
		
				[image: Cover image]
		
	
		
			[image: logo]

			Sometimes you just have to jump. 

			The second book in The Sacred Dark series, a lush fantasy romance by acclaimed author May Peterson.

			I don’t remember you...

			Reborn as an immortal with miraculous healing powers, Ari remembers nothing of his past life. His entire world now consists of the cold mountainside city of Serenity. Ruled with an iron fist. Violent.

			Lonely.

			I may never remember you...

			Regaining the memories of who he once was seems an impossible dream, until Ari encounters Hei, a mortal come to Serenity for his own mysterious purposes. From the moment Hei literally falls into his arms, Ari is drawn to him in ways he cannot understand. Every word, every look, every touch pulls them closer together. 

			But I’m with you now...

			As their bond deepens, so does the need to learn the truth of their past. Together they journey to find an ancient immortal who can give them what they both want: a history more entwined than Ari could have ever imagined, but which Hei has always known.

			It’s the reason they will risk the world as they know it to reclaim who they used to be—and what they could be once again.

			And don’t miss May Peterson’s Lord of the Last Heartbeat, available now! 

			In a world teeming with mages, ghosts and dark secrets, love blooms between an unlikely pair...

		
	
		
			Also available from May Peterson
and Carina Press

			Lord of the Last Heartbeat (The Sacred Dark #1)

		
	
		
			The Immortal City contains themes of death, amnesia, depression, traumatic loss and disconnection from one’s past. Depictions or descriptions of events some readers may find difficult include discussion of sexual assault, depictions of violence and gore, murder, and discussion of emotional abuse.
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			For every forgotten thing that nonetheless remains.

		
	
		
			I’d like to talk a little about the use of names and language in this book. Earlier in the series, I used mostly names that exist in our own world, in part because I was restraining one of my true passions, conlang. But especially when using languages that are marginalized by colonialism, this can have the effect of superficially mapping real-world culture onto an entirely fictional world that may not be adequately representing those marginalized cultures. I’ve decided to not try to map existing cultures directly onto the setting, and so to use more invented names and language to distinguish the fantasy world from the real one.
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			Chapter One

			Holy shit—this boy was going to jump.

			He was pacing back and forth to the edge of the stone, as if testing how much control he’d have over his descent. He looked about eighteen, reckless, hungry—hungry for whatever would meet him at the bottom of the fall. I’d seen this look enough to know it. His motions were paint-blurs of loose clothing, soft black hair, open desperation: a tender portrait study of the moment before death. Just like so many pilgrims before him, he’d trekked to Serenity to trade in his mortal life for the chance that he’d get an immortal one in return.

			I crouched and waited. I was the only one here today to count how many bodies there’d be, to see if any would actually get back up. The living trickled here to the arc of the stones, solitary or in clusters of pilgrims. I didn’t know where they all came from, but each season brought more. They appeared to either be seeking the many wonders and opportunities Serenity had to offer, or a way to bargain with death. Something moved them to brave the ice waste around the city. To Ancestor Rock, the mountain face of Serenity, the city where the immortal and eternal came to rest. The sun fell free on these stones, statues commemorating whatever fragile souls had once dared make this a home.

			Many of them came to jump. From statues shaped like saints’ hands, like gods and demons and the wreckage of the last thousand years. Here was where immortals dwelled forever, immune to the cold. The idea—it seemed—was that if a mortal died here, the immortal city might look on their death and grant them resurrection. Make them into a living-again, returned from death and infused with immorality. Then they’d rise up with wings of doves, or with tails of cats, blessed by the moon to never suffer again.

			I’d hate to be the one to break the news to them about the “never suffer again” part.

			The pilgrimages seemed to always be trickling in, though any given month had a meager flow of fresh faces, and I only saw a portion of them come to the rocks. Yesterday, there had only been a woman in a red robe, and she hadn’t jumped. Just sat in meditation, singing and weeping as the arctic wind drowned out her grief. She had to be a pilgrim of a different kind, one I happened on even less: those that traveled here to find their dead loved ones, people who might now be ghosts or living-again, drowned in Serenity’s peaceful swath of amnesia.

