turned up to the sky. 

He couldn’t do it anymore. It hurt too much, he couldn’t breathe, and he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to make the climb back down if he chanced it. Didn’t matter—it wasn’t the point. 

Drying blood caked his shirt to the sweat on his chest. It itched. 

Maddening.  His  skin  was  crawling  with  it,  making  it  hard  to concentrate,  but  if  he  dallied  too  long,  Asai  would  sniff  him  out,  and then… more bad things would happen. Things that kept shoving at his awareness, trying to spike through, and he couldn’t understand why his mind  was  fighting  it  so  desperately.  He  knew  he’d  done  something terrible,  something  unforgivable,  people  had  been  hurt  because  he hadn’t  been  fast  enough  this  time,  either.  He’d  tried  so  hard,  tried  to make up for it, tried to take it all back, but there had been… betrayal? 

 Dark eyes full of lies and scorn, and they wouldn’t stop  looking  at him,  seeing  him, he couldn’t stop them from seeing everything, because it  was  all  over  him,  he  stank  of  it,  everything  was  leaking  out  of  him 
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 without his permission, and fuck, why couldn’t he stop those dark eyes from  seeing  him? 

He needed his shadow charm. Even Asai couldn’t find him when he  wore  the  shadows.  Jacin  stared  at  Malick’s  ring  for  a  long,  long time,  lips  moving  in  silent,  empty  incantations,  but  he  didn’t  speak them,  standing  right  beneath  Raven’s  blinded  eye  and  trying  to remember why he was doing it. Trying to remember whose blood was burning his skin. He couldn’t get the reek of jasmine out of his nose. 

 Jasmine setting a strata all over the alley, choking him, and dark eyes,  mocking  him— You  did  this,  Little  Ghost —Beishin’s  blood  all over him, and Caidi screaming, but that was wrong, it was supposed to be Yori, and Malick striding down the alley like a walking storm— 

Where the hell was Malick? There was blood and fear, and there was supposed to be Malick to make it all go away. That was how things worked  now.  And  Malick  had  said…  things,  things  that  had  made Jacin’s  gut  clench  and  his  heart  open  out  at  the  same  time— weak-vulnerable-needy—made  him  want  to  believe  as he  made  himself   not believe, and why wasn’t Malick  here? 

 Are you really surprised? Did you really  expect   any one to  want you? Keep you? Love you? 

His own voice. No one else on whom to blame it this time. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He should have known he couldn’t hide from it. Which was better, he supposed. It made him remember what he was doing up here. 

It  made  him  remember  how  he’d  gotten  here.  It  made  him  remember everything. 

 Daraso. 

 Raven. 

 Love. 

 Betrayal. 

It failed to shock. It failed to confuse. It failed to do anything but strengthen  resolve  and  wake  the  rage.  Right.  That  was  what  he  was doing up here. 
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Jacin  set  his  teeth  and  opened  his  eyes.  He  pressed  the  wad  of shirt  more  firmly  into  the  leaking  wound  and  tried  not  to  breathe  too deeply. 

“Malick,”  he  wheezed,  because  he  really  wished  Malick  were here,  wished  he’d  bothered  to  tell  Malick  how  much  the  safety  and comfort he’d given Jacin had meant. Wished he could tell Malick that it wasn’t  his  fault  Jacin  hadn’t  believed  in  the  things  he’d  offered, because  Jacin  had  been  Hitsuke,  and  Hitsuke  had  believed  and  then been shown he couldn’t, just like when Beishin had taken on a role that something  too  deep  inside  Jacin  had  craved  with  a  sick  need  that  he understood  too  late.  “Malick,  I…  I’m  sorry.  I  want  you.  I’ve  always wanted you, I want you here with me now, and I’m sorry.” 

He thought of Joori and Morin, because he had to, it was too deep in  him  not  to,  but  he  was  meant  to  lose  the  people  he  loved,  and perhaps if things spun out like he thought they would, they’d be spared the fates of all the others Hitsuke had loved in his many horrible lives. 


They  were  not  going  to  understand,  but  then  again,  they  might  never know, so maybe they’d be all right. And if they weren’t…. 

Jacin sucked in a long breath. 

If Joori and Morin weren’t all right, if Raven still brought down on them what Raven brought down on all the others, there was nothing Jacin  could  do  one  way  or  the  other  to  stop  it.  At  least  this  way,  he probably wouldn’t be around to have to watch it. 

With  a  last  thought  for  Malick,  Jacin  took  off  the  ring  and swallowed it. It was the best he could do. There was no one  he could entrust it to, and leaving it up to chance wasn’t something Jacin could do. Having that ring on his finger was like holding Malick’s soul in his fist,  and  since  he  thought  he  knew  how  all  of  this  would  end  but couldn’t   know, he took all the precautions he could.  Perhaps it would be  found  in  the  ashes  of  his  pyre,  and  maybe  Samin  would  think  to look. 

It was the best Jacin could do. 

There were no tears as he lifted his head and found the spot where Raven glared through clouds and snow. No gasp of pain as Jacin peeled the makeshift compress from his side and curled it into a damp clump 
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in  his  fist.  Blood  flowed  down  his  hip,  dripped  into  the  dust  of  snow beneath Jacin’s numb toes, and Jacin let it, wished for a bit of a breeze to carry the scent farther and faster, but there was none. It didn’t matter. 

They’d come eventually. 

It  gave  him  the  deepest,  most  ironic  sense  of  hope  he  thought maybe he’d ever had. 

“I  renounce  you,”  Jacin  said,  his  voice  raspier  than  it  had  ever been, almost soundless, but not because the words lacked the strength of resolve. “I am no longer Raven’s-own.” He kept expecting a gust of wind to blow him down before he could finish, or someone to sneak up behind him and give him a sharp shove, but not even Beishin showed up to stop him, so Jacin set his jaw. “I take my oath from your hands, as I couldn’t do in too many lives before.” 

Because  the  madness  had  prevented  him  from  knowing  that  he should.  Because  Raven  didn’t  wish  it.  Because  doing  so  would  have meant failing his god and himself utterly. 

Jacin  snorted—it  just  popped  out,  all  rough  and  hollow.  Maybe Hitsuke couldn’t take failure, but Jacin had been neck-deep in it for too long to let it stop him now. 

“I loved you and I let it make me weak. I’m not weak anymore.” 

He held the bloody clump of linen out from his body, let it unfurl, and leaned out over the lip of the roof toward the front of the temple, so he could peer down at the chaos still swarming down the steps and toward the streets. “They’ll come,” he said hoarsely. “They’ll come and it will all be decided then, and there will be no petals this time to call me to your perdition. I’m not Raven’s anymore. I’m no one’s.” 

He didn’t know what it meant. He had no idea where death would take him when there was no god to  accept  him, and no Fate to  direct him.  He  thought  maybe  it  would  be  a  blank,  empty  nothing,  and  it terrified him, because he’d never done well alone. And still, it wasn’t enough to make him want to change his mind. He didn’t think anything would be enough to make him want to change his mind. Maybe he had to  be  a  little  insane  for  it  to  make  sense,  but  “insane”  was  rather  the way of things once gods took notice of you. 
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He’d been dry-eyed only a moment ago, but he was weeping now, he could feel the tears freezing on his cheeks, but he was smiling, too, so that made it all right. He took the last half-step to the very edge of the  roof  then  raised  his  arms  to  his  sides,  shut  his  eyes.  The  linen flapped gently in his hand on a tiny breeze, and he let it go. He didn’t open his eyes to see where it went; he kept them closed and pretended he was flying. 

“It’s  done,”  he  breathed,  “finally,”  and  for  the  first  time  in  too many lives, he believed it. 

He kept his eyes closed when the shouts increased in volume and urgency below. He kept his eyes closed when a small  whump sounded and  the  heavy  scent  of  smoke  nearly  blotted  out  the  collective  fog  of jasmine and pine. 

Bootsteps thudded over to Jacin’s right, moving quickly, running at him. Jacin kept his eyes shut and merely waited for it. Whatever it turned out to be, it would be an end, one way or another, and more than anything,  Jacin  wanted  an  end.  He  thought  maybe  he  smiled  a  little when the impact caught him in the side, shot the breath from him in a sharp  whoof, and his ears rang a little when he hit the roof on his back, cruel  hands  grinding  into  his  wrists,  hard  muscle  holding  him  down. 

Jacin didn’t try to fight back, he didn’t even open his eyes, and he was pretty sure he was still smiling, until: 

“You son of a bitch, what the  fuck d’you think you’re  doing?” 

Jacin’s  eyes  flew  open  and  he  blinked  up  into  a  furious  tawny gaze, glaring down at him from a face too familiar, even twisted as it was  in  anger  and  worry  and  confusion,  as  Jacin  had  never  seen  it before.  He  shook  his  head,  disbelieving,  because  he  didn’t  dare,  not really, but there was that odd hope again, flaring in his chest, hot and bright and hand in hand with weary desperation. 

“Malick?” 
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THEY  emerged  into  chaos.  Shig  only  just  avoided  getting  her  nose taken  off  by  a  bloody-great  axe  when  they  finally  surfaced  from  the tunnels because Joori somehow saw it coming and tackled her to the… 

floor.  It  was  a  floor,  smooth  marble,  and  they  were  indoors,  but  not really. A roof, but pillars instead of walls, and the cold winter air was sharp against Shig’s cheeks and heavy with the scent of pine and sage. 

They’d  come  out  behind  a  small  foyer  that  apparently  led  in  from  a garden—a  lot  like  the  one  at  Malick’s  house,  now  that  she  was looking—and then farther in toward the center of the structure to a…. 

Ah. An altar. 

All right, she knew where they were now, at least. Which didn’t explain why it seemed like there was a war going on around them. Or maybe it did. The attackers were all black-clad and black-kerchiefed, so it wasn’t all that hard to figure out. 

 Banpair. In Wolf’s temple. Bloody  hell. 

“C’mon— up!”  Joori  snapped  and  yanked  Shig  to  her  feet, keeping hold of her and shoving her to the side as one of the attackers drove in from their left and swung a sword at them as he—she?—flew by.  It  missed,  but  it  didn’t  really  seem  like  their  not-really-assailant cared,  aiming  more  for  the  priests  and  priestesses  in  their  robes  and masks,  and  herding  the  bystanders  who  were  either  busy  engaging  or busy panicking. Flames cut off any retreat for Joori and Shig except to back from where they’d come, but Shig really didn’t want to go back that way. She was pretty sure she had at least a vague idea of what was down there, and she was quite sure it knew she’d been there. Even now she  could  almost  hear  it  whispering  at  her  in  not-really-Yori’s  voice, cajoling, coaxing, like it had done all the while she and Joori had sped through the tunnels, following the little lizard until it had disappeared 
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just  as  they’d  more  or  less  tripped  into  the  temple  and  an  apparent battle. 

“Yah!”  Joori  yelled  and  shoved  Shig  again,  putting  her  behind him  as  he  swung  Malick’s  sword  at  another  attacker  then  spun  under the  long,  curved  knife  that  arced  at  his  throat.  He  ducked  low  as  he turned, a little clumsily, and tottered too close to the flames that were rolling across the marble floor and feeding themselves on nothing Shig could  see.  Seemingly  on  instinct,  Joori’s  hand  flailed  out  as  he stumbled, caught hold of his opponent’s leg to keep himself on his feet; Shig  had  no  idea  if  it  was  on  purpose  or  not,  but  it  was  impressive nonetheless—the momentum spun the assailant down to the floor and into  the  flames.  With  another  incoherent  cry,  Joori  drove  one  of  his brother’s knives into the man’s chest as he rolled to his feet and spun around to latch onto Shig. “C’mon,  move!” 

She  should  be  drawing  a  weapon  or  something.  She’d  been  the assassin, after all, and Joori had been the useless baggage. She let Joori shove her and move her and push her behind him as he flung himself awkwardly  into  moves  Shig  had  watched  Samin  teach  him,  ungainly but  effective.  Twice  a  black-clad  figure  got  in  their  way  as  Joori  led them  along  the  edges  of  the  flames  that  were  preventing  escape  from the  temple,  and  twice  Joori  managed  to  somehow—and  rather inelegantly—at least do enough damage to the attackers to make them retreat, if not actually die. 

And all the while, not-Yori’s voice kept whispering to Shig, not from the tunnel Shig couldn’t have found again if her life depended on it—which  it  just  might—but  from  beneath  her,  it  seemed,  or  maybe inside  her.  A  pull  against  her  ribcage.  Not  the  same  as  down  in  the tunnels—that  had  been…  darker  somehow,  more  smothering, engendering  a  feeling  of  dread  Shig  hadn’t  ever  felt  before  and somehow putting the taste of ashes on her tongue—but this was strong, too, and just as basely alluring. 

 C’mon, Shig, I need you. I miss you. I can give you back what you had. I can give you  me . Just bring Joori to me, and we’ll make Fen see. 

Right.  Shig  was  pretty  sure  she  knew  at  least  a  little  what  that meant, what this was all about. And it was tempting. She didn’t get it all, she wouldn’t fool herself that she did, but she got enough. Because 
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she knew what Fen was, and she’d gotten a pretty good idea what the thing that was after him was, just by what had happened down in the tunnels. 

Something powerful enough to challenge gods, but not quite win. 

Something that needed  a push to  its power, and  Fen could  apparently give it, but Fen was Incendiary and he had to   want it. Something that knew how to  make Fen want it, like it had apparently made a handful of maijin and a whole lot of mortals want to throw themselves behind it and want what it told them to. 

 Enslave,  Rihansei  had  said.  Shig  hadn’t  even  thought  of  the possibility, but now that she did, she understood why the servants of all the  other  gods  might  decide  Fen  was  better  dead  than  alive.  And  if these   banpair  fed  on  emotion,  Fen  would  be  a  banquet  for  them. 

Speaking of which: all the fear and anger ramming around in here now probably  wasn’t  helping  the  cause  of  the  gods;  it  was  only  making these creatures stronger. 

Another attacker drove in toward Shig and Joori, cutting down a priestess  and  a  cringing  man,  an  apparent  worshipper  who’d  been unable to flee before all hell broke loose. The woman—yes, definitely a woman by the shape—plunged a long knife into the throat of the man then  went  after  the  priestess,  who  whirled  out  of  sight  in  a  way  with which Shig was becoming very familiar just lately. It left the way clear for  Joori  and  Shig.  Joori  had  managed  to  drag  Shig  along  the  fiery perimeter and away from the main chamber, heading toward the front of  the  temple  where  the  pillars  opened  wider  and  left  more  room through  which  to  try  a  plunge  through  the  flames  and  hopefully  to safety.  Or,  at  least,  Shig  assumed  that  had  been  Joori’s  plan.  Now, however, the woman placed herself between them and the ring of fire, joined almost immediately by two men. All of them heavily armed; all of them blocking even this dangerous exit; all of them staring at Joori and Shig with unmistakable intent. 

And then the woman turned into Yori, like that man had done at the Gates of Rapture the other night. Green eyes twinkled at Shig with that familiar and desperately missed wry humor, pretty face turned up in a happy smile. Something in Shig knew what was happening—it had 
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happened exactly this way the other night—but most of her wanted her sister back so badly that she couldn’t be bothered with reality. 

 “ I miss you so much,” Yori said, and she held out her arms, like she was waiting for a hug. “C’mon, love, you’ve given up enough for these people.” 

Shig could’ve cried. Because there was guilt in there, heavy and full  of  shame,  but  agreement  too.  She   had  given  up  enough  for  these people she hadn’t even known six months ago, these Fen brothers—one who hated her, one who tolerated her, and one who probably wouldn’t even  be  able  to  make  himself  notice  if  she  ceased  to  exist  altogether. 

Why was she bothering? Why was she risking more when she’d already lost everything?—her sister and her magic, and her home and Umeia. 

What else did they bloody  want from her? 

She could feel Joori’s hand tighten on her arm, where it had been since  he’d  started  fighting  their  way  across  the  temple,  could  tell  his breathing  had  gone  thin  and  tight.  So  had  Shig’s.  Because  right  that second, she wanted nothing more than to pull the sword that had been sheathed at her hip through everything and plunge it into Joori’s eye. 

The fire went away. The temple went away. Everything but Shig and Yori went away. 

She knew this feeling. She recognized it. She just couldn’t make herself reject it. 

 “ You  can  have  me  back,”  Yori  told  her.  “You  can  have  your magic back.” 

And  wasn’t  that  really  all  Shig  had  ever  wanted?  She’d  never cared about Malick’s causes; she’d never cared about the fighting or the killing—she’d  cared  that  Yori  had  cared.  Shig  hadn’t  wanted  to  save the Jin or defeat evil maijin or come to Tambalon so Fen could disrupt her  life  even  more  by  being  something  that  shouldn’t  even  exist anymore. She’d only ever wanted to live in the attic of the Girou, annoy Malick  for  the  fun  of  it,  watch  Umeia  bully  gold  out  of  silver  every night, drag her feet when Malick tried to teach her sword work because it made her feel loved when he did it. 

She’d only ever wanted to live a quiet, content life with her sister, watch  Yori  mature  and  change,  watch  her  fire  grow  and  shift  and 
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modulate into something steadier as the years passed, something deep and   important,  because  Yori  had  that  kind  of  potential.  Maybe  watch her fall in love, even, but… not with fucking  Joori. 

 “ Bring him,” Yori whispered. “We can have it all back, love.” 

Shig’s  body  had  been  swaying  forward  without  her  knowledge; now she took a step. Joori’s hand tightened on her arm again, and this time Shig did draw her sword. She wanted this. In all her life, all of the things she’d endured and done and had done to her, this was the only thing  she’d  ever  actually   wanted.  And  she’d  bloody   kill  Joori  before she let him stop her. 

And  then,  just  as  it  had  been  the  other  night  at  the  Gates  of Rapture,  Joori  managed  to  blunder  to  the  rescue  by  lurching  a  little forward and croaking, “Jacin.” 

Everything came back. The heat of the flames blocking their exit from the temple. The clash and screech of close hand to hand going on between temple officiates and   banpair behind them.  The fact  that she didn’t, in fact, despise Joori, nor did she want to live in some nonreality with this not-Yori giving her things that didn’t really exist. 

Yori  wavered  back  into  not-Yori  in  front  of  Shig’s  abruptly clearer  eyes.  The  seed  of  pure,  feral  hatred  that  had  been  blossoming for  Joori  wilted  back  down  into  the  pit  of  unreasoning  grief  where  it usually  lived  then  withered  into  almost  nothing.  It  made  Shig  able  to tell him, “That’s not your brother,” in a calm voice that wasn’t full of hate, like she’d done the other night. 

Joori hadn’t really been given a chance at the Gates of Rapture—

he’d been brought down with a dart too quickly—so Shig didn’t know what  he’d  do  this  time.  She’d  kind  of  expected  grief  and  tears  and irrational  ranting;  instead, she watched rage bloom  in Joori’s eyes, so like  Fen’s  in  that  moment  that  Shig  almost  expected  him  to  pull  a couple  of  long  knives  and  start  twirling.  Joori  curled  his  lip,  grip tightening yet again on Shig’s arm, but this time, his other hand firmed on the hilt of the short sword and his whole body tensed. 

“Stop fucking with  my brother,” he snarled, low and deadly quiet, and it was really interesting to Shig in  a detached sort of way that he could  gather  that  anger,  because  she  knew  he  had  to  be  seeing  Fen 
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where she was seeing Yori. And then Joori pulled Fen’s knife from his belt. 

With  a  roar,  Joori  lifted  the  sword  and  knife  both,  shoved  Shig back,  and  then  drove  into  the  woman  like  a  madman.  His  first  blow landed  across  the  woman’s  ribs  before  she’d  even  lifted  her  own weapon in defense. 

He was as vicious as Shig had ever seen Fen get,  bearing down with  too  little  finesse,  but  he  made  up  for  it  with  violent  grit  as  he slashed and dodged and parried the more expert strikes of the woman’s weapons and swung his own. There was no equality in skill, but Joori balanced it out with the sheer  want that drove his moves, the profound fury that gave them strength. 

Two others had been standing behind the woman. They watched for  a  moment  then  seemed  to  hold  a  mental  conversation  with  each other  before  they  both  turned  their  attention  on  Shig.  Shig’s  stomach dropped, and she took an involuntary step back before she made herself stop and firm her grip on her sword. Bloody hell, she really sucked at this combat thing. Maybe she could swing the sword around for a while and delay the inevitable, but it  was inevitable. She was going to die in Wolf’s temple at the hands of  banpair pretending to be her sister, and she was probably going to get to watch Joori die first, if he didn’t stop throwing himself at that woman with such fierce recklessness. 

Fucking Fens. 

A great bellow went up from somewhere outside, and then a tall man  that  Shig  pegged  right  away  as   Temshiel  was  barreling  into  the center of the temple, dual swords swinging, and followed by— 

“Samin!”  Shig  called,  almost  relieved  enough  to  cry  when  she saw  Morin  darting  through  the  flames  after  Samin  and  then  Naro-yi appearing abruptly by Morin’s side. 

Morin pulled up short when he heard Shig call, eyes flying wide as he took in the two coming slowly after her and then narrowing down to slits when he shifted his gaze toward Joori. Shig had lost track for a few seconds, but when she followed Morin’s glare, her heart jumped up into her throat and she screamed, “Joori!” just as the not-Yori’s sword arced then descended, slicing through Joori’s shirt and skidding off the 
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mail  underneath  before it  swiped back up and clipped his  arm. Blood flowed  immediately,  soaking  Joori’s  shirt,  and  he  stumbled  back  and dropped the sword with a hissed, “Son of a  bitch!” and he clutched at the wound as the woman’s sword swept up again. A second or two of forceful  cursing  then  Joori  jerked  with  a  heavy  grunt  as  what  looked like a miniature crossbow bolt lodged between his backbone and right shoulder blade. 

“Don’t kill them!” not-Yori shouted. 

Shig  didn’t  think  she  wanted  to  know  why.  Without  thinking, Shig leapt forward, trying to angle herself between the two who were blocking her and get to Joori, who looked like he wasn’t going to stay on his feet much longer, but all she managed was to get an arm snagged by each of them. She dropped her sword, because what was the point, really? 

Joori  was  wincing  and  clenching  his  teeth,  a   lot  of  blood runneling out between his fingers, dripping down his arm and puddling on the floor. The not-Yori had pulled out a small silver tube, set it to her lips, and aimed it at Joori. Shig almost thought it was a whistle for a second  or  two,  but  then  she  remembered  those  darts,  and  yeah,  well, that figured. 

Joori  saw  it,  saw  Shig  seeing  it,  and  Shig  could  see  him understanding  it  too.  Could  see  him  watching  Morin  come  and calculating  odds  as  his  gray  glance  moved  between  the   banpair  all around  them.  And  then  he  simply  dropped  and  lunged  down  low, rolling at the feet of the two holding onto Shig and managing to knock them  all  off  balance.  His  knife  came  up  as  he  rolled,  swiping  at  the backs  of  knees,  and  there  was  a  scream  right  next  to  Shig’s  ear.  The two  holding  onto  Shig  fell  back.  One  of  them  shoved  Shig  forward. 

Joori  made  a  weak  grab  for  her,  his  eyes  dulling  by  the  second,  but Shig knocked into him as she slid along the marble floor and he finally lost  his  grip  on  consciousness  and  stayed  down.  His  hand  was  still clenched in Shig’s sleeve, even as Shig skidded right into the snarling flames that had been keeping everyone penned in the temple like sheep at the slaughter. 
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It  hurt.  It   hurt,  and  Shig  screamed,  then  hands  were  on  her, pulling her back, and Morin was shouting, driving in with short sword swinging.  Not-Yori  had  taken  hold  of  Joori  and  was  trying  to  go  to shadow, but Morin rammed in, still shouting, and lopped off her head as  Naro-yi  beat  at  Shig’s  hair  and  arms  to  put  out  the  flames.  Blood shot up from  the stump of not-Yori’s neck in  a ruby  gush, showering Morin, but  he didn’t seem  to  notice. He  yelled again,  a loud,  roaring, 

“Yaaaaaah!”  as  Joori  had  done  earlier,  and  he  threw  the  sword  at another of the  banpair who was reaching for Joori. The sword missed, clattering  useless  to  the  marble  floor,  but  it  made  the   banpair  pause, and  when  Samin  advanced—looking  winded  and  a  little  green  but furious, sword raised and eyes as feral as Shig had ever seen them—the banpair tried to back away. It slipped in blood, like a normal, clumsy mortal, and Samin got it through the eye before it hit the floor. Samin turned on the last of them, eschewed the sword in his hand, and merely reached  out  with  the  other  and  gripped  the   banpair’s  throat— pulled. 

Shig  was  glad  the  angle  was  wrong  and  she  couldn’t  see  the  bloody, twisted trachea no doubt now in Samin’s hand. 

As  though  from  a  distance  and  yet  all  too  present,  Shig  noticed she was still smoking, wide patches on her face and neck and head still sizzling in excruciating agony, but she heard Morin say, “This time it was me,” as he crouched down to where Joori had fallen, and then she heard Naro-yi say, “Sleep, Wolf’s daughter,” as he placed a hand to her cheek. 

And everything just went away. 





MALICK hated going to spirit.  Hated it. Which was why he tried not to die when he could help it. This time had been different. This time had been… informative. He’d been Wolf’s for over a century; now he knew what that meant. 

He  hadn’t  had  to  fight  his  way  back  this  time—no  deep meditations to keep himself a part of but separate from the spirits; no penitential offerings for transgressions he wasn’t really sorry for—this time,  he’d  been  shown,  told,  taught.  And  then  he’d  been  shoved  on 
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through, breaching the barriers back to mortality with none of the usual agony and exhaustion, but a high exhilaration and a wealth of strength into which he settled as easily as his mortal skin. 

Just in time, it would seem. 

“Yeah, it’s me, Fen,” he said and put on a grin. “Who else would tackle you on a roof?” 

For  some  reason,  it  made  Fen’s  entire  body  lock  up  with  stiff-knotted tension. Malick wanted to kiss him senseless, fuck him stupid, but  he really didn’t think it looked like Fen was in  the mood.  Malick could  swear  there’d  been  relief,  a  touch  of  cautious  happiness  and maybe even some hope in Fen’s eyes a second ago. All gone now. All Malick could see now was distrust that made his teeth clench and fear that pricked at the soft places behind his breastbone he liked to pretend he didn’t have. 

“Bloody hell, Fen,” he breathed,  fucking love you locked behind his teeth.  Need you, don’t you dare kill yourself now, not when I finally know what’s going on and how to help; it’d kill me.   I don’t intend to fail,  not  in  this.   “You  look  terrible,”  was  what  he  ended  up  saying, because the rest were all things Fen wouldn’t easily hear, and anyway, Fen  really  did  look  terrible.  Bleeding  and  cold  and  damp  and disheveled—Fen looked like he’d been through a war. Malick sincerely hoped  it  wasn’t  all   that  bad,  but  Fen  had  been  tottering  pretty precariously  on  the  edge  of  the  roof,  and  he’d  looked  awfully damned… well, Malick wasn’t quite sure. Relieved to have the end in sight,  maybe,  and  that  could  be  a  serious  problem.  “What  happened down in that alley, Fen? Were you trying to get yourself killed?” 

“Get off me,” Fen said calmly. Too calmly, really. 

So Malick didn’t. “Fen,” he said slowly, “what the fuck are  you doing on the roof?” 

Because Malick had known, as soon as he’d realized what was in that dart and felt mortal life ebbing away all too quickly, he’d had no doubt  that  things  were  going  to  get  dicey  while  he  was  unavailable. 

He’d  even  known  that  Fen  not  being  here  when  he  got  back  was  a possibility. He had not expected, however, that he’d actually get back just  in  time  to  watch  Fen  try  suicide  for  real.  No  wonder  Malick  had 
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felt that fiery, all-consuming  push to break through the barrier and pull his  skin  around  him;  no  wonder  he  was  raw  all  over  and  his  nerves were so jagged he felt like every single thing in the world was trying to dig  down  beneath  flesh  and  bone  and  rake  him  from  the  inside  out. 

Wolf’s magic, but more, too, almost a physical thing, chewing at him like  insects  snacking  on  bared  nerve  endings,  and  everything  was altogether too  there. 

Strength. 

 Power. 

And yet all it took was that look in Fen’s eyes to make Malick all weak-kneed and anxious.  He’d apparently arrived right at  the edge of one of Fen’s chasms, and it wasn’t going to help that Malick could feel every immortal casting their senses toward the Incendiary, even as they all  rose  to  the  defense  of  a  city  exploding  into  chaos  below.  There wasn’t  going  to  be  much  time  before  whatever  Fen  had  just  forced came to its point. 

“Get  off,” Fen repeated, still mostly calm, but a little more feeling behind it this time. 

Malick couldn’t tell what kind yet, so again, he didn’t. “Tell me what’s going on,” he said instead. “Tell me you weren’t going to jump just now, Fen.  Tell me you weren’t—” 

“I don’t have to listen to this.” Too quiet in Fen’s raspy voice, too little substance to it. “You’re not  here.” 

“Of  course  I’m….”  Malick  paused,  some  of  the  anger  and  fear mutating into something softer as he peered down at the expression on Fen’s face. That was despair beneath the stubborn fury. “Fen,” Malick said slowly, softly. “Jacin. I’m here. It’s me. I’m sorry I—” 

Fen bucked beneath him, teeth clenched, gray eyes gone to storm clouds  with  all  the  same  promised  violence  gathered  behind  them.  “I don’t hear you,” he grated, looking past Malick’s shoulder and up into the  sky,  blinking  against  the  flurries  feathering  into  his  eyes.  “You don’t exist,  you’re not real, and I don’t hear you. Get.  Off of me!” 

Malick  could  have  held  him  down,  if  he’d  tried.  He’d  done  it often  enough  in  more  intimate  circumstances,  after  all.  It  wasn’t  as 
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though  Fen  was  in  the  best  position  for  a  real  test  of  strength  on strength, and it didn’t look like he was in much condition for it, either. 

The  panic  inside  the  demand  was  what  moved  Malick.  The almost-desolation that lurched and lumbered beneath it. The poisonous knowledge that there were likely too many causes for all of it, and Fen had,  after  all,  been  up  here  and  on  the  edge  of  the  roof  for  a  reason. 

Something had driven Fen to this. The screams and the smell of smoke were still wafting up from the temples below, but Malick didn’t think that was the immediate problem. 

“Fen… whatever this is, whatever’s going on… let me help you.” 

Malick kept his voice low and calm, his expression kind as he rose and dragged Fen to his feet. Fen was too wobbly, almost dazed-looking, so Malick didn’t really want to let go, but it looked like Fen needed him to.  With  a  reluctant  grimace,  Malick  let  Fen  back  away  from  him. 

Damn  it,  Fen  looked  like  he  was  about  to  collapse,  and  he  was bleeding.  Where  the  hell  was  Samin  and  why  hadn’t  he  been  taking care of—? 

“Fucking  shit!” 

Malick  hadn’t  been  expecting  the  solid  kick  to  his  chest.  He hadn’t realized he was still so close to the edge of the roof. He watched his  boots  flip  up  over  his  head  before  he  figured  he’d  better  do something in  a hurry or  this was going to  be the shortest  trip back to mortality he’d ever taken. 

With a curse, Malick called the wind, because he didn’t dare call the spirits so soon after having dodged them. A great gust came as he willed it and buffered-pushed-rocked him until he was back on his feet on  the  roof  of  Raven’s  temple,  Fen  watching  him  with  hostile,  wary eyes  from  a  semicrouch  in  the  thin  stratum  of  snow.  Fen’s  body  was tense, his limbs set in a rigid posture, braced for assault, so Malick tried to keep his very sincere pissed-off-edness in check. 

“What the  fuck, Fen! D’you have any idea how bloody hard it was to—? Damn it  all!” 

And he was airborne again. Well, it was his own fault for standing in the same spot twice. And at least Fen wasn’t trying to pry Malick’s heart out, so maybe this was more a  You bastard, how could you leave 
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 me like that?  and not a real  Die, die, die, you immortal assbag!  Then again, it looked like Fen was unarmed, so maybe Malick was being a little too optimistic. 

Fuck. Fuck. And also— fuck. 

Again, Malick caught the wind, and again, he set himself back on his feet, this time several paces away from Fen and at a side angle, so he’d have time to dodge if Fen tried another run at him. He didn’t like it—it left Fen too much room to run past him and dive off the roof, if he was really that determined to do so—but Malick gave himself even odds of catching Fen if he tried it. He braced himself when Fen turned a glare  on  him  of  such  malevolence  that  it  really  should  have  set Malick’s hair on fire, then held up his hand, snapped, “Just bloody  wait a moment,  will  you?” when it looked like Fen  was tensing to  pounce again. 

Malick couldn’t really afford the distraction, but there were others here  now,  appearing  around  the  rim  of  the  roof  like  those  sentinel ravens,  and  he  couldn’t  just  ignore  them.  Though  he  did  rather  hope they hadn’t been there a few seconds ago.  Temshiel, maijin, every god but  Dragon  represented,  and  all  of  them  watching  to  see  what  the Incendiary  would  do.  Except  it  seemed  the  only  thing  the  Incendiary was intent on doing was kicking the shit out of Malick. Which would be  annoying  under  any  circumstances,  but  with  all  of  these  people watching, it was flat embarrassing. 

Malick tried on his  own scowl. “Bloody hell, Fen, quit with  the glare before you set me on fire.” 

Oh, good, Malick.  Put ideas in his head. 

Fen made an abrupt forward feint that had Malick flinching back before he could help it. “Damn it, Fen, knock it off! It isn’t funny!” 

“Do you see me laughing?” Fen hissed. 

No,  definitely  no  laughing  here,  and  this  wasn’t  Fen’s  twisted idea of a joke. Malick hadn’t seen that look  directed at  him since the night he’d “met” Fen in the baths of the Girou back in Ada. Hostility. 

Bitterness. Wariness. 

 Hatred. 
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What  the  hell  had  been going  on?  Well,  Malick knew  what  had been going on in the grander scheme—and if he hadn’t, all he’d have to do was tune his senses to the chaos that was the temples below—but he couldn’t follow Fen from spirit the way he could follow almost anyone else, so he didn’t know what had been going on with  Fen. And he was having  a hard time guessing now—Fen’s  expression had shifted from hard lines of malice and was now melting into confusion. 

“Are  you…?”  Fen’s  head  cocked  to  the  side,  and  his  brow twisted. “Are you…  taller?” 

Um. 

 Temshiel  did   not  blush,  so  that  clearly  wasn’t  heat  at  Malick’s cheeks. “I… no?” 

Of  course  he  wasn’t  taller.  That  would  mean  that  the  half  inch Fen had on him had bothered Malick, and that he’d taken the time in his all-fired hurry to get back here to make that small adjustment to his height  so  he  could  be  taller  than  Fen.  Which  would  make  Malick absurdly vain, so…. 

Someone  snorted;  Malick  was  pretty  sure  it  was  that  Bear  cub over by Xari and Leu. Right, like she’d been that gorgeous when she’d been mortal. His height was the only adjustment Malick had ever made to  his  appearance,  thank  you  very  much,  and  that  after…  well,  he couldn’t  remember  how  many  incarnations.  So  fuck  her.  He  was halfway  relieved  to  see  Sora  and  Tatsu—Owl’s  and  Bear’s respectively—but  the  others  not  so  much,  and  that  looked  like…  oh, yay, hullo, Goyo. Snake’s-own, watching it all with a touch of glee, and twirling  what  looked  like  half  of  a  walking  stick  as  though  he  was performing  sword  tricks  for  an  audience.  Smug.  As  if  Goyo  wasn’t enough of a pain in the ass, and here Fen was, giving him all kinds of ammunition. 

A small explosion whoofed from the direction of Wolf’s temple, and  Malick  chanced  a  quick  look  over  the  lip  of  the  roof  and  down. 

“Shouldn’t you all be down there defending your temples?” he snarked at the gogglers. People were still streaming down the steps and fire still wavered all around it. Malick probably should be down there, too, but 
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this  really  was  more  important.  He  looked  back  at  Fen.  This  was everything. And not only in the way Wolf wanted it to be. 

“It  seems  the  attack  is  concentrated  on  Wolf’s  house,”  said  the Bear cub. She wore the  surcoat  of the Patrol  and a smirk that Malick had  no  doubt  had  everything  to  do  with  the  arrogance  of  the  newly turned and nothing to do with actual talent or power. She looked rather put out when Tatsu set a quelling hand to her arm. Malick gave her a somewhat childish look then nodded at Tatsu in thanks. 

“You  are,”  Fen  said,  ignoring  everyone  else  and  taking  a  step toward  Malick.  Malick  tensed  and  braced  himself  again,  but  it  didn’t look like Fen was going to try to not-really-kill-him this time. “You’re taller,” Fen rasped, like all the wind had just gone out of him, and he sagged  a  little  as  he  took  another  step.  “It’s  really  you,  you  self-important, sex-for-brains son of a bitch.” 

Malick blinked. 

Right. No way was he going to try to follow the Fen-logic there. 

Sometimes trying to understand Fen was like trying to understand how colors worked, except while drunk and high on poppy. Nor was Malick going to huff at the insult. The several insults. Because  yeah,  sex-for-brains,  like  that  wasn’t  pot  and  kettle,  the  way  Fen  sometimes  just about   begged…  all  right,  no.  Better  that  Malick  just  kept  that observation  to  himself;  Fen  might   really  try  to  kill  him  if  he  said  it. 

And  if  being  taller  somehow  convinced  Fen  that  Malick  was  indeed Malick, well…. 

“Yeah,”  he  answered,  keeping  his  voice  soft,  because  it  looked like Fen was still skating the edge, and Malick didn’t know where the drop-off  point  was.  “Yeah,  Fen,  it’s  really  me.  Who  else  would—? 

Hey,  whoa!” 

He lurched forward with arms extended just as Fen’s knee seemed to give out on him and he started to go down. Malick caught him before he  fell,  kept  him  on  his  feet,  and  this  time,  Fen  almost  melted  into Malick’s chest. Fen didn’t seem to have the wherewithal for an actual embrace,  only  wound  clutching  fingers  into  Malick’s  open  coat  and held on. Malick glared at the immortals all around them, daring them to 
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say  something;  when  they  didn’t,  Malick  pulled  Fen  in  and  held  him tight, noting the rigidity and the shaking, and gritted his teeth. 

With increasing dismay, Malick noted a few tiny, very distinctive bite-marks  mottling  the  backs  of  Fen’s  hands  and  his  fingers  where they  curled  into  Malick’s  coat.  It  made  Malick  grind  his  teeth  more. 

Damn Rihansei, how could he think anyone could be ready to see what he must have shown Fen? And how could he have done it while Malick wasn’t there to watch Fen, take care of him? Maybe Malick understood Fen’s state a little more clearly now. 

 What did he show you?  Malick wanted to ask.  How much of it do you know? How much of it do you remember? 

Because  Malick  had  no  doubt  he  didn’t  have  the  full  story,  and part of him wanted it. Another, equally insistent part didn’t even want to know what he knew already. 

“You’re freezing,  Fen,”  was what  Malick ended  up saying, tone gentle. “What the hell is going on?” Tatsu was looking at Malick with a question  in  his  eyes,  waiting  for  Malick  to  gesture  him  over  to  see  if there  was  anything  he  could  do,  but  Malick  ignored  him  for  now. 

“Fen,” Malick said calmly, “what hap—?” 

”Have you got a smoke?” 

“Have I got a…?’ Malick had no idea if he should laugh or not, so he choked it back. “No, sorry, I—” 

“Has  anyone  got  a  smoke?”  Fen  lifted  his  head  from  Malick’s chest long enough to have a look around at the others, but when they all sort of peered bemusedly at each other and shrugged, Fen growled and stuffed  his  face  back  into  Malick’s  shirt.  “What  the  fuck  good  are they?” 

“None,”  Malick  answered  with  a  scowl.  “It’s  a  game  to  them, Fen.”  Even  those  Malick  generally  counted  as  allies—halfway-friends—would probably end up having to take some kind of stand in the matter of the Incendiary soon, and he couldn’t count on anyone but Wolf’s  being  on  his  side.  “Ignore  them  and  let  them  play  it  amongst themselves.” 
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“How about  Kill All the Assholes?” Fen said, muffled and thick. 

“When do we get to play that game?” 

Malick nearly laughed out loud. “Anytime you like,” he told Fen. 

“You just let me know when I get a turn.” 

“You have to be real.  Please.” Choked out on a raspy whisper that nonetheless broke over Malick like a heavy, pounding wave. “Be real, you have to be real, I can’t… can’t  take any more.” 

Malick  shut  his  eyes.  Because  yeah.  “I  am,  Fen.  I’m  real.  I’m here.” 

“I need a fucking  smoke.” Fen paused, abruptly still all over, then shook his head against Malick’s chest. “You smell of pine and… and sage, and… you don’t… you have no idea.” He burrowed in closer and held  on  tighter.  “Malick.”  Breathy  with  a  relief  Malick  didn’t understand entirely, or at least didn’t quite get the intensity. 

Malick thought there might be tears clogging up Fen’s voice, but Fen wouldn’t pull back so Malick could get a look. 

“He smells of ashes,” Fen wheezed. “All the time, ashes. He was supposed to smell of jasmine. Maybe that’s how I knew, even when I didn’t know. What a stupid mistake. Keeps saying he can solve all my problems,  pretending  to  be  Beishin,  except  he  doesn’t  even  know enough to smell of jasmine instead of ash.” 

Would  Malick’s  gut  ever  stop  curling  when  Fen  said  the  word Beishin? “Fen, what…?” No, there had to be some other kind of sense in  there  somewhere.  This  wasn’t  about  Asai,  not  really.  Malick  just wasn’t following the Fen-logic the right way. And Malick didn’t really like  the  idea  of  getting  into  that  snake’s  nest  of  angst  in  front  of  all these people. 

They’d all come in closer, trying to hear what Fen was muttering into  Malick’s  chest,  so  Malick  threw  up  a  bit  of  a  barrier  around himself and Fen just to piss them off. Malick had no doubt they were waiting for an opening, watching the Incendiary not so quietly falling apart in Malick’s arms, and deciding whether to try to woo him away or kill him outright. None of them had drawn a weapon or made a move yet,  and  Malick  thought  he  could  at  least  count  on  Tatsu  for  fair 
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warning—and Leu and Xari for backup if he needed it—so he kept his eyes and senses open and put the rest of his attention on Fen. 

Fen didn’t even seem to remember they weren’t alone. He sniffed then shuddered, and then the floodgates opened up and  poured: “He has to stay dead. Please, please,  please, he has to stay dead. I can’t see him anymore,  I  can’t   listen  anymore,  he’s  making  me…  I  have  to…  I need… I don’t even  know, damn it,  you’re supposed to figure out… I killed him, I  keep killing him, but he won’t stay fucking  dead, and no one can see him, not even Caidi, but she was—” He stiffened and tried to pull away, but he was tugging toward the edge of the roof again, so Malick  didn’t  let  go.  “Get  off.  I  have  to  find  Joori  and  Morin.  He’s going to kill them if I don’t go with him, and I—” 

“Go with him where?” 

Fen  yanked  himself  out  of  Malick’s  grip  and  limped  toward  the edge  of  the  roof  over  the  alley,  walking  right  through  the  barrier  that was keeping the others back and then parting them before him with the sheer force of his  glare. Again, Malick deftly angled himself between Fen and a quick plunge and took hold, because with Fen, you just never knew. 

“What difference does it make?” Fen snapped. “I don’t want to go with him any—” 

It  was  like  every  spirit  of  the  air  had  gotten  together  and wrenched  Fen  sideways  and  down,  except  this  was  no  magic  of  the gods that ripped him out of Malick’s grasp. Malick didn’t take the time to analyze it; he flung out his own magic, aiming it not at Fen, but at whatever had hold of Fen and was lifting him off his feet. Malick felt it glance off of something solid-but-not, caught a momentary glimpse of yellow  eyes  and  ragged  wings,  and  arms  locked  around  Fen’s  torso before whatever it was shook off Malick’s magic and went transparent again. 

“Get  it!”  Malick  shouted,  and  he  didn’t  wait  for  the  others  to act—he sucked every bit of magic out of them he could and hurled it again. 

“What  is it?” someone asked—Malick didn’t actually care who it was,  but  he  thought  it  might  be  Tatsu  because  he  could  feel  Tatsu 
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sending  him  power  without  Malick  having  to  take  it.  Several  of  the others did the same, and Malick took it, massed it. 

Fen’s  bare  feet  were  making  tracks  in  the  thin  layer  of  snow across  the  roof  as  he  was  dragged,  wide  eyes  fastened  to  Malick’s—

confusion,  panic.  Malick  gathered  all  the  power  out  of  the  immortals and spirits and elementals all around him, snagged some energy  from the  fires  snapping  and  crackling  below,  and  stretched  his  senses  until they  hitched  on  that  singular  magic  he’d  felt  stippling  his  nerves  just before he’d gotten a dart in the back of the neck. He couldn’t wield it, but he could take it away so this thing couldn’t, either. 

A bolt of power, everything Malick could  drag  through himself, and  aimed  right  through  and  all  around  Fen  this  time,  because  it wouldn’t touch Fen, but it might be enough to knock this thing off of him.  Except  somehow  Malick’s  magic   did  touch  Fen,  because  Fen screamed when it hit. It lit up the rooftop, everything standing out for a split second in brilliant clarity:  Temshiel and maijin in various states of awe and disbelief; dozens of marble ravens along the edge of the roof, sharp  shadows  in  the  snow;  Fen’s  expression  of  pain  mixed  with  a burgeoning snarl as he tried to claw his way free of the hold; the man-shape  that  spread  its  dusky  wings  against  the  sky  and  screeched  as Malick’s magic thumped into it. It jerked, lurched back, and… tripped as Goyo dove at it and struck out at its legs with the broken stick. Fen fell  to  his  knees  as  the  thing  jolted  and  let  go,  wings  flapping  and taloned  feet  scraping  at  the  roof  before  it  disappeared  again  into nothing. 

“Fen,”  Malick  said,  urgent  and  quiet  as  he  crouched  in  front  of Fen and took hold of his arm, “use the ring. Go to shadow.” 

Not gone, Malick could tell, it wasn’t going to be that easy, but off-balance  for  at  least  a  second  or  two.  A  low  fizz  on the  bottom  of his…  tongue,  but  not  really—it  wasn’t  as  physical  as  all  that,  but Malick  couldn’t  think  of  a  better  way  to  shape  it  in  his  head.  Malick didn’t even try to dig for clarity, merely snagged on instinct at the swell of power that wasn’t his and tried to close a metaphorical fist around it. 

Something primitive and rather crude, slick-slippery and shifting in and out  of  his  awareness,  but  now  that  Malick  knew  what  to  look  for,  he 
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could  feel  its  contours,  sense  the  swoop  and  swing  in  pressure  as  it warped and moved itself. 

“Um,” said Fen. He sat back on his heels and looked reflexively at  his  hands,  where  a  ring,  Malick  was  only  now  noticing,  was  not. 

“About that.” 

Malick didn’t even have time to decide what that meant. He could only snarl, “Shit,” as the swell of   Other rose around him. He dove at Fen,  just  as  Fen  was  seized  again  from  behind,  jarred  right  out  of Malick’s grip and lifted off his feet. Malick leapt after him, but all he got hold of was the ragged tail of Fen’s shirt, ripping away in Malick’s hand  as  Fen  was  jolted  up  into  the  air  and  away,  disappearing altogether before he could even finish calling Malick’s name. 





STRANGE, the compulsion to fly past Kamen and make a running dive for  the  Incendiary,  even  as  Xari  shouted  Goyo’s  name  and  the Incendiary disappeared at the very end of Kamen’s outstretched hand. 

Goyo and Kamen both  fell to  the roof, Kamen rolling instantly to  his feet and setting himself in an offensive half crouch, fingers hooked into claws  and  a  ball  of  brilliant,  pulsing  power  held  static  between  his palms.  His  eyes  were  fierce  and  full  of  rage,  the  goblin-light  of  the physical  manifestation  of  raw  magic  throbbing  in  their  depths  as  he snarled  wildly  at  Goyo  then  dismissed  him,  turned  back  to  where  the Incendiary had been, and cocked his arm back. 

Xari  was  there,  hanging  on  to  Kamen’s  arm  like  a  little  girl clinging to her father, growling, “Think, Kamen! What if it drops him?” 

Kamen shook her off with a grating curse and shoved her so hard she paved a clear patch in the snow as she skidded across the roof. Her shoulders knocked into the queue of ravens and thumped one loose to shatter in the alley below. She didn’t flinch when Kamen drew his arm back again, aiming crude force at her this time in his near-mad rage, but it seemed she didn’t dare move, either. 

Any  of  the  other   Temshiel  or  maijin  who  hadn’t  disappeared before  that  took  one  look  at  Kamen’s  face  and  did  so  now.  All  but 
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Tatsu,  who  peered  around,  seemed  to  decide  that  Goyo  was  the  only one  who  might  pay  attention,  and  so  told  him, “I  must  consult  at  my temple, so must the others, but Wolf will not be alone in this. Whatever your own god demands of you, please tell Kamen as much.” And then he too was gone. Only Kamen, Goyo and Xari were left on the roof. 

“You know what he is,” Xari told Kamen, calm and even. “You know  now  what  he  wants.  And  you  know  now  why  Wolf  turned  you and  called  you  to  his  own.  Perhaps  the  Incendiary  is  yours,  but  you have  been  his  since  your  paths  collided.  Wolf  made  you  for  it.”  She opened a hand, held it out, offering. Kamen clenched his jaw, and the power  in  his  hands  guttered  and  receded  back  down  into  flesh  and bone. Xari stood slowly, wary, but she kept her gaze locked to Kamen’s and  lifted  her  chin.  “The  Sorcerer’s  mantle  sits  upon  your  shoulders, Wolf’s-own. The choice is not so hard now, is it?” 

It  was  mostly  nonsense  to  Goyo,  but  he  was  gathering  that whatever was responsible for all of the destruction in the streets below, whatever had been pursuing the  Incendiary almost  since he’d stepped foot  in  Mitsu,  it  now  had  him.  Had  taken  the  Incendiary  right  out  of Kamen’s hands, and had used magic Goyo couldn’t even feel to do it. 

“Magic  shouldn’t  have  worked  on  him,”  Goyo  muttered, frowning  when  he  realized  he’d  said  it  out  loud,  like  a  question,  and that Xari and now Kamen were both looking at him. A bit of a frisson moved through Goyo. Xari, he was pretty sure he could handle, but he only knew Kamen enough to not like him much, and what he did know worried him. Impulsive and reckless and arrogant, and more powerful than one of his years should be. Goyo had never really understood why others  feared  Kamen.  Strong  and  capable  when  he  wanted  to  be,  in Goyo’s experience, but somewhat lazy and conceited enough to make Goyo  believe  all  that  overconfident  posturing  had  to  be  covering  up some kind of weakness. Goyo thought perhaps he knew better now. 

Magic  leaked  out  around  Kamen  like  a  throbbing  aura  of intensity, laced through with tangible rage and aching to lash out. His eyes  looked  feral  enough  to  give  Goyo  serious  pause,  like  Kamen might  just  strike  at  whatever  was  in  front  of  him,  because  all  of  that impotent anger had to go somewhere. 



WOLF’S-OWN: Incendiary 



163 





“Our magic, no,” Xari answered Goyo, eyes still on Kamen, still watchful and tense. “But he is not of the gods. Neither of them is. Their laws are the old laws, the magic bound to them ancient.” She tilted her head.  “And  yet  the  Sorcerer’s  magic  touched  where  others  cannot. 

What  more  have  you  bound  to  the  Incendiary  besides  your  heart, Wolf’s-own?” 

“Do  you  know  where  he  hides?”  Kamen’s  voice  was  low  as  he turned  to  peer  up  at  the  sky,  his  tone  too  obviously  under  very conscious control. His empty fists clenched then unclenched, over and over again. His whole body was set in lines of profound fury, and Goyo couldn’t  stop  feeling  that  steady  throb  of  power  that  seemed  to  swell out  from  Kamen  and  swath  the  air.  Kamen  angled  his  gaze  from  the spot in the sky where the Incendiary had disappeared and turned it on Xari, coldly enraged. “Because if  you’re only talking to hear  yourself talk,” he said slowly, flat and dangerous, “I  will fucking hurt you.” 

Xari  moved  to  back  up a  step  until  she  realized she  didn’t  have one. She shook her head. “I do not know—” 

She  didn’t  get  to  finish;  Kamen  snarled  then  stalked  past  her, stepped off the edge of the roof and dropped down. Xari merely blinked at Goyo for a second or two then followed after, and Goyo… paused. 

Because the situation really seemed to call for it. This wasn’t Snake’s fight, whatever it turned out to be, and the crazed rage in Kamen’s eyes was  far  too  close  to  the  glittering  shards  of  insanity  Goyo  had  seen when  the  Incendiary’s  wild  gaze  had  locked  with  his  in  Raven’s temple. 

It was the sad resignation he’d seen after that moved him now, the exhausted  grief  that  had  struck  at  Goyo’s  heart  with  remembrance  he had to be imagining. He’d stared down from the temple’s steps as the Incendiary backed away from him and looked at Goyo with such raw sorrow that Hitsuke had risen to mind, just as he did now. The poignant resolve  and  the  wrenching  screams  that  were  the  last  of  Hitsuke reached  out  from  over  a  century  past  and  sent  Goyo  after  Kamen  as Kamen  and  Xari  both  parted  the  sea  of  screaming  and  panicking festival-goers and stalked to Wolf’s house. He joined them just in time to  watch  Kamen  split  the  flames  then  curl  his  arms  inward;  the  fire leaned with Kamen’s motion, followed then coiled into wisps at the tips 
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of  Kamen’s  fingers,  like  he’d  sucked  the  fire  into  himself,  then  he merely strode on through into the temple itself. 

Goyo couldn’t help the little bit of grudging awe. He’d set himself against fire made by these creatures twice now, and had only been able to call the water spirits and douse the flames that had gutted the Gates of  Rapture  tonight  after  some  very  concentrated  effort  and  the expending  of  a  lot  of  his  power.  Kamen  had  just  done  it  like  an afterthought. 

The  interior  of  the  temple  was  a  pit  of  destruction.  Most  of  the priests  and  priestesses  in  their  wolf’s  masks  lay  scattered  among  the ruin, dead; trained warriors though they were, they’d been no match for banpair against whom their magic had little impact. A few still fought behind the  Temshiel and maijin who’d answered the call, allowing the immortals  the vanguard  and backing  them  up when possible. Dakimo spun  and  slashed  in  the  center  of  too  many  attackers,  and  Imara  was there, trying to serve as his rearguard, but there were too many on her too. Even as Goyo watched, a black-clad figure spun itself into shadow, the finest tracery of murk following after it, allowing the briefest, most minimal warning, before it rematerialized right behind… Oh, hell. That was Naro-yi. 

Goyo opened his mouth to shout an alert and braced himself to fly across the marble floor, knowing he’d be too late, but it turned out to be unnecessary;  Naro-yi  swept  to  the  side  and  snatched  up…  bloody damn,  that  was  Fen  Morin,  blood-drenched  and  wild-eyed.  Naro-yi seized  hold  of  Morin  and  hurled  him  aside,  threw  himself  over  Joori, who was sprawled facedown on the floor, apparently unconscious, and tried to roll them both out of the line of attack.  Too slow, Goyo thought wildly, and he flung himself into spirit, leaping back through the barrier beside Naro-yi, the Incendiary’s broken stick raised to deflect the axe the  banpair wielded, and sword drawn for a counterattack. 

“Malick!” Morin shouted, then Kamen was there, power leaping from him like invisible lightning strikes, only it wasn’t the power Goyo had not-really-felt up on the roof. It wasn’t a power Goyo had ever felt before,  in  fact—baser,  more  raw,  something  wild  and  saw-toothed; Goyo could almost see it leaking from the  banpair and into Kamen like 
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the flames had done, as though Kamen was drawing it right from their spirits and pulling it into his own. 

Goyo  didn’t  take  the  time  to  analyze  it—he  sprang  forward  and swiped  at  the  creature  that  had  gone  after  Naro-yi,  surprised  and slightly encouraged when it hesitated long enough for him to get a good slice up its side, the tip of his sword glancing the rutted bone of ribs. 

He’d fought these things twice now, and he’d never before managed a decent strike, hardly even blooding them, always just a second too late and  only  able  to  watch  as  his  targets  disappeared  in  front  of  him  and reappeared to try to flank him. This one looked like it had been trying to do exactly that, and had merely vibrated in place for too long before it realized it couldn’t.  Goyo probably savored the scream  it loosed as his sword hit its mark more than he should have. 

“Don’t kill them all,” Kamen shouted above the din as he stalked among the chaos, pulling  banpair right out of their shadows as he went, leaving them open for the swords of maijin and  Temshiel and priest and priestess. “I want at least one of them able to talk.” His gaze narrowed in  at  the  one  Goyo  had  just  wounded,  and  another  with  a  woman’s shape who held a silver tube and several small darts Goyo recognized too well. She hovered uncertainly, poised to strike again at Morin, but Samin was in the way. “Those two,” Kamen said, directly to Goyo. “I want them.” And then he merely turned and jammed his sword into the neck of another. 

“Retreat!”  the  woman  cried,  even  as  she  tried  one  last  time  to snatch hold of Morin, but Morin was waving a sword that was too big for him at her, and Samin was quite an obstacle, even with no magic. It looked  like  he  was  taking  great  pleasure  in  turning  the  tables  on  that one. “Null!” the woman cried. “Retreat! Null!” 

Goyo hadn’t thought that made any difference against their kind of magic, but whatever Kamen was doing seemed to be working, and there was no doubt these creatures knew it and feared it. 

“Malick!” Samin called. He shoved Morin at him, said, “They’re all after him and Joori, so keep him close,” and then he turned quickly to jab at a black-clad figure that was trying to slide past him and out of the temple. Goyo vaulted after it, again surprised and savagely satisfied 
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when  a  mere  swipe  of  his  sword  at  the  backs  of  the  creature’s  knees brought it down to the floor with a  thud and a cry of pain. “Told you I’d manage to  get  you  eventually,” he heard Samin  say  and looked up to see Samin’s arm wrapped around the woman’s throat, her feet off the floor,  kicking  ineffectually  at  Samin’s  shins  as  Samin  tilted  a  nasty little  smile  over  at  Kamen.  “Got  ’em,  Mal,”  he  called  and  winked  at Goyo. Goyo only blinked back and secured his captive. “Let’s see what you  look  like,”  Samin  muttered  and  dragged  the  hood  from  the woman’s face, and then the kerchief. 

Goyo narrowed his eyes. He’d never actually met the Zhiri girl, or her  brother,  but  he’d  met  both  of  their  parents  twice,  once  after  each disappearance.  And  this  woman  had  the  same  light-brown  eyes,  the same bone structure to her fine features as Zhiri-onna. So many things clicked  in  Goyo’s  head  he  almost  shook  it  to  make  sure  nothing  was rattling loose. 

He cast his glance around to find Xari standing at the entrance to the  temple,  smoke  wafting  around  her  from  the  smaller  fires  still burning  amongst  the  bodies  and  the  rubble  from  the  altar,  festive banners  and  paper  lamps  nothing  more  than  charred  ash.  She  stood perfectly still as  banpair scuttled around her and out of the temple, her eyes locked to Kamen, her jaw set. 

Kamen  was  still  wading  through  the  dwindling  battle  going  on around them, keeping a good hold on Morin and dragging him behind as  he  stripped  power  away  and  struck  down  its  wielders,  trying  to prevent  the  escape  of  those  who’d  followed  the  order  to  retreat  and abandoned the fight in favor of flight. Kamen cut down at least a dozen of those, but too many streamed past, and none of the other  Temshiel or maijin left to Wolf looked like they had it in them to pursue. 

Dakimo  was  vibrant  and  thrumming  with  his  own  power  as  he went  after  the  stragglers  that  tried  to  slither  past  him,  but  almost haggard and gray beneath it. Imara was bloodied and winded, more of a mess  than  Goyo  had  ever  seen  her  before,  and  she  looked  at  Kamen with as close to fear in her gold eyes as Goyo had ever thought to see. 

She looked away and dropped her weapons, hurrying to… oh no—what had happened to Shig? 
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“Malick!”  Morin  was  trying  to  tug  himself  free  from  Kamen’s grip, whacking at Kamen’s arm and nearly writhing as he was dragged along, shoes squeaking along the bloodied marble floor with Kamen’s longer strides. When that  didn’t gain  Kamen’s  attention,  Morin threw himself  toward  the  floor  and  started  kicking  at  Kamen’s  shins. 

“Malick!” 

And  still,  Kamen  dragged  him  along,  mowing  through  anything that looked like an enemy as he trod through dwindling mayhem. 

Leu appeared—filthy and bloody. She planted herself in front of Kamen and pulled on a glamour that was halfway between a large wolf and a bear. She kept it on only long enough to roar, “Kamen!” then she let it drop and took a quick step back. 

It was like Kamen had been slapped back into sanity. He frowned and blinked then looked down at Morin as though he had no idea why the boy was dangling from his arm like a piece of flotsam. 

“Let me go,” Morin said quietly. “Joori needs me.” 

Kamen  did,  so  abruptly  that  Morin  fell  on  his  ass  to  the  blood-streaked floor, stared up at Kamen for a moment, wide-eyed, as though he had no idea who he was, then crab-walked backward before lurching to  his  feet.  Leu  stepped  in  again  and  put  herself  between  Morin  and Kamen, her expression not quite afraid but watchful, at the very least. 

She set a hand to Morin’s shoulder and steered him toward his brother. 

Morin didn’t take his chary gaze off Kamen until he’d reached Naro-yi then knelt to lay his hand beside the bolt jutting from Joori’s back. 

“Kamen,”  Leu said  carefully, poised  for  a quick retreat,  “you’re frightening your mortals.” 

There  was  a  smirk  on  Kamen’s  face  now,  something  cold  and nasty. He looked Leu up and down, blinked at her, slow and lazy, then shook his head and whiffed a contemptuous snort. “Get me the girl.” 





“HE  WANTED  the  Incendiary  willing.”  The  girl  gasped  as  Kamen dipped a finger into the wound he’d made just below her ribs, crooked it.  She  arched  against  Leu’s  hold,  juddering  with  pain  and  shock,  but 
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she still snarled as Leu kept her from writhing away. Kamen’s face was blank,  his  eyes  cold  and  flat.  The  girl  screamed  this  time,  but  Xari could have told Kamen this would do no good. Mortal this one might be, but held in thrall to  an immortal power that  had managed to birth gods; torture was redundant. “He lost his patience. And then  you came back.” 

Kamen merely lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t care.” His smile chilled Xari, at least—she couldn’t tell if it had the same effect on anyone else, because she couldn’t take her eyes off Kamen. “I only care where he is now.” 

When  the  girl  didn’t  answer,  perhaps   couldn’t,  Kamen’s  finger slid down into the wound up to his knuckle…  twisted. Xari had to turn her head to hide the wince as the girl shrieked. 

It was no surprise to her, this vindictive bit of ruthless retribution. 

She knew Kamen’s tactics; she knew what had brought him to Wolf’s attention. She knew he wouldn’t stop. And she knew what that look in young  Morin’s  eyes  meant  too.  She  couldn’t  allow  it  to  take  root. 

Fate’s hand was like a new kiss set to his brow, this young Kurimo, and it would not do for him to fear the one upon whom he might one day have to rely. 

Xari  turned  to  the  maijin  held  fast  in  Goyo’s  grip.  “Zuan,”  she sighed,  genuinely  regretful.  Zuan  merely  looked  at  her  with  eyes  that held no reason, no recognition, even though he had been Dragon’s once and Xari had known him long before Asai had even been a seed of an idea in the back of her mind. 

Older  than  she,  this  one,  as  old  as  time,  and  she  thought  she understood  now  why  the  Hawk  Priest  had  stolen  those  who’d  come even before he had. Maijin had been enslaved once before, after all, the seed  of  the  old  magic  deep  inside  their  souls  more  vulnerable  than apparently even the gods had known to the leash held by the usurped who  would  be  the  usurper.  Xari  wondered  if  Kamen  had  yet  realized that the same seed still sat as a dormant little lure at the bottom of the Incendiary’s tormented soul, and was just as defenseless. 

Of course he had. It was, no doubt, why Kamen was now wrist-deep in this girl’s guts, ignoring the screams and the ashen cast to the 
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faces around him. A small bit of sacrilege in Wolf’s own temple, Xari supposed, but Kamen was and had always been the bloody hand at the end  of  Wolf’s  long  arm,  and…  well.  The  metaphor  rather  gained appalling power when made into too-vivid reality. She waited until the cries tapered into whimpers. 

“Kamen,” Xari said quietly. She laid one hand to Zuan’s arm and held the other out toward Kamen. “She can tell you nothing. Even did she  want  to.”  She  shook  her  head  when  Kamen  narrowed  his  eyes. 

“And you have no time to indulge your wish for blood.” 

“I can’t smell  his blood anymore,” Kamen said, slowly and from between  his  teeth.  “And  he  isn’t  using  the  ring,  which  means  I  can’t feel  him.”  He  looked  up,  pinning  Xari  with  eyes  that  were  flat  as  a shark’s. “Have you got a better idea?” 

The  scent  of  the  Incendiary’s  blood  that  had  attracted  all  of  the immortals  now  seeking  guidance  in  their  temples  had  disappeared along  with  the  Incendiary.  Xari didn’t  know how, but  there was a lot about the old magic she didn’t know. 

Xari jerked her chin at Zuan and then at Shig, still laid out on the floor and unconscious, the burns given cursory care by Imara, but not yet healed. Shig’s motley hair was half-burnt and singed into kinks on one side of her head. Imara could likely save the girl’s pretty face for her, but there were other matters more pressing. The Kurimo sat on the filthy floor between Shig and the Paradox, a hand on each of them, as though guarding. Xari would win no goodwill from him with what she was about to suggest: 

“She  maneuvers  the  spirits  even  now.”  Xari  waved  her  hand  at Shig. “Without even knowing it, she coaxes the seed of the old magic to  sprout roots. They stretch and reach blind within  her.” Xari pursed her  lips,  but  there  was  really  no  choice.  She  pointed  at  Zuan.  “The Sorcerer is the channel to the power of the gods and all the spirits. It is time  the  mantle  served  the  god  who  laid  it  upon  your  shoulders, Wolf’s-own.” 

“What  does  that  mean?”  Morin  put  in,  almost  a  whisper,  but  it looked  like  he  was  the  only  one  who  didn’t  know.  Everyone  else merely turned their  glances to  Shig, Samin with  sincere dismay as he 
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made  to  take  a  protective  step  forward,  but  stopped  himself  when  he looked at Kamen. 

Kamen  hardly  reacted  at  all,  merely  looked  from  Zuan  to  Shig and  then  down  at  the  girl  he’d  been  torturing.  Face  still  blank,  he nodded, pulled his hand free, ignoring or perhaps not even hearing the whining scream, and turned his gaze to Imara. 

“Wake her up.” 

Xari  could  swear  Imara  flinched.  Xari  didn’t  blame  her.  Kamen had not been told that Imara had prevented Xari from warning him of nascent danger the night of the ambush, at least Xari hadn’t told him, but  that  didn’t  mean  Kamen  didn’t  know.  Kamen  would  not  be distracted right now from hunting down the one who’d stolen what was his, but Xari had no doubt that the business between Kamen and Imara would be dealt with in very unpleasant ways when this was all through. 

It  looked  for  a  moment  as  if  Imara’s  healer’s  instincts  would cause her to balk, that she might refuse, but whatever protest she might have given died when she allowed her gaze to collide with Kamen’s; it hung  there  for  less  than  a  second  before  she  tore  it  away.  Imara  and Kamen  both  went  to  Shig,  Kamen  lowering  himself  to  the  floor  and lifting  Shig  to  lie  back  against  his  chest.  He  was  gentler  than  Xari might have thought, considering the state of murderous fury that he’d let grip him from the moment his Incendiary was ripped from his grasp. 

But his hands, covered in blood though they were, were slow, his touch considerate. He held  Shig  against him with  contrarily  protective arms then nodded at Imara. 

It took only a moment. A twitch then a hiss then a long, indrawn breath  let  out  on  a  thin,  wheezy  sob.  Shig’s  eyes  didn’t  fly  open  but squinched shut in  obvious agony as nerve endings sent  messages to  a now-wakeful brain and informed it that the body was in a great deal of pain. 

“It’s all right,” Kamen said softly, right next to Shig’s ear, and he set  a  tender  kiss  Xari  wouldn’t  have  believed  a  second  ago  to  Shig’s temple.  “You  were  burned  but  you’re  going  to  be  all  right,  love.  I promise. I’ll let you sleep again in a moment, but I need you now. All right?” 
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Green  eyes  fluttered  open  then  shut  tight  again.  Shig  turned  her face  a  little  toward  Kamen’s  voice,  breathed,  “Mal?”  and  then  she shuddered as an obvious wave of pain moved through her. 

“Yes,”  Kamen  answered,  an  incongruous  smile  in  his  voice  but not on his hard-set face. “It’s me, love. And I need you.” 

“Yeah.  You  always  have.”  A  tiny  wry  smile  quirked  at  Shig’s pinched mouth. “Doesn’t that just fuck with your head?” 

Kamen did smile a little this time. “Well, fucking with my head is what you do best, after all.” He gave her a gentle squeeze. 

“Stop  being  so  sweet,”  Shig  told  him,  strained,  a  little  petulant. 

“You’re  only  ever  sweet  when  you’re  trying  to  pretend  you’re  not being an incredible asshole.” 

“I’m being an incredible asshole right now, and I won’t even try to pretend I’m not. I know you’re hurting, and I’m sorry.” 

Kamen  jerked  his  chin  at  Goyo,  who  frowned  in  confusion  for only  a  moment  before  dragging  a  snarling,  resisting  Zuan  in  close. 

“You  cannot,”  Zuan  snapped,  feral,  trying  to  yank  his  hand  back  as Goyo forced it out toward Kamen. “You  cannot!” 

“Sucks for you, because I’m pretty sure I can.” Kamen’s bloody hand took up Shig’s and set it to Zuan’s, wrapped around both of them and held tight. “I want you to look inside, love. I want you to find out where his master hides.” 

“I—” 

“You can, actually. Feel that?” 

“Kamen,” said Dakimo slowly, “what are you doing?” 

Kamen  ignored  him,  only  went  on  speaking  in  hushed  tones  to Shig,  magic  like  water  flowing  around  them  and  shadowed  with  that Other  that  Xari  could  halfway  taste,  like  mud  on  the  back  of  her tongue. It was as though Kamen was sucking the ambient energy out of existence itself and drawing it inward, building  on it, boosting it, and turning it in his hand, making the shapes he willed with it. 



172 



CAROLE CUMMINGS 





It  was,  Xari  thought  uneasily,  very  nearly  transcendent—

 godlike—and  then  stopped  thinking  about  that,  because  they  had  not reached that part of Fate’s plan yet. 

 He  is  Null,  Xari  told  both  Dakimo  and  Imara  calmly.  Made  to take  and  use  the  magic  of  others;  made  to  bend  it  to  his  will  and heighten its power to rival the gods’. 

Had  they  not,  after  all,  heard  how  Kamen  had  managed  to  skirt the laws back in Ada by handing this very spirit-bound his magic? Did they really not understand for whom he’d done it and why? 

 ’Twas only a lack of need and resolve that kept him from bridling all within his reach and curling all the magic of the world in his fist. 

 The Incendiary, as is his purpose, woke the need and now gives Wolf’s Sorcerer  cause  to  define  it.  Her  lip  twitched—she  couldn’t  help  it. 

 Surely you knew the Sorcerer had other lessons to learn besides the one you sought to teach him? 

She lifted an eyebrow when Imara scowled, but Dakimo looked… 

stunned. He stared at Kamen for a long moment as Kamen crooned and coaxed  and  comforted  Shig  while  she  did  as  he  asked  her,  then Dakimo’s eyes slowly rose back to lock with Xari’s. 

 All of that power in Kamen’s hand. And sealed within a drop of blood caged in the heart of a diamond…? 

So  then.  Dakimo  hadn’t  known.  No  one  had.  None,  it  would seem, but Wolf and Xari and  Kamen, and that only because Xari had told him. How had Xari seen this—back when she’d been mere  banpair herself; back before she’d even been Wolf’s—when even Wolf’s-own too obviously had not? She narrowed her eyes at Kamen and wondered what  Wolf   really  had  in  mind  for  him.  Because  she’d  thought  she’d known.  And  now  it  appeared  she’d  known  only  what  Wolf  and  Owl had wanted her to know and nothing more. It did not surprise her, but neither did it diminish the abrupt unease. 

Xari didn’t answer Dakimo. She didn’t need to. Her stomach did a lazy little roll, as she was sure Dakimo’s did, as well, but the courses were  set  and  the  Wheels  were  turning.  They  could  only  follow  now where the Sorcerer led. 
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“Ashes,”  Xari  heard  Shig  whisper,  raspy  and  weak.  “I  taste ashes.” 

Kamen nodded, set a gentle hand to her scorched cheek, and said, 

“Sleep,  Wolf’s  daughter.”  He  cut  a  glance  up  to  Xari  when  Shig slumped against him. “I know where he is.” 





FLYING. He remembered flying, and he’d kept waiting to fall, but he hadn’t.  He  didn’t  think  he  was  falling  now,  and  he  knew  he  wasn’t flying, so he just… drifted. 

“I would have forgiven you, Hitsuke.” 

Daraso’s  hands  were  gentle  on  Jacin’s  face,  eyes  deep  and dangerous  as  tar  pits,  except  Jacin  kept  getting  flashes  of  cat-slit yellow, throbbing along with the beat of his own heart, and it felt…. He didn’t know. Wrong. 

“I would forgive you still. You are  my Incendiary, lovely Hitsuke. 

Bound to  my will.” 

He arched his neck as Daraso’s damp mouth stalked the thump of blood  along  Jacin’s  jugular,  but  that  felt  wrong  too— exposed; submissive—so Jacin turned his head away. 

“Not….”  Jacin’s  tongue  felt  thick,  his  head  light,  and  the  thud-pulse of yellow eyes that weren’t there kept sliding through his veins, binding  him  in  spells  he  couldn’t  hear.  Not  Hitsuke  anymore,  he’d meant  to  say,  because  he  wasn’t;  Hitsuke’s  skin  had  been  shed  when Fen Jacin’s eyes opened against the cherry blossom petals that had kept him blind through too many tormented lives. Or maybe he should say Not yours, because he was no one’s— no one’s son, no one’s brother, no one’s father, no one’s lover—and Daraso had made him that way. 

“Not… not….” The smeary stutters were all that would come, and then he forgot what he was protesting, so he stopped trying. 

Jasmine petals slid beneath the bare skin of his back, and it was wrong  because  all  he  smelled  was  ashes,  and  he  could   see  the  filthy, bloody sleeve of his shirt, so he knew he wasn’t naked. Still, the feel of Daraso’s  skin  sliding  over  his  own  sent  a  hot  thrill  through  him, 
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spangling  out  and  covering  his  mind  in  blank-white  heat  as  Daraso entered  him.  His  back  arched,  his  hips  rocked,  and  a  low  moan shuddered loose from down deep in his chest, and still, it wasn’t right somehow. 

 …Where the hell is Malick? 

Malick. The name rolled around in  Jacin’s head, slowly  gaining substance—presence.  Because  Malick  had  been  there,  only  a  little while  ago— I’m  real,  Fen,  I’m  here—Jacin   knew  there  had  been Malick, he could still feel the touch on his skin, and the touch that was Daraso couldn’t rub it out of his awareness. 

“I  can’t….”  Thick  and  slurred  and  ten  different  kinds  of disoriented. “Can’t do this….” 

“You will do as your beishin tells you,” Asai said against Jacin’s throat,  driving  into  him  with  a  gentle,  relentless  force  that  strung  out every  sensation  Jacin  had  into  never-ending  loops,  curling  back  into themselves. Smoke rings. Circles. Perfect circles. 

Something  echoed,  but  the  want  and  the  craving  and  the   finally drove  it  all  sideways  as  Asai  rocked  Jacin’s  body  and  soothed  the eternal craving of unanswered desire. 

 Say you love me, just say it. 

Jacin  had  always  known  it  would  be  like  this,  all  dreamy  and quietly passionate, then faster to blank out awareness. All those  years of wanting, and if only Asai had given it to him…. It made Jacin frown, but then Asai’s teeth sank lightly into the lobe of Jacin’s ear, and all the vague thoughts trying to take shape scattered into…. 

Petals. 

Ashes. 

The  stink  of  them,  the  taste  of  them  on  the  back  of  his  tongue. 

And the thick, metal scent of blood. 

The  eyes  went  to  yellow  again,  a  wild  pulsation  battering  at Jacin’s  mind  like  the  frantic  beat  of  a  moth’s  wings— thwip-thwip-thwip—and a desperate ache for Malick bloomed in his gut. 

 Help. 
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He’d been there, Malick had  been there, damn it, he’d come back, but now— 

“You fight me,” Daraso snarled, and he dragged Jacin up from a hard stone floor that wasn’t a bed of jasmine petals; curled his fists into Jacin’s  filthy  shirt  that  wasn’t  bare  skin  heated  by  breath  and  caress. 

Yellow eyes that weren’t black or even deep-dark brown narrowed into him,  skewered  him  and  set  his  head  spinning,  and  a  voice  that  was Daraso and Asai and Father but none of them told him, “Fen Jacin-rei taught you how to fight, my little Hitsuke. Fen Jacin-rei brought you to me. But now it is time for Fen Jacin-rei to be gone.” 

Jacin  nearly  snorted,  because  it  was  kind  of  funny,  considering, but  the  choked-off  laugh  turned  into  a  gasp  then  a  truncated  shout  as Jacin  was  lifted  off  his  feet  and  slammed  into…  shelves,  a  wall  of shelves. Ornate urns made of clay rocked and fell and shattered as Jacin flew  into  them  then  slithered  to  the  floor,  stunned.  Billows  of  thick, greasy  ash  fanned  up  around  him  and  slid  into  his  nose,  down  his throat. He coughed when he realized what they were, what it meant—

the  dead,  all  over  him—and  tried  to  lever  himself  up  and  away,  but those same hands lifted him and threw him again. More urns shattered and more ash covered him, making his skin crawl, strangling him. 

There were others here. Lots of others. They stared down at him, fierce-eyed  and  avid,  watching  Jacin  being  thrown  across  the  dim-lit chamber by someone who could reach right down into the core of him, show him what he wanted and why he should never have wanted it to begin  with.  Watching  him  writhe  to  a  touch  that  wasn’t  there,  return kisses he couldn’t have, twist and thrash beneath the  ghosts of lovers and not-lovers that mocked him and crooned to him in their simulacrum voices that went right to the soft underbelly of his soul and  wrenched. 

Watching Jacin’s mind opened up and ripped apart in the Shrine of the Dead, where everything tasted like ashes and nothing else was real. 

“You know who I am,” said a voice that wasn’t any of the other glamours  this  creature  had  been  wearing  for  him,  but  Jacin  knew  it, something way down deep inside him turning toward it before he could help it. “Say my name, little Hitsuke.” 
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He  tried  to  drag  himself  up  off  the  cold  stone  of  the  floor,  but nothing would move right. Like he was broken into a million pieces—

 hahaha,  broken,  no  shit—and  it  was  almost  too  redundant  to  allow  it the energy of thought. 

 Mii-daichiseyh  curled  in  Jacin’s  throat,  like  a  compulsion,  but even if he’d wanted to voice it, he was suffocating, couldn’t even get enough air for a decent breath, let alone speech. 

The other voices did it for him, “Mii-daichiseyh,” like a prayer or a  chant,  and  a  ripple  went  through  all  of  the  hostile-eyed  sentinels watching Jacin trying to find his mind as it was steadily thieved away from him. 

Again, he was picked up, and again he was pinned with his back grinding  into  the  shelves  behind  him,  the  dead  in  little  jars  clinking protest. He stared into yellow eyes that glowed and pulsed and slithered into  him  through  his  own  eyes  and  wriggle-twist-slunk  down  into  his mind. 

“You  know  who  I  am,”  Mii-daichiseyh  said  again,  and  for  the first time in centuries, Jacin could see his face, could see the beauty of the intricate tattoos that covered his skin, the swirls of colored ink that writhed and coiled into shapes Jacin’s mind couldn’t quite grasp. “And you know what I can do. Don’t you, little Incendiary?” 

He leaned in, close enough for a kiss, and bile rose to the back of Jacin’s throat. 

“We  can  do  this  the  hard  way,  Hitsuke,”  murmured  Mii-daichiseyh. “And oh,  I think  you would agree that  you merit the hard way, yes? After what you did to your god?” 

 Which  one?   Jacin  thought,  but  the  grip  tightened  and  Jacin  was pushed harder into the shelves, bones in his back creaking and shifting. 

“I  think  I  shall  have  you  begin  with  the  Adan.  The  last  of  my devoted mortals brought back to the faith by the Jin Untouchable who was once the Incendiary who stole it away in the first place. Won’t that be  nicely  circular  and  poetic?  Perhaps  I  shall  have  you  build  me  a temple,  yes?  Perhaps  I  shall  have  you  walk  the  world  until  your  feet bleed;  build  a  temple  to  Mii-daichiseyh  in  every  land  until  your 
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whore’s-body is of no use to anyone, not even you; preach of the One God until your throat cracks and your tongue splinters in your head. 

“Do you think, my Hitsuke, it would cool the rage that has been burning in my heart since I was cast down by those  you helped lift up? 

Do you think any of them will save you now?” 

It  was so strange, Jacin  thought with some part of his mind that insisted upon staying present and paying attention. His hands were free, and  yet  he  couldn’t  move  them,  couldn’t  move  anything,  could  only hang there and let himself dangle like a broken doll. Those eyes were almost  physically  burning  him,  flaying  and  searing  something  inside him  that  scorched  like  acid,  and  yet  he  couldn’t  look  away,  couldn’t scream. His body wouldn’t listen to him. His mind was nearly nodding its  empty  head  in  agreement  with  all  of  the  vitriol  this  would-be  god was spewing all over him. 

Jacin listened to the accusations, remembered it all with a strange remove,  like  he’d  been  there  and  watching  it  all,  but  he  didn’t remember it like it had actually happened to him. The memories were real,  he  knew  it  had  all  really  occurred,  he  recognized  people  he’d never met before, but  up until  now, he’d been  weirdly  detached from most of it. 

 This,   he  remembered.  This  feeling,  this  helplessness,  this watching  as  a  spectator  as  someone  else  made  his  choices  for  him, someone  else  gave  his  body  commands,  and  his  mind  only  sat  in  his head, numbed and useless, along for the ride while his body did what someone else told it to. 

He’d betrayed and fought and killed to save his mother from this; was there anyone who could save him? Was there anyone who  would? 

 Malick… please, I need you. 

Magic wasn’t supposed to work on him. He was Untouchable, a void  for it. Except  he’d  been  Incendiary first, made of the same stuff Mii-daichiseyh  was  made  of,  and  the  slavery  to  which  Fate  had abandoned  all  of  the  Incendiary  had  been  all  too  real.  Mii-daichiseyh had caged Hitsuke with magic once before; Jacin hadn’t recognized the bars and locks until they’d already snapped shut around him. 

 Help, someone, I need…. 
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He’d  never  really  been  able  to  complete  that  desperate  cry-thought-wish,  because  he’d  never  really  known  what  he  needed.  He knew now. He needed Malick. 

No. He needed the stone-cold bastard that lurked behind Malick’s eyes. 

He needed Kamen. And Kamen wasn’t here. 

“I would have forgiven you, Hitsuke,” Mii-daichiseyh whispered. 

“I would have had you willing. The power of your will is so much more effective when it’s turned to something you truly want. But even after I showed you what the gods have done to you, still you remain theirs.” 

There was no such thing as resistance. No such thing as rebuttal. 

Jacin wanted to say,  No, not theirs, I hate them, because it was mostly true,  but  he  hated  Mii-daichiseyh  more,  so  he  didn’t  try  very  hard  to voice it. Mii-daichiseyh had shown him what slavery meant, had shown him  inevitability,  had  taught  him  to  resign  himself  to  the  yoke  he’d worn  for  one  god  and  then  traded  for  the  bondage  of  another, oppression  disguised  as  love,  until  he’d  finally  broken  beneath  it  and stood on the roof of Raven’s temple to cast it off. Mii-daichiseyh had shown him that gods could  not  be trusted, they  wouldn’t  protect  him, they  wouldn’t  protect  those  he  loved,  and  Jacin  thought  he’d  give anything right now to have the ignorance of belief back again. 

“Yes,”  he  wheezed,  because  Mii-daichiseyh  willed  it,  and  there was nothing else Jacin could do with those yellow eyes boring into his soul,  those  tattoos  lacing  themselves  into  spells  on  Mii-daichiseyh’s brow and burning into Jacin’s mind, bending it. 

“You are mine now, Hitsuke,” Mii-daichiseyh crooned, harsh and mocking.  “Mine,  as  you’ve  been  since  the  birth  of  your  One  God. 

Aren’t you?” 

“Yes,”  Jacin  breathed  again,  tears  sliding  out  the  corners  of  his eyes,  Malick!  purling at the back of his tongue and clogging there hard enough to choke him. “Yours.” 

 Someone… help. 

“Yesssss,” Mii-daichiseyh hissed as he pulled Jacin away from the wall and the urns filled with the dead and hugged him close. “And do you know what you will do first, my Incendiary?” 
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Jacin  knew.  Hitsuke  knew.  Every  incarnation  of  every  insane Untouchable  that  lived  inside  him  knew.  “I  swallowed  it,”  he  heard himself  rasp,  knowing  it  wouldn’t  stop  it,  but  latching  onto  the  thin hope that wouldn’t die. 

“Did  you,  then?”  Mii-daichiseyh  murmured  and  set  a  hand  to Jacin’s torso, just below his  breastbone. “Mm,  yes,  I  can feel  it pulse within  you.”  The  hand  pressed  harder,  thin  tendrils  like  tiny  little strings of lightning threading into Jacin’s gut, piercing him. “I told you it would be useful to me, did I not? Perhaps I cannot wield the power of Wolf’s-own, but my Incendiary can, no?” 

Pain had been Jacin’s ally for years; he’d inflicted it himself with precision, knowing the depth and length and location that would bring the  clarity  when  he  needed  it.  He  hadn’t  remembered  what   real  pain was until just this second. The tendrils turned to thickset cords and then to great swathes that cut right through him and would have sent him to his  knees  had  Mii-daichiseyh  allowed  it.  As  it  was,  Jacin  could  only hang there, held in Mii-daichiseyh’s grip, strangling on agony he didn’t have permission to voice, until Mii-daichiseyh chuckled like Jacin was a  pet  that  had  performed  a  favorite  trick.  And  then  Mii-daichiseyh simply let go. 

“You may scream,” he offered. 

Jacin fell to his knees and screamed. 
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“THIS part is mine,” said Kamen. 

The  scent  of  the  Incendiary’s  blood  filled  the  wide  space  like  a grisly  perfume,  the  simpler  scent  of  ash  and  mortal  blood  cloying beneath  it.  Dakimo  thought  at  least  part  of  the  wild  glint  in  Kamen’s eyes  was  visceral  reaction  to  it.  He  was  sure  the  sudden  rigidity  that rippled through the others was. 

Seb and the other monks who had arrived fresh from the battle at the  Gates  of  Rapture  merely  accepted  Kamen’s  assertion  with  serene nods. Dakimo peered around at all of those  Temshiel and maijin who’d followed  to  see  how  they  were  taking  Kamen’s  bit  of  assumed authority. None of them seemed to want to make an issue of it just yet. 

Dakimo  would  like  to  think  they’d  all  come  to  help  and  not  merely watch  to  see  what  happened  so  they  could  decide  how  best  to  take advantage.  But  since  Dakimo  wasn’t  even  sure  what  he  himself intended  to  do,  he  had  to  assume  at  least  those  from  gods  other  than Owl and Wolf were here to vie for the outcome most advantageous to their own gods. And he had no doubt whatsoever that Serenai had very specific orders from Raven. 

“There are others back there,” Kamen went on, eyes glittering in the  low  gutter  of  the  scattered  lamps.  “In  fact….”  He  paused,  head cocked to the side. “They seem to be heading this way. You just keep them off me.” 

Dakimo pursed his mouth when Serenai bridled at the order, but he said nothing. There were already more here in support of Wolf—as much  as  any  not  of  Wolf  could  support  another  god—than  the  other gods  put  together.  Dakimo  nodded  approval  at  Leu  and  Xari;  their combined power added to Kamen’s was probably  enough on its own. 

No one would even bother to  question where Owl stood, but  Dakimo was  a  little  surprised  that  Naro-yi  had  not  come  along  with  Sora, 
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instead opting to stay and hover at Imara’s elbow as she healed those to whom  he’d  seemingly  become  somewhat  attached.  Tatsu  and  his apparent  novice—Annaichi;  Dakimo  remembered  her  from  a  few passing  encounters  over  the  past  few  weeks—both  stood  lock-jawed and stern-faced, Bear’s fierce light in both of their level gazes. Goyo, Dakimo  had  no  doubt,  was  here  representing  Snake;  Dakimo  did  not expect their agreement to hold against a direct order from a god. None had  come  to  represent  Dragon,  but  this  did  not  surprise  Dakimo; Dragon rarely took a stand until an outcome was assured. 

“Kamen,” said Dakimo as the ephemeral tingle of strange magic rippled  over  his  senses.  He  spotted  the  shadows  oozing  from  the entrance  to  the  Hall  of  Relics  and  set  a  hand  to  Kamen’s  arm, preventing him from going after the Incendiary like Dakimo could tell he was desperate to. “There is more to this than rescuing a lover. If this is  Mii-daichiseyh  risen,  as  you  say,  he  has  already  enslaved  the Incendiary once. With your ring—” 

“You have your priorities,” Kamen grated and shook Dakimo off, 

“and I have mine.” 

And then he was moving, parting the shadows that had sprung up like a picket in his path, ripping them away and exposing the advancing banpair  before  they  could  assemble  for  a  proper  ambush.  He  spun  to shadow  himself  and  winked  out  before  Dakimo  could  reach  for  him again.  Dakimo  wouldn’t  have,  at  any  rate;  if  there  had  been  any question  before  that  Kamen’s  concerns  were  not  the  same  as  Wolf’s-own, Kamen’s own words had just neatly answered it. 

It  was…  regrettable.  There  were  only  so  many  deviations  from the  chosen  path  Dakimo  could  allow  when  it  came  to  the  Incendiary. 

An Incendiary apparently now held captive by one who’d already once held  him  in  thralled  bondage,  and  now  the  Incendiary  held  Wolf’s power  bound  to  a  token  handed  to  him  by  a  foolish,  impulsive,  too-powerful   Temshiel.  Love,  infatuation,  obsession—whatever  it  was Kamen felt for this  Incendiary,  Dakimo’s responsibilities were all too clear here. 
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 Just where do your loyalties lie in this, Wolf’s-own?  Kamen had asked Dakimo only days ago. Dakimo had answered truthfully—in this, as in all things, his loyalties lay with Wolf. 

Dakimo watched the minions of gods and a would-be god engage in violent battle, and gripped the little crossbow he’d liberated from a dead body in Wolf’s temple. He didn’t think about what he was doing; he thought of Emika’s eyes as she’d watched the specter of Fen Jacin charge  toward  her,  and  still  she’d  advanced,  rather  than  retreated, wrenched  a  sword  from  the  wall  and  thrown  it  to  Dakimo.  Kamen probably thought Dakimo had no idea what was in his heart for Fate’s Incendiary. Kamen would be wrong. 

Rueful but resolved, Dakimo moved and followed Kamen. 





THERE was something off. Malick paused when he reached the Hall of Relics and found Fen standing beside the man who would call himself a god,  tattoos  flaring  and  whirling  around  yellow  eyes,  his  hand  set proprietarily to Fen’s shoulder. And Fen was just letting him. 

The  scent  of  blood  was  everywhere,  and  not  only  Fen’s.  It  had sunk into the very stone, mixing with ash, and Malick had a bad feeling that he knew now where the  banpair had taken their victims to torture them and slurp up their pain and terror. 

A steady tug was rippling at Malick’s magic, centered  in Fen, like a  tether  from  him  to  Malick.  Not  pulling  at  Malick,  really,  but undeniably there, and with a foreign flavor to it that sat beside Malick’s magic like a malevolent twin. 

Mii-daichiseyh  raised  his  eyebrows  and  smiled  a  little, condescending, but he didn’t otherwise react to Malick’s presence. He merely  gave  a  minute  flick  of  his  fingers,  and  a  second  later,  an alarmingly  dazed-looking  Fen  took  a  stumbling  step  forward.  His breath  was  coming  shallow  and  raspy,  and  sweat  was  sticking  his raggedy dark hair to cheeks and brow. His eyes were glazed, unseeing as they stared through Malick, and he was covered in ash, bloodied and bruised  and  just  plain  beaten.  His  mouth  moved,  though  no  sound emerged, but Malick didn’t think it had anything to do with arrogance 
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when he recognized the shape of his own name on Fen’s lips, over and over again. 

“What’s  wrong  with  him?”  Malick  demanded,  pulling  splotches of energy into his balled fists, flexing them so power spat and hissed at the ends of his fingers. “What did you do?” 

Mii-daichiseyh looked unimpressed. He smiled again.  “I forgave him.” 

Malick didn’t really understand what that was supposed to mean, but he now knew everything Wolf knew about Mii-daichiseyh and the role  Hitsuke  had  played  in  bringing  him  down.  And  whatever  was wrong with Fen right now didn’t look anything like forgiveness. 

Keeping a very strict bridle on his fury, Malick reached his senses out  to  Fen,  not  really  expecting  anything,  and  was  unpleasantly surprised  when  his  own  power  answered,  a  shifting  aura  that  was  his and  yet  not  his,  a  shadow  looming  over  it  with  a  too-familiar  taste. 

Malick’s own magic, matched and rivaled by Mii-daichiseyh’s, and yet when Malick gave it a tweak to test it, try to direct it, Fen gasped and juddered in place. 

“It  was  probably  wise  of  you  to  keep  the  important  spells  from him,”  Mii-daichiseyh  said,  peering  at  Malick  smugly  with  those freakish eyes that kept glinting in the lamplight like a feral cat’s. “I had a  slight  difficulty  in  determining  that  he  simply  doesn’t  know  them.” 

He shrugged. “The process was….” He reached out and pushed Fen’s hair back from his brow. “…rather painful for him, I’m afraid.” 

 That  smile,  Malick  thought,  straining  to  keep  himself  in  check until he knew exactly what was going on.  When I pull your guts from out your lying mouth, it’ll be for smiling like that while you talk about hurting him, while you  touch  him.  

“I imagine his second task will have to be finding someone who can  give  him  the  spells  so  he  may  use  the  magic  now  locked  inside him.”  Again,  Mii-daichiseyh  smiled,  and  again,  Malick  had  to  hold himself back. “After he’s completed his first, of course.” He tilted his head,  eyeing  Malick  with  a  raised  eyebrow,  supercilious.  “Although, perhaps the first and the second might be one and the same.” 
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All  right.  Malick  was  pretty  sure  he  got  it  now.  Mii-daichiseyh couldn’t wield the magic of the gods any more than Malick could wield that of Mii-daichiseyh. But Fen—with the soul of an Incendiary and the gods’-Blood  that  ran  through  Jin  veins—could  wield  both.  And  there Fen stood with an invisible leash around his neck, its tether set in Mii-daichiseyh’s hand. 

“The  magic,”  Dakimo  said,  emerging  from  shadow  at  Malick’s right. 

Malick  curled  his  lip  at  the  intrusion,  because  Dakimo—Wolf’s voice here in Tambalon, as he reminded Malick a little too often—had known all about Hitsuke even before Malick had, and he’d never said a bloody word, the bastard. And here he was, sticking his nose in where it didn’t belong again. There was nothing Malick could really do about it  now,  but  he  fully  intended  to  take  out  some  of  his  frustrations  on Dakimo when this was all over. 

“It comes from inside him.” Dakimo turned a worried, suspicious look up at Malick. “How is this possible?” 

It  wasn’t,  not  really.  Except  that  Malick’s  ring  seemed  to  be inside  Fen,  had  somehow  enabled  Mii-daichiseyh  to  bind  the  two magicks together, and they now sat inside of Fen like parasites, curling around  each  other  and  becoming  something  new,  something  other, something  that  could  be  taken  up  by  a  powerful  hand  and  turned against…  well,  anything.  The  old  magic  and  the  magic  of  the  gods would  both  be  susceptible  to  it,  and  if  directed  by  the  will  of  an Incendiary, an Incendiary bound not to the will of Fate, but to a fallen god who’d already enslaved him once…. 

Dakimo was looking at Fen like he was staring out over the end of the world, and Mii-daichiseyh’s smile was just too telling. 

“I only wanted him to bring it with him when he finally came to me, you see. When he remembered me and believed in me hard enough to give me shape; when I could lay physical hands on him and  take. I hadn’t thought of all the… possibilities.” 

Right.  Because  Mii-daichiseyh  had  been  nothing  but  a  spirit pretending  to  be  Fen’s  ghosts,  sending  his  glamoured  minions disguised as Asai after him, until Rihansei walked Fen through his past 
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and showed him Hitsuke. And once Fen—the Incendiary—remembered and  believed,  it  gave  Mii-daichiseyh  power  to   be  again.  Malick wondered if Fen’s twisty mind was responsible for those ragged wings Mii-daichiseyh had sported before, and thought with bitter irony that he probably  was.  Without  even  realizing  it,  Fen  had  forced  Mii-daichiseyh’s  spirit  into  the  physical  manifestation  of  Fen’s  own demons. 

Mii-daichiseyh shrugged. “The fool swallowed it. To protect his Temshiel lover. What else could I do?” 

It should have hit Malick like a punch to the gut. It should have paralyzed him with fear for his own soul. 

It enraged him. It  out raged him. It tapped at a pit of cruelty and violence he rarely let loose, because when he did, it was hard not to let it take him utterly. He’d terrified Morin in the temple, he’d deliberately caused Shig pain, and that wasn’t even as bad as Malick knew he could get. There was no one to terrify here, and pain…? Well. 

“Incendiary,”  Mii-daichiseyh  said,  his  tone  bored  but  his  smile small and cruel. “Bleed.” 

And Fen shuddered violently then coughed up a jet of blood. 

Malick  merely  stood  there  and  made  himself  look.  A  show  of power, a  You see how completely under my control he is. And bleeding on command was certainly convincing. 

Dakimo was tensing beside Malick, that funny little crossbow in one  hand  and  his  sword  in  the  other.  Malick  kept  watching  as  Mii-daichiseyh reached out, pulled Fen to him, and smiled at Malick again as  he  pushed  Fen’s  head  to  his  shoulder.  Like  a  child  or  a  pet.  Fen’s eyes  were  still  dull  and  clouded,  not  really  seeing  anything,  but  the tremor that went through him told Malick that Fen knew on some level what was happening. And didn’t like it even a little bit. 

“He  will  serve  well  in  his  new  life.”  Mii-daichiseyh  cocked  his head  to  the  side,  the  tattoos  shifting  and  whirling,  almost  hypnotic  in combination with the pulse and shiver of those freakish eyes. “I wonder if he will serve Mii-daichiseyh as well as he served Raven. As well as he served Wolf’s  Temshiel.” 
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The  possessive  way  Mii-daichiseyh  tightened  his  grip,  the suggestive way his hand caressed Fen’s arm…. 

All right,  now Malick was pissed. 

He turned his eyes to Fen and watched his own name trip silently from  bloody  lips.  And  then  Fen  stopped.  Gasped.  Shaped  another: Kamen. 

Plea,  demand,  permission—there  was  no  way  to  tell,  so  it couldn’t be allowed to  matter. Malick receded and Kamen rose to the fore. 

He  let  the  bellow  flow  from  the  pit  of  his  chest  as  he  surged forward.  His  sword  was  blocked  and  countered  a  little  too  easily,  so Malick had to settle for ramming into Mii-daichiseyh and shoving Fen away at the same time, snagging hold of his own magic and coiling it around that strata of  Other that swarmed around and inside of Fen. He heard  Fen  scream,  but  it  was  distant,  unimportant.  Malick  rolled  his body  aside,  dodging  Mii-daichiseyh’s  physical  strike  and  sailing headlong into the magical one, wrestling a handhold in the dual magic for which Mii-daichiseyh was grappling. 

Mii-daichiseyh’s hold was too strong, the belief of the Incendiary too entrenched. Malick didn’t have enough magic, and pulling it from every other immortal and spirit around him wasn’t going to do it.  The Sorcerer’s mantle—Xari’s voice in  his  head, and he didn’t know if it was  really  her,  or  simply  a  memory  of  too  many  times  when  it  had been, but that same flinch rocked through him as it had done every time the choice was put to him, that same shying away from too much and too big, and everything that would come along with it if he took it. 

He watched Mii-daichiseyh command Fen to get up. Watched Fen obey. Watched his whole body ripple through a spasm of pain as Mii-daichiseyh’s  magic  curled  around  Malick’s  inside  Fen.  Watched  Fen open his  mouth on silent  scream  then move it again  to  shape  a word, only this time, it wasn’t a name:  Help. 

Malick called out to his god,  reached. 

It  hit  him  immediately,  swamped  him.  Everything  lit  up  behind his  eyes,  clarified  and  lush  with  brilliance.  His  skin  tingled  and  his whole body vibrated with the energies of every immortal, every mortal, 
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every creature that crept and every spirit that hovered at the edges of it all. Malick sucked it all into himself and reached again. 

Everything that came to his hand he took, and just as he curled it into  himself,  it  scudded  back  through  him  and  drove  at  Fen.  Link. 

Tether.  Noose. Malick almost lost his grip, almost let it all slip away in his  surprise,  but  he  held  on  and  merely  let  it  wash  through  him  then direct  itself  at  the  small  drop  of  blood,  that  little  piece  of  Malick himself  that  bided  now  inside  of  Fen.  He  could  feel  the  power exploding through them both, and though it didn’t hurt Malick, it was too  obviously  excruciating  for  Fen.  Malick  could  almost  see  it  all behind his mind’s eye: a column of force that blasted down from Wolf himself, skidded through Malick, and plowed into Fen. 

Fen shrieked this time, a wild, agonized cry that bounded against the  chamber’s  stone  walls.  Malick  ignored  it.  Because  he  hadn’t expected  this, but oh, he understood too well now what was happening. 

And he hated Wolf for it, but still he kept his grip, still he let it happen. 

He  was  deliberately  a  second  too  slow  when  Mii-daichiseyh hurled a bolt of raw energy at him then came at him with what looked like  one  of  Fen’s  own  knives.  Malick  let  Mii-daichiseyh’s  magic  hit him  full  force,  tried  not  to  yelp  at  the  breath-stealing  impact  then sucked it in, held it, built on it. It winded him, and this time he really was too slow when the knife came at him, dodging just in time to avoid a slash across his face. He countered with an arcing sweep of his sword, only  pulling  it  when  Fen  was  suddenly  in  front  of  him  and  Mii-daichiseyh retreated. 

“Incendiary!” Mii-daichiseyh called, a malicious smile blooming as  Malick  snarled  and  Fen  groaned  in  pain  at  the  sound  of  the command. “The  Temshiel must die. Your beishin wishes it.” 

“Dakimo,” Malick said, calm and even, “hold him.” 

Just  in  time,  too,  because  Fen’s  whole  body  juddered  then wrenched, as though fighting against invisible wires, then he moved to lurch in. Dakimo already had a grip on him and he strengthened it now, but Malick knew Fen, knew what he could do, and Malick didn’t think the hold was going to last long. He hoped he wouldn’t need it to. 
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Teeth  set,  Malick  reached  again,  this  time  toward  Fen,  latching onto the pulse that thumped steadily from inside him. Fen was fighting it,  fighting  Malick  as  Malick  took  hold,  fighting  both  of  the  magicks coalescing into something completely new, but Fen kept trying to push it all away and shut it down. And he probably didn’t even know he was doing  it.  Malick  couldn’t  allow  it—whatever  this  turned  out  to  be,  it was making itself a part of Fen; Malick wasn’t going to be able to do a damned thing with all that power if Fen didn’t choose it, and right now, Fen’s choices didn’t belong to him. Malick closed a mental fist around it all and  squeezed. 

He  couldn’t  help  the  wince  when  Fen  loosed  a  breathless  shout and  clutched  at  his  chest,  wrenched  himself  from  Dakimo’s  grip  and went  down,  but  Malick  didn’t  have  time  for  much  else.  With  a  silent curse  for  all  gods  and  a  desperate  hope  that  he  knew  what  he  was doing, Malick poured all of the magic he’d been sucking up since all of this  started,  wrapped  his  own  around  it,  and  set  it  to  devouring  the other. 

The screams and howls were enough to crack his chest and spill out  his  heart,  but  it  was  Malick  who  owned  a  heart,  and  Kamen couldn’t be bothered with one. 

Mii-daichiseyh   laughed.  Malick  could  have  killed  him  for  that alone. 

“Your  own  gods  thwarted  you  centuries  ago,”  said  Mii-daichiseyh, too satisfied. “You cannot touch an Untouchable,  Temshiel. 

You cannot touch an Incendiary. The magic of The Six cannot best the magic of The One.” 

 Maybe not, but it can latch on like a leech and eat it up. 

Malick  didn’t  let  anything  show  on  his  face.  He  merely  set  his jaw  when  Mii-daichiseyh  said,  “He  is  made  from  Daichi,  your Incendiary. And so he belongs to  me.” 

Mii-daichiseyh  spun  in  with  Fen’s  knife.  Every  bit  of  Malick’s power was directed at and bound up in what was happening inside of Fen.  He  didn’t  have  the  magic  available  to  feint  and  retreat  like  he should  have  done;  he  took  a  slice  to  his  neck  that  was  a  little  deeper than it could have been, but not enough for a dangerous bleed-out, so 
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he  disregarded  it.  Another  swipe  went  for  decapitation,  and  Malick ducked just in time, the tip of the knife sinking deep enough to scrape the bone of his skull across his forehead. With the exception of the fact that now he had blood running into his eyes, Malick ignored that too. 

But  when  Mii-daichiseyh  called,  “Incendiary!  Engage!”  and  he threw the knife at Fen, Malick couldn’t ignore it. Because Fen’s hand came up, deep-set reflex, caught the knife and spun it until the hilt lay in his hand in the preferred grip. He swiped it at Dakimo behind him, a cut deep enough to make Dakimo let go, and shook him off. Fen’s gaze was clear now, that dazed-glazed look gone, completely aware, a look in his eyes that Malick wished he’d never had to see directed at him. 

Shame.  Sorrow.  Fear.  Guilt.  Asking— help,  I  don’t  want  to  do this, I have no choice, don’t make me—even as  the knife twirled and Fen’s  body  tensed  into  a  too-familiar  offensive  stance.  Pain  crouched beneath  everything  about  Fen;  Malick  didn’t  want  to  know  what  was going  on  inside  him  as  his  body  was  forced  into  motion  around whatever agony was wracking through it—agony Malick knew he was causing by keeping a stubborn grip on magic that shouldn’t be there. 

Dakimo  was  readying  himself  for  a  tackle  from  behind,  but Malick  called  him  off:  “Don’t.  It  won’t  help.”  Malick  looked  over  at Mii-daichiseyh, who wasn’t even bothering to hold himself in defense; he merely stepped back with a sweep of his arm.  He’s all yours. 

Malick let his lip curl up, but that was all. He kept a hold on the magic that tethered him to Fen through the drop of Malick’s own blood inside that ring, and steadily but far too slowly drew away at the other while he set himself to not letting Fen kill him. 

The first  strike was predictable, a driving rush, so Malick easily dodged it then feinted. Fen staggered past him, pulling up  this close to Mii-daichiseyh. Malick could see Fen’s whole body leaning,  trying, but when  Fen  lifted  the  knife  again,  he  spun  it  in  his  hand  and  came  at Malick. Because Mii-daichiseyh wanted it, and the  Incendiary had no choice now but to want what Mii-daichiseyh wanted. 

Again,  Malick  dodged,  and  again,  Fen  went  past  him,  but  this time,  Fen  flipped  the  knife  into  his  near  hand  and  swiped  a  vicious undercut toward the back of Malick’s leg. Malick only barely managed 
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to fling himself forward and spin before Fen was coming at him again, rolling down low then springing up in a flying leap. There was nothing for Malick to do but duck out of the way, which left nothing between Fen and a careening collision with the wall. Shelves cracked and split, and jars shattered, dust and ash puffing up in heavy clouds and coating everything, including Fen. 

“His mind, such as it is, is his own,” Mii-daichiseyh said, behind Malick  and  to  his  left,  “trapped  in  a  body  that  moves  to  my  will.”  A chuckle.  “Perhaps,  my  Incendiary,  I  have  not  forgiven  you,  as  I’d thought.” And then a growl. “Kill him!” 

Fen lurched clumsily to his feet, swayed there for a moment, then firmed his grip on the knife. Malick couldn’t wait anymore—if he let it go  on,  one  of  them  would  end  up  dead,  and  Malick  knew  without  a doubt he’d never be able to bring himself to kill Fen. Which left only the alternative. He could stand it if Fen killed him, but Fen wouldn’t be able  to  take  it.  Even  if  Fen  had  no  idea  how  he  felt  about  Malick, Malick did. And Fen had lost too much already. Anyway, if Malick was gone,  who  would  help  Fen?  It  wasn’t  like  they’d  done  a  bang-up  job when Malick had gone to spirit for a few days. 

Before  Fen  took  a  step  toward  him,  Malick  reached  for  the magicks swirling together in Fen and  yanked. Fen’s eyes went wide and his  mouth  dropped  open  in  too-obvious  agony,  but  his  body  kept coming.  A  body  that  was  exhausted  and  hurt  and  not  in  his  control. 

Malick let Fen come,  waited for the attack. When it came, he feinted then swept in, sacrificing a vicious slice to his forearm that almost cut through  to  bone  as  he  sent  a  bolt  of  the  magic.  It  was  powerful  and precise; Malick had been sucking it steadily from what Mii-daichiseyh had left pooling in Fen, meshing with Malick’s own, and now he aimed it  for  a  pinpoint  strike  at  Fen’s  arm.  Breathed,  “Holy  hell,”  when  it worked  and  the  knife  flew  out  of  Fen’s  hand,  because  it   worked  and Malick  hadn’t  really  let  himself  expect  it  to,  but  it  had,  latching  onto Mii-daichiseyh’s  magic  swirling  in  Fen  and  binding  with  Malick’s. 

Malick  didn’t  have  time  to  boggle—Fen  had  some  deadly  reflexes— 

simply took advantage, got hold of Fen and didn’t let go. 

“Dakimo!”  Malick  shouted,  and  he  jerked  his  chin  at  Mii-daichiseyh. “Get him.” He had no illusions that Dakimo could do much 
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more  than  distract,  but  hopefully  that  was  all  Malick  would  need.  He secured his hold on Fen and dragged him in, his back to Malick’s front, wrapped  him  in  tight  and  set  his  hand  to  Fen’s  torso—right  over  the scar from Malick’s own sword. With a snarling curse for Wolf, Malick pushed everything he’d been storing inside himself into that bit of his blood that bided now in Fen’s body. 

Fen  didn’t  scream  this  time,  which  was  worse,  really,  because Malick had no doubt what this was doing to Fen—pain with each twist of  magic  in  Malick’s  hand;  pain  with  each  surge  and  flux  as  Mii-daichiseyh grappled for it. 

Malick  couldn’t  heed  it;  Kamen  needed  more.  Channel  to  the power  of  the  gods  and  all  the  spirits.  Xari  had  said  that.  More  than once.  A  halfway-bitter  rebuke,  pushing  him  to  reap  what  Skel  had allowed  to  go  fallow  in  his  hand.  Malick  had  never  wanted  it,  never needed it. Because there’d be no going back from it, once the channel was  opened  and  all  that  power  was  his.  Asai’s  mistakes  would  be  so easy  to  make.  Except  Wolf  had  said   fail  the  Fool  and  fail  the  Cycle. 

And more than anything, Malick didn’t want to fail Fen. 

There was only one way to win here. And if Fen survived it, he’d probably never forgive Malick for it. Yet still, with all the “rebellion” 

in  which  Malick  had  indulged  over  the  years,  he’d  never  once  truly disobeyed his god. 

Malick ripped power from all around him, every mote of it within his  reach,  regardless  of  from  which  god  it  came.  Refusals  and attempted  rebuffs  were  minor  annoyances;  Malick  blew  right  through them  without  even  a  snag  and  sucked  the  power  into  himself.  The world—the  universe,  infinity—lit  up  inside  him  in  bright-beautiful constellations, and he let it surge through bone and blood and skin and sinew.  It  weltered  up  and  through,  brightening  consciousness  like  a never-ending surge of lightning, jagging over him, through him, sliding the strength of gods into his soul and setting it like a gem in his palm. 

For  a  moment,  Malick   was  a  god—immortal  in  a  way  he  hadn’t fathomed in his already long life; invulnerable and invincible—and the power was overwhelming and exquisitely, terribly seductive. 
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He  didn’t  let  it  take  hold.  He  couldn’t  let  it  show  him  what  he could  have,  what  he  could  be.  He  took  all  of  the  coiling  magic, obedient now to his own will, and shoved it into Fen. 

Fen didn’t flinch or moan or hunch in or weep. He merely seized up  and  vibrated  as  Malick  held  on,  as  Fen’s  body  fought  him,  still trying  to  obey  Mii-daichiseyh’s  last  command.  Malick  dipped  down, whispered, “Sorry, I’m sorry, I love you,” into Fen’s ear then curled a mental fist over every bit of magic inside Fen and  heaved. 

Mii-daichiseyh  shouted,  “No,  you  cannot!”  and  Fen  finally screamed  and  bucked  in  Malick’s  arms.  Malick  whispered  to  him again, “So sorry, I’m sorry, Fen,” and he looked up to see Dakimo with the  crossbow  raised  and  aimed  directly  at  Fen’s  chest,  just  as  Malick felt Mii-daichiseyh’s grip on the combined magic slip and Malick took solid hold of it. 

“Dakimo,”  said  Malick,  low  and  measured  over  Fen’s  hoarse shouts of pain, too aware that he had Fen’s struggling body locked in his arms in front of him like a shield. “What are you doing?” 

“What  you  cannot,”  Dakimo  said,  and  then  he  shook  his  head with  a  remorseful  cast  to  his  gaze  and  loosed  the  bolt  from  the crossbow. 

Malick didn’t even have time to dodge. 





THE stick was still tacky with  banpair blood. Goyo didn’t know what had compelled him to take it from the alley and arm himself with it like a  club.  He’d  only  had  his  Patrol-issued  sword  and  baton  when  this never-ending day had begun; still, he’d seen enough dead bodies armed with  weapons  that  hadn’t  helped  them,  and  he’d  had  plenty  of opportunities to arm himself better. 

He’d taken the broken stick with its bloody wolf’s head. 

The hoarse scream that echoed from the pits of the Shrine of the Dead  didn’t  answer  his  vague  question,  but  it  made  it  not  matter anymore. The present rebounded against the past, like it had been doing far  too  often  lately.  Goyo  didn’t  question  his  own  instinct—Goyo 
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wasn’t  questioning  a  lot  of  things  he  should  probably  be  questioning right  now—he  merely  suspended  thought  and  followed  the  echoes, abandoning  the  fight  going  on  around  him  in  the  Shrine  of  the  Dead and diminishing into shadow, tracking the screams. 

Again, the past hit him with sharp resonance as he slid back into substance  in  the  Hall  of  Relics  and  saw  the  Incendiary  writhing  in Kamen’s grip, croaking screams grinding from his mouth to make his throat  bleed. The  ghost  of  Hitsuke laid itself over it all, jerking when the Incendiary jerked, arching when the Incendiary arched. A throbbing pulse of magic drenched the air, nearly choking, and Goyo’s mind had barely enough time to stutter over the fact that it was coming from the Incendiary  before  the  Incendiary  screeched  so  long  and  hard  it  made Goyo wonder if his ears were bleeding. His mind went back again, led his  body,  and  as  he’d  done  more  than  a  century  ago,  Goyo  sent  up  a prayer to his god and started for the Incendiary. 

“What you cannot,” Goyo heard someone say; he knew the voice, low  and  quiet,  and  yet  he  didn’t  bother  trying  to  place  it—he  didn’t know  if  he’d  be  able  to  stop  if  he  tried,  and  he  didn’t  try.  Hitsuke writhed  and  screamed  and  begged  with  wordless  agony,  and  Goyo stepped forward to answer. 

The sharp, thudding pain in  Goyo’s ribs was  a  bit of a surprise. 

The fact that it had come from a weapon brandished by Dakimo was a bigger  one.  By  the  time  Goyo  looked  down  and  saw  the  short  bolt protruding from just below his ribcage, the surprise was giving way to belated fear and serious pain. Goyo was still somewhat in shock as he watched  the  thing  that  had  to  be  Mii-daichiseyh  fly  across  the  wide chamber and hurl itself at Dakimo, a cry of “He is  mine!” like grating metal. 

Goyo didn’t see much of the fight. He was down on his knees, his hand curved lightly, protectively, around the bolt in his side, before the vertigo  registered.  He  watched  Dakimo  hold  his  own  for  several sweeping drives, and then he watched Mii-daichiseyh’s knife sink into Dakimo’s chest then slash at Dakimo’s throat. Dakimo went down with his stare locked to Kamen’s. 
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 See, thought Goyo, distant and floating farther every second,  this is why Kamen is the assassin and Dakimo is the diplomat.  Goyo almost snorted,  but  he  apparently  wasn’t  almost-dead  enough  yet  to  lose  all decorum. 

The  Incendiary  was  still  screaming,  raspy  and  thick,  trying  to wrench  Kamen’s arms  away from  him, body  arched and head thrown back. “Sorry,” Kamen kept repeating, “I’m sorry, I know, I love you,” 

like he was the one making the Incendiary scream like that. 

…Was he? 

It seemed so incongruous to what Goyo had heard about Kamen and “his” Incendiary, and what Goyo knew about Kamen in general, his possessiveness,  his  viciousness  where  it  concerned  keeping  hold  of what he’d deemed “his.”   Sorry for what?  Goyo wondered but it wasn’t bothering to churn itself into any kind of sense, and deciphering Kamen wasn’t  exactly  a  productive  or  favorite  pastime,  so  Goyo  let  it  flitter away.  He  reached  out  to  Hitsuke—no,  not  Hitsuke,  Fen  Jacin,  but Incendiary, and it all kept blurring together—reached out, meaning to do better this time, still no idea how, but so few things mattered when mortal  death  stalked  too  close.  The  broken  stick  was  still  in  his  hand and weighting down his arm, so he dropped it, the wolf’s head grinning up at him with a narrowed, blank-white stare. A long knife lay beside it;  Goyo  had  a  vague  notion  that  he  should  pick  it  up,  maybe  do something  with  the  sword  in  his  hand,  too,  while  he  was  at  it,  but  it seemed so far away, and the pain was  right here. 

Mii-daichiseyh  spat  on  Dakimo’s  corpse  then  turned  eyes  on Kamen that were flashing yellow and made Goyo think “angry maijin” 

like he did every time Leu slipped and let her eyes go all catlike. With a snarl  and  another,  “He  is   mine!”  Mii-daichiseyh  threw  his  arms  up, demanded, “Kill him!” and ash flew up on dozens of little whirlwinds, grit  peppering  into  Goyo’s  eyes  and  making  them  tear.  Though,  he supposed, that could be the pain. Where was Imara when you needed a pissy, overbearing healer, anyway? 

Jars  flew  and  shattered  and  more  ash  rose,  swirled.  Pieces  of broken shelves turned to  projectiles and caromed with  the tumult, but Kamen threw up a shield that thankfully encompassed Goyo where he knelt  bleeding  on  the  floor,  probably  dying,  watching  Hitsuke  die  all 
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over  again,  except  it  wasn’t  Hitsuke,  it  was  Fen  Jacin,  but  Goyo couldn’t stop seeing them both, smeared and twinned. 

Wind  howled  in  the  chamber,  meeting  and  matching  the  pained howls of the Incendiary. Fire erupted to join the reeling ash and shards, spinning around the room and flaring at Kamen’s shield. Goyo dazedly curled his lip. He’d known Kamen’s power was the only one that might have a chance of standing against what Mii-daichiseyh wielded, and it was certainly coming in handy now, but still. There would be no living with Kamen after this. 

“Incendiary!” Mii-daichiseyh grated. “To me!” 

The Incendiary’s body jolted then arched when Kamen said, quite calmly, “No, Jacin. I’ve got it now. You don’t have to.” 

A pathetic-sounding whimper knocked loose from the Incendiary, and he gasped. “Maaa- huhn- alick…  ah! Help, I….” The truncated plea came even as he kept trying to fight and lurch away. 

“Control, Fen,” said Kamen, soft but still audible above the wind and the shouts. “You can feel what I’m doing, I know you can. You can help  me,  or  we  can  both  stand  here  and  wait  for  him  to  get  it  back, because I can’t hold onto it forever.  Focus.” 

The Incendiary’s body went rigid, and then he sucked in a long, ragged  breath,  teeth  gritted,  eyes  squeezed  shut.  His  empty  fists  were clenched, but as Goyo watched, one hand uncurled, and the Incendiary reached  up  to  set  it  over  the  one  Kamen  had  resting  just  beneath  the Incendiary’s breastbone. Gasping. Shuddering. “Out,” he grated. “Get it out.” 

“It’s too late,” Kamen said. “A channel. And now you’re part of it.”  He  gripped  the  Incendiary’s  flailing  hand,  ignoring  the  jerky movements as the Incendiary kept fighting for release from the hold. “I can’t do anything with it if you’re fighting me—it’s all on you. Want it. 

Use it.  Take it!” 

Goyo  vaguely  knew  what  it  meant.  Xari  had  been  warning cryptically  of  it  since  all  of  this  began.  And  Goyo  had  seen  Kamen hand his magic to one of his mortals and command her to use it, just as he’d done when he’d tricked a victory out of what should have been a 
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soul-forfeiting loss in Ada. And if the Incendiary could break his spirit loose from Mii-daichiseyh’s hold and  want…. 

Apparently,  the  Incendiary  could,  because  everything  that  was flying around in the wide chamber abruptly collapsed down into itself and  coalesced  into  a  great,  burning  glob  that  wheeled  up  to  the  high ceiling then down at Mii-daichiseyh. Mii-daichiseyh tried to deflect it, Goyo  could  see  his  hand  rising  against  it  reflexively  and  his  mouth moving  in  spells  Goyo  couldn’t  hear,  but  it  only  dissipated  a  little before it hit him square-on and engulfed him. 

Kamen  jolted,  cursed,  “Shit,  no,  wait,  not  fire,”  and  he  reached out a hand then curled it into a fist. 

Mii-daichiseyh  shrieked,  an  animal’s  cry,  and  the  flames  coiled down  into  a  spiral  around  him,  slithering  along  the  floor  at  his  feet. 

Smoke whorled up from his charred body, tattooed skin sloughing off in flash-burn patches. He smiled around it, said, “Incendiary,” all coy and seductive, “break.” 

The  Incendiary  gasped;  so  did  Goyo  when  he  heard  the  very distinctive  sound  of  a  bone  snapping,  and  the  Incendiary’s  right  arm took on a warped, misaligned shape in Kamen’s grasp. 

Kamen  roared,  audible  rage,  and  the  flames  around  Mii-daichiseyh flared up again. Mii-daichiseyh reached for them, fingertips twitching  and  making  them  jump,  then  snarled  when  Kamen’s  hand came  up,  too,  and  did  the  same.  Kamen’s  arm  rose  and  his  hand cupped,  fingers  splayed,  the  fire  mimicking  the  shape  and  making  a wavering cage around Mii-daichiseyh. 

“Focus, Fen,” Kamen grated through his teeth, obvious effort as he  fought  to  maintain  control  of  the  power.  “You’ve  been  using  pain for it all your bloody life. How badly do you want him dead?” 

The Incendiary was sweating, shaking, still in obvious agony, but he shoved out of Kamen’s grip and wobbled a few steps before he fell to  his  knees.  It  didn’t  stop  him—he  crawled  on  his  good  arm  toward Goyo. Hair in his eyes, sweat dripping, a small runnel of blood spilling out  from  between  curled  lips.  With  a  filthy,  trembling  hand,  the Incendiary groped for the fallen knife, came back with the broken stick. 

Straining, face pulled up in a grimace of rage and pain, the Incendiary 
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set  his  teeth,  snarled  one  word:  “DIE! ”  then  he  cocked  back  his  arm and flung the stick. End over end; the weighted ivory wolf’s head gave its  trajectory  impressive  force  as  it  flipped  top  over  jagged  tip. 

Everything blurred for Goyo, and then Mii-daichiseyh bellowed, and it all flared up and swirled. 

Goyo wasn’t sure if he collapsed first  or the  Incendiary  did,  but they both ended up facedown on the ash-covered floor, staring at each other  from  what  was  really  a  few  inches  away,  but  seemed  much farther.  The  rage-filled  screech  coming  from  Mii-daichiseyh  was abruptly  cut  off,  and  Kamen  wheezed,  “Bloody  hell,  Fen,  you  did… 

 shit!” but didn’t come to him. Goyo vaguely noted Kamen’s bootsteps were moving toward Mii-daichiseyh, and then he stopped caring. 

He didn’t register much of it, didn’t register the hurried footsteps from outside the chamber, or the abrupt swirl of voices all around them. 

He stared into the Incendiary’s eyes, not really looking for or expecting the realization dawning slowly but inexorably, but it came nonetheless. 

It  was  the  eyes.  Not  their  color  or  their  shape  or  the  way  they were  set  in  a  face  far  too  striking  to  be  mortal,  despite  the  current wretched  state  in  general.  It  was  what  was  behind  them.  It  was  how they looked back. 

Goyo hitched in a breath, wheezed, “Oh,” and then he let his own eyes close. 





“KILL them all. There’s no other way.” 

“Most of them are mortals. They don’t even know—” 

“They know about  him, they believe in him, they give him power. 

Send them all to the gods and let  them sort it.” 

A  slight  shiver  cambered  through  Jacin  at  the  ruthlessness  in Malick’s voice. Not a bad shiver. There was probably something very wrong with that, but everything was very far away right now, so Jacin didn’t  spend  time  on  trying  to  figure  it  out.  He  didn’t  try  to  figure anything  out,  and  feeling  anything  but  thudding  pain  and  creeping 
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terror seemed quite beyond him. He lay where he’d fallen and tried to keep very still through the knot-screw-coil in his guts. 

“Out.” The ash stirred over the stone floor with his breath, but the word  made  no  sound,  no  other  impact  on  the  world  than  a  few disturbed motes of grime. “I want it  out.” 

A  little  glint  of  emerald  skittered  into  his  hazy  field  of  vision, bulbous eyes and long, flickering tongue. It stared at him, unblinking, weirdly…  stern  or  some  other  hard-set  look  Jacin  couldn’t  quite decipher.  It turned in a circle, pausing for a moment to peer at  Goyo, then  it  merely  wandered  on,  leaving  Jacin  to  his  misery,  tiny  little footprints and a swishing track from its tail in the layer of ash. It made Jacin sad and he didn’t know why, some strange sense of loss moving right through him, like light through clear glass. 

He  should  be  used  to  this.  The  hurt  and  desolation,  the  bloated sense  of  nonreality  in  the  aftermath  of  not  dying.  The  confusion  that whelped tiny little baying beasts—fear; panic—then warped them into a leviathan of shock that rammed through the centuries and ambushed him,  turned  it  all  into  something  surreal  and  far  away.  Turned   him into… not him. 

 Not me. He isn’t me. I’m not him. I’m— 

It echoed and turned on itself, swallowing its own tail. 

 —nothing, you’re nothing. 

Smoke rings. Perfect circles. 

He wormed the arm he could still move beneath him, clutched at the  spot  beneath  his  ribcage  from  which  the  stutter  and  churn  whip-cracked over… everything. The vertigo was almost routine. Jacin stared blankly at the tracks the lizard had left behind until they blurred out of focus  and  thought…  nothing.  Memories  and  the  emotions  that  went with  them  were  haunting  the  jagged  edges  of  Hitsuke  that  splintered over Jacin’s perception, wispy gray moth’s wings with razor splines—

 thwip-thwip-thwip—but  if  they  were  slicing  him  up  in  there,  he couldn’t tell the difference. 

His  knife  was  lying  there,  only  inches  away,  a  lackluster  gleam beneath  a muting coat  of ash. His, he was sure of it. One of the ones 
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Malick had given him back in Ada. Jacin had last seen it… when? In that tavern, before Rihansei. How had it…? 

Didn’t matter. He didn’t care. 

He  slid  his  hand  through  ash  and  dust  and  wound  his  fingers around the knife. Comforting. He’d used this on Asai. Had sunk it right through bone and gristle and taken what wasn’t his, what hadn’t been given.  His  fingertip  slid  along  the  smooth,  ironwood  grip.  A  present. 

From  Malick.  I’m  trying  to  woo  you  here,  and  you’re  not  making  it easy.   Jacin  had  killed  his  beishin  with  it,  and  then  he’d  damned  him with  it. Malick had cut  the hated braid  from  Jacin with  it.  And in  the confusion of loss that had followed, Jacin had let it be taken from him, locked  up  and  away,  because  he’d  been  afraid  of  everything  it represented.  Every  loss.  Every  failure.  Every  potential  loss  and  every latent  failure.  He’d  taken  it  back  only  to  have  it  taken  it  away  again. 

Now it was here, stained with Malick’s blood. 

Circular.  Somehow.  No  way  to  suss  it;  Jacin  didn’t  have  the capacity. 

Maybe  he  could  take  the  knife,  turn  it,  slide  it  in  and  dig  out this… whatever it was, and maybe he  should, or… or shouldn’t, or…. 

 Out. Get it  out , I can’t… can’t…  be  this. 

He  pulled  the  knife  to  him  and  curled  it  close.  And  breathed  a little bit easier. Yeah. Comforting. 

“No,  I  need  Seb.”  Malick’s  voice,  edged  sharp  and  tilted dangerous.  “We  can’t  let  him  go  to  spirit.  I  almost  fucked  it  all completely with the fire.” 

It threaded its way into Jacin’s head, stumbled around for a while. 

He  almost  frowned,  but  it  seemed  like  too  much  effort,  and  he supposed whatever Malick was talking about made sense to someone. 

Nothing  ever  made  sense  to  Jacin,  and  it  never  mattered,  because  the world  just  kept  going  and  going  and  going,  and  dragging  him  along behind it. 

“You  cannot  keep  me  bound  forever.”  The  depth  and  familiar timbre made Jacin shudder, even through the liquid, gurgling tilt of it. 

“I hold his leash,  Temshiel, I always have. And he  believes.” 
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A  shriek  sounded  every  atom  of  ashy  air  in  the  hollow  cavern, vibrating, clay jars clacking and jittering on their shelves, like the dead themselves  were  protesting.  Jacin  cast  a  blurry  glance  across  the chamber,  saw  Malick  hunched  over  Mii-daichiseyh’s  writhing  body, the broken walking stick in Malick’s hands, piercing Mii-daichiseyh’s chest, the wolf’s head coated in blood but still leering and grinning with its blank eyes. The scream cut off abruptly to a silence that was almost charged, like the prickly scent of ozone before a summer storm. 

Jacin let his eyes drift back to the broken jars and the ashes of the dead all over the floor. 

“’S what you get for fucking with mine,” Malick muttered. 

 Mine. 

Jacin shaped it on his lips, but it didn’t go any farther—no sound, no  resonance,  no  warmth  in  a  body  chilled  through  to  bone,  lying facedown and broken on the floor of a tomb. 

 Mine. 

And the thing was, Malick meant it, Jacin knew he did.  I love you, over and over again in Jacin’s ear, mixed in and fuzzed with  I’m sorry, and  Jacin  believed  all  that  too.  Mine,  and  even  after  everything—

Hitsuke and Raven and Asai and Untouchable, and every single corner and  cranny  of  everything  in  between—it  still  filled  up  empty  places inside Jacin that he knew were dangerous,  knew  it, but it didn’t matter in the face of that one word. Except… 

 Leash. 

Except it sort of did. It really should. It was only that… it didn’t seem to matter  enough. 

 You are mine, little lost soul. 

 My Ghost, my gentle mercenary. 

And yet, that single word in Malick’s voice— mine—rang loudest, rumbled deepest. 

 You don’t own me. 

 You’re right, I don’t. And I won’t, even if you almost want me to. 
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Except  it  seemed  Malick  would,  wanted  to.  And  Jacin  couldn’t make himself not halfway want it too. 

Everything went blurry. Jacin’s eyes stung. He couldn’t think of any reason to keep them open, so he didn’t. 

The  knots  in  his  gut  looped  and  cramped,  twisted— out,  get  it out—and even the whimper that skirled out over the strata of ash was soundless.  Out,  out,  out,  and  he  tried  to  will  himself  to  vomit,  but couldn’t  make  himself  move.  Tried  to  sink  inside  the  pain— Focus, Fen—but it was too scattered. His arm was broken, no question there, he’d felt the sick screw and snap, and there was something very wrong inside him, writhing, squeezing his guts like a closing fist then fizzing out all through him. Blood coated his mouth in copper, and ash gave it all  a  sludgy-thick  feel,  nostrils  filled  with  burnt-black  phantoms,  and throat clogged with soulless not-breath. 

A  light  patter  fell  over  Jacin’s  cheek,  his  eyelid,  the  side  of  his nose.  The  stench  of  ash  covered  everything,  the  cloying  scent  of  the petals  overwhelmed  beneath  it,  but  Jacin  knew  it  was  there.  Waiting. 

Beckoning. 

“Caidi,” he breathed, still just as weak and noiseless, but he  had to  try.  Caidi  sometimes  came  with  the  petals,  and  Malick  was  all  the way over there,  not here, and Jacin  needed. 

“Have you wandered, lost and lonely, long enough, my Hitsuke?” 

Fuck. That voice. The black eyes that went with it were boring in through  skin,  Jacin  could  feel  them,  but  he  wouldn’t  open  his  own. 

 Couldn’t. 

Gentle hands on him, turning him, lifting him, and Jacin just… let them. Maybe moaned a little as he was handled like a doll, but didn’t even try to resist. He let it all happen. Propped up in a tender embrace, knife  clenched  tight  to  his  chest,  bones  in  his  useless  arm  grinding together,  making  nausea  rise  and  light  explode  behind  his  eyes.  The torsion in his gut wound tighter, turned to a nest of writhing snakes in his belly, saw-toothed and poisonous, and why did the picture that went along with that seem too utterly fitting? 

“All  you have ever had to do was ask for my forgiveness. Even now I would give it to you.” 



202 



CAROLE CUMMINGS 





Fingertips  brushed  tangled  hair  from  off  his  brow;  soft  lips followed. 

Voices  carried  on  behind  him,  Malick’s  and  others  Jacin  didn’t recognize, and Goyo still lay beside him, unconscious or maybe dead. 

None  of  it  mattered.  None  of  it  was  as  real  as  the  hands  on  him,  the voice, what it was saying, and what it all meant. 

 But I’m not him, not anymore. 

Jacin shook his head, unable to voice it, unable to pull away. 

 And he wasn’t wrong.   He didn’t deserve what you did to him. 

Jacin  frowned.  Did  he  believe  that?  A  bright  little  spark  amidst the  murky  ruin.  Yeah,  he  really  thought  he  did.  Maybe  Hitsuke  had defied his god, but he’d had the  right to it, he’d made sure of that, the first  real  choice  he’d  ever  made,  the  first  and  only  promise  he’d  ever asked  for.  The  fact  that  the  rebellion  had  sprung  like  some  poisoned byproduct of a love contaminated with possession and jealousy didn’t make it any less Hitsuke’s right. He’d sought to protect that right—to protect Daraso from Fate’s vengeance, for fuck’s sake; he’d done what he’d done mostly  for that love, contaminated or no—and all he’d gotten for it was the wrath of Raven. 

Just like Jacin had sought to protect his family, and all he’d gotten for it was death and loss and betrayal. 

Hitsuke  had  loved  and  he’d  lost.  Spectacularly.  But  he  hadn’t been wrong. He hadn’t  failed. 

If anything, Raven—no,  Daraso—had failed Hitsuke. 

Jacin  opened  his  eyes,  glared  into  the  deep-dark  of  Daraso’s, ignored  the  petals  fluttering  down  between  them,  and  set  his  jaw.  It took a huge amount of effort to pull away and sit on his own without wobbling, but he did it. Daraso kept a grip on Jacin’s arm, but at least it was the one that wasn’t broken. 

“I don’t love you anymore.” It didn’t quite resonate, but it wasn’t soundless. The roiling in Jacin’s gut didn’t calm, the agony of his arm didn’t recede, all the other pains that littered his awareness didn’t fade. 

Nothing changed. No cleansing breath, no lift of invisible weights from his chest. And still, it felt good to watch Daraso’s mouth set itself thin, 
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his  black  eyes  narrow.  “I  don’t  love  you,”  Jacin  said  again,  a  little louder this time, and it scraped his raw throat, but it was only one more small agony amidst the rest of it. “I don’t love Asai. I’m not Hitsuke, I’m not perfect, and I’m no one’s. Now get your fucking hands off me.” 

Demand, plea, deep-down bloody  yearning, it didn’t matter—he just  didn’t  want  to  be  touched  right  now,  not  by  anyone,  and  Jacin didn’t  think  he  could  fight  his  way  out  of  a  toddler’s  hold  at  the moment, but  fuck, could someone  just once do what he asked because he asked it? 

Daraso  didn’t—of  course.  He  strengthened  his  grip  instead.  His jaw set tight, and he leaned in. “Your twin is still mine, Fen Jacin-rei. 

The last born under my moon.” His mouth pulled up at the corner, sly and  satisfied,  when  Jacin  twitched.  Twitched  again,  harder,  when Daraso’s hand swept gently over Jacin’s cheekbone, settled there, warm and firm. “It doesn’t have to be like this between us. It never did. I have loved you always, Hitsuke. I never stopped. Even now, when you still think to betray me with your Wolf’s  Temshiel-sheep, I would give you a  gift  for  which  you  never  would  have  thought  to  ask.”  The  tender touch at his cheek turned to a harsher grip at his nape when Jacin tried to  pull  away.  “How  much  would  you  give  to  forget,  Hitsuke?  What oath  would  you  give  to  a  god  who  took  away  all  the  pain  of remembrance?” 

Everything in Jacin went very, very still. 

 Forget. 

Hitsuke—gone.  All  of  his  memories,  all  of  his  pain,  all  of  the Untouchables he’d been, including Fen Jacin-rei. All of it gone, all of it wiped away, and all of the hurt with it. He could start again. For real, this time. A clean mind, uncluttered, free of everything that made him a lure for manipulative gods and everything that made him “batshit” and a danger to everyone he loved. Free of…. 

The clamor and hum in his head abruptly shaped itself into a hot rush  of  blood  in  his  ears,  ribboned  out  and  unspooled  all  through  his chest. 

Another promise, spoken in another where, another when, and to someone  else  entirely,  but  it  had  the  same  ominous  ring  beneath  the 
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soothing  purr.  Because  wasn’t  this  “gift”  the  same  curse  Raven  had hurled at Hitsuke as Hitsuke had fallen from Raven’s “grace”? 

 You will be reborn under my moon again and again, and you will remember none of what you were before, but this… this will remain in your heart. Always. 

 Free.  Sure.  Free  of  everything  that  had  taught  him  why  no  god could be trusted. 

And the worst part? Jacin had come  this close to falling for it. No wonder  he  was  constantly  getting  fucked  over,  up,  down  and sideways—he  couldn’t  seem  to  stop  bending  over  and  bloody   asking for it. 

Jacin  ignored  the  burn  behind  his  eyes,  ignored  the  flare  and churn in  his  gut  where something was wrong and going more  wrong, ignored  the  touch  that  could  still  make  him  shudder  with  want  if  he forgot  for  a  second  why  he  couldn’t  let  it.  His  teeth  set  tight,  and  he jerked away— 

—only  to  watch  from  a  new,  abrupt  surreal  bubble  as  Daraso’s eyes  widened  and  his  body  stiffened,  and  the  bright  thin  shine  of  a sword’s  blade  erupted  from  his  chest.  His  grip  tightened  painfully  on Jacin’s arm and nape, and his back arched. And then he wasn’t Daraso anymore,  but  the   Temshiel  who’d  pretended  to  be  her  master  in Raven’s temple. 

“Nice try, Raven’s-own,” Malick snarled and twisted the blade. 

A thin wheeze slid from her chest  and a rivulet  of blood  spilled from  the  corner  of  her  mouth.  Her  dark  eyes  dulled  as  she  slumped forward,  black  hair  fanning  over  Jacin’s  arm  where  her  head  dipped down. 

Malick pulled his sword from out of her back, kicked her to lay crumpled on her side in  front  of Jacin.  Malick’s tawny eyes glared at her body and his jaw clenched. His gaze shot up, pinned Jacin, almost cold. 

“I’m  sorry,  were  you  not  done  with  your  negotiations?”  Too coolly sarcastic. 
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Jacin  only  stared.  The  petals  were  gone.  Had  they  been  there  at all? Had anything been… had he actually heard… was any of this…? 

“Did…  did  you  see  him?”  Thin  and  wheezy,  but  Jacin  forced  it out  from  a  chest  gone  far  too  tight.  He  couldn’t  tell  what  was  real anymore. And he had to know. 

“I saw  her—” Malick pointed his dripping sword-tip down at the woman’s body. “—all glamoured up and trying to get her claws in you, and you sitting there and letting her.” 

That…. Did that answer the question? Jacin shook his head. “But did you see  him?” And then his lip quivered, he couldn’t help it. “How much  did  you  know?  Did  you  know  about  Da—”  Fuck,  he  couldn’t make himself say the name. “How much did you know about Hitsu—?” 

“That isn’t something we can discuss here.” Malick’s glance shot around,  warning,  before  narrowing  back  on  Jacin,  borderline  hostile. 

“What  did  she  promise  you,  Fen?  And  why  the  fuck  were  you listening?” 

“It  wasn’t…  because  the…  he…  I  didn’t….”  The  knots  and tangles  in  his  stomach  arced  up  into  his  chest  and  cut  off  air.  Jacin wasn’t sure he minded all that much. Because the alternative would be explaining  to  Malick  that  Jacin  had  been  sitting  here  listening  to  his once-lover pretending he still loved him, and some gaping pit of need inside Jacin had really wanted to believe it. 

“Fen?” Almost glaring. Waiting for an answer. 

Typical—Jacin  didn’t  have  one.  What  was  he  supposed  to  say? 

That it didn’t affect him? That it had been tempting until he’d figured out it was the same fucking thing he’d been living over and over in a slightly less horrifying package? That he hadn’t even the slightest clue what the  fuck he was supposed to be or say or do, and if Malick didn’t get  that  by  now,  he  was  the  one  who  was  batshit?  That  he   hurt,  and something was wrong, everything was wrong, and someone needed to either help him or put him out of his misery because he couldn’t think but he could  feel, and he couldn’t take another second, not one. 

Tatsu  came  up  behind  Malick,  looked  between  them  for  several long seconds, then merely shook his head and knelt down beside Goyo. 
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Jacin  couldn’t  pull  his  eyes  from  Malick’s.  He  couldn’t  do anything  at  all  except  open  his  mouth  and  then  close  it,  eyes  still burning,  nose  and  mouth  and  throat  still  coated  in  ash,  and everything—inside  and  out—throbbing  with  a  resonant  hum  that wrenched  and  twisted  and  threaded  pain  so  tightly  through  him  he thought he’d never get loose. “Malick,” he said, hardly anything to it at all, thin and hoarse. His right arm was a throbbing agony, but whatever was  going  on  inside  him  blotted  it  out.  His  hand  went  to  his  torso, fingers still wrapped around the knife, and he laid it over the scar from Malick’s sword. Jacin imagined he could feel calluses on his fingertips through the thin weave of his filthy shirt, and he didn’t, he couldn’t, but it made his chest unlock a little nonetheless. “I… I need….” 

As usual, he had no idea what he needed, but Malick seemed to think  he  did.  His  expression  softened  and  he  nodded,  knelt  down  in front of Jacin, and gave him a smile—a small, warm thing that took the chill  from  his  eyes  and  made  the  burn  behind  Jacin’s  own  flare  and smear his vision. 

“It’s  all  right,  love,”  Malick  said  softly.  He  set  his  hand  over Jacin’s wrapped around the knife, the heat of the touch bleeding right through and calming the heave and pitch of whatever was wrong inside him. “Let me help you.” 

A harsh breath burst out of Jacin’s chest, a sob he couldn’t help that  ached as it broke loose. 

Sure.  Help. If only there really was such a thing. 





“KAMEN,” said Tatsu, hands busy on Goyo but eyes nailed to Malick. 

“You are no healer. You can’t—” 

“No  one  touches  him  but  me,”  Malick  snapped,  deliberately vicious.  His  own  gashes  and  gouges  were  already  clotting,  the  blood slowing and no longer dripping into his eyes. He should probably ask Tatsu to heal it for him, but the idea seemed somewhat… greedy, when Malick was essentially denying even that much for Fen. He turned to Tatsu, narrowing his eyes to flinty little slits. “You saw what she was 



WOLF’S-OWN: Incendiary 



207 





trying to do. Are you going to try to tell me that you’re not the least bit tempted?” 

“Tempted to do what,  exactly?” Tatsu pulled his gaze away and ostensibly turned his attention to Goyo, but Malick didn’t doubt he was watching Fen very closely. 

Because maybe Tatsu was an ally, sometimes almost a friend, but this  thing  inside  Fen  now  changed  everything,  and  no  one  could  be trusted. Apparently, not even Wolf’s-own. Malick’s gaze skidded over to where Dakimo’s body lay then narrowed at Serenai’s before he let it skim back again to Tatsu. 

 Tempted to kill him where he sits. Tempted to try to get him for yourself  and  your  god.  Tempted  to  try  to  pry  out  what’s  right  this moment  turning  him  into  something  shiny-new  and  even  more dangerous as we sit here and argue over it. 

Malick said none of it, only tried to soften his voice and his touch as  he  carefully  slid  a  tendril  of  power  into  Fen  and  gently  prodded. 

Fen’s eyes glazed over again then he flinched away with a heavy gasp and hunched in. 

“G- ah!”  Fen  wheezed.  “Out,  I…  get  it….”  It  stuttered  out,  and Fen clenched his teeth, panting. 

Malick  backed  off  right  away,  pulling  a  knee  up  and  setting  an elbow to it, contemplative as he rubbed at his mouth and peered at Fen. 

“You’re fighting it, Fen. That’s why it hurts.” Not like Fen would stop simply because Malick said so. Fen didn’t know how to stop fighting, so Malick doubted it was going to  let up until  it was through making itself into whatever it meant to be. 

It was different again. It was different every time Malick reached for  it.  Growing.  Changing.  Mutating  into  something  that  was  ancient and new all at once, his and not his. He could still take hold of it if he wanted  to.  His  own  magic  had  settled  around  Mii-daichiseyh’s  like  a constricting cocoon, gnawing at it steadily, and this wasn’t going to be a  simple  matter  of  getting  Fen  to  purge  Malick’s  ring.  All  of  it  had somehow  intertwined  with  Fen  himself,  latched  on  to  his  being  like some  kind  of  parasite  clamped  adamantly  to  his  ribcage,  wrapping around blood and bone and clinging tight. 



208 



CAROLE CUMMINGS 





Malick had a feeling that if he tried to use that magic now, as he’d done only moments ago, the agony he’d put Fen through before would be nothing by comparison. It might even kill Fen. With the way it kept altering, evolving into something more resistant to  Malick  every  time he tried to touch it, he wouldn’t be surprised if he couldn’t even do that much when whatever shaping was going on was through. 

And  yet,  with  the right  spells  at  his  disposal,  it was entirely too possible that Fen could…. 

A small, cold pit that Malick had been insistently ignoring opened up in his gut. An obscure fear while it had been happening, a  what if?  a formless,  wary   I  don’t  want  to  be  right  about  this,  but  now  it  looked like the nebulous possibility was too fast becoming hard reality. 

That  was   his  magic  inside  of  Fen,  his  talisman  made  from   his blood.  And he was  responsible for how it was used. The misuse of it would  mean  Malick’s  soul.  And  there  it  was,  sitting  inside  someone who kept casting about, looking for someone to tell him who to be. 

 Not good. Really, really not good. 

“Kamen.”  Calm.  Even.  “His  arm,  at  least,  needs  setting.  He needs—” 

“I  know  what  he  needs,  Tatsu,”  Malick  snapped.  “Keep  your damned hands—” 

“I have yet to put my  damned hands near him, but I won’t simply sit here and watch him suffer.” 

Tatsu’s  mouth  was  set  tight  as  he  pulled  the  bolt  from  Goyo’s side and laid a hand to the wound. Goyo groaned and stirred, breathed something that sounded like a blurred string of curses and blinked open hazed eyes. They caught Fen’s immediately, held. 

Fen  only  stared  back.  He  shook  his  head,  a  wordless,  helpless nonanswer  to  the  knowing  spark  in  Goyo’s  gaze,  and  then  he  looked away. 

“He didn’t make a new one,” Goyo wheezed, still staring at Fen. 

“He  went  and  brought  the  last  one  back.”  His  somewhat  bleary  gaze sought Malick’s, accusing. “You would  dare.” 
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Shit.  How  the  hell…?  No,  it  didn’t  matter.  Malick  set  his  teeth, fully prepared to undo any healing Tatsu had managed if Goyo didn’t shut  up,  because  the  Hitsuke  thing  belonged  to  Fen,  not  all  of  these people, and it wasn’t up to Goyo to throw that information around. 

“Not here, Goyo.” Malick dipped his voice as low and threatening as he was able. “Not now. And  I dared fuck-all, so don’t start with me.” 

It wasn’t as if Malick had done this, after all. He just… hadn’t stopped it. 

Goyo’s eyes narrowed, but  when he peered over at  Fen again—

and  when  Fen  peered  back,  so  close  to  the  edge  he’d  been  straddling for…  well,  forever—Goyo’s  gaze  softened  and  he  nodded.  He  didn’t look  at  Malick,  only  turned  to  Tatsu  and  set  a  shaky  hand  atop  the leaking wound in his side. “You going to fix this or not?” 

Thankfully,  Tatsu  didn’t  seem  to  know  exactly  what  was  going on, though he clearly knew something was. “Another moment,” he said to Goyo in his healer’s voice then cut an unsympathetic look at Malick. 

Eyes  narrowed,  Tatsu  snapped  a  hand  out,  and  before  Malick  could react or protest, sent a bolt of healing power to tingle at Malick’s skin. 

Malick  could  have  refused  it,  denied  it,  but  it  was  there  and  halfway necessary,  so  he  let  it  knit  his  wounds  back  together  and  ignored  the smug  hostility  in  Tatsu’s  expression.  “And  yet  you  would  deny  as much to the one you profess—” 

“Shut the fuck up, Tatsu. You don’t know even half of what you think you know.” 

Tatsu  opened  his  mouth,  hesitated,  then  sent  a  kinder  glance  to Fen.  “I  can  help  you.  It  is  not  Kamen’s  choice,  but  yours.  If  you would—” 

“The   hell  it  isn’t  my  choice,”  Malick  grated.  He  set  a  hand  to Fen’s shoulder, proprietary, and Tatsu could say what he liked about it, but too fucking bad. “He was Untouchable, Tatsu—you can’t heal him without  my  help,  and  I’m  not  letting  anyone’s  magic  anywhere  near him. Dakimo tried to  kill him, for fuck’s sake.” He waved a hand in the general direction of Fen’s torso. “That’s  my ring sitting in there.” 

Tatsu paused, obviously surprised, but only for a moment. “So get it out.” 
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Malick could  have  choked him. “You think if it was that easy  I wouldn’t’ve already? It won’t… I can’t….” Fen tensed beside him, so Malick shut his mouth on the rest. Fuck.  I can’t. He couldn’t. “It’s too dangerous,”  he  said  more  calmly,  ignoring  completely  the  fact  that  if Tatsu knew what was really going on, he’d likely assume Fen himself was  too  dangerous,  and  all  of  this  kindly,  healing  “let  me  help  him” 

twaddle would mean nothing. 

“Dangerous or no, it’s clearly causing him a great deal of pain.” 

Tatsu’s tone was softer; Malick almost believed the sympathy this time. 

“I don’t know what any of this means, Kamen. But I can see that you think  you  do.”  Tatsu  nodded  over  at  Fen.  “None  of  which,  I  think, matters much to him just now. Fen Jacin.” He waited until Fen lifted a muzzy gaze from Goyo to Tatsu. “Kamen is right—I can do nothing for you without his help. Perhaps he will give it if you ask it for yourself.” 

Oh, cheap fucking shot. Malick’s jaw set  rigid,  and he only just kept his grip on Fen from tightening hard enough to inflict pain. With all of his quickly unraveling control, Malick turned to Fen and dipped in  so  he  could  drop  his  voice.  “I  know  I’m  being  a  bastard.  I  know you’re hurting and I know you don’t believe me, but it’s fucking killing me.” He had to stop for a second so he could clear the pathetic quaver out of his voice, because everything he was saying was bald truth, and yet he was still going to do this. “You can’t let anyone in. Not even for this. Do you understand?” 

Fen only stared at him, not really blankly, but not entirely with it, either. “It hurts,” he rasped. “It’s… doing something in there. I want it out.” 

“I know. And I can’t. If you can just make yourself stop fighting it….” Malick didn’t finish because it was useless and he knew it. 

Fen  chuffed  out  something  thick  and  watery,  already  hazy  eyes going  too  distant,  retreating.  Malick  slid  his  hand  up  to  Fen’s  nape, gripped firmly but gently, and rubbed at his brow, trying to will away the burning behind it. 

“You swallowed it, Fen. To protect me. I don’t have the words to tell you what that does to me, and I don’t really know what happened that made you do it, but it’s done and there’s no going back. It can’t be 
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fixed, it can only be endured until  it’s finished, and  I can’t  let any of these people get their hooks in you, because… because….” 

Bloody hell. Because if they had access to Fen, they had access to what  was  Malick’s  mixed  in  with  everything  Mii-daichiseyh  had shoved  into  Fen,  and  if  they  had  that,  Malick  and  Fen  were  both fucked. They were both fucked now, but this… this could get so much worse .  None of these people knew exactly what had happened yet, but they knew enough, and when the whole of it dawned on them, it wasn’t going to be pretty. 

“Fen.” Again, Malick had to pause and swallow to make his voice work  right.  “My  magic—it’s  in  you.  Understand?”  Malick  could  see that  Fen  kind  of  did,  and  that  it  didn’t  make  him  feel  any  better,  but Malick really didn’t think Fen understood all of it yet, or he wouldn’t be sitting here waiting for Malick to  make sense. He’d be taking that knife still curled in his fist and digging Malick’s heart out with it, and then  maybe  his  own.  “If  I  let  anyone  touch  you  with  magic,  I’ll  be handing them mine.” He set a hand over Fen’s fist bunched around the knife  and  resting  just  beneath  his  breastbone.  “That’s   my  soul  sitting just beneath your heart.” 

Fen didn’t say anything for a while, only stared at Malick—hurt and betrayed—then he looked down, fingers tightening on the grip of the long knife. “I don’t want this,” he whispered. “I don’t  want this.” 

The grip tightened; Malick strengthened his hold on Fen’s hand, an  instinctive  preemptive  move,  because  he’d  seen  that  look  in  Fen’s eyes before, right before Malick had collected all of Fen’s weapons and locked them in his small armory trunk. Bloody hell, were they really all the  way  back  to  this?  Had  they  never  really  left  it  behind?  Malick remembered  the  look  of  blessed  anticipation  on  Fen’s  face  as  he’d stood on the roof of Raven’s temple, and his eyes stung. 

“You  should  let  me,”  Fen  rasped,  all  quiet  and  wobbly.  “Goyo should’ve….”  He  jerked  his  hand  a  little  but  stopped  when  Malick intensified his grip yet further. “There’s nothing… it’s not… not worth it. You know?” 

Unfortunately, Malick did.  And he really didn’t think Fen had a clue. 
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 Fail the Fool and fail the Cycle. 

This  was  what  Wolf  had  made  Malick  for,  Xari  had  said.  And whether he liked it or not, Malick was Fen’s, but Kamen was Wolf’s. 

“I’m sorry.” Malick could only shake his head and gently take the knife from Fen’s hand, not really surprised when Fen let him, because he  could  tell  just  from  the  expression  of  utter  bewilderment  that  Fen had no idea what he actually wanted here. “I can’t.” 

Not yet. Not until Malick knew that Fen understood what he was really asking for. 

Malick  could  hear  Tatsu  shoving  out  curses  under  his  breath, could  hear Goyo saying  something about  arrogant  thugs and the gods who made them their “pets,” could hear the other immortals down the passageway  routing  the  last  of  the   banpair,  could  even  hear  Mii-daichiseyh’s  shallow  breaths  rattling  across  the  cavern.  And  all  he could see was the look in Fen’s eyes as Malick crushed whatever dregs of a last thin hope that were still lingering behind them. 

“I’m sorry,” Malick whispered as he leaned in and laid a wobbly kiss to Fen’s slack mouth, “I’m  sorry, Fen, I didn’t….”  Didn’t mean it, didn’t  know   it  was  even  possible.  “Please.”  Too  shaky,  breathed  over Fen’s  still  lips,  across  his  dirty,  blood-  and  tear-streaked  cheekbone. 

“Please, Fen, I’m sorry, I’d fix it if I could, I’m—” 

“Is he dead?” 

Malick pulled back with a small frown. 

“Mii-daichiseyh,” Fen clarified, harsh. “Is he  dead?” 

The  shift  was  almost  more  than  Malick  could  follow.  He  shook his  head.  “No,  he  can’t…  I  mean,  killing  him  would  only  make  it worse. It would free his spirit. And then he could come back.” He let his  thumb  run  up  and  down  the  tendons  of  Fen’s  nape,  soothing,  and jerked  his  chin  over  his  shoulder.  “Rihansei’s  monks  will  take  him. 

He’s the same as them, which makes him their problem now.” 

“Will they kill him?” 

“Yes. For good this time.” 

“How can you be sure?” It was hoarse, close to fraught, but Fen didn’t seem to have the energy to pull off anything more than dubious. 
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Malick looked at Fen for a long time before he let his eyes rove over  to  the  singed  pile  of  physical  remains  across  the  chamber. 

“Because I intend to be there and watch,” he finally answered. 

Fen followed Malick’s gaze dully to where Seb and the rest of the monks were whispering  binding spells  over the  mortal  form  in  which Fen  had,  all  unknowing,  trapped  the  insane,  grasping  spirit  that  was Mii-daichiseyh.  Slowly,  his  eyes  drifted  back  down  to  where  Malick held the knife in a loose grip between them. 

“I want my brothers.” 

“All  right.” Slow and careful. “If  you think  you  can walk,  we’ll go and find them.” 

Fen  nodded.  “My  arm  is  broken.  And  I  think…  I  think  I remember… I was stabbed… somewhere.” He pulled back a little, but he didn’t shake Malick off, didn’t growl or snarl or snap. Malick didn’t know  if  it  was  because  Fen  was  accepting  the  situation  and  the apologies, or because he simply didn’t have anything left to fight with. 

“I  assume  that  can  be  fixed  without  magic.”  His  eyes  met  Malick’s; Malick  sort  of  wished  they  were  still  hazed  and  glazed,  but  they weren’t—they  were  swollen,  red-rimmed  and  bloodshot,  but  far  too empty  and  removed.  “Can  I  at  least  get  some  drugs  without  risking your soul? My arm fucking hurts.” 

Right. Not so much with the accepting, then. Malick didn’t really deserve to feel a little bit dejected, but he did anyway. 

He  only  nodded,  took  his  coat  off,  and  set  it  around  Fen’s shoulders  before  turning  to  Tatsu.  “I’ll  get  him  to  a  sickhouse.”  The Are you fucking happy now?  was implicit. 
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“IT WON’T come near me.” 

Shig  dragged  burning  eyes  up  to  squint  at  Imara  where  she  sat beside Shig on the thin pallet on the floor. The sickhouse was chaos, a little bit frightening. Casualties from the attacks on the temples littered the  floor,  a  sea  of  injured  every  direction  Shig  looked,  so  she  didn’t look. Healers and helpers and priests and priestesses all fluttered among the  hurt  and  dying,  but  it  seemed  more  just  kept  coming.  The  lamps were too bright, the noise was too loud, and the blood was too red. 

Samin  sat  to  Shig’s  right,  between  her  pallet  and  the  one  where Joori  lay,  apparently  sleeping  peacefully.  Both  of  them,  actually. 

Samin’s head was titled back against the wall and his eyes were closed. 

Morin  sat  on  the  other  side  of  Joori,  eyes  darting  everywhere,  still watchful  and  wary,  and  his  hand  was  set  protectively  to  Joori’s  arm. 

None of them stirred or looked over when Imara spoke. 

Imara  nodded  down  at  the  little  lizard  that  kept  curling  around Shig’s  index  finger,  pausing  only  long  enough  for  Shig  to  rub  her thumb over its smooth little head now and then before resuming its odd circuit. 

“I tried to shoo it away, but it hissed at me and hid somewhere in your  clothes  until  I  moved  away.”  Imara’s  mouth  quirked,  wry.  “I assumed  you’d  prefer  I  didn’t  go  searching  about.”  She  set  a  hand  to Shig’s knee. “You won’t scar. You may have a bit of pain for a day or two,  but  I’m  sure  you’ll  agree  it’s  nothing  like  it  was.”  She  smiled when  Shig  nodded,  but  it  turned  to  a  sympathetic  grimace  when  she touched Shig’s hair. “Nothing I can do about this, I’m afraid, but… it’ll grow back.” 

Shig touched at the stiff, kinky wisps that were all that was left of her hair on the left side of her head. She breathed in deep and tried to 
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sigh away the residual pain and frustrated anger, but most of it clung. 

Because it wasn’t going to get better, it was going to get worse. 

Someone  shrieked  down  at  the  end  of  the  wide  room,  several calming  voices  rising  to  shush  and  soothe.  The  woman  lying  on  the pallet behind Imara stirred and clutched at her chest, but only groaned a little and went silent again. 

“Yeah,” Shig answered Imara and shut her eyes. She just wanted to  go  home.  Except  “home”  was  the  house  Malick  had  bought,  and she’d spent all of a couple hours in it—awake, at any rate—and it really wasn’t home yet. Nowhere was. And the presence of Samin and Morin and Joori wasn’t soothing her like she thought it should. 

She didn’t know if she could do this anymore. She didn’t know if she had it in her. And somehow, the absence of Yori made the prospect of endurance rather… depressing, maybe. Yori was the one who’d been driven;  Yori  was  the  one  who’d  given  what  they  did  purpose.  That wicked  little  glint  in  Yori’s  eye  when  they  took  down  the  scum  was what had kept Shig believing in what they did. Yori would have reveled in  what  had  gone  on  tonight.  Even  back  when  Shig  had  been  able  to look  into  the  hearts  and  minds  of  those  they  hunted,  know  that  their souls  were  too  dark  and  hateful  to  be  allowed  to  continue  with whatever evils they wrought, still, Yori’s conviction, Yori’s  faith, were what  had  made  everything  their  little  Wolf  pack  did  seem  right  and good to Shig. Faith in what they did, faith in the direction of their god, faith in Malick. 

Shig’s faith had been nothing more than a parasite of Yori’s, and so had died with her. Their pack had been splintered, and all of them—

with  the  possible  exception  of  Samin—were  merely  hanging  onto  the fragments  out  of  loyalty,  habit,  and  a  lack  of  alternative.  They  didn’t even sit down to eat together anymore. 

“How’s  Joori?”  Shig  asked,  eyes  closed,  her  apparent  new  pet finally settling into the crook between her thumb and forefinger for  a nap. Shig stroked gently at its tail with her thumb. 

“He  only  sleeps  now.”  Imara’s  cool  fingers  swept  along  Shig’s brow,  a  brush  of  healing  relief  skirling  beneath  them.  “He’ll  wake shortly.”  Imara  paused  with  a  soft  sigh.  “Kamen  has  brought  the 
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Incendiary  here  for  healing.”  She  held  up  her  hand  when  Shig’s  eyes flew open. “A broken arm is apparently the worst of it. He was stabbed, but not badly. Some sutures, that’s all. Battered, perhaps, but….” Imara trailed  off  with  a  shrug.  “I  have  not  yet  alerted  Kamen  that  you  are here,  though  he  probably  knows.  I  thought  perhaps  you  and  I should….”  Her  head  tilted  at  the  little  lizard  crooked  between  Shig’s fingers.  “I  thought  we  could  talk.”  She  met  Shig’s  gaze  for  a  long moment,  thoughtful,  then  dipped  her  head  and  peered  over  her shoulder. 

One  of  the  men  from  the  Gates  of  Rapture  stood  near  the  door where healers and nurses flitted in and out of the ward. His posture was one  of  watchfulness,  perhaps  benevolent  watchfulness,  but  Shig couldn’t  really  tell.  Silent  and  still,  he  stared  at  Shig  and  Imara,  but with an expression of unending patience and perhaps even… kindness. 

Maybe.  A  priestess  of  Wolf  stood  beside  him,  the  same  look  on  her face  beneath  the  painted  mask  that  somehow  didn’t  out-vivid  the tattoos  on  the  man’s  skin,  even  though  it  was  more  elaborate  and obvious. 

“You  have  choices,  Kojoi  Shig.”  Shig  looked  back  at  Imara, frowning. “You have more to offer than you know. More than Kamen would like.” Imara shook her head when Shig’s eyes narrowed. “Only because I’ve no doubt he prefers ‘his own’ to remain so. He would give you the choices he is able, I’m sure, but not all of them are in his reach. 

In truth….” Imara paused, looked over her shoulder again, and sighed before she turned back to Shig. “In truth, I myself might have kept this choice from you, kept you for Wolf before you even knew you had one, but….” 

Shig waited, but when Imara didn’t finish, she prompted, “But?” 

“But.” Imara smiled a little and peered at Shig through her lashes. 

“I meant to teach Kamen a lesson, and I instead learned it for myself.” 

She  shrugged  with  a  wry  twist  of  her  mouth  when  Shig’s  eyebrows rose.  “The  designs  of  the  gods  are  not  ours  to  understand.  Not  even those  of  us  they  have  made  as  weavers  of  their  threads.  It’s  why  so many of us have hardened our hearts.” Her mouth pinched. “Kamen has never been so fortunate. His heart belongs to the one he must break to save, but never doubt that he will spend his last breath in the saving.” 
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“I don’t,” Shig whispered, paused, and then she shot a quick look at Morin, but he was still merely sitting there next to Joori, oblivious. 

Samin  looked  like  he  was  sleeping,  which  Shig  could  almost understand, because Samin hadn’t been entirely right since he’d taken that knife in his chest, and he was probably still healing. Still, Shig had never  known  Samin  to  so  much  as  shut  his  eyes  when  he  was  in protective mode. Shig wondered if Imara had woven some kind of spell over them, because Morin wasn’t even listening, and Morin listened to everything, whether he was supposed to or not. She shook her head. “I just… Mal doesn’t… he can’t understand, he can’t  know what it’s like to—” 

“I know. But you can’t save your own heart and faith through the saving  of  another.”  Imara’s  voice  was  still  low  and  soothing,  but  her gaze, when Shig finally met it again, was stern and unbending. “Twin souls  you  may  share  with  your  Fen  Jacin,  even  more  so  than  the  one with whom he shared the womb, but your soul is as different from the Incendiary’s as his is from his twin of the flesh. Your way can’t be his way.” 

“And  is  his  way  Kamen’s?”  Shig  snapped.  She  shot  a  glance  at Morin then at Samin again, but it was as though Shig and Imara were invisible, conversing in voices outside of mortal hearing. 

Imara was merely smiling kindly. “The point, Kojoi Shig, is that he must find his own way.” 

“And  what  if  he  can’t?”  Shig  argued,  somehow  abruptly  frantic for an answer, and she had no idea why. “Malick keeps expecting him to  know  how  to  decide  for  himself  what’s  good  for  him,  except  he can’t,  he  doesn’t  know  how.”  She  waved  at  the  hurt  and  injured  all around  them.  “Look  at  what  happened  tonight  because  of  him,  and Malick won’t listen, he won’t—” 

“An  admirable  maijin  you  would  make,  Shig,  but  a  terrible immortal. Perhaps even more tragic than Kamen.” Imara leaned in and pierced Shig with a stern look. “Since Wolf peeled away the glamour of Untouchable  and  revealed  the  Incendiary  for  what  he  is,  Kamen  has labored to hand him choice. Should he have done less?” She tilted her head, her gaze shrewd. “Should he do less for you?” 
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Shig’s  heart  lost  a  beat.  Her  breath  stopped.  Was  that  what  it came  down  to?  Had  she  been  aiming  for  it  all  along  and  just  hadn’t known  it?  It  made  her  feel  empty  and  filled  at  the  same  time,  joyous and grieved, and she still had yet to articulate it inside her own head. 

She was still sitting there, staring at Imara, when Imara finally sat back and waved a hand, as though bringing the world back into focus for them both. The busy background noises of the sickhouse came back to  Shig,  and  Samin  started  from  his  “sleep”  with  a  snort  and  a  guilty look to all sides. 

“Kamen is on his way,” Imara said with a nod, and the last of the strangeness shattered completely with her matter-of-fact tone. She got up, made her way around the foot of Shig’s pallet, and then crouched down beside Joori’s. She touched at his brow and he stirred. 

“Joori?”  said  Morin,  somewhat  cautious,  but  obviously  relieved when  Joori’s  eyes  flickered  open  and  he  turned  a  fuzzy  gaze  up  at Morin. 

Imara  looked  only  at  Shig  when  she  went  on,  “It’s  only  that Kamen doesn’t know he holds this choice. Not that he wouldn’t give it if  you  asked  it  of  him.”  She  smiled  and  patted  at  Shig’s  knee  then turned another significant look on the monk and the priestess across the room. “I hope you choose Wolf, but….” She trailed off, shrugged, then merely stood and walked away. 

Shig  stared  after  her,  eyes  drifting  toward  the  two  who  were apparently  waiting  across  the  room.  For  her.  Or  something.  The  little lizard stirred, its tail  tightening  a touch around  her finger.  It roused a flutter  in  her  belly,  something  loosening  abruptly,  and  she  couldn’t decide if the feeling it engendered was some kind of vague elation or sick vertigo. 

She didn’t get a chance to suss it; a flurry of urgent voices erupted at  the  entrance  of  the  ward,  a  man  screaming,  “No!  Kula!  Kula!” 

Several of the healers and nurses were gathered ’round him, trying to pull  him  away  from  his  apparently  dead  daughter,  holding  her  small corpse to  his  chest,  his  face buried in  her wavy  gold  hair. One of the healers  laid  hands  on  him,  and  he  fought,  hysterical  and  enraged, lashing  out  and  crying  his  grief  as  they  tried  to  drag  his  child  away 
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from  him.  He  called  on  the  gods  as  they  surrounded  him,  entreating them to save his Kula, but whatever healing the father had sought at the sickhouse had apparently failed. 

“Get the restraints!” one of the healers called, and several of those gathered around the man split off to do as instructed— 

—revealing Malick right behind them, Fen rigid and staring at his side, filthy and hollow-eyed, with his arm in a sling. Fen stared at the scuffle  going  on  in  front  of  him,  too  clearly  affected,  watching  with something  like  empty  shock  as  the  child  was  pried  away  from  her father  and  the  father  was  pinned  then  bound  with  straps  of  padded leather one of the nurses brought, screaming grief and protest and pleas to the gods all the while. 

“Get him to the tower,” someone said. 

As  if  she’d  called  it,  Fen’s  gaze  crept  up,  met  Shig’s.  No recognition,  no  understanding  of  the  reality  around  him.  Shig  had  to wonder what Fen was seeing in that little body topped with long, gold waves, what he was hearing in the grief hurling from the man’s chest and  rebounding  against  the  walls—Caidi  dead  in  that  man’s  arms? 

Himself thrashing against those restraints as he was dragged away? 

Shig would probably never know, because Fen merely shuddered so hard Shig could see it from across the room, then he turned abruptly and limped away. 





MORIN shot up from his seat when he saw Malick pelting after… that was  Jacin.  Only  distractedly  did  Morin  lean  down  and  help  Joori  up when Joori latched onto Morin’s trouser leg and wouldn’t let go. Samin helped, hauling Joori up and hurrying them along as the three of them shot off after Jacin and Malick. Morin had the presence of mind to look back at Shig, who only tipped him a small smile with a “Bye, love” and waved him off. 

They  wended  through  the  maze  of  bodies  sprawled  on  their pallets  on  the  floor,  and  emerged  from  the  sickhouse  into  the  light-falling  snow  only  a  few  dozen  paces  behind  Jacin  and  Malick.  Jacin 
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had apparently slowed the flight with a limp that was more pronounced than Morin had ever seen it. 

“Hey!” Joori called, frantic as he shook Morin off and quickened his  pace.  He  didn’t  fall  over  or  pass  out,  so  Morin  merely  followed, with Samin bringing up the rear. “Jacin, wait!” 

Jacin  didn’t,  but  Malick  did,  halting  them  both  as  Joori  shoved through  the  thin  stream  of  wounded  still  trickling  in  and  out  of  the sickhouse and across the street, back toward the square and the temples. 

Malick was dipped down, speaking calmly into Jacin’s ear, but Morin didn’t  think  Jacin  was  hearing  whatever  it  was.  He  wouldn’t  look  at either Morin or Joori as they approached, merely angled himself mostly behind Malick and stared at the ground. Something in Morin made him halt several steps away from them, and something else made him reach out and halt Joori too. 

Joori stopped, but he craned his neck and narrowed his eyes at the way  Malick  tipped  his  left  shoulder  forward  so  Jacin,  under  his  right arm  now,  wasn’t  clearly  visible.  The  relief  on  Joori’s  face  at  seeing Jacin was as plain as that which swamped Morin’s chest. 

“Jacin,”  Joori  said,  a  little  bit  wobbly,  “are  you  all  right?  What hap—?” 

“Not now,” Malick cut him off, stepping back a bit awkwardly as Jacin tried to pull back and away, but Jacin’s bare feet only slipped in the  snow.  “Where’s  Naro-yi?  Get  him  to  take  you  home,  all  right? 

We’ll be along shortly.” 

Morin was still processing his own relief when Joori’s “Oh,  no!” 

set the grateful sigh in Morin’s chest into a wheezy gasp on its way out. 

Because Malick had been forced to shift so Jacin didn’t dislodge him, the  duster  set  loose  around  Jacin’s  shoulders  flapping  open  with  the quick  stumble,  and  Morin  got  his  first  look  at  Jacin  at  the  same  time Joori did. 

“Shit,”  Morin  breathed,  watching  as  Malick  half-propped  a  very bloody, very bruised and broken Jacin in a firm grip. “Did he break his arm? And where the hell are his boots?” 

Samin was behind Morin, cursing quietly, but he had the presence of  mind  to  wave  down  Naro-yi  and  Xari  when  he  saw  them 
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approaching from the direction of Wolf’s ruined temple. Naro-yi shook his head and turned to Xari. “I’ll see to Shig, shall I?” He didn’t wait for  anyone  to  answer  or  acknowledge,  just  kept  moving,  while  Xari pursed  her  mouth  and  gave  Malick  a  glare  as  she  stopped  in  front  of him. 

Whatever  passed  between  them  made  Malick  scowl,  but  he nodded. “Fine, then.” He turned to Samin. “Take them home. I’ll—” 

“No  fucking  way,”  Joori  said,  low  and  through  his  teeth.  He looked  at  Jacin,  and  when  Jacin  wouldn’t  look  back  at  him,  Joori moved  in  and  set  an  arm  around  Jacin’s  torso,  adding  to  Malick’s support.  Jacin  shut  his  eyes  tight,  holding  back  whatever  the  gesture stirred in him, and when Joori said, “It’ll be all right, Jacin,” Jacin only bowed his head and shook. 

Samin stepped up. “He’s right,” he told Malick, tipping a nod at Joori. “You can’t keep taking him away from them, Mal. They almost died for him tonight.” 

Jacin flinched, hard, then tried to pull away from both Malick and Joori, but neither one of them would give up their hold. It was eerie, the way Jacin did it all without a sound, without a word or snarl. And then he  just  gave  up,  went  still,  and  sagged  a  little  in  both  their  grips, retreating without moving a muscle. 

“Come,  then,”  Xari  put  in,  stern,  and  she  turned  toward  the temple. 

Malick’s  sigh  sounded  almost  close  enough  to  a  growl,  but  he didn’t  say  anything,  either,  merely  followed  after  Xari  and  scowled something at Samin that very clearly said  We’ll deal with this later, and I doubt  you’ll like it. Samin merely  glared back, set  his  great  hand to Morin’s shoulder, and prodded him along. 

Joori was remarkably calm, speaking steadily and softly to Jacin as they followed Xari up the scorched and littered steps of the temple and then over the still blood- and detritus-covered marble floor. All of the  bodies,  thankfully,  had  been  taken  away,  but  the  stench  of  blood and ash still covered the place like a smothering shroud. Morin couldn’t stop looking at the too-wide blood stain on the back of Joori’s shirt, the ragged hole in the middle of it that revealed the dull shine of breached 
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mail, and then casting his gaze around, trying to find the exact pool of blood on the floor that was his brother’s. 

“I shall call for a cart to take you all home,” Xari said as she led them  back  through  a  wide  hallway  that  opened  out  onto  what  looked like  a  series  of  private  chambers.  One  or  two  white-robed  initiates paused  along  the  way  to  stop  and  stare,  but  Xari  and  Malick  both ignored them, so Morin did too. “I believe your Shig won’t be joining you, but Naro-yi will see to it that—” 

“What  d’you  mean  she  won’t  be  joining  us?”  Malick  cut  in,  all blunt with threat. “The healers at the sickhouse said—” 

“She is well and gaining strength.” Xari’s tone wasn’t at all what Morin  would  expect  from  someone  trying  to  reassure.  “She  has  new choices set before her, Wolf’s-own.” 

Morin  had  no  idea  what  that  meant,  but  Malick  seemed  to.  He glared but said nothing as Xari waved them through a door and into the small kitchen of a private apartment. “There is water prepared for tea,” 

Xari told them. “No one will disturb you here. I’ll see to the cart.” And then she left. 

“How  bad?”  Joori  said  immediately  as  he  angled  toward  the cushions set in what looked like a small lounge beyond the kitchen then seemed  to  think  better  of  it;  he  pointed  them  all  toward  a  straight-backed chair by the stove instead. “What the hell hap—?” 

“I’m  fine,  Joori,”  Jacin  cut  in,  strangely  hollow,  like  he  was speaking from the bottom of some deep dark pit. “It’s not that bad, it’s only—” 

“Not  that   bad?”  Joori’s  face  was  turned  away,  but  Morin  knew what  it  looked  like  just  by  the  tone  of  his  voice—aghast,  worried, angry,  scared.  “Your  arm  is  clearly  broken,  and  you’re  covered  in blood, Jacin, how could it  not be ‘that bad’?” 

“Most of the blood’s not his, at least,” Malick put in. He dragged the chair away from the wall with his foot and stooped to set Jacin in it. 

Joori held onto Jacin until he was safely seated then snapped his back straight and set a glare on Malick. “Then whose is it?” 

“Banpair,” Malick replied easily. “Whose d’you think?” 
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Morin  rolled  his  eyes.  Predictable,  the  both  of  them.  Joori overreacted,  and  Malick  just  kept  poking  him  until  he  went  over  the edge  entirely. And   then  acted  all shocked and annoyed that Joori had gone over the edge. Sometimes, it was fun to watch, and other times, it was just tiresome. 

Joori’s  jaw  set  tight,  his  eyes  flared,  but,  amazingly,  he  didn’t snap to Malick’s bait. He set his gaze instead on Jacin, voice softening. 

“Where are you hurt?  Besides the arm,” he added with a pointed glare at Malick. 

Jacin’s  good  arm  had  gone  around  his  middle,  so  it  was  fairly obvious. And yet still, like he really thought he could lie his way out of it, he shook his head at Joori. “It’s nothing, only a little—” 

“They were  banpair,” Joori snapped, forceful. “You really expect me to believe they stood there and let you kill them and didn’t get you at all?” 

Morin  almost  winced  at  the  spark  of…  something—shame? 

panic?—that  flashed  over  Jacin’s  face.  And  while  Morin  could  feel kind  of bad  for Jacin,  he couldn’t  fault Joori, not  for his  anger or his worry,  not  this  time.  Morin  was  feeling  different  strains  of  both himself, and the weird new anxiety in Malick’s eyes as he kept failing to stop whatever this was from spiraling out of control wasn’t helping. 

“You….” Unbelievably, Jacin’s chin quivered, and he pulled his gaze away from Joori’s like it burned him. “I don’t… can’t remember.” 

He sucked in a long breath, shaky and thin. “I can’t… I’m sorry.” 

“You’re  sorry,”  Joori  echoed,  disbelieving.  “You  don’t remember?” For once in… Morin didn’t know how long, maybe ever, Joori didn’t seem entirely sensitive to Jacin’s angst. Seemed, in fact, as though it was only fueling his own. “I see,” Joori said through his teeth. 

“Almost  a  fucking   week  you’ve  been  gone,  and  now  you  show  up, broken and bleeding, and you don’t bloody   remember.” He pointed at Morin.  “We  were  almost   killed  tonight,  Jacin.  No,  wait,  not  just tonight—we’ve been running around the city, looking for you, dodging banpair and maijin and  Temshiel, all the while wondering if you were already  dead  and  burned  up  or  buried  somewhere  and  we’d  never know, and you don’t bloody  remember! I was  shot, Jacin, a bolt to the 
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back—wanna see it? Shig was set on fucking fire. Samin got a knife in the chest. And you don’t bloody  remember!” 

Jacin looked like he was going to be sick. Malick finally opened his mouth, his tone warning: “Joori, that’s enough,” he said as Samin knelt without comment by Jacin’s chair, trying to pry Jacin’s arm away from  his  middle and  get a look  under the bloody  shirt.  “He didn’t do anything wrong. Would you  rather he’d shown up dead?” 

Morin  actually  flinched  at  that  one.  Not  only  because  it  was  so bald and what could have happened was so bluntly laid stark between them  all  where  they  couldn’t   not  see  it,  but  because  he  knew  exactly what Joori’s reaction would be. 

“Don’t,”  Joori  said,  slowly  and  through  his  teeth,  “ever  say something like that me again.” 

“Then  think  before  you  open  your  bloody  mouth!”  Malick  set  a hand on Jacin’s shoulder. “You don’t even know what’s going on, and you have no idea what the things you say sound like to—” 

“Oh,  fuck  you,  Malick.”  Joori’s  hands  were  fisted  now,  his  face pale with  fury. His  glare was just as  deadly  as Jacin’s had ever been. 

“Don’t try to twist what I’m saying, don’t try to pretend you’ve some kind of right to defend my own brother to me when I wasn’t accusing him in the first place.” 

“Oh?” Malick’s eyebrow went up, and he tilted his head. “Care to tell me who you  are accusing?” 

Morin  kept  expecting  Jacin  to  say  something,  but  he  kept  not doing it. He only sat there with those dead eyes, staring blankly at the pile of tea-makings someone had left on the bench by the stove. 

Joori didn’t seem to notice. “You,” he snarled at Malick. “You’re why—” 

“I’m  why  you’re  still  breathing,”  Malick  said,  low  and  even. 

“Although  every  time  you  pull  something  like  this,  I  get  closer  and closer to—” 

“If it wasn’t for  you, none of this would’ve happened in the first place! If it wasn’t for you—” 
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“Joori!”  Samin  snapped,  his  big  hands  rising,  outstretched,  like he  meant  to  stop  Joori’s  words  before  they  could  emerge.  Joori hesitated, because it was Samin and you just had to. They hardly ever saw  Samin  the  way  those  who  died  at  his  hands  must,  but  when  it flashed through his usual even-keeled disposition, a person just had to stop  and  pay  attention.  “It’s  been  a  long,  difficult  night,”  Samin  said evenly,  apparently  giving  up  on  having  a  look  at  whatever  wounds Jacin might have under his shirt. Samin stood and moved back a pace. 

“We don’t need to make—” 

“Don’t,” Joori said,  perhaps a little shakier than  before, but  still through his teeth, “tell me what I need.” He flung his arm out, pointed at  Jacin.  “Don’t  tell  me  what   he  needs.”  That  one  was  directed  at Malick, and so was the murder in Joori’s flat glare. “I’ve been listening to  you people for fucking  months, and I’ve got nothing to show for it but death and more death, and a brother who talks to ghosts and kills people  and  then  can’t  remember  it,  but  he  apparently  makes  a  good enough fuck-toy for a  Temshiel, so that’s supposed to make it all right.” 

Oh,  shit.  “Joori,”  Morin  put  in,  too  hoarse,  too  quiet,  but  he couldn’t  unknot  his  throat  enough  to  do  better.  And  even  though  he knew too well what Malick was, what Samin was, what they could do, that  they’d  both  been  killers  since  well  before  Morin  had  even  been born,  still,  Morin’s  eyes  were  nailed  to  Jacin,  who’d  gone  stiff  and blank.  Somehow,  that  tension  and  the  emptiness  inside  it  were  more terrifying  than  any  threat  Malick  and  Samin  could  muster  between them. 

“You spiteful little  shit,” Malick murmured, almost wondering as he took a step in, checked himself, and blatantly ignored Samin tensing up. 

Morin might not know these people as well as he liked to think he did, but he had no doubt that Samin was positioning himself to protect Joori, if necessary. After watching Malick tonight in the temple, Morin couldn’t make himself believe it might not be necessary. And Jacin was merely  sitting there, taut and vibrating, like he was made of wire, but with those blank eyes that made Morin absurdly uneasy. It was worse than  that  night  Shig  had  pushed  Jacin  over  the  edge;  at  least  then, Morin had been able to see Jacin in there somewhere. This was like that 
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night  at  Yakuli’s,  when  Jacin  had  taught  Morin,  all  flat  and  empty-eyed, how to kill those who were as soulless as Jacin looked now. 

“There’s a word for what you’ve just called your brother,” Malick said,  deadly  soft,  “the  brother  you  claim  to  love  more  than  life.”  He leaned  in,  only  a  little,  only  enough  to  make  Samin  brace  even  more and  Joori  rear  back  despite  the  fury  burning  in  his  eyes.  “Why  don’t you grow some balls,” Malick said, just as quiet, but with an adamant edge, “and say it out loud, so he knows without a doubt what you really think?” 

“That isn’t what  I meant and  you know it,” Joori grated. “Jacin, listen  to  me.”  From  enraged  to  anxious  pleading  with  the  turn  of  his head.  Joori  knelt  in  front  of Jacin’s  chair  and  took  up  his  good  hand, either not noticing or not caring that it was caked with dried blood and clotted  filth.  “It’s  not  getting  better.  These  people  aren’t  helping  you. 

This is not who you are, my brother is  not the assassin Asai made him, you can’t—” 

Jacin shot to his feet as though he was spring-loaded, tried to back away from Joori, but only managed to knock the chair over behind him. 

Joori followed him up and kept tight hold of Jacin’s hand, despite the fact that Jacin was very obviously trying to wrench it free. Samin was still  tensed  and  ready  to  step  in,  but  he  didn’t  seem  to  know  if  he should.  Neither  did  Morin.  Malick—obviously  furious,  obviously wary—simply watched and took a step back. 

“You  can’t  keep  walking  away  from  me,”  Joori  said  frantically. 

“You can’t keep pretending that  you are what  Asai  made  you,  you’re better than that, better than—” 

“You,” Jacin nearly spat, “don’t know a fucking thing about me.” 

And then, to Morin’s profound shock and sick horror, Jacin broke his hand free of Joori’s grip and shoved him back so hard he stumbled into the bench several paces away. Jacin didn’t stop there; he advanced on  Joori,  almost  stalking  him  like  cowering  prey.  Morin  had  time  to take in Joori’s wide eyes, Jacin’s chipped-ice stare, and wonder if this was  what  all  those  men  Jacin  had  killed  for  their  mother  had  seen  as they’d sucked in their dying breaths. 
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“Don’t  I?”  Joori  snapped,  foolishly  brave  or  foolishly  certain. 

“You  think  you’re  nothing,  you  think  it  should’ve  been  you,  you think—” The words were cut off abruptly as Jacin took hold of Joori’s shirt and shoved him harder into the bench, but Joori only paused long enough to snatch in a shaky breath. “You think you’re everything that Asai told you you are, nothing more than—” 

“Shut up!” Jacin screamed, something raspy and tortured, right on the edge of something Morin didn’t want to see. 

 Like those fish, Morin’s mind babbled, all throttled panic and too-knowing dread.  Like those fucking fish.  Except he couldn’t tell if Jacin was going after another fish in the water, or his own reflection warped back at him through Joori’s desperate words. Jacin’s mind was so alien, there was no real telling how it worked. 

It had to stop before it got out of control entirely, and no one else seemed to have any intention of doing it. Boldly, Morin stepped in and laid a hand to Jacin’s arm. He never saw it coming. Jacin spun so fast that Morin was on the floor with a throbbing jaw and Joori was hurled across the room against the other wall before Morin even registered the fact that Jacin had hit him. He could only stare, stunned, as Jacin went after  Joori  again,  this  time  pinning  him  up  against  the  wall  with  his splinted arm across Joori’s throat. 

It finally spurred Samin and Malick both to intervene. They each took  a  side,  hands  on  Jacin’s  shoulders,  speaking  commands  to  back off,  sternly  but  with  even  tones.  Jacin  didn’t.  He  growled,  low  in  his throat,  like  a  wild  animal,  and  shoved  up  hard  with  his  arm  under Joori’s chin. 

Joori’s eyes were wide as he went completely still in Jacin’s hold, staring at Jacin with such grief and betrayal that it hurt Morin’s heart to look  at  it.  “Jacin,”  Joori  breathed,  his  voice  wobbly  and  thick  with tears. “Please. I want my brother back.” 

It  seemed  like  it  knocked  the  wind  out  of Jacin.  His  stony  stare shifted all at once into sick realization. He seemed to shatter inward, his posture sliding into defeat and the tension runneling out of him without any actual movement. Slowly, he relaxed his grip on Joori’s shirt and took his arm away from Joori’s throat. He held up his blood-caked hand 
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as  he  let  Samin  and  Malick  pull  him  back,  eyes  locked  to  Joori’s, misery and apology in everything about him now, where before there’d been blank, empty nothing. 

“You don’t know me,” Jacin rasped. He turned his hand, shaking badly now, so there was no missing the blood-rust stains caked into the cracks and whorls of fingertips and palm. And then he curled it into a fist. “Do you see? Do you  see?” He shook his head, stumbling a little against  Samin’s  chest  as  Samin  and  Malick  continued  to  inch  him backward.  “There  is  nothing  to  want!”  He  wrenched  himself  out  of both  Malick’s  and  Samin’s  holds  with  a  snarled  “Get  the  fuck   off  of me!” and staggered back. 

Wary,  tracking  everyone  in  the  room,  Jacin  shunted  a  glance down at himself—the bloody shirt, the bloody hands, the splint—then narrowed his eyes as he scanned over Samin first then Morin and Joori, and then, finally, Malick. 

“Fen?” Malick said, his tone strangely mild and calm. 

It didn’t seem to matter. Jacin flinched like he’d been struck then spun around and caromed out of the kitchen. 





“SAMIN,”  Malick  said  slowly,  “take  them  home,”  then  he  turned  his gaze  directly  to  Joori,  waiting  for  him  to  argue,  and  when  he  didn’t, Malick left the kitchen of the borrowed rooms, calm and unhurried. He kept  the  pretense  together  until  he  shut  the  door  behind  him,  then  he took  off  after  Fen.  Relief  swamped  him  when  he  reached  the  ruined temple floor and  caught  the flap of his  own duster, still around Fen’s shoulders, as Fen hobbled too quickly out of the temple and down the marble  steps,  skidding  a  little  on  the  cover  of  snow.  Good,  he  hadn’t gotten far, mostly because he didn’t seem to have much in the way of equilibrium,  angling  over  to  the  gate  along  the  boundary  between Wolf’s temple and Raven’s so he could use the building and fence to stay upright and moving. He’d reached the alley when his vague glance careened over his shoulder and he spotted Malick. 
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Fen’s  jaw  tightened  in  some  half-assed  show  of  determination, and he straightened, shoved himself away from the wall and redoubled his efforts at staying vertical. It was like following a drunk. 

Malick  held  onto  his  temper,  though  it  was  difficult.  There  was only so much drama a  man could  take in  one night,  after all. And by rights, Fen should be laid out and unconscious right now, not trying to hobble off to… wherever the fuck he thought he was going. 

“Where are you going, Fen?” Malick asked. 

“Boots,” was all Fen said. 

Malick  didn’t  try  to  make  sense  of  it.  And  at  least  it  was  better than  a  lot  of  answers  Fen  could  have  given  him.  “Fen,”  Malick ventured, keeping his voice even and nonthreatening. “Fen, come with me  and  let  me  take  you  home,  all  right?  You’re  not  well  and  you should—” 

A  hoarse  bray  of  laughter  knocked  loose  from  Fen’s  chest, skittering up Malick’s backbone with its too-obvious inclination toward blatant hysteria. Fen didn’t answer, though, only kept stumbling along, sliding  on  the  snow  now  and  then,  reaching  for  handholds  when  he could, and somehow staying on his feet. He allowed Malick to catch a pace  beside  him,  though  otherwise  ignored  entirely  the  fact  that  he wasn’t alone. Carrying on a conversation he’d apparently been having with himself before Malick showed up and disrupted it. 

“I  should’ve  let  them,”  Fen  was  whispering.  “Caidi…  she shouldn’t’ve warned me,” and more, it went on, weird babble that went from  sense  to  nonsense  and  back  again  in  raspy,  truncated  circles. 

Except it wasn’t nonsense—Malick  knew what Fen was talking about, what he was lamenting. 

In all the uproar, the reasons behind everything that had happened tonight  had  receded  into  a  fuzzy  peripheral  worry,  because  a  person could only deal with one catastrophe at a bloody time. Now, all of the cold sweat and dread that had lifted from Malick’s chest in the face of new apprehension and outright  fear broke over him like a searing-hot wave with a bitch and a half of an undertow. 

They’d gone perhaps two dozen steps before the rage and delayed panic started to overtake Malick. He made himself eat it for as long as 



230 



CAROLE CUMMINGS 





he could, until it started to eat him, then he set his teeth tight, snarled, 

“Fuck it,” and he heaved Fen against the marble wall of Wolf’s temple. 

Before  he  even  realized  what  he  was  doing,  Malick  was  shoving  up against Fen and his hand was around Fen’s throat. 

“Do you see now what you’re doing to yourself?” 

Worry crowded into his  chest,  mutating into spiky  little animals with sharp, gnawing teeth, and then the anxiety of earlier came roaring up behind it. As relieved as he was that Fen was alive, relatively whole, able to walk with only a bit of support, Malick’s temper was abruptly overriding his reason. So much was at stake here, and not all of it had to do with the part of Malick’s soul now knotted inside of Fen. 

 Fail the Fool and fail the Cycle. Malick was failing now, and he couldn’t  have  that.  He   would  not  fail  Fen,  even  if  Malick  was  pretty sure that his idea of failure was markedly different from Wolf’s. 

Fen  looked  dazed,  like  he  wasn’t  sure  exactly  where  he  was  or who was in front of him. He didn’t fight back, didn’t struggle against Malick’s hand on his throat, didn’t do anything but go limp against the marble  and  stare  at  Malick  with  wide,  bewildered  eyes.  Snowflakes caught  in  his  thick,  dark  lashes;  for  whatever  reason,  it  ramped  up Malick’s fury, and he tightened his grip, shoved harder. 

“Do you remember  any thing, or are you  trying to forget it?” 

It  wasn’t  an  idle  question,  though  Malick  had  no  real  hope  of getting  an  answer.  And  he  really  wanted  one.  Because  he  had  to wonder if Fen didn’t remember because he hadn’t been Fen at the time; he  had  to  wonder  if  Fen  didn’t  remember  because  the  remnants  of Hitsuke  had  risen  when  Fen  had  needed  The  Bloody  Fist.  He  had  to wonder if it had been happening all along. 

Malick  couldn’t  be  altogether  perturbed  by  that  idea.  Malick rather  thought  he  understood  the  trinity  that  was  Fen  and  Jacin  and Jacin-rei a lot better now. And he rather thought he knew where they all came from. 

“This isn’t the end of the world, Fen, it isn’t just about what the gods  want,  and  it  isn’t  just  about  you.  There  are  people  who  give  a fuck, damn it. You scared the shit out of your brother, y’know. I can’t say I’m too broken up about Joori, but Morin didn’t—” 
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A  low  whine  leaked  from  Fen’s  throat,  Malick  could  feel  it against his palm. “Joori,” Fen breathed and shut his eyes, face twisting in pain and unwilling remembrance. “My fau—” 

Malick shook him a little so he wouldn’t have to hear it. 

“What happened while I was gone, Fen? Why were you listening to Raven’s bitch and what were  you doing on the roof of his temple? 

What happened in this alley? Were you trying to get yourself killed?” 

Because maybe Malick knew the answer, but Fen didn’t. And he had to.  If he didn’t, he’d keep trying until  he  got  what  he thought  he wanted before he realized he didn’t actually want it. And then it would be too late. 

“Beishin,” Fen  rasped then snorted— snorted—with a  ghost of a smile,  all  faraway  and  dreamy,  that  made  gooseflesh  bloom  up Malick’s backbone. “Except he wasn’t. He was…. They said I’d taste sweet, and then Beishin said it was my fault, because Caidi couldn’t get help, so she died again, but—” 

Malick slammed him into the wall harder, just to make him  shut up,  which  was  really  fucking  ironic,  because  this  was   Fen.  “Beishin wasn’t  there, Fen. It was a trick, a glamour, and you fell for it because you can’t make yourself believe anything but what he told you. Asai is dead  and  he’s   not  coming  back.  He  can’t— you  made  sure  of  it.  You beat him, he’s done, they all are.” Why was his voice shaking? “How long are  you  going to  let  your own mind haunt  you? Why won’t  you just let me help you?” 

It  sounded  so  desperate,  not  at  all  like  Malick.  He  didn’t  think he’d ever felt the sort of reactionary fear that swamped him now, when he could see all too clearly how it all might have gone, what could have happened, what  had happened in the kitchen only a little while ago, and his hold on Fen tightened reflexively in its wake. 

Fen  was  having  a  hard  time  breathing  through  the  grip  on  his throat,  and  yet still, that weird little smile flickered at  his  mouth, and his eyes were too remote,  this close to not there at all. He laughed this time, something grating and breathless, the cords of his throat bobbing against Malick’s palm. 
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“You  want  to  help  me?”  Fen  wheezed.  He  looked  right  into Malick’s eyes, the far-flung gaze narrowing down somewhat, teetering between devastated and just plain blank. His hand moved to that same spot beneath his breastbone he’d been worrying since he’d taken down Mii-daichiseyh. And then it skittered toward Malick, landing on the hilt of  the  knife  Malick  had taken  away  from  Fen  and  shoved  in  his  own belt. “Then  help me.” 

Plea  or  mockery?  Malick  couldn’t  tell.  The  eyes  were  almost begging but that not-smile was  this close  to scornful. 

Malick’s  jaw  clenched  tight,  his  delayed  fear  and  the  resulting rage  crowding  out  everything  but  those  eyes  and  whatever  they  were trying  to  tell  him  that  Fen  simply  couldn’t.  He  leaned  in,  pressed  his brow  to  Fen’s,  his  hand  clamped  so  tight  around  Fen’s  throat  he  was cutting off air. Fen’s pulse battered at  his  fingertips,  and somehow, it only  made  everything  spike  in  Malick’s  gut  with  bright-sharp desperation. 

“D’you want to die that badly, Fen?” Fen’s eyes widened a little, enough to let Malick know he was registering the present, was seeing him. “Is this what you  really want? Is  this the help you want from me?” 

He  dropped  his  voice  to  a  seductive  murmur.  “Think  about  it,  love, because  I’ll  give  it  to  you.  You  don’t  have  to  go  looking  for  it somewhere else.” He loosened his grip, just for a second, just enough to let Fen pull in a reflexive gasp, then clamped it back down again. Fen’s good  hand  had  come  up  and  settled  on  Malick’s  wrist,  but  he  wasn’t trying to break the hold. Reaction, but only barely. Not enough. “Quick and painless,” Malick said softly. He reached up with his free hand and pushed  Fen’s  tangled  hair  out  of  his  eyes,  tender  and  warm,  in  direct opposition to the unrelenting hold on Fen’s throat. “A clean snap, what do you say? One nod of your head, and it’s all done.” 

Fen’s face was going red, so Malick let him have another breath before he cut it off again. Those gray eyes were glittering, aware, and so  Malick  knew  that  Fen  was  understanding  what  was  being  offered. 

And  it   was  an  offer—Malick  meant  it.  Because  no  one  was  going  to stop  a  determined  Fen,  and  if  he  really  couldn’t  let  go  of  what  he thought he wanted, Malick would rather see it end here for him. Simple and  over  quickly,  and  not  some  messy,  painful  end  at  the  hands  of 
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someone  who  wouldn’t  have  any  clue  what  sort  of  blighted  gift  they were handing him. 

Malick snaked his hand down, slid it to Fen’s groin, and smirked when he found exactly what he’d expected. “Lookit you,” he breathed. 

“Wobbling on the razor-edge bridging life and death  and  you’re half-hard.” Fen’s eyes slid shut, so Malick rammed him into the wall again until  they  snapped  back  open.  Malick  shoved  in  good  and  tight, pressing himself into Fen’s hip. “Are you hard for me, or for my hand around  your  throat?”  He  loosened  his  grip  for  another  quick,  rough breath, tightened it back down again, and brought the other hand up to brush gentle fingertips across a bruise darkening Fen’s cheek, ghosting his mouth in their wake. “Did you think no one else in the world feels the  rush  so  intensely  when  life  and  death  curl  around  each  other  like grasping  lovers?  Did  you  think  I  couldn’t  understand,  that  I  didn’t know?”  He  shook  his  head.  “You  may  be  damned  stingy  with  words, but your eyes are never silent, love.” 

Fen’s  fingers  tightened  around  Malick’s  wrist,  dug  in,  and  his throat worked convulsively beneath Malick’s hand, trying to suck in a breath that Malick wouldn’t allow. Not yet. 

“Whatever would Beishin think, little Ghost?” 

Fen’s  teeth  clamped  tight,  and  the  pressure  on  Malick’s  wrist increased. And still, that was all. 

“Tell me what you want, Jacin,” Malick whispered. “Does it end here? You wanted so much more from Asai. Is this all you really want from me? Of all the things I can give you, is  this what you’ll choose?” 

He waited, crooking a cold little smile when Fen shoved just the tiniest bit. Reflex of the body, perhaps, and it wasn’t good enough. A fight, a conscious decision—anything; Fen needed to give it more than Malick needed to get it. Malick let Fen have another breath, ragged and painful-sounding, then secured his grip again. 

“I can give you what you want,” he whispered, low and seductive, 

“or I can tighten my hand and give you what  you   think you want.” A pause  so  Malick  could  lay  a  soft  kiss  to  Fen’s  temple.  “But  I  won’t watch  you  flirt  with  suicide  because  you  think  it’ll  make  everything better.  You’ve  already  seen  how  much  worse  it  can  get.”  Teeth 
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clenched tight, Malick pressed in hard, pinned Fen’s entire body to the marble, squeezed his throat until Fen’s eyes widened and his face took on a faint blueish tinge. Malick bared his  teeth,  set  his  gaze hard and cold.  “All  you  know  is  what  you’ve  had,  what  you  haven’t  been allowed  to  have,  what  you  want  and  what  no  one  will  give  you.  You think  you  know  how  it  all  goes,  but  you  don’t  know  me,  love,  you won’t  let  yourself,  and  I  can  guaran-fucking-tee  you—you’ve  never seen  anything  like  me  before.  So,  here  it  is,  then,  it’s  all  on  you  this time.” He gripped, shook. “Make a fucking decision, Fen.” 

And then he watched, wary, as Fen did. Malick could actually see it  happen,  could  count  the  rabbiting  beats  of  Fen’s  heart  through  the pulse beneath his fingertips, could  feel it move from Fen’s skin to his as Fen’s body fought for air, and his mind fought itself. No baring of the throat  this  time,  no  wordless  submission—Fen’s  gaze  sharpened, narrowed, and his lip curled back from his teeth. 

Malick  would  have  let  Fen  break  the  hold,  would  have  stepped back  or  stepped  in—whichever  Fen  needed—but  Fen  didn’t  give  him the chance. His hand let go of Malick’s wrist, arm coming up and out so quickly Malick didn’t even see the movement until Fen’s leg came up and his knee was planted solidly to Malick’s gut, shoving him back until  he  stumbled  across  the  alley  and  fetched  up  against  Raven’s temple  opposite.  Fen  didn’t  stop  there—eyes  blazing,  he  stalked  after Malick then slammed his jaw with a roundhouse that knocked Malick down flat. 

Fen collapsed, then, down to his knees in the snow covering the stone of the alley, coughing and sucking in air, splinted arm across his middle, holding himself  up on his  good hand as  he tried not  to  retch. 

Malick gave his head a small shake to clear it, rotated his jaw to make sure it still worked then crawled across to Fen. He should be wary of touching, but he couldn’t make his hands not reach. There was a jolt as Malick  laid  his  palm  between  Fen’s  shoulder  blades,  but  Fen  didn’t actually  scrabble  away,  so  Malick  left  it  there.  He  waited  until  the heaving  and  coughing  calmed  to  gasping  then  pulled  Fen  up  and dragged him in. Fen fought him a little, but not much, and yeah, it was likely out of weakness and Malick really shouldn’t be taking advantage, but if he didn’t, he wouldn’t be Malick. So he merely wrapped his arms 
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around  Fen’s  ribs—careful  of  the  splint—and  pulled  him  in  close, huddled with him there, on their knees in an alley in the middle of the night, and told himself his eyes were only stinging because Fen had a punch that could fell a giant. 

“I’ve  fought  wars,”  Malick  breathed  into  Fen’s  hair,  almost unwilling.  “I’ve  lost  people  I  loved.  I’ve  betrayed  and  been  betrayed. 

You— you—are the only one who can undo me.” 

“Bastard,”  Fen  managed  to  wheeze,  but  he’d  stopped  resisting Malick’s hold, had in fact sort of crumpled into it and let his head fall to  Malick’s  shoulder.  His  puffing  breaths  were  warm  on  Malick’s throat,  and  Malick  could  feel  Fen’s  heart  thumping  through  his  own breastbone. “Fucking  bastard.” 

“Yeah,” Malick agreed, because he was, kind of, and he couldn’t regret it. “But I’m the fucking bastard who loves you.” 

Fen  stilled  for  a  moment  then  shook  his  head  against  Malick’s shoulder.  “You  don’t.  I  should  never…  I  shouldn’t’ve  made  you… 

made you  say—” 

“You’d like to think that’s all it is, wouldn’t you?” Malick dared a kiss to  the crown of Fen’s head. “Because then you wouldn’t  have to feel  so  ashamed  for  wanting  it,  and  so  horribly  sad  because  no  one’s ever meant it before and you can’t make yourself believe it.” 

It took a long time for Fen to answer, and when he did, it was in hesitant stutters. “I… don’t know what… I… I… but….” 

He trailed off, stopped trying to  force out  the peculiar truncated confessions, quivering  as though in  pain,  like  every nonsensical  word was  an  admission  that  cut  him  to  bone.  Malick  supposed  it  was,  in  a way, and he really wished he had the key to decoding it. 

“Can  you  only  crave  love  from  the  ones  who  won’t  love  you, Fen? Are they the only ones safe enough for you?” A hint of mockery, just enough to draw reaction. 

“Fuck you,” Fen breathed. 

Malick smiled. “I shouldn’t let you go, you know. With what’s in you now, I should kill you outright, or keep you chained to me, use you every chance  I get.” He shook his head and closed his eyes. “I’m not 
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going to, and I don’t care what it means for my soul. I want you with me, Fen, but not like that. Your choice now. Ask me to let you go and I will. Everything is always your choice. Just… I don’t want you to ask me to.” 

“I  don’t—”  Fen  paused,  like  he  was  choking,  then  mumbled something that was blurry and indistinct, but Malick was sure he heard the word “lonely” in there, so he only shut his eyes and sighed. 

“I know,” he said. “You don’t have to be.” 

“I don’t want to die,” Fen whispered, strengthless, like it sucked everything out of him to admit it. 

Another  twisty  shift  in  Fen-logic,  and  Malick  couldn’t  quite follow the thread, but it had been the point ten minutes ago. Even with everything else that had happened tonight, it had been what had pissed Malick off enough that he’d offered the threat. So he merely shrugged. 

“Yeah, I know. Kinda the point.” 

“Fuck. You.” A little more volume behind it, but Fen still didn’t pull away. 

“It’s not something you’re meant to be ashamed of, love.” 

A  strangled  little  sob  spiraled  from  Fen’s  throat,  and  he  went abruptly limp in Malick’s arms. “I didn’t  ask for this. I don’t want to be…  this, whatever I am. It wasn’t supposed to  be like this!” 

Malick  sighed.  “You’re  right,”  he  agreed  softly.  “It  wasn’t. 

Would you like to know what it was supposed to be like?” His hands came  up,  cradled  Fen’s  face  and  lifted  it  until  Fen  looked  him  in  the eye.  “They  were  all  supposed  to  die  that  night.  The  lot  of  them, slaughtered in their beds, their spirits bound to the earth, your mother and  brother  caught  soulless  in  Yakuli’s  strings.  I’ve  seen  their  stories written  in  Fate’s  hand.  You  were  supposed  to  be  Mii-daichiseyh’s weapon,  his   slave,  his  gateway  back  to  power.  You  changed  it.  You did.”  He  leaned  in  and  laid  a  careful  kiss  to  Fen’s  mouth,  soft  and chaste. “Incendiary, Fen. That’s the answer you’re looking for. That’s the purpose you think you don’t have. A wild card for Fate, and a foil for  all  the  gods.  A   true  Catalyst.  You  don’t  even  know  what  you’ve already done to change the world. And it doesn’t have to be like anyone else  thinks  it  is,  because  you  have  the  power  now  to  change 
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everything.”  He  tapped  gently  at  Fen’s  breastbone  then  traced  a fingertip down the mussed, matted braid at Fen’s temple. “Stop fighting it so hard and it will stop hurting.” 

Tears  melted  the  snowflakes  on  Fen’s  cheeks,  glistening  tracks down to his jawline. “I don’t even know what that  means!” 

“I know,” Malick told him gently and swept his thumbs through the tears. “Let me show you. Let me help you.” 

Fen  reached up, locking his  hand to  Malick’s wrist,  like he was afraid if he let go he might fall or slip away. “I’m so fucked up, I don’t even  know  what…  Caidi  said…  and  Asai,  but  I  don’t…  I  mean, Hitsuke, he kept… there’s no flying, it’s all falling, it’s all   falling, all the  fucking   time,  and  I  can’t  tell  what….”  He  looked  up  at  the  sky through  the  snow  still  falling  lightly  then  back  at  Malick.  “Maybe they’re  petals,  I  don’t   know,  and  maybe  that  was  Goyo,  but  maybe  it wasn’t,  except  Asai’s  gone,  I  kept  killing  him  and  he  kept  not  being dead, and now he’s  gone, so maybe…  maybe… except maybe it  isn’t. I can’t tell what’s in my own head, I can’t tell what’s—” 

Malick  strengthened  his  grip,  though  he  kept  it  gentle,  only enough  pressure  to  head  off  the  panic  boiling  beneath  the  babble. 

“Yeah,  you’re  fucked  up,  baby.”  He  smiled  a  little  and  kissed  Fen again. “’S part of what I love about you.” A silky murmur against Fen’s mouth. “Can  you say that  about  anyone  else in  the entire world?” He drew  back,  just  far  enough  so  he  could  look  Fen  in  the  eye. 

“Everyone’s going to want a piece of you now, Fen. Good intentions or bad,  they’re  all  going  to  want  something.  You  want  something  for yourself? I’m handing it to you. Take it.” 

Fen’s  hand  tightened  on  Malick’s  wrist.  His  face  twisted,  hope and despair all at once. “You’ll leave. You’ll get tired of me.” Except Malick heard  You’ll betray me. Because that’s what people did, as far as Fen knew. “You’ll get tired of dealing with… with   this, and you’ll leave. You’ll get me to love you back and then you’ll stop.” 

Malick sat back a little and peered at Fen very closely. He could make  promises.  He  was  almost  sure  it  was  what  Fen  wanted  to  hear. 

And Malick could give them, take advantage, hand Fen what he wanted so  he  would  take  the  first  step  onto  the  path  Wolf  had  set  for  him. 
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Malick  was  good  at  it.  A  master  manipulator.  And  he  always  got  the job  done.  Fen  could  have  power  over  Malick,  with  what  was  still making itself into something big and kind of scary inside Fen himself, and Malick should really be fucking terrified for his soul here. 

Except,  see,  the   really  scary  thing  was  that  Malick  had  power over  Fen  now,  too,  that  omnipotence  Fen  kept  wanting  to  hand  him, and Malick had it now in an entirely different way. And he could use it. 

He  really  could.  He  was  pretty  sure  Fen  wanted  him  to,  begging  him with  those  eyes  that  said  everything  Fen  wouldn’t  or  couldn’t.  And when someone looked at you like that— Tell me what to do, tell me who to  be—how  could  anyone  not  get  a  little  weak-kneed  high  with  the temptation? 

And that…  that was fucking terrifying. 

“Wolves mate for life, Fen,” he said evenly. “Strangely, I actually mean that. Go figure. But I can’t guarantee how long that will be. For either  of  us.  I  can  only  guarantee  that  right  now,  right  this  minute,  I can’t imagine a time when I won’t want to plummet into your eyes and stand at the center of you. I can’t imagine a day when I will reach the end of  you.” He shook his head and shrugged. “I can’t help it, Fen—

Jacin—I love you. I want you. And I want you here, with me. Whatever you choose to be, I want to be there and watch you make yourself into it.” 

Fen  stared,  his  throat  working,  teeth  clenched  tight  and  mouth quivering. Then he took hold of Malick’s coat, shook him. “You think there’s some great mystery here for you to figure out. You think there’s more, something that’ll make it all worth it for you, and I just haven’t shown it to you yet. There isn’t. I’m not him anymore. Hitsuke is dead. 

This is all there is.” 

Malick  couldn’t  help  it—he  laughed.  “Fucking  hell,  Fen,  is  this what’s been…?” He dragged Fen in again, locked him in his arms, and held on tight. “This right here—this’ll last me for lifetimes. It’s worth it now.” He squeezed harder. “I won’t let you fall, Jacin. You fly all you want, I won’t let you fall.” 

“I don’t… I don’t have anything to give  back.” 

Bloody hell. Would they never get out of that particular trap? 
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“No  more  trades,”  was  all  Malick  could  offer,  just  the  truth, genuine and naked. “Something for you, just you. Something you  want. 

Just… bloody  ask me, Fen.” 

Silence,  only  Fen’s  harsh  breathing  against  Malick’s  chest,  the quiver  of  overused  muscles  vibrating  through  them  both,  then,  small and shaky and so very quiet: “… Help.” 





THEY sat there for what seemed like a long time, until the snow fell thicker  and  coated  them  both.  It  was,  in  reality,  only  several  quiet moments, made longer by the uncomfortable tingling in Malick’s legs and  the  steadily  thumping  throb  of  his  jaw.  He  didn’t  want  to  think about how sore Fen must be. 

Malick  moved  his  hand  to  set  it  gently  to  Fen’s  torso.  He  only reached out with a tiny, gentle prod, called to his own magic and heard the answer, but it didn’t feel all spiky and thrashing like it had before. 

“Still hurts?” 

It was silent for so long that Malick wondered if perhaps Fen had passed out,  but  he stirred eventually with  a small,  throttled groan, his movements stiff and careful as he pulled back a little. He took a long breath,  like  he  was  bracing  himself,  but  he  didn’t  answer  Malick’s question. 

“They’re safe?” 

More Fen-logic, but this jump wasn’t so hard to interpret. In some things, Fen was still entirely predictable. 

“They’re  safe,”  Malick  assured  him,  and  he  waited  again.  It would come. Perhaps not right this minute, but it would come, and Fen was ready for it now. 

“All right, then,” Fen finally said, somewhat slurred and sloppy. 

“Tell me what your greedy god wants from me to keep them that way.” 

Before Malick could  reply,  Fen’s hand came up  and  gripped his  arm. 

“No,  wait,  not  here,”  he  mumbled  then  sagged  even  farther  into Malick’s chest. “All the shitty things always happen in alleys.” 

And then he did pass out. 
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IMARA  couldn’t  remember  if  she’d  ever  been  this  exhausted.  It  was well into morning now, and she wanted this business done. The charred mortal remains of Mii-daichiseyh lay beside the little pool, just across from Rihansei’s body, lying in respectful state on the other side of his beloved  Gate  and  dressed  in  an  elaborate  formal  clout.  Imara  had known  his  long  life  had  called  for  a  wealth  of  ink,  but  she’d  never actually seen any of the tattoos besides those that the occasional errant sleeve would uncover. Every inch of his large body but for his face was thus  adorned,  the  colors  and  outlines  starker  over  his  death-pale  skin than  she’d  expected,  and  stagnant  now,  their  constant  shift  and reshaping gone as still as his heart. 

His  “shepherds”  climbed  him  sedately,  a  constant,  solemn  little parade of swarming green that seemed absurdly respectful but still gave Imara a heavy twinge of unease. She turned away. 

It didn’t seem right that Mii-daichiseyh was here. It didn’t seem right that his body lay so close to Rihansei’s. Imara didn’t say anything. 

Seb and the rest  of the  monks knew what  they  were doing. They had their own customs and traditions that had nothing to do with the gods or  their  servants.  Imara  was  here  by  their  sufferance  so  she  kept  her mouth shut. They hardly ever let anyone down here, and certainly not Temshiel or maijin. None except for Kamen, she thought with a twist to her lip, and she peered across the cavern to where Kamen pretended he wasn’t being disrespectful by arguing quietly with Goyo and Tatsu. 

The argument seemed to center on a walking stick that Goyo kept twirling until Kamen finally snatched it out of his hand. Goyo let him, looking smug. Kamen looked like he wanted to hit Goyo with the thing, but he managed to restrain himself. For a change. 

A chuckle ratcheted up Imara’s throat,  and she throttled it back. 

She  had  no  doubt  whatsoever  what  the  argument  was  really  about. 
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Goyo wouldn’t bloody shut up about it. She rather thought Kamen had just acquired a very opinionated, very vocal conscience in the form of Snake’s maijin, and it was more than Imara was worth to step into the middle  of  it.  It  was  probably  a  good  thing  that  Kamen  couldn’t  kill Goyo. Or the other way around, come to think of it. Goyo looked very angry. He should perhaps watch it, or he might find himself called by Wolf, and wouldn’t   that be  a fun decision to  watch him make.  Imara refused  to  let  that  thread  fray  out  into  an  actual  skein  of  tangled thoughts.  Kamen would  see to any difficulties that might  threaten the Incendiary, no doubt. 

Imara caught the thought and scowled at herself. 

She  would  never  understand  it.  She  didn’t  think  anyone  would. 

Kamen broke all the rules, skirted the laws, and still Wolf handed him everything he needed to keep doing it. Still, Kamen won everything he set his hand to winning. It defied logic. He was a child. A reprobate. An arrogant  thug.  And  yet  he’d  managed  to  snag  more  power  to  himself than any immortal but for the gods themselves, and what had he done with it? Fed it into the Incendiary and bound the Incendiary to Wolf in a way that had been incomprehensible to any other until it was done. If the Incendiary loved Kamen—and he did; Imara had no trouble seeing that,  even  if  the  Incendiary  didn’t—he  would  not  thwart  Wolf’s  laws and  risk  Kamen’s  soul.  And  if  Kamen  loved  the  Incendiary—Imara only rolled her eyes—he would not use the magic inside the Incendiary against the Incendiary’s will, for the magicks working in anything but complete concert  would  cause the  Incendiary pain so great  as to  rend his soul. At least that was how Goyo had understood it and explained it to Imara. 

Perfect  Balance.  Imara  shook  her  head,  marveling.  How  did Kamen  do it, damn it? 

“I don’t think he plans to send you to spirit.” 

Imara cut her glance to the side, gave Shig a small grimace, and shifted  her  shoulders.  “It  wouldn’t  be  the  first  time.”  In  fact,  the  rest might do her some good. Kamen could make the killing part hurt like none  other,  but  Imara  had  withstood  much  in  all  her  lives.  She’d stopped caring how this one might end. 
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“Naw,”  said  Shig.  “He  said  something  before  about  someone having to take Darama’s place with the governor.” She jerked her chin at  where  Emika  clutched  at  the  arm  of  one  of  the  monks  and  stared around the chamber in stately mourning. 

“Dakimo,” Imara corrected absently. 

Imara  didn’t  know  how  right  Shig—or  Kamen,  it  seemed—was about the speculation. Emika had been marked by Wolf since the last time  Imara had seen her, and  Imara thought  perhaps there were other plans for Emika than a mere governorship. If Dakimo had anything to say  about  it,  at  any  rate.  Considering  where  Dakimo  was  now,  Imara thought he probably did. 

With a sigh, Imara looked down at the small company of lizards that hovered around Shig’s feet like her own little corporeal aura, then peered closely at Shig. The blonde hair was cropped short all over now, the burnt kinks trimmed away, along with the last of the bright colors that had streaked her head in a motley halo. Imara reached out to run an assessing  touch  to  Shig’s  cheek  then  her  brow  and  temple,  satisfied when  her  touch  revealed  nothing  but  newly  knitted  skin,  the  hum beneath it calm with no sharp jags of pain, only a residual tenderness that would fade shortly. 

“It is well?” 

Shig  grinned.  “It’s  amazing.  A  little  tight  still,  maybe,  but  it doesn’t  hurt.”  She  ran  a  hand  over  her  shorn  hair,  somewhat  rueful. 

“Wish you could’ve done something about this, though.” 

“You’re gorgeous as always,” Kamen put in as he sauntered up, twirling the walking stick he’d snatched from Goyo as he neared. His tawny  eyes  caught  Imara’s  a  little  coldly,  but  the  smile  he  pointed  at Shig  was  warm  and  real.  With  a  familiarity  that  made  Imara  feel somewhat  intrusive,  Kamen  set  an  arm  around  Shig’s  shoulders  and gave her a little squeeze when she sank into it and leaned into his side. 

“Just  watch,  it’ll  be  all  the  fashion  by  next  week.”  He  grinned  and tweaked Shig’s nose, then gave Imara a brief nod. 

Imara merely blinked. She hadn’t really expected Kamen to break her neck right here, in front of all these people and at what amounted to 
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a  funeral,  but  she  hadn’t  expected  anything  resembling  civility  from him, either. 

“Where’d  you  get  that?”  Shig  poked  a  finger  out  to  trace  a pointed ear of the ivory wolf’s head atop the stick. 

Kamen’s jaw set tight. “A ‘gift’ for Fen. Goyo had the cap set on a new stick. Said I should be glad he didn’t switch it to a snake.” 

“Shouldn’t he be giving it to Fen himself?” 

“No.”  If  Kamen  hadn’t  been  keeping  his  voice  down,  it  would have been a bark. 

“But wouldn’t it—?” 

“I said  no. Drop it, Shig.” 

“Hmm.” Shig peered up at Kamen, eyes a touch narrow. “Should you be worried?” 

“About what?” Cool, but with wary hostility beneath it. 

Shig  was  grinning  now,  like  she  knew  something  Kamen  didn’t want  her  to  know.  She  seemed  to  think  it  rather  hilarious.  “About… 

well, anything.” 

Kamen  hesitated  for  only  a  second  before  he  smirked.  “Am  I ever?” 

Shig  rolled  her  eyes.  Imara  resisted  the  temptation.  She  knew what that stick had been used for, and she knew Goyo had to be up to something, and she knew Kamen probably  should be worried. She also knew  Kamen  wasn’t.  And  she  really  didn’t  want  to  know  even  that much. 

“What are they going to do, Mal?” Shig’s mercurial attention had apparently  been  snared  by  the  monks  detaching  themselves  from whatever they’d been doing and converging together into a tight  knot off  to  the  side.  Their  lips  moved,  though  no  words  emerged,  at  least none Imara could hear, yet still, it seemed the air thickened and grew heavier, hushing whatever chatter that lingered into silence. 

“Rihansei wished for his spirit to remain within the Gate,” Kamen whispered.  “Most  of  the  Gatekeepers  do,  from  what  I’m  told,  though 
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I’ve never known another. Rihansei has been here since long before I came along.” 

“I  knew  the  one  before  him,”  Imara  put  in,  just  as  softly. 

“Tanamon.”  She  gave  Shig  a  small  smile.  “Knew  of  him,  at  least.  I understand  he  did  the  same,  except  his  mortal  death  was  more… 

seemly.”  She  shrugged.  “He  simply  decided  he  was  tired  and  entered the Gate.” 

“Mm,”  Kamen  agreed,  but  he  didn’t  look  at  Imara.  He  ran  a gentle hand up and down Shig’s arm. “Mii-daichiseyh will be….” His mouth pursed. Imara leaned in a little, because she had no idea what to expect  there,  and  it  mattered.  Rihansei’s  monks  had  apparently  kept Mii-daichiseyh’s mortal body alive with his spirit trapped inside it, and Imara was at a loss as to how it could be destroyed completely without his spirit being sent to the suns, which the magic of the gods couldn’t do. 

The toe of Kamen’s boot nudged at one of the lizards lounging at Shig’s feet. “Your little shepherds will take care of Mii-daichiseyh.” He smirked when the lizard hissed at him. 

Shig stared down at it for a moment, frowning, until the meaning of what Kamen had just said seemed to dawn on her. She wrinkled her nose. “Ew,” was all she said. 

Imara  thought  maybe  she  herself  paled  a  little  at  the  picture  the implications  brought  to  mind.  And  she’d  actually   solicited  Seb  to  let her be present when the deed was done? 

“He  was  sent  through  the  Gate  once  before  and  he  managed  to break  free,”  said  Kamen.  “His  strength  doesn’t  come  from  prayers  as the gods’ does; it comes from those who believe in him. Fen believes in him. We can’t take the chance.” 

He shot a narrow glance at Imara, daring her to suggest handing the  Incendiary  the  same  fate  Kamen  had  handed  to  Mii-daichiseyh’s hapless followers last night. Imara had no such intentions. She had no doubt who would win a challenge with Kamen, and she simply didn’t have  the  strength.  She  did,  however,  wonder  if  it  had  yet  occurred  to Kamen  that  perhaps  he’d  come  out  of  all  of  this  with  his  soul  intact, and with his already gigantic ego justified, because his Incendiary had 
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believed he would. She decided to keep that one to herself, but couldn’t help the tiny smirk that threatened at the corners of her mouth. 

They  were  silent  for  a  moment,  gazes  roving  from  Rihansei’s body  to  Mii-daichiseyh’s,  and  then  to  the  monks  who  struck  up  a shallow chant as they… did whatever it was they were doing. Calling their magic together or something, Imara thought, because the army of lizards that still clambered lovingly over Rihansei’s body now began to dismount and assemble on the other side of the pool, even the ones that had been lingering by Shig. All but one; it climbed up onto the toe of Shig’s  shoe  and  curled  its  tail  around  its  body,  apparently  content. 

Imara only shook her head. 

“Have  you  decided  yet?”  Imara  heard  Kamen  whisper  to  Shig, and  carefully  kept  herself  still,  pretending  not  to  listen.  If  Kamen caught  her  at  it,  he’d  make  sure  she  didn’t  hear  the  rest,  and  she desperately wanted to hear the rest. 

Shig sighed and rested her head on Kamen’s shoulder. “I’m told I don’t  have  to  yet.  I’m  told  I’ve  a  place  here  or  in  the  temples, whichever I choose. It’s been suggested  I go to  Tougei  for a while to meditate before I make a decision.” 

Imara had suggested that.  She could  hardly credit  it. She should have been urging Shig to come to the temple, where Imara could lend subtle  influence  and  direct  her  and  all  her  latent  talent  toward  Wolf. 

Instead,  Imara had taken great  pains  to  inform  Shig of all the options open to her, with only a caveat at the end to describe Imara’s own wish to have her as an initiate. 

Maybe  Imara  was  getting  soft.  Maybe  Kamen  and  his  squishy mortal heart were a bad influence. 

Kamen  was  silent  for  a  while,  gaze  trained  on  the  slow-moving swarm of lizards, but  Imara doubted he was seeing them. “So,  you’re not coming home, then,” he said. 

Imara was sure the tone was disappointed. And hurt, maybe. 

Shig’s  tone  was  gentle  when  she  answered,  “It’s  not  my  home, Mal. It hasn’t been since Yori died. Y’know?” 

“No,” said Kamen, miffed-seeming, “I don’t. Shig, you—” 
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“You’re  a  really  good  man.”  Shig  smiled,  all  sincerity  as  she peered up at Kamen. “And you try really hard to give all your people exactly  what  they  need  and  want,  even  when  you’re  pretending  you don’t know or care what they need or want. But see, the problem with that  is  that  sometimes  you  take  choices  away  when  you  think  you’re handing them over. You keep wanting to save everyone, even the ones you have no business saving.” She paused, gaze going somewhat rueful when  she  shot  it  quickly  over  at  Imara  then  back  again  to  Kamen. 

“Sorry, Mal, but probably the best thing you did for Fen since you met him  was  die  on  him  for  a  little  while.  He’d  never  get  over  all  this  if you’d been there to save him from it. And he will get over it. But he needs to save himself and in his own way—alone.” 

Huh.  Perhaps  Imara  had  a  little  more  pull  with  Shig  than  she’d thought. It gave her hope. 

Kamen’s  jaw  had  set  tight.  “That’s  probably  the  shittiest  thing you’ve ever said to me, Shig. And you’ve said some shitty things to me over the years.” 

“And that’s part of your problem—the important parts of what I said  weren’t  about   you  at  all.  And  none  of  it  means  he  doesn’t  need you.” Shig paused and drew in a long, slow breath. “He’s broken, Mal.” 

Her  voice  was  kind  but  implacable,  though  she  still  leaned  into Kamen’s side, almost snuggling, clinging. “Luckily, that’s part of what you  love  about  him.”  She  peered  up  and  grinned  something  knowing and  sly  when  Kamen  jolted,  his  mien—if  Imara  wasn’t  very  much mistaken—somewhat guilty. “The thing is that he’ll always be broken,” 

Shig  went  on  and  tipped  up  to  kiss  Kamen’s  cheek,  “and  so  you’ll never get tired of him, because you’ll never be able to really save him. 

Which is good, because he’s always going to need you, even when he pretends  he  doesn’t.”  She  looked  back  down  and  shrugged.  “I’m  not broken. And it’s time.” 

Imara  had  mixed  feelings  about  all  that.  Shig  had  to  be  talking about the Incendiary, and the “broken” thing was…. 

Right.  No.  That’s  how  she’d  gotten  herself  in  trouble  last  time, and she still wasn’t sure Kamen  wasn’t  going to  make her pay for it. 

Apparently, Wolf wanted Kamen to be the one beside the  Incendiary. 

According  to  Xari,  Kamen  had  been  turned  over  a  century  ago 
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expressly   for  the  Incendiary.  Imara  was  fast  coming  to  believe  that Kamen and the Incendiary deserved each other. 

And the gods help the world and all its inhabitants. 

“We’ll miss you,” Kamen whispered as the monks’ chants rose in volume and the air grew more weighted and the throng of lizards began a weirdly decorous march toward the body of Mii-daichiseyh. “Samin won’t understand, y’know. And Morin will—” 

“For pity’s sake, Mal, I’m not  dying,” Shig chided. She elbowed Kamen in the ribs. “In fact, I’ve no doubt I’ll live longer, once I’m  not around you and Fen anymore. Now shut up, I want to watch this.” 

Imara held back the snort and followed Shig’s gaze over to where the lizards scrambled up and over Mii-daichiseyh like an emerald cloud and  began  to  nip  and  tear  at  charred  flesh.  With  a  grimace,  Imara looked  away,  gaze  accidentally  catching  on  Kamen’s,  so  she  was looking right at him when his smartass smirk bloomed. 

Imara scowled and rolled her eyes. 

“Mal?” Shig whispered, drawing back a little with a slight frown. 

Kamen gave Shig a quick peck on the nose then pulled her back in. “Yeah, love?” 

“Are you taller?” 

Kamen’s smirk grew broader. Imara nearly groaned. 

Bloody Kamen. 





JOORI  woke  to…  nothing,  really.  Blankness.  Numbness.  Perhaps  he was in  shock. Perhaps he’d felt everything there was to  feel  and now there  was  nothing  left.  There  was  bright  sunshine  slanting  in  through the  sitting  room’s  windows,  burning  red  through  his  eyelids,  but  the warmth of it escaped him. He didn’t bother to open his eyes. What was the point? Maybe he could simply lie here all day and pretend he was invisible. Or better—nonexistent. One day of wallowing and avoidance before  he  had  to  open  his  stinging  eyes  and  face…  everything.  Then again, perhaps the sitting room wasn’t the best place to expect solitude. 
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He’d slept heavily, when he hadn’t thought he’d sleep at all. He hadn’t meant to, in truth. He’d just sort of collapsed on the couch when he’d  heard  Malick  finally  dragging  Jacin  back  home,  and  instead  of charging out to confront them, Joori had… cowered. Afraid to face his brother,  hiding,  really,  and…  that  was  all  he  remembered.  He  didn’t remember hearing Malick taking Jacin upstairs, though Joori supposed he  must’ve  done.  Maybe  Joori  had  closed  his  eyes  in  relief  and  then simply hadn’t opened them again. He didn’t think he’d even stirred. His muscles felt sore and blood-heavy from lack of movement. Imara said his back was going to feel bruised for days, and bloody hell, did it ever. 

And  he  was  still  exhausted.  Wrung  out.  Incredibly  fucking  sad  and scared  and  sorry,  and  the  well  of  his  emotional  endurance  was  bone-dry. 

Beaten. Not in the physical sense, of course, but that had been a real possibility for a few terrifying minutes. He’d been shot, had almost died, according to Morin, and still, his most vivid memory of last night was  Jacin.  He  could  still  feel  the  shape  and  pressure  of  that  splint against  his  windpipe,  could  still  see  the  feral  rage,  and  yes,  that  had been  murder  in  his  brother’s  eyes.  Eclipsed  almost  immediately  by realization  and  desolation,  but  it  had  been  there.  Joori  hadn’t  really needed anyone to tell him that Jacin was never coming back, not after that;  one  look  into  Jacin’s  eyes  last  night,  and  Joori  couldn’t  pretend anymore. It wasn’t going to go away, it wasn’t going to get better, and Joori  wasn’t  going  to  wear  this  new  Jacin  down  until  his  brother emerged from the ashes. This Jacin was practically made of endurance. 

Joori apparently wasn’t. He’d lost. Badly. 

He’d  thought  it  would  be  better.  Nothing  left  to  fight,  right? 

They’d  won.  Except  Jacin  wasn’t  done.  Jacin  would  never  be  done. 

What Jacin was now was so far beyond Joori that there was nothing left for Joori to do but… let go. 

Jacin  was  Fen  now.  And  Fen  was  Incendiary.  More  godly machinations and directives, against which Joori couldn’t fool himself into  believing  he  had  any  kind  of  influence  at  all.  Jacin  was  what  he was,  and  the  Jacin  that  Joori  knew  just  didn’t  seem  to  fit  in  with  the Jacin  that  was  now.  And  certainly,  what  Joori  was  didn’t  seem  to  be doing Jacin any good. 
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So, now what? Besides mourning. Again. Joori didn’t know if he had  the  energy  for  it.  He’d  been  mourning  for  as  long  as  he  could remember. 

He could leave. He had legal papers, and it didn’t seem like being Jin  was  a  problem  here.  The  shape  of  his  eyes  and  the  set  of  his cheekbones  were  fairly  distinctive,  compared  to  the  people  here,  but he’d seen several in the crowd last night who, if they weren’t entirely Jin, at least had a good deal of Jin in them. And none of them had that weary,  resigned-hunted  look  in  their  eyes  that  Joori  had  seen  for  so long he hadn’t realized what it was until he didn’t see it anymore. He could be Jin here. He wouldn’t be arrested and thrown into a camp. He wouldn’t  be  stolen  in  the  middle  of  the  night  for  magic  he  no  longer had and didn’t miss in the least. He wouldn’t be sneered at or glared at or watched or hunted. 

He could give up, give in, and stop being…  this. Because  this was grinding Joori down into something he didn’t even recognize anymore. 

And it was killing Jacin. 

Tears rose, hot and sticky. 

He  wouldn’t  fool  himself  for  a  second  that  he  would  have  been able  to  bring  Jacin  home  last  night.  Malick  had  gone  after  Jacin  and Joori  had  merely  stood  there  and  watched,  because  there’d  been  no doubt in his mind that if had been him doing the pursuing, Jacin would have  run  farther  and  faster,  gimpy  leg  or  no,  and  no  one  would  have caught him and brought him home. 

Morin  had  said  Joori  was  going  to  have  to  let  go,  and  Joori  no longer  saw  any  alternative.  He  wasn’t  helping  Jacin,  he  was  hurting him. And Joori still wasn’t sure if he was grateful or insanely fucking envious that Malick seemed able to do what Joori couldn’t. Perhaps it really  would  be  best  for  Joori  to  just…  remove  himself.  Because  he couldn’t help being who he was any more than Jacin apparently could, and who Joori was only seemed to be making things worse. After last night,  only  a  heartless  bastard  could  look  away  from  the  cold  facts; Joori  was  perhaps  many  things,  but  heartless  had  never  been  one  of them, more was the pity. 
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Malick wouldn’t hold Joori here. He’d probably pack Joori’s few belongings  for  him  and  help  him  out  the  door.  And  Joori  could  no longer pretend that his brothers needed him. Morin still mystified him sometimes, but Morin had very clearly been able to take care of himself for a long time. He didn’t need anything from Joori. He seemed to get on with Jacin better than Joori did these days. And Jacin… well. Could there have been more damning or conclusive evidence than last night that Joori was not the one to save the brother who’d saved him? 

His hand curled into a fist, fingertips settling over the scar on his palm, and his eyes burned hotter. His chest knotted. A small, strangled sob leaked from his throat, and he clamped his teeth against it. 

“I figured you were awake.” 

Morin’s voice was soft, and though it startled Joori somewhat, he didn’t flinch or gasp. Everything was too heavy for that. 

“Go  away,  Morin.”  It  was  too  quiet,  raspy,  like  Jacin’s  voice, which only made Joori’s eyes feel like they might as well be spouting flames. He squeezed them  tight  and didn’t even  care that they  leaked tears out the corners when he did it. 

“Can’t,” Morin said. “Samin said to come get you up. We’ve got company.” 

That  got  Joori’s  eyes  open.  Morin  looked  tired,  but  not  terribly concerned, so it didn’t seem like the “company” was bad news. 

“Who?” Joori asked, dragging his sleeve over his face as he sat up then scrubbing at his eyes, as though to expel sleep. He figured Morin knew better, but still. 

Morin  shrugged.  “Malick  said  Tatsu,  and  somebody  else,  some Anna-something-or-other.  They  followed  him  back  from  someplace this morning, and bloody hell, was he  pissed. He wouldn’t let them past his wards for a while, but I guess they wouldn’t stop messing with the spells, and now he says it would be less annoying to just let them in. He didn’t look happy, but Samin doesn’t seem worried. Only alert. Naro-yi looked kind of amused, so I figure it must be all right.” 

Joori blinked more sleep out of his eyes and stood. “Malick’s up? 

Where’d he go?” Somehow, he couldn’t make himself ask about Jacin. 
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“Dunno.” Morin didn’t look terribly interested, either. 

“What time is it?” The suns were telling Joori it must be close to midday. 

“It’s  just  gone  lunch.”  Morin  handed  Joori  a  bowl  of  tea.  “And no, Jacin’s not up yet.” It was matter-of-fact, no snark or sneers. “But Malick says he’s all right, and  don’t be surprised if he sleeps through the day.” 

Joori  only  nodded,  and  took  a  sip  of  the  tea.  “You,  um….”  He waved  the  bowl  toward  Morin’s  face.  “You  probably  shouldn’t  tell Jacin how you got that.” If Jacin was even with it enough to notice or wonder. 

Morin smirked a little, and rubbed delicately at the swollen bruise on his jaw. “What, this? I figured I’d find a way to blame it on you. I haven’t decided yet if I want to make you look clumsy or bitchy, so I’m undecided between an accidental elbow and an unreasonable hissy.” 

Joori was surprised to find a small smile ticcing at the corner of his  mouth.  It  felt  strange.  “I  guess  either  would  do  just  as  well.” 

Though the latter would probably be more believable. The smile sort of shriveled. 

“You know,” Morin ventured as he turned slowly and started for the gap in  the screens that separated the sitting room  from  the rest  of the house, “if Jacin hadn’t pulled it like he did, I’d’ve been lucky to get away with a broken jaw.” He shot a glance back over his shoulder. An eyebrow went up. “He probably could’ve killed me. You know—if he hadn’t pulled it.” 

 He wouldn’t have hurt you. He couldn’t.  Morin wasn’t saying it, but he was  saying it. 

“Yeah,” was all Joori could come up with. Small comfort, but it was something. 

Morin turned back to fix Joori with a steady look. He still had that smartass-y  tilt  to  his  demeanor,  but  his  eyes  were  somber.  “You’re  a good brother, Joori. You and Jacin… you’re a lot more alike than you think you are.” 
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Joori frowned a little. He had no idea how to take that. This was Morin, after all—it could be insult or compliment, or both at once. 

“I  mean,  you  both  kind  of….”  Morin  waved  his  hand  around. 

“You go at things with everything in you. There’s no give. You either win everything or you fail completely. Or you think so, anyway.” 

Right. Insult, then. 

Morin  held  up  both  hands,  palms  out,  when  Joori’s  mouth tightened.  “I  only  mean  that  there’s  such  a  thing  as  fighting  for  what you  can  win,”  Morin  said.  “We  lost…  well,  a  lot.”  He  paused, swallowed. Joori had to look away for a second. “But,” Morin went on, a  little  rougher  than  a  second  ago,  “we  walked  away  with  a  lot,  too, and… well, I need you too, Joori.” 

Joori  jerked  his  glance  up,  surprised  to  see  Morin  actually flushing.  He  held  Joori’s  gaze  for  only  a  second  before  he  turned  his own to the floor and shrugged uncomfortably. Strange. Very un-Morin-like.  Then  again…  maybe  Joori  simply  hadn’t  been  paying  all  that much attention lately. 

“I, um.” Joori cleared his throat. 

He  never  got  to  answer.  The  front  door  opened,  and  Malick’s voice came rolling through the entire house: “…consented to anything yet, so douse the fire in your knickers before I stomp it out myself.” He sounded pissed. 

Morin and Joori both poked their heads around the screen to see Malick, thunder at his brow, shooing… ah, that was definitely Tatsu—

that  profile  and  wavy  auburn  hair  were  very  distinctive.  He  preceded Malick with a serene smile on his face, caught Joori’s eye, and dropped a  wink  that  almost  made  Joori  smile  too.  Joori  couldn’t  say  there’d been much opportunity to get to know Tatsu before they’d left Ada, but what  Joori  had  seen  and  gotten  to  know,  he’d  liked.  And  Tatsu  had healed  Jacin,  so  what  more  did  Joori  need?  After  last  night,  Joori would’ve been willing to throw rose petals at Tatsu’s feet if he could do something for Jacin this time, too. 

“And  I’ll  tell  you  something  else,”  Malick  went  on,  waving  a walking stick around like he wished it was a sword, “I  don’t appreciate this ‘summons’ business. It was bad enough coming from Dakimo the 
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last  time,  but  this  is  beyond  the  pale.  She  may  be   the  governor,  but she’s not  my governor.” 

“That  may  be  so,”  said  a  cool,  feminine  voice  behind  him,  “but she is the governor of Tambalon, where you have chosen to bring your charges. She is, therefore,  their governor.” 

The  gravity  of  what  the  voice  was  actually  saying  was  just sinking in when Joori got his first glimpse of the woman from whom it came. The little start at recognizing the surcoat of the Patrol was almost incidental.  He’d  never  seen  anyone  so…  amazingly  exotic  and altogether bloody  gorgeous. Her skin was like burnt henna, flawless but for the darker hints of an ornate tattoo on the entire left side of her face that  almost-but-not-quite  blended  into  the  color  of  her  skin.  Her  hair was stake-straight and short, just brushing below the high collar of her surcoat, a faint blue cast to silky ebony. And her mouth…. Joori’s mind went  to  places  it  really  shouldn’t,  his  gaze  locked  tight  to  lips  like dusky  walnut,  until  the  woman’s  glance  landed  on  him,  and  then  his mind went completely blank. 

“Oh,”  he  vaguely  heard  Morin  mutter,  “it’s   her.”  It  sounded somewhat acidic. Joori couldn’t make himself care. 

He’d  thought  Yori’s  eyes  had  been  the  greenest  he’d  ever  seen. 

He’d  grudgingly  admitted  that  Shig’s  eyes  were  the  same  jade  as Yori’s,  but  something  about  Yori  had  made  the  color  of  Shig’s  eyes incidental. This woman’s eyes were more of a minty green, but even so, it  seemed  they  were  the  definition  of  the  color  itself.  Bright  and watchful, sly and intelligent—catlike in the overall effect. 

Had to be maijin or  Temshiel. No mortal looked like  that. 

Tatsu smirked as he sauntered past, reached out and gently set a finger to Joori’s chin, presumably to close his hanging jaw. Joori beat him to it, but not before Tatsu snorted a little. 

“Ah, so this is the twin, then.” 

Joori had been so busy with highly inappropriate mental pictures that  he  hadn’t  realized  the  woman  had  stopped  right  in  front  of  him. 

Joori only tilted his head like a curious pup. Which wasn’t terribly far off  the  mark.  His  libido  was  all  ready  and  willing  to  sit  up  and  do tricks. 
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“And what is your name, then, young seyh?” 

“You don’t need to know anything about him,” Malick snapped, and he angled himself in front of Joori. 

Protective and territorial, just like Malick was with Jacin. It was almost a tiny bit touching, but still, “I really don’t mind,” Joori heard himself  murmur  as  he  watched  Malick  compel  the  woman  past  the sitting room and toward the kitchen. Joori stared after them for quite a long time before he turned to Morin. He blinked. 

Morin blinked back, then raised his eyebrows with a twitch of a grin.  “From  what  I  saw,  she’s  kind  of  a  bitch,  but…  you  look  like maybe you want more tea.” 

Maybe  Joori  should  go  check  on  Jacin,  see  if  he  was  awake. 

Maybe he should…. 

Joori  peered  down  into  the  bowl  Morin  had  handed  him  only  a few  moments  ago,  and  from  which  he’d  only  actually  taken  a  sip  or two. Still steaming, even. He gulped the tea in one swallow, and didn’t even care that it nearly seared his throat. “Oh, yeah.” 

“Hey,”  Morin  whispered  as  he  and  Joori  followed  the  others toward the kitchen. “Does Malick look taller to you?” 





JACIN was still trying to process the fact that the strange, roiling pain in his gut was gone when he woke, so it took a while for him to realize his  mind  was  relatively  silent.  No  Asai,  no  not-Asai,  no  ghosts,  no scent of cherry blossoms. Caidi hadn’t appeared to chide him since… 

damn it, he almost remembered the alley, but every time he reached for it, it wheeled farther away from his grasp, along with most of last night in general. He remembered killing Asai again, and then he remembered that  Asai  had  turned  into  someone  else  entirely  before  he’d  hit  the ground, but Jacin didn’t really remember much after that. And what he did  remember  was  all  smeared  together  into  some  kind  of  screaming blur that spun away and dissipated every time he reached for a grip on it. Probably just as well. This new thing was more than enough to keep his attention. 
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Malick  had  helped  him  bathe  last  night.  Again.  Had  washed  his hair for him. Again. Had even woven the little braid at his temple for him. Had spoken softly to him through it all, kept him  here, and Jacin hadn’t really minded. He kept thinking he should be embarrassed when Malick  did  things  like  that  for  him,  but…  somehow,  Malick  simply being Malick wouldn’t allow “should” to become “did.” 

He didn’t think he’d meant to cling to Malick like he’d apparently done  all  night  in  his  sleep,  but  he’d  woken  to  Malick  trying  to  very delicately  extricate  himself  from  Jacin’s  hold  without  waking  him, while  Jacin  only  kept  winding  around  him  like  a  starfish.  He’d pretended he was still asleep, let Malick break the hold, and rolled over to bury his face in the pillows. Now, he lay on his back, staring at the unfamiliar  ceiling,  absently  acknowledging  the  thump  of  pain  in  his arm and wishing for a smoke. 

“Incendiary.” He said it out loud, as loud as his raspy voice would go, and it didn’t echo back into him with the acute bite of fear he’d sort of expected. 

 You’re  not  the  last,  Malick  had  told  him  when Jacin  had  said  it last night.  You’re not the last of anything. You’re the first. This is not something  you  have  to  be,  but  something  you  have  to  make.  You’re shiny-new  and  completely  your  own,  Fen.  You   can’t   fail,  because  no one knows what to expect to begin with. I know you don’t believe that yet, so I’ll just keep having to show you. 

A purpose. A choice. A direction. Terrifying, yes, but a relief too. 

He  could  actually  think  again.  And  his  thoughts  were  strangely calm. 

 No voices? Ever? 

Jacin could remember the stilling of his breath when he’d asked that  one,  plastered  to  Malick’s  ribs  with  his  good  arm,  the  splint between them and far too annoying for the distance it forced. 

 No voices, love. No voices. Never again. 

Malick had kissed him then, and Jacin had found it all too easy to believe everything Malick said to him. Everything. 



256 



CAROLE CUMMINGS 





Jacin  had  clung.  Really  clung.  Malick  hadn’t  seemed  to  mind. 

Malick had let him, and said all the things lovers were supposed to say, had called Jacin beautiful. Jacin had chosen to believe it. 

Funny, that Malick offering to kill him was what had finally sunk it home for him. Probably more typical than funny, now that he thought about it. There was still the batshit thing, after all, but Jacin had seen too much of himself in that poor man who’d been dragged to the tower from the sickhouse last night, and… he hadn’t liked what he’d seen. It had  been  rather  terrifying,  really.  Humiliating,  to  think  that  was  what Morin and Joori had been seeing every time they looked at him. Who could love that? 

Malick  kept  telling  Jacin  that  he  could.  Jacin  could  admit  now that  he’d  been  wanting  to  believe  it  since  the  first  time  he’d  coerced Malick into saying it. Still, Jacin hadn’t  really believed until Malick’s hand was wrapped around his throat and the offer was all too clear in tawny eyes. Because it  was an offer. And how could Jacin not love the man who would give him that, if he really wanted it? 

He’d  wanted  sex  when  Malick  had  finally  brought  him  to  bed, that last solid connection, but he hadn’t been able to gather the strength. 

Malick hadn’t seemed to mind that, either. Anyway, the arm probably would’ve gotten in the way. 

Jacin rolled over carefully, mindful of the splint, and slid a pillow over his head against the bright sunlight streaming across the bed. His arm  hurt,  his  head  hurt,  his  whole  body  hurt,  he  was  still  tired  and  a little bit nauseous, and he just generally felt like shit. His mouth tasted like he’d been licking dirty socks. But the other pain was gone, so he let himself believe the rest would eventually recede, as well. 

He’d stopped fighting it. Somewhere in all the blur that was last night, Jacin had stopped denying what was going on inside him and the pain had simply gone away, like Malick had told him it would. Strange that  Jacin  couldn’t  pinpoint  exactly  when  that  had  happened.  It  had been  all-consuming  for  what  seemed  like  forever  and  then  it  wasn’t anymore, and you’d think he’d remember when that shift happened, but he couldn’t. He decided to stop trying. 
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The  bed  was  soft,  the  sheets  smooth  against  his  skin,  and  the quilts  warm.  He  dozed,  not  thinking  about  much,  really,  and  with  no dreams  to  trouble  him.  He  bided  in  a  cocoon  of  relative  safety, comfortable  but  for  the  rampant  zings  of  pain  in  his  bones  and  joints and  muscles  every  time  he  moved.  As  he’d  done  several  times  in  his sleepy  little  stupor,  he  let  his  fingers  creep  up  to  the  bruises  on  his throat. Pressed. 

Real. A lot of last night was still a hazy murk, but that part Jacin remembered.  There  was  not-Asai  in  an  alley  before  that,  and  it  still hovered in the fog, indistinct and unreal, but that other alley…. It had really happened. The bruises proved it. The soreness  of Jacin’s throat when  he  swallowed  proved  it.  Real.  Which  meant  the  things  Malick had said had been real, and the things Jacin had answered, too. 

Had Jacin meant any of it? He thought about it. 

Yeah, he was pretty sure he had. And still did. And it had nothing to  do  with  any  of  this  Incendiary  shit,  or  even  the  Hitsuke  shit  Jacin couldn’t  quite  put  into  understandable  shapes  yet,  but  the  choice  had been real enough. Malick had shoved Jacin’s face into it, and Jacin had looked  for  the  petals,  but  couldn’t  find  them.  That  illusion  had  been taken  from  him;  there  would  be  no  warrior’s  death  with  the  false promise of the reward of rest, only to have it snatched away by a god who mistook love for betrayal and betrayal for love. 

 The gods aren’t perfect, Malick had whispered to Jacin last night, warm and breathy, almost sultry in his ear, like the kinds of promises lovers made. Or, at least, Jacin took it as such. 

Even  without  Malick’s…  Jacin  supposed  they’d  been confessions—even  without  Malick’s  confessions,  Jacin  would  have chosen this. This feeling, this calm, this… contentment? Maybe it was contentment. It was only that he hadn’t known he’d had the choice. He didn’t think he’d spent the past months wishing he were dead, but then again, he hadn’t really been wishing anything, and he certainly hadn’t been  choosing  anything.  He’d  been  making  Malick  choose  for  him. 

And that was… really fucking pathetic. 

Somehow  last  night—dangling  over  the  chasm  between  life  and death,  love  and  hate,  rage  and  hope,  confession  and  deception—a 
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strange peace had descended, settled over his spirit like a warm, heavy shroud. Acceptance, but probably not the sort Malick had been aiming for. 

Daraso had perhaps loved Hitsuke, but in a selfish way that had made it impossible for Hitsuke to be what he was. Beishin hadn’t loved Jacin at all, had not-loved him in such a way that it made the Hitsuke left inside of Jacin strive to be what Beishin wanted him to be, just so he  could  pretend  that  love  was  real.  Jacin  wasn’t  perfect  and  never would be. He’d let Caidi die, he’d let Yori die, and he’d been too late to save his mother and father. He couldn’t make himself stop clinging to life  when  he  knew  he  didn’t  deserve  it.  He  couldn’t  let  go  of  his brothers when he knew he could only drag them down. Couldn’t turn Malick  away  when  he  knew  he  wasn’t  worthy  of  any  of  the  things Malick kept handing him. 

 … you’ve never seen anything like me before. 

Well. That was true. 

Malick knew exactly what Jacin was and wanted him anyway. 

 Can you say that about anyone else in the entire world? 

No. He really couldn’t. 

Daraso  had  betrayed  Hitsuke.  Asai  had  risked  Jacin  and everything  Jacin  loved.  Daraso  had  put  Hitsuke  through  torture  that sickened  even  immortals.  Asai  had  taken  everything  from  Jacin,  then pretended Jacin could have it back, if only he’d be what Asai wanted. 

Hitsuke had been good enough for a god until that god had tried to  take  his  choices  from  him.  Had  tried  to  make  his  choices   for  him. 

Asai  had  never  even  allowed  for  the  possibility  of  choice.  And  now Jacin was terrified to even admit he had any. 

Malick didn’t want to make Jacin’s choices for him. Malick said he wanted Jacin  any way  he could  have him, had already  given Jacin everything he was still capable of having, and all Jacin had to do was exist.  Choose. 

Malick was not Asai. Malick was not Daraso. Malick had touched the Untouchable, had resurrected the Ghost. Malick had risked his own 
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soul.  Was  doing  it  right  now,  simply  by  allowing  Jacin  to  continue living with that bit of Malick inside him. 

Malick   pushed.  Malick  never  let  up.  Jacin  was  starting  to  think maybe Malick never would. 

“Malick is not Daraso. Malick is not Asai.” He whispered it, felt the  warmth  of  his  own  breath  on  his  face  in  the  wake  of  the  words. 

“Malick says he loves me.” 

It… hurt. Was it supposed to hurt? Jacin didn’t know. He didn’t know love. He knew all about pain, though. This pain felt like the first slick kiss of a blade to his skin, sweet and sharp, a hot spangle of life. 

And  oh,  bloody  hell,  he  wanted  to  believe  it  so  badly  it  was making him sick. 

 I  won’t  let  you  fall,  Jacin.  You  fly  all  you  want,  I  won’t  let  you fall. 

Jacin had been falling for such a very long time. He wanted to fly. 

He’d always wanted to fly. 

 Fate never abandoned you. She merely loosened your leash. You, more than any other, know that what you ask of her, she will answer in her own ways. It is yours to divine those ways, know their price, before you ask her.  

In  all  of  this,  everything  that  had  happened,  those  words  in Rihansei’s even baritone were probably the profoundest of truths. In his darkest of hearts, Jacin had wanted someone to lead him, and there had been  Mii-daichiseyh  pretending  to  be  Beishin,  tendering  enslavement like  a  vile  gift.  Jacin  had  wanted  to  stop  the  hurt,  and  it  had  taken Malick offering him a clean end to understand that there was no such thing. 

And way down deep, in the shadowy corners where weakness and humiliation  crouched  and  terror  hunkered  like  a  sniggering  beast,  the sick, pathetic need and profound craving to be loved sat like a fat seed gone fallow. And then… there had been Malick again. 

 That will be the one.  His mother’s voice. 

And again:  He must be what he must be.  
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Well. There it was. Mother had said so. And Fate was fate, after all. 

  “I’m no one’s,” Jacin said aloud, a tiny, serene smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “No one’s but Fate’s.” Even the gods answered to her. She’d loosened his leash, Rihansei had said. Jacin felt pretty free right  now,  so  he  supposed  he  believed  it.  And  he  didn’t  think  she’d done the same for the gods. The smile pulled just a tiny bit wider. “I’m not nothing. I’m….” He paused, just to make sure the lack of knots in his  chest  was  real,  then  he  sucked  in  a  long,  deep  breath.  “I’m Incendiary.” 

It didn’t resonate. But it didn’t hurt. 

“So, he’s told you everything, then.” 

Jacin wasn’t surprised to hear Caidi’s voice, even though he was sure he’d watched her die again last night. He lifted the pillow a little to see her sitting cross-legged beside him on the bed, her Caidi-grin bright and warm. He let the pillow fall back over his eyes then shut them. 

“He told me.” 

The  sunlight  was  falling  almost  fully  over  the  length  of  the  bed now, warming through the quilts and sheets and setting into muscle and bone. Maybe he’d sleep for a little bit more. 

“You  seem  strangely  all  right  with  it,”  Caidi  ventured  after  a moment. 

“The way Malick tells it, it’s really the same as being what I was, except no voices.” 

“And the rest?” She sounded so wary. 

“It’s  stopped  hurting.  Malick  said  it  would  when  I  stopped fighting it. And it’s….” Jacin paused, thought about it. “It’s not quite as horrifying  as  it  probably  should  be.  I  don’t  know  how  to  use  it,  and Malick can’t, not unless I want him to, or unless he’s willing to kill me to do it. He’s not.” 

“Well, yes, but… I was sort of talking about Hitsuke.” 

Jacin shrugged  a little. “You thought  I’d be surprised that all of my past lives have been lived in madness and misery?” 

“I suppose I thought it would… upset you.” 
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Jacin pulled the pillow off his head and stuffed it under his chin. 

He squinted up at Caidi, pensive. “A little bit,” he said slowly. “But not in the way it probably would have done a few weeks ago.” Maybe Jacin was getting… “better” didn’t seem like the right word. He frowned. 

 It’s not getting better. These people aren’t helping you. 

Joori’s voice, but Jacin couldn’t remember when Joori had said it, or…  anything  else  about  it.  Except  for  the  fear  in  Joori’s  eyes.  Or maybe they’d been Jacin’s own, reflected back at him, distorted with a strange curvature of some inner mirror that showed him the true nature of his warped soul. 

He shook his head. Because he didn’t think it really mattered. He didn’t think it ever had. 

“I  don’t  think,”  he  murmured,  “that  I  care  much  that  I  was Hitsuke once. Or even hundreds of times. I’m not entirely certain why I’m  supposed  to.  He  defied  his  god  for  the  love  of  him  and  was betrayed and punished for it. The story isn’t exactly unfamiliar.” 

“‘Punished’ isn’t quite the word I’d use,” Caidi told him. “Raven knew what Hitsuke would choose, or he should have—it was the only way an Incendiary  could choose. Raven just didn’t like it that Hitsuke would dare heed any but him, even Fate. If you ask me, Hitsuke was set up. Raven got the pleasure of retribution, a demonstration of his power, and no one else could have ‘his’ Hitsuke.” Her lip curled. “I wonder if Raven  thought  one  day  he’d  bring  you  back,  make  you  forgive  him, and use you some more.” 

Jacin snorted. He had to. It was just so… circular. Fucking smoke rings. 

“The madness of the Untouchables must have seemed like poetry to Raven.” Caidi grimaced. “All those lives.” 

She sounded so genuinely sad. So genuinely incensed. 

Jacin  watched  her  steadily.  “And  no  one  knew  he  was  being reborn  again  and  again.”  He  tilted  his  head.  “Why  d’you  suppose maijin and  Temshiel didn’t notice?” 

Caidi shifted a heavy shrug. “No one was looking for him. They thought Raven had destroyed him.” 
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“Surely the gods knew.” 

“I should think.” 

“He could’ve changed gods.” 

“Not if he didn’t know what he was. And by the time he would have  been  able  to  understand,  or  perhaps  even  speculate  about  the possibility, the madness of the Ancestors would have taken him.” 

Almost exactly the words Malick had used when Jacin had asked that same question last night. “And the gods did nothing.” 

“I suppose they could have called upon  Temshiel or maijin to put Hitsuke out of his misery each time, but only Raven’s could follow that command, and Raven would have seen to it that they didn’t. Which is why I imagine Wolf waited to pull you away from Raven at the end of the Cycle. Not much Raven could do about it then.” 

Jacin  regarded  Caidi  calmly  as  he  watched  her  hazel  eyes  flare outrage, watched her pretty face set a bit hard. “Did you know him?” he asked softly. 

“Hitsuke?” Caidi shook her head, bright curls flopping around her shoulders.  “I  never  met—”  She  stopped,  mouth  hanging  open,  eyes wide. 

The only thing that was shocking about it was how bloody  easy it had been, how very clearly he could see it once he stopped letting his own wants and regrets get in the way. Jacin kept his voice completely even, his mien blank. 

“So, then,” he said quietly. “Who are you, really?” 





“I’M  SUPPOSED  to  do   what?”  Morin  gaped,  turning  his  stare  from Malick to Joori then back again. “You’re crazy.” 

“Probably,” Malick agreed, “but there it is.” 

Morin  had  been  almost  all  right  a  few  minutes  ago.  It  had  been fun to watch Joori leering over Annaichi. His tongue had almost been hanging out. And Morin hadn’t minded looking all that much himself, even though he remembered her a little too well from that night at the 
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Gates of Rapture. Morin had decided to put it out of his mind in favor of ogling with his brother. Anyway, he’d been in a pretty good mood, all  things  considered.  Naro-yi  had  offered  to  cook  something,  and Morin  had  been  next  to  blissful  to  learn  that  Naro-yi  couldn’t  only cook,  but   cook.  Blissful  because  he  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time he’d  eaten,  so  Joori  and  Morin  had  rather  made  fools  of  themselves over  the  sweet  potato  hearts,  braised  with  cinnamon  and  butter  then spattered  delicately  with  caramelized  sugar.  Which  was  fine,  because they’d already made fools of themselves over Annaichi, so expectations were suitably low. 

That had all crashed to a halt rather quickly, as soon as the word Incendiary  had  come  out  of  Malick’s  mouth,  and  then  he’d  set  about explaining all of the things that had been nebulous worry in their minds since  the  first  time  they’d  heard  the  word  applied  to  Jacin.  And  then how what Jacin was apparently applied to Morin. 

Samin  was  standing  behind  Malick’s  chair,  shaking  his  head. 

Silent,  yet  thunderous,  nonetheless.  He  looked  like  he’d  happily  kill every immortal in the kitchen, Malick included. 

Morin wasn’t sure  yet if he agreed. He looked away from all of the eyes on him and turned his glance again to the walking stick Malick had  propped  against  the  low  table.  Funny.  Morin  could  swear  it  was exactly like the one that strange little man at the stall had chided him for touching. 

“So,  this…  boy,”  Annaichi  said  slowly,  eyeing  Morin  in  a  way that probably should have been insulting, but  Morin couldn’t  get  past the  shock  enough  to  care.  “He’s  meant  to  lead  the  Jin  in  reclaiming their  lands  and  their  sovereignty,  and  the  Incendiary  is  meant  to  help him do it.” One perfect eyebrow went up when Malick nodded. 

“And  Jacin  agreed  to  this?”  Joori  asked  calmly.  Surprisingly calmly, actually. It was Joori, after all. 

“He hasn’t agreed to anything yet,” Malick said, peering at Joori steadily,  not  unkindly.  “There  is  nothing  for  him  to  agree   to.”  He shrugged at Joori’s questioning look. “He is what he is. You know what a Catalyst is—an Incendiary is the mold from which they were made. 

God-maker  and  god-slayer,  world-changer  and  world-destroyer.  No 
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magic,  no  tricks,  only  the  power  of  their  own  will.  They  want something badly enough, they find a way to make it happen. And if Fen doesn’t want Morin to be the liberator of the Jin….” He shrugged and left the rest hanging. 

“It  is  why  Incendiary  are  both  so  very  valuable  and  deadly dangerous,” Tatsu put in from where he leaned against the bench by the stove. “It is also why they are changeable, and rarely serve one god for all their lives.” 

“Short lives, I’ll wager,” Samin grumbled. 

“If  their  will  clashes  with  that  of  their  god,”  Tatsu  went  on,  as though Samin hadn’t spoken, “if the command of their god is forsaken, the punishment can be… cruel. But they are free to choose their god at will, and hold oath only until they choose another.” 

“But Fen is different, something new and not of the gods,” Malick said, his eyes bright and intense. “Except he could wield their magic—

my magic—if he wanted to. He can be anything he wants,  do anything he  wants.  He’s  Incendiary,  yes,  but  I  think  Fate’s  made  sure   this Incendiary can’t be punished like….” He trailed off again, shot a quick glance at Tatsu, but merely let whatever he’d been about to say lie. He looked awfully satisfied, though, where Tatsu looked a little uneasy. 

“So,” Joori ventured slowly, his mind too obviously going places Morin couldn’t guess, “were the Untouchables modeled wholly on the Incendiary?  I  mean….”  He  peered  up  at  Morin  first,  eyes  sharp,  and then at Malick. “Jacin is Wolf’s. Can no one but Wolf’s touch him?” 

Ah. Morin wouldn’t have thought of that. And now that Joori had said it, Morin really wanted to know. It would make the weirdness of all this a little less weird. 

“He was born under Wolf,” Malick said, cautious, “but he hasn’t yet taken oath to him. He has  my protection.” 

“And  that  means  what?”  Joori  asked,  even  and  apparently unruffled. “Is he safe or not?” 

Malick opened his mouth, but Annaichi cut in, “He is not. He is what  you  might  call  open  game.”  She  leaned  in,  her  green  eyes somewhat  hard  but  not  mocking.  “Kamen  has  done  well  to  keep  him 
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hidden as he’s done, but now that the word is out, the servants of the gods will be most eager to seek him out.” 

“There will be those,” Naro-yi added, “who will try to seduce him to their own god. There are those who have allied with Wolf and will assist as Kamen wills it. While I am here at Kamen’s request, Annaichi and Tatsu are both here at Bear’s command.” 

“And if I’m hearing what you’re  not saying,” Samin said, halfway hostile, “there will be those who seek to put him down altogether.” He flashed Malick a glare. 

“Yeah, but all he has to do is swear oath to Wolf,” Morin said. He peered around, unable to gauge all of the expressions on the faces that looked back at him. He turned his glance to Malick. At least he knew Malick. “Right?” 

He  almost  wished  he  hadn’t  asked.  Malick  didn’t  look  at  all reassuring. In fact, he looked a bit cagey. 

“There’s  more  to  this  than  Incendiary,”  Malick  said  slowly. 

“There’s Fen. There’s Jacin. There’s choice.” 

Annaichi  rolled  her  eyes  and  sighed  at  the  ceiling.  Tatsu  was carefully neutral. 

Malick leaned into the table and split his gaze between Morin and Joori. “He has never in his life—in any of his lives—been permitted to be  what  he  is.  He  won’t  be  pushed  into  an  oath.”  He  shot  a  glare  at Annaichi.  “I  won’t   allow  him  to  be  pushed  into  an  oath.”  He  turned back to Joori and Morin. “There is a soul at stake here. You know what he did for me. I owe him at least this.” 

“And if he chooses Raven?” Annaichi asked, ostensibly mild but her brilliant eyes had gone narrow and a little bit chilly. 

Malick’s  mouth  tightened.  “Then  I  will  deliver  him  to  Raven’s temple and wish him—” 

“You will  not!” Annaichi  pounded a fist  to  the  table. “Not  with your power locked inside him like a smoldering coal. He could raze the world,  and  Raven  would  merely  have  to  point  him.  I  would  see  him dead first. I would do it myself. You  will  not—” 
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An  almost  casual-seeming  turn  of  Malick’s  wrist,  and  Annaichi went flying backward right off her cushion and into the wall. She hung there, like she’d been nailed in  place,  green  eyes wide and  a little bit frightened, but furious too. 

“Don’t test me, maijin,” Malick said, deadly soft, pulses of power radiating from him and brushing at Morin’s skin ’til Morin thought his hair was standing on end. “I’m giving you a warning as a courtesy to Tatsu and your god. You won’t get another.” 

No one else had moved, stunned where they sat or stood, staring. 

Everyone but Tatsu and Naro-yi looked on the edge of frightened, even Samin. Tatsu and Naro-yi just shared an oddly amused look. Tatsu took a step forward and laid a hand to Malick’s shoulder. Morin was pretty impressed. He certainly wouldn’t have gotten any closer to Malick right now. In fact, he’d been thinking about edging away, but he didn’t think he could get himself to move. 

“She  is  young,  Kamen,”  Tatsu  said.  “Newly  turned.  As  I  recall, your ideals were a bit… enthusiastic once too.” 

Malick’s lip twitched a little, but that was all, until he flicked his fingers and Annaichi slid down the wall. Samin reflexively helped her up, but by the look on his face, he wasn’t happy with his own reflexes. 

He let go of her as soon as she was on her feet. 

“If  she’s  here  on  Bear’s  orders,  why  does  she  think  she  gets  an opinion?” Malick wanted to know. “Why does she think she has a  right to—?” 

“Because,” Annaichi cut in, admirably cool and collected, for all that she’d been stuck to the wall a moment ago, “Goyo recognized the soul  that  bides  in  your  Incendiary,  I  saw  it.  Goyo  is  Snake’s,  and  if Snake  decides  to  ally  with  any  of  the  gods,  it  will  be  Raven.  If  the Incendiary—” 

“He’s got a name,” Malick snarled. 

“Children,” Tatsu said mildly and waited for a beat to be sure he had the attention of both Malick and Annaichi. “We are wasting time.” 

He  looked  at  Annaichi.  “You  are  young.  There  is  much  you  don’t know.”  Tatsu  pointedly  but  serenely  ignored  the  indignant  lift  of  her chin. “And it was not Bear’s order to inform the governor of Kamen’s 
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doings,  or  those  of  his…  of  young  Fen-seyh.”  He  held  up  his  hand when Annaichi opened her mouth as if to protest. “The damage is done, and you will be held accountable by Bear herself, should an accounting be  desired.  I  have  already  washed  my  hands  of  it.  Heed  Kamen’s warning, and perhaps I will not be compelled to repeat it.” 

He  waited  until  Annaichi  dropped  her  gaze.  Morin  could  swear her tattoos were standing out more plainly. He almost could have felt sorry for her, if she hadn’t just reminded him so starkly of that Husao, more  worried  about  how  Jacin  may  or  may  not  benefit  her  god,  and disregarding entirely the fact he was a thinking, feeling person. 

Tatsu turned to Malick, who’d been watching the reprimand with something like wariness. “If it is choice you would give Fen-seyh, then perhaps we would do better to discuss these matters in his presence.” 

“You  think  I  haven’t?”  Malick  clenched  his  teeth  and  flashed  a glare when Samin growled. 

Tatsu smiled with a sophic lift of his eyebrow. “I think you have a unique way of making someone believe they are flying, while they are in truth plummeting to their doom.” Strangely, Malick twitched a little at  that.  Tatsu  saw  it,  too,  Morin  could  tell  by  the  way  he  paused  and tilted  his  head,  but  whatever  communication  was  going  on  between Malick  and  Tatsu,  it  was  done  in  silence.  Finally,  Tatsu  shrugged;  it looked  somewhat  rueful.  “We  won’t  be  the  only  servants  of  the  gods who  come  to  make  their  case  to  Fen  Jacin.  I  thought  you  would appreciate a more private setting than Bear’s temple.” 

Malick sucked in a breath, like he was trying to suck in control, when  he  very  clearly  wanted  to  punch  something.  He  gave  a  little twitch and then sighed. “Goyo’s outside now, scratching at my wards.” 

The  grimace  was  all  too  telling.  He  picked  up  the  walking  stick  and turned it in his hands until he was frowning into blank ivory eyes. He shook  his  head  then  looked  over  at  Samin.  “I’m  letting  him  through, but  keep  him  down  here.  And  keep  our  guests  happy  for  a  few moments, yeah? I’ll go see if Fen’s up yet.” 
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THERE  was  no  panic  when  Fen  wasn’t  where  Malick  had  left  him. 

There  was   almost  panic,  and  a  few  unkind—though  admittedly somewhat provocative—thoughts about leashes, but then Malick noted that the quilt was missing from the bed, too, and he had an idea what that might indicate. It was, after all, part of the reason he’d chosen this house. 

He tossed the stick onto the bed with a tight set to his jaw and left the room.  A gift for the Incendiary, Goyo had told Malick smugly. And then  had  had  the  gall  to  ask  when  would  be  a  good  time  to  call.  He apparently hadn’t accepted “never” as an answer. Malick hadn’t really thought he would. Malick had no doubt that Goyo was going to make his life hell for some time. 

He found Fen on the roof, sitting wrapped up in the quilt against the  cold  and  staring  out  over  the  part  of  the  city  that  could  be  seen through the trees. Smoking. 

Fen didn’t turn when Malick trod up behind him, nor did he look when Malick brushed the light coating of snow away and sat down next to him. He only flicked his smoke away over the roof’s edge and leaned into Malick, almost burrowed into him, and allowed a small sigh that sounded like pleasure flutter out when Malick’s arm automatically rose and wrapped around him. 

“He’s dead?” Fen asked in his rust-rough voice that never failed to chase a bolt of heat up Malick’s backbone. 

Malick nodded, said, “He’s dead,” and wrinkled his nose a little at the grisly picture the question rose to  mind.  He’d never look  at  those little lizards the same way again. 

“You’re taller.” 

Ah. It was going to be one of  those conversations. Malick tried to relax into it a little, because the randomness could be kind of weirdly charming, or it could be kind of headache-inducing if he tried too hard to follow the Fen-logic. 

“I’m taller.” What was the point in denying it? It was vain and it was absurd, but so was Malick. 
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Fen  gusted  something  that  might  have  been  a  small  snort,  said, 

“You’re  such  a  freak,”  and  then  he  adjusted  his  splinted  arm  until  it rested  at  a  more  comfortable  angle  against  Malick’s  hipbone.  “’S 

kinda… cute.” 

Cute. Malick raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment. He didn’t want to say anything that might make Fen move. 

Malick wouldn't have pegged Fen for a cuddler, but it didn't really surprise  him  when  it  became  evident  that  Fen  was  one  of  the  most tactile  people  he'd  ever  come  across.  No  one  else  would  probably believe  it,  but  that  was  all  right,  because  it  meant  no  one  else  would give it a go and Malick could have it all for himself. It made sense, in an  awful,  sad  sort  of  way—Fen  had  spent  this  life  being  rejected,  so many  more  as  an  Untouchable  still  craving  touch,  so  it  wasn't  really surprising that he'd take it when it was safe to do so. Malick tried not to make  too  much  of  the  fact  that  Fen  apparently  felt  safe  accepting  it from him. 

The notion that Malick’s eyes were suddenly hot and blurry was, of course, absurd. He was merely adjusting to the cold, that was all. 

“You  never  had  any  intention  of  leaving  my  brothers  to themselves if I died.” The pause was very brief, but Fen added a “Did you?” to make it clear he wanted an answer. 

No  point  in  sidestepping;  the  tacked-on  question  made  it  pretty obvious  that  Fen  already  knew,  so  Malick  simply  said,  “No,”  and  he left it there. Fen apparently hadn’t yet figured out that Malick would do anything for him—including putting up with Joori for the next several decades  without  the  benefit  of  Fen  to  keep  Malick  from  choking arbitrary strangers for stress relief—but maybe someday. 

“How much do you know about Hitsuke?” 

Malick must be  getting  used to  the  randomness, because he just opened  his  mouth  to  answer  without  pausing  to  consider  the  most advantageous one. “I know he… um… that is, I know  you—” 

“He,” Fen cut in, but it wasn’t harsh, and he didn’t stiffen up and pull away. “I’m not him.” 
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Firm and just bordering on aggressive. It unknotted something in Malick’s chest, but he didn’t really know what. He decided not to care. 

“All  right.”  Malick  set  a  kiss  to  the  crown  of  Fen’s  head  and watched  the  snow  melt  from  the  boughs  of  the  trees  by  the  gate.  “I know  he  was  used  by  Mii-daichiseyh  and  then  by  Raven.  I  know  he was  set  to  the  task  of  stamping  out  the  Jin  for  Raven,  and  when  he refused, Raven punished him. I, um….” He paused. “I’d rather not have to recite what that punishment was.” 

Fen snorted, something halfway wry. “No. You don’t have to.” 

He  leaned  a  little  heavier  and  tucked  his  head  beneath  Malick’s chin. Bloody hell, it was freezing up here, and Malick really thought he might be melting. What the hell? 

“And that’s all?” Fen asked. 

Malick frowned. “Isn’t that enough?” He peered down at Fen. “Is there more I should know?” 

Fen seemed to think about that for a while then he only looked up at Malick, gray eyes clear, expression thoughtful. “No,” was all he said then tipped his  chin  and gave Malick  a brief, soft kiss before tucking back up and digging in closer with a slight shiver. 

“Are you—?” Malick had to clear his throat. “Are you cold?” 

“Not especially. Arm still hurts.” 

“What  about…  um.” Damn  it, Malick was really having trouble finishing sentences. He wormed his hand through the folds of the quilt instead, slid it carefully under the splint and sling, and settled it beneath Fen’s breastbone. And still, he couldn’t make himself ask the question. 

Fen  sighed.  “It  doesn’t  hurt  anymore.”  Another  shiver  moved through  him,  but  Malick  wasn’t  about  to  ask  why  this  time.  “I don’t….” Fen hesitated. 

Malick  half  expected  him  to  say  that  he’d  made  up  his  mind, made the choice Malick had shoved in his face last night, and he didn’t want any part of Malick or the magic that had somehow latched onto him  and  made  itself  a  part  of  him.  Not  quite  resigned  to  it,  but  still, Malick  found  himself  bracing  for  it,  preemptively  hardening  his expression and trying to harden his heart. 
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“I  don’t  know  what  all  of  this  is  supposed  to  mean,”  was  what Fen ended up saying. “I don’t know what’s expected of me. I know I’m supposed to go to all the temples. I know I’m supposed to listen to the high priests and priestesses of each one make their case. At least those that don’t actually want to kill me. And I know I’m supposed to choose a god.” He shook his head. “I’m not quite clear on why.” 

“For protection,” Malick said. “To keep those who do want to kill you from doing it. For… direction, I guess.” 

Fen was quiet for a while again, and then he pulled back to look at  Malick.  “Isn’t  all  of  that  the  things  you  said  you  wanted  to  do  for me?” 

He  wasn’t  being  a  smartass—the  question  was  sincere.  And Malick really had to think about this one before he answered. 

“Well… yeah.” 

“Would you still do it, even if I chose a god besides Wolf?” 

Strangely,  this  one  Malick  didn’t  have  to  think  about  at  all. 

“Yeah. Yeah, I would.” 

“And would you be punished?” 

It made Malick pause, but only for a moment, because he hadn’t forgotten any of the directives he’d been given lately, and  Fail the Fool and fail the Cycle still rang the loudest. 

“No. And I don’t care.” Malick leaned in to drop a kiss to Fen’s mouth. “I really don’t think you get this—I  love you. You’re beautiful, you’re perfect, and I want you with me. I’ll take you any way I can get you. And I don’t care if I end up godless.” 

Fen  stared  up  at  him  for  a  very  long  time  this  time  before  his eyebrows  drew  together,  like  he  was  confused.  “You  really  do  mean that, don’t you?” 

“Well,  of  course  I  mean  it!”  Malick  snapped,  probably  a  little more  heated  than  necessary,  but  bloody  hell,  did  he  have  to  actually physically pound it into Fen? Oh, wait, someone had already done that. 

Malick pressed his  hand more firmly beneath  Fen’s ribcage. “Do  you get what this means, Fen? No, I didn’t see it coming, and I didn’t want it  to  happen  to  you,  but  it  has,  and  I  really  should  just  kill  you  and 
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avoid  the  risk, but  I  can’t,  I  won’t,  and  I  won’t  let anyone else do it, either.  And  I  don’t  even  really  trust  you  not  to  do  something  stupid with  it,  but  I’m  willing  to  take  that  risk,  because  I  can’t  imagine  not having  you  here.”  He  tightened  his  arm  around  Fen  to  emphasize  the point.  “Ever  heard  that  love  makes  a  person’s  brain  go  wobbly?  I’ve become a bloody, blazing  moron for you, Fen. I’d let you top me if you wanted.  I  hardly  ever  do  that.  I’ve  fucking   swallowed  for  you.  What else can I do?” 

The stare this time was bemused, still calm and almost… serene. 

It made Malick wonder if someone had given Fen an extremely potent draft Malick didn’t know about. 

“But   would  you  end  up  godless?”  Fen  persisted.  “Would  you be…  punished?  If  I  didn’t  choose  Wolf,  would  Wolf  take  it  out  on you?” 

Malick sighed. Well, this wasn’t going like he’d hoped. He cast his  glance  back  out  over  the  trees.  “Probably  not,”  he  admitted  then shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t be punished. I think… if Wolf saw this coming, I think he… allowed for it. Or something.” 

 … you know now why Wolf turned you and called you to his own. 

 Perhaps the Incendiary is yours, but you have been his since your paths collided. Wolf made you for it. 

Xari’s  words  had  been,  for  once,  clear  and  lacking  her  usual riddles.  Malick  shook  them  off  anyway.  Maybe  Wolf  had  turned  him for this and maybe he hadn’t—neither of which would change the fact that  Malick  didn’t  care.  This  was  what  he  wanted.  Fen  was  what  he wanted.  He  tightened  his  mouth  and  sighed  again,  great  billows  of frosted steam wafting from his nostrils like dragon’s breath. 

“There  aren’t  any  like  me,  either,  y’know.  There’s  a  reason  for that.  Too  much  power,  it…  goes  to  one’s  head.  I  think…  I  think  it’s what killed Skel, in the end.” It felt strangely like a confession, though Malick was almost sure that wasn’t how he meant it. “Watching other immortals for a while, I think it made me wary of all I could have, all Wolf  was  handing  me,  all  of  what  Xari  wouldn’t  stop  nagging  me  to reach  for.  And  I  got  along  without  it,  for  over  a  century,  and  I  still managed  to  get  the  job  done.  Until  last  night.”  Annoyed,  he  growled 
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out a low sigh and avoided meeting Fen’s eyes. “Even when I realized what was happening… I  had to take it. I  had to… do what I did with it. 

I  couldn’t  lose  you  like  that,  not  to  him,  not  to  whatever  your  life would’ve been if he’d won. I  couldn’t. I’m sor—” 

“No,  don’t.”  Fen  was  still  watching  him,  but  Malick  couldn’t make himself look back. “You already said that. Lots of times. And I do… understand. Why you did it. And I think I’m grateful.” 

All  right,  that  one  was  surprising.  Malick  started  a  little  and jerked his gaze back to Fen. And saw nothing there but truth. 

“Yeah?” 

Fen looked a little surprised himself, but he nodded, said, “I think so, yeah,” and he butted at Malick’s chin until Malick lifted it so Fen could fold in again. “I don’t want to die, you know.” So matter-of-fact; so blunt. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t before, I only wanted… I wanted to stop feeling like… like I should’ve. I wanted to stop hurting. I wanted to  stop  hurting  other  people  because   I  couldn’t  stop  hurting.”  He shrugged. “I’ve been reminded just lately what real pain is like. And I think I’m afraid to die now. I don’t know what would happen.” 

Malick  frowned.  “You’d  go  to  your  chosen  god,  of  course. 

You’d—” 

“I’m not choosing a god.” 

“Um. What?” 

“I’m not choosing a god.” Fen’s hand had been holding the quilt closed in a knot in front of his chest; now, it crept beneath and settled atop Malick’s, still wedged beneath the splint and resting warm against Fen’s  breastbone.  “I  think  maybe  Wolf  meant  to  help  me—help Hitsuke,  I  guess—but  I  also  think maybe he didn’t,  that he just knew I’d come in useful and so decided to wait and use me. And you. 

“Balance,  you  know.  It’s  so  bloody  important  to  them. 

Everything’s a fucking trade.” He shook his head. “Umeia said you and I  would balance  each other out.  See? Trade.  Balance. They’re bloody mad for it, and now Wolf’s knotted me up in a neat little bow. Whether I choose him or not, I won’t go against him if it risks you. He gets what he  wants  either  way.  Which  means  I  don’t  think  Wolf  did  a  damned 
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thing for me, or Hitsuke, and I don’t trust any of them. So they can all just fuck off.” 

He  sighed  then  shrugged.  “Kind  of  sucks,  though,  not  knowing what’ll  happen  when  I  die.  I  don’t  know  if  I’ll  be  reborn,  like  the Untouchables,  or  if  I’ll  just  come  back,  like  Hitsuke.  Or  if  I’ll  just… 

stop  altogether.  Cease  to  be.  Or…  well,  there  are  worse  things.”  A small shudder rolled up his back and out through his shoulders. 

Malick was just kind of staring stupidly at the top of Fen’s head, bobbling small nods in places, because it all made too much sense. It was, in fact, very close to what he’d started to say only a moment ago. 

Except for the not-choosing-a-god thing, which almost made him groan out loud, until he realized—it was a choice. A real choice. And Fen had made it. Last night, Malick had practically had to throttle him to make him  choose  between  life  and  death,  and  now  Fen  was  deciding something like  this? It seemed like— 

Wait. 

Malick’s eyes narrowed. “Did you just say  Umeia said?” 

“Oh  yeah.”  Fen’s  hand  patted  at  Malick’s  beneath  the  quilt. 

“Umeia’s  back.  She’s  been  pretending  to  be  Caidi,  trying  to  help.  I guess she did. I don’t think it was her in Ada, though. Should’ve asked her, I guess, but… I want to think it was Caidi.” He shrugged. “I should probably be glad it wasn’t really Caidi, but… in a way, it’s almost like losing her again.” 

Maybe  Malick  should  be  offering  some  sort  of  comfort  for  that last bit, but he was still just sort of staring at Fen’s head with his mouth hanging  open.  “How  the  hell…?  Wait,  today?  Just  now?”  When  Fen nodded  against  his  chest,  Malick  winced  a  little.  He’d  just  started  to feel  guilty  that  all  that  time  when  Fen  said  he  was  seeing  Caidi,  he really  was,  but  if  “Umeia”  had  been  here  today….  “Fen,  that’s impossible,”  Malick  said,  as  gently  as  he  could.  “I’ve  got  the  whole place warded up, she couldn’t have—” 

“Yeah, she said to tell you that you used the same spells you used to use to protect the Girou. She apparently didn’t have a problem, since you  taught  them  to  her.  And  I’m  to  call  you  a  dumbass.  I  said  you’d 



WOLF’S-OWN: Incendiary 



275 





probably give me plenty of reason eventually to come up with that one myself. I mean, for pity’s sake, you’re  taller.” 

Malick should probably stop staring at Fen’s head. Anytime now. 

Umeia. Back. Malick had no idea how to feel about that. 

“Anyway,”  Fen  said  and  pulled  his  legs  around  so  they  were draped  across  Malick’s,  “she  said  I  wouldn’t  have  trusted  her,  so  she came  as  Caidi.  Which  is  likely  true,  but  still.  And  she  said  it  would probably take you forever to break the news about Morin to me, so now that I knew who she was, she figured she’d do it. But I don’t want to talk  about  that  right  now.  Except  to  tell  you  that  she  said  she’ll  be sticking to  spirit for a while and avoiding  you.  That  you can find her when you want to, if you ever forgive her. I keep going back and forth on whether I think you should or you shouldn’t, but it’s not really up to me, I guess.” 

Malick didn’t know where to start. “I would’ve told you,” was the first protest that came to mind. “I told Morin already, even Joori knows, so you  know you’d’ve heard about it soon enough, and I was going to come up and talk to you, if you looked like you were ready to hear it, but Tatsu is here with his Bear cub, and then Goyo showed up, and  I had to—” 

“Malick,” Fen cut in, forbidding. “Something you should know—

I’ll never look like I’m ready to hear something like that. I’ll never  be ready to hear something like that. But if you try to keep anything like it from me again, I’ll cut your fucking heart out. Understand?” 

Despite  the  frisson  that  never  failed  to  move  up  Malick’s backbone at the thought, he couldn’t help the grin. All right, see,  this was the Fen he knew and sometimes feared. 

“And  if  you  ever  joke  about  that  again,”  Malick  said,  the  smile probably a little too evident in his voice, “I’ll have to kill you.” 

Fen nodded peaceably. “Wasn’t really joking, but fair enough.” 

There  was  probably  something  very  wrong  with  the  fact  that  an exchange of death threats made Malick all warm and fuzzy, but there it was. Still, the thing with Umeia was interfering with the pleasant buzz he was beginning to feel, so he cleared his throat. 
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“I’m sorry.” 

“Mm?” Fen shifted a little, but he didn’t pull away. “I thought we were done with that.” 

“I meant for… for not believing you. When you said you’d been talking to Caidi. When you said… well, you never actually admitted to Asai, but I knew it had to be him, and all the time—” 

“I wouldn’t have believed me, either,” Fen cut in, his tone weary. 

“I’m  batshit,  I  know  that.”  He  must’ve  felt  Malick  twitch  a  little, because  he  went  on,  “No,  I  am.  I  get  that.  You  said  it’s  one  of  the things you, um… love about me.” He still hesitated over the word. “So that’s all right. You’re a little bit crazy, too, so I expect it works well enough.”  He  shrugged.  “This  is  how  I  am,  you  know?  It  won’t  be changing, I don’t think, and I can’t really pretend. I tried. It only made things worse. So  I’ll keep being like this, and  you’ll  be like that, and we’ll  see  how  long  before  we  kill  each  other.  I  don’t  think  that’s  so terribly different from most people.” 

Malick  let  all  of  the  other  row-inducing  things  in  that  pass  him right  by  in  favor  of  the  one  that  needed  immediate  attention.  There would  be  other  times  for  all  the  other…  stuff.  And  with  what  had happened with Joori last night, it seemed like it should have priority. 

Ah, Joori—couldn’t live with him, couldn’t chop him up for stew. 

“I’m  not  the  one  you  need  to  convince,  I  don’t  think,”  was  all Malick said. Then braced himself. 

But  Fen  failed  to  explode  into  a  brother-defending  dervish  of death;  he  only  sighed.  “I  think  that’s  the  most  terrifying  thing  about being… loved—that you can hurt someone so badly just by being what you are.” 

Maybe it was simply because the subject was right at the top of his  mind,  but  Malick  couldn’t  help  but  think  of  Umeia.  And  then  he thought of Shig and Yori, and his throat went tight. 

“It’s  not  you  doing  the  hurting,”  he  offered.  “And  he   does  love you,  Fen.  It’s…  he’s….”  Malick  growled  a  little,  frustrated.  And  Fen was just sitting there, waiting,  listening, maybe even hoping a little bit, so it was important that Malick get this right. “You’re more alike than 
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you think you are, the two of you. Which is strange, because I’ve never once had the urge to fuck Joori into next week, and all I have to do is look at you and I want you, but the sameness… it’s there. 

“You’re both so bloody protective that it’s amazing  you haven’t eaten each other up. It’s only… you’ve always had much bigger things to fight, and I really don’t think you know how to  stop fighting, but he watches you turn that on yourself and it kills him, and he doesn’t know how  to  fight  that  so  he  fights  you.  Or  me,  if  I’m  handy.”  Malick paused. His eyebrows went up, and he gave himself a mental pat on the back. That was kind of profound. “He loves you, Fen, which is the only thing that’s kept me from arranging an accident for him. He just—” 

“Not funny,” Fen put in, though it was rather mild, just bordering on actual threat, so Malick ignored it. 

Anyway, it was so funny. 

“He just has to figure out how to do it properly,” Malick went on. 

“Sometimes he gets it right, and I can see him knowing it when he gets it wrong, so… there’s hope. Just let him keep trying, if you can stand it.” 

Bloody damn, had he just defended Joori? What the hell? All the warm fuzzies must be going to his brain and melting it to slush. 

“He’s still Raven’s,” Fen said. “I want that fixed. Now. Today.” 

No. He really wasn’t. Joori had been marked by Wolf as clearly as Morin had been. Malick just didn’t know why yet, so there was no point in getting Fen all knotted up by telling him everything right now. 

“He isn’t, Fen. He’s Wolf’s now. One doesn’t necessarily have to go to a temple and renounce to defect from a god. 

“And  I  think  it’s  going  to  be  interesting  to  watch  what  happens with  Raven  now.  The  word  will  spread  about  Hitsuke.  Goyo  knows, and  he’s  really  bloody  pissed  off  about  it.  It’s  only  a  matter  of  time before it’s not-so-common knowledge, but  even whispers do damage. 

Some  of  his  maijin  and   Temshiel  will  defect,  I’ve  no  doubt,  and  the mortals will follow. His power will shrink, mark that. He wanted to be more  powerful  than  Wolf,  and  it’s  miscarried  quite  stunningly.  Only what he deserves.” 
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It  came  out  kind  of  vicious.  Maybe  Malick  could  tell  himself—

and  Fen—he  wouldn’t  care  if  he  ended  up  godless,  but  he  couldn’t really deny he was Wolf’s, blood and bone. He could make the choice if he had to, and he knew if it was put to him  right now, he’d choose Fen. He just really hoped he’d never have to. 

“Hmm,”  Fen  hummed,  skeptical,  then  he  went  silent  again.  It lasted  for  quite  a  while  this  time  before  the  Fen-logic  made  another sharp  turn:  “I  don’t  think  I  can  take  Goyo  today,”  he  said,  a  little grimly.  “I  don’t  think  I  can  take  anyone  today,  but  especially  not Goyo.” 

Malick’s  eyebrows  rose.  Because  all  that  talk  about  love  and such, and it was too  obvious that Goyo had known Hitsuke, and now Fen was bringing Goyo up, and…. “Mind if I ask why?” 

Fen  hesitated  then  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  have  an  answer  for you right now. And certainly not one you’ll like. Another time, only… 

not now. All right?” 

No,  it  certainly  was   not.  “Yeah,  all  right,”  Malick  blurted  then clamped his teeth together, annoyed with himself. Bloody hell, that had the definite ring of  Goyo and Hitsuke used to fuck like minks in heat, and I don’t think you’ll react very well to hearing that, so I don’t want to tell you, and here Malick was, nodding agreement like a simpering sop and hugging Fen closer. Malick really would do anything for him. 

Fucking  anything. Fen would be the death of him, one way or another, he just knew it. 

 Ah, but what a way to go. 

“I  want  a  smoke,”  said  Fen,  a  little  slurred  into  Malick’s  chest, 

“but I don’t want to move. And my arm hurts.” 

It was the admission—and the fact that it was the second time it had  been  voiced—that  made  it  dawn  on  Malick,  but  he  really  should have twigged when he realized he was having a real conversation. With Fen. And Malick hadn’t even had to fuck him stupid first. Which was what  made  Malick  understand  that  he  wasn’t  really  having  a conversation with Fen; this was Jacin. 
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“You should probably still be in bed,” Malick chided and rubbed up  and  down  between  Fen’s  shoulder  blades  through  the  quilt.  “It’s cold up here, and I know you haven’t eaten yet.” 

Fen  snorted.  “I  can’t  remember  the  last  time  I  did  eat,  actually. 

But I really don’t want to move yet. All right?” 

Malick didn’t really want to move yet, either, so he merely rested his chin atop Fen’s head. His ass was cold and the suns were peeking through the clouds, blinding him with reflected light on the snow, his back  was  starting  to  stiffen  up,  hunched  over  Fen  as  he  was,  and  his legs  were  losing  feeling.  And  still,  the  gods  and  their  minions  all combined couldn’t have pried him away. 

They  were  quiet  for  a  long  time,  just  sitting  there  huddled together,  Malick  squinting  against  the  suns  and  watching  snow  melt, and Fen half dozing against him. Malick was absently trying to see if he could spot the temples from here when Fen finally stirred. 

“He’ll need to be trained.” 

Morin, of course. Malick was getting very used to the randomness of  Fen-logic.  “Obviously,”  he  agreed.  Knowing  Samin,  he’d  already started. 

Fen was quiet for another few moments before he mused, “We’ll have to go back to Ada eventually.” 

“Yeah. Will you be all right with that?” 

“Does it matter?” 

Malick didn’t have an answer, so he didn’t offer one. 

“I  don’t….”  Fen  hesitated  then  shifted  a  little.  “I  don’t  want Joori….” He paused again and sighed, then slumped against Malick. 

When Fen didn’t  go on, Malick ventured, “Naro-yi  can find out what  he’s  good  at.  Get  him  a  trade.  He  can…  he  can  maybe  even apprentice  with  Naro-yi  or  something.  Take  care  of  my  money.  That way he’d  always know  what  we were doing. And he could  stay here, out of danger. Take care of the house and such.” 

“I…. Maybe.” Fen sighed, resigned this time. “He won’t like it.” 
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“He  might,  actually.”  And  if  anyone  could  figure  out  how  a person  could  be  the  most  useful,  it  would  be  Naro-yi.  Joori  could  be talked into liking just about anything if he could be useful to his brother while doing it. “It’ll work out,” Malick said. “Shig will be staying here, one  way  or  another.  She  can  keep  him  in  line.”  Malick  still  hadn’t reconciled himself to that new circumstance, so his brow furrowed and a bit of a lump rose in his throat. He cleared it. “So there’s that. And besides, we’ve years yet before we have to worry about sailing back to Ada for adventure and political coups.” 

“I  think  the  worst  part  about  it  all,”  Fen  said  slowly,  “is  that  it makes such horrible sense. Morin is practical and ruthless, but he has our mother’s heart in there somewhere. He could make a great general. 

I just… I just wish—” 

“I know,” Malick said and dipped his head to drop another kiss to Fen’s hair. “We’ll figure it out, Fen. We’ll make it work. You and me, yeah? We’ll be amazing.” 

“You  and  me.”  Fen  said  the  words  slowly,  softly,  like  he  was tasting them, trying them out. He nodded a little then pulled himself in so close he was almost sitting in Malick’s lap. “I’ll want to think it all through very carefully. You’re good at all the manipulating and game-playing, so you should be able to spot the traps. Lay it all out and find the catch, see what the price might be this time and know the sum of the  trade,  before  we  do  a  damned  thing.  We’ll  give  the  gods  their fucking  Balance,  but   we  decide  how  and  what  we’ll  pay  in  return. 

Yeah?” 

And  that  right  there  was  why  Malick  thought  it  was  Fen  sitting here  with  all  that  magic  inside  him,  and  all  that  control  locked  down around it. Because no one embodied control and focus like Fen, and no one Malick had ever come across could direct what was to come with an eye toward the least damage done to all sides. Focus and precision, that was Fen, and Fate had made him, but too many lives had tempered him into the meticulous tool of the gods he was now, whether he chose one or not. 

 I’m tired of shit happening  to  me, Fen had said once. It appeared that sentiment had finally taken hold.  And Malick didn’t think any of the gods—including Wolf—had a single bloody clue what to expect of 
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this  new  Incendiary  with  a  mind  and  will  of  his  own  and  the determination,  finally,  to  use  them.  There  had,  after  all,  never  really been  such  a  thing—it  was  up  to  Fen  now  to  redefine  Incendiary,  and himself while he was at it, and Malick couldn’t wait to watch him do it. 

It  didn’t  matter  what  Shig  had  said.  There  was  nothing  truly broken  about  Fen.  Cracked  a  little,  maybe,  definitely  bruised  and somewhat frayed. But this was not broken. 

Malick sighed. Because they’d touched on what had gone on and what it meant, but they hadn’t really done much more than that. And it was  pretty  fucking  important.  There  was  something  new  and  very powerful hunkering inside Fen, and Malick thought Fen was probably too right—Wolf had known, and it had happened for a reason. Maybe that  reason  was  to  put  Morin  in  a  position  to  lead  the  Jin  out  of  the desperation  generations  of  slavery  had  left  behind,  but  they  were talking about gods and their whims here, so maybe it wasn’t. 

Either  way,  Fen  now  had  a  piece  of  Malick  lodged  inside  him, and word of that would eventually spread too. The servants of the other gods were not going to stop coming for him. And without taking oath, all  Fen  had  between  him  and  them  was  Malick.  Malick  thought anyone—gods included—who found themselves on the wrong side of Fen might be in for a hell of a shock, but still. 

“Fen, we really should talk about—” 

“Malick?” Quiet and almost tentative, but it stopped Malick quite effectively. 

Malick  felt  the  need  to  set  another  kiss  in  Fen’s  hair,  so  his 

“Yeah?” was a little muffled. 

“This is how I am. This is all there is.  I can tell you I love you, but I don’t know what that’s worth when I’m not really sure if I know how to do it right. I know it was… very difficult when you were, um… 

gone. I know I needed you, and I wanted you with me. But….” Fen’s hand  pushed  Malick’s  more  firmly  into  his  breastbone.  “I  won’t  risk what’s  in  me.  If  that  means  anything.  You  said  you  think  I’m protective. I’ll protect this. Even from you, if you ever make me. It’s… 

I’d  rather  it  wasn’t  there  at  all,  but  it  is,  and  I’ll  keep  it  safe.  I  think 
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that’s…  I  think  it’s  how  I  love.”  Fen  lifted  his  head  and  peered  at Malick steadily. “Yeah?” 

Malick  kind  of  wished  Fen  wasn’t  looking  at  him,  because  he knew his eyes were getting damp, and it was fucking embarrassing. He swallowed,  managed  to  croak,  “Yeah,  Fen,  that’s…  yeah,”  before  his throat closed up altogether. 

Fen leaned up and set a light, soft kiss to Malick’s mouth. “I like it  better  when  you  call  me  Jacin.”  And  then  he  just  tucked  back  in against Malick’s chest and went quiet. 

Malick  thought  he  might  choke  to  death  before  all  the  soppy emotion in his chest settled down again to let him get a decent breath. 

But oh yeah. What a way to go. 
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Ghost 



 Book 1 of Wolf’s-own  



Dwelling in the land of Ada and defending magic users called the Jin, Fen Jacin-rei is a  trained  assassin  and  an  Untouchable,  one  whose  mind  hosts  the  Voices  of  the Ancestors,  spirits  of  long-dead  magicians.  His  fate  should  be  one  of  madness  and solitude, yet Fen Jacin-rei desperately clings to his sanity and ferociously protects the family  he  loves.  But  how  does  Fen  do  it?  Kamen  Malick  has  every  intention  of finding out. 



When Malick and  his own small band of assassins ambush Fen in an alley, Malick offers Fen one choice: join us or die. Determined to decode the intrigue that surrounds Fen—and to have the Untouchable for himself—Malick sets to unraveling Fen’s past while Fen delves into the mysteries surrounding Malick. 



As  Fen’s  secrets  slowly  unfold,  Malick  is  drawn  into  a  crusade  that  isn’t  his,  one surprisingly similar to his own quest for vengeance. Yet irony is a bitter reward when Malick  discovers  the  one  he  wants  is  already  hopelessly  entangled  with  the  one  he hunts. 
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Weregild 



 Book 2 of Wolf’s-own  



The amorality of gods makes it hard to tell bad from good and right from wrong. Fen Jacin-rei  doesn’t  care.  All  Fen  cares  about  is  saving  his  family,  and  he’ll  sacrifice anything that gets in his way. Including his own soul. 



No longer willing to wait for the machinations of the gods’ minions, Fen accepts the trade Kamen Malick offers. Together they set out to rescue Fen’s family and kill the man who betrayed them. But Fen is an Untouchable, one whose mind hosts the spirits of long-dead magicians, and with Voices of the Ancestors screaming in his head, Fen finds it harder and harder to stave off madness. 



Malick  has  his  own  reasons  to  hand  over  everything  Fen  wants  and  equally compelling  reasons  to  withhold  everything  Fen  needs.  In  over  his  head  with  his timing  as  bad  as  ever,  Malick  must  devise  a  way  to  do  his  god’s  bidding  without breaking his god’s laws—and keep Fen sane and on Malick’s side in the bargain. 
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Koan 



 Book 3 of Wolf’s-own  



After saving his people, killing the man he once loved, and losing his little sister, Fen Jacin-rei  has  made  his  way  to  Tambalon  with  his  surviving  brothers  and  Kamen Malick. But shortly after arriving, old ghosts resurface, new dangers arise, and Malick tells Fen the gods aren’t done with him yet. 



Fen  now  knows  he’s  a  catalyst  for  Fate  and  a  magnet  for  Fate’s  players,  and  he’s dangerously close to falling over the edge into insanity. But tracking down the vicious creatures  that  have  been  abducting  and  murdering  citizens  of  Tambalon  is  just  as critical as dealing with past lives and legendary beings. 



With a threat all  too close  and a  secret  he  needs to explain, Malick  is at odds  with those  who should be his allies, and no matter how much he  wants to protect Fen, it may be more than he can manage when he’s trying to keep them alive. 
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Incendiary 



 Book 4 of Wolf’s-own  



Fen Jacin-rei finds himself again on the run after discovering the reality of  what  he  is  and  why  the  gods  won’t  let  him  go.  His  one  source  of support, Kamen Malick, is suddenly unavailable, and now hounded and chased  by  ghosts  who  want  to  drive  him  into  insanity  and  keep  him there, Fen will have to face life all alone. 



…Or maybe not. Old enemies and new allies seek to control Fen, now known as “Kamen’s Untouchable.” It’s going to take everything Fen’s got  to  figure out  who he can trust—and who he  should fear.  It  might take more than what Fen’s got discern who is even real. 
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