			But today there was this boy, smiling like a child about to dive into a pond.

			Strangely enough, I could bear the sight of the sad ones dying. The ones who wailed the whole drop down, like they were trying to purge out as much pain as they could before the impact. The ones who went quiet as soon as they hit. There was a tidy, animal logic to that. They would be in pain and then it would stop. I would feel relief for them, praying that if they rose again, their afterlives would be kinder.

			But one smiling, brave, almost joyful—fuck. To think a tumble off the rocks would be the highlight of his life.

			Then his slim neck turned up. His eyes met mine.

			And that smile widened like a sunrise.

			I stiffened. Could he really see me that clearly? I knelt far above him, on the stone lip of Solemnity, the gates around Serenity. It was a gate built into the mountain, indistinct except for the age-worn surface of green and blue rock. It was a wall made to endure time. And it towered over the icy plain, over Ancestor Rock, where winged forms like mine floated in the snow. Only the nakedness of the mountain face, and my supernaturally keen sight, let me make him out as well as I did.

			And yet he looked almost like he’d expected an audience.

			His hands waved in an arc. Through the air came his cry, small against the wind. “Hey! You there!”

			An astonished laugh escaped my throat. Please, please tell me that he didn’t want someone to watch his final moments. I was the wrong guardian angel for that.

			He was hopping up and down now, arms circling wider and gesturing at his own back. “Hey!”

			Ah. He’d seen my wings. And he was motioning in a way as if to signal that he liked this. Well, that was a bit more in the realm of the usual. I relaxed. Perhaps I had gotten too used to solitude; being admired felt rather spicy.

			May as well put on a show. I began to preen my wings, stretching out my broad feathers. Spotted with gray and tan like smooth beach stones, catching the starlight. “You like?” I called back. I couldn’t restrain the amusement in my tone.

			He clapped. He fucking clapped, like I’d made his goddamn day. A clawing image came to me, of this boy in his death-pilgrim’s ecstasy, aching to see angelic wings over him as he fell. But then, he shouted: “Catch me!”

			His meaning snapped into place, all but stopping my heart—he wasn’t after some ritual death.

			“Are you drunk?”

			Delicate, unfettered laughter rose from him. He clapped once more, then skittered to the lip of the statue. If he was drunk, that precipice would surely murder his balance. But for a second he teetered on one foot, acrobatically, arms spread at his sides like he played at having wings himself.

			And then he hurtled off the ledge, head first. Twisting once in the gale as he fell.

			Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. It was like a string being pulled, ripping me down with him. In the next instant I was in the air, gathering speed under me to snatch him back from death.

			A second passed in which I was just straightforwardly falling. Then I seized the wind again with my wings, and he crashed into me with unceremonious grace. A sudden, almost impossibly light weight. Laughter streamed from him, sweet and childlike in its vigor. And his arms clenched me tight, face burying in my chest. The heat of his body was like a knife cutting through me.

			And for a moment the earth spun, the night air a spiral paring Serenity away. We fell into the clear air, the sky lit up with sparks. He laughed until I was laughing with him, and I caught myself breathing in the warm human scent of his hair and clothes.

			Next I was settling down on the rocks at the foot of Solemnity, bracing against the sliding dirt. The boy’s breaths came fast, unspeakably loud, sucking in the entire night. I held him to me long enough to be sure he was safe, and placed him on his feet.

			“Let’s try the path with actual soil.” My voice rasped in my own ears. I had one hand steadying his shaking frame. “Not putting you where you can do that again.”

			Vapor plumed over his face, uneven with residual laughter. The biggest smile lingered on his features. Up close like this, he looked older than I had guessed, probably around twenty. Bright black eyes, blackest black hair that fell straight above his ears. Soft mouth, faint dusting of freckles. A dark brown coat was sashed over him, trimmed with pale fur. He was garbed as I had come to expect pilgrims to dress, in hardy travel robes and trousers. At the collar, a bit of naked shoulder showed where the garment had tugged down. The bag hanging from him looked hefty, but I’d hardly felt it.

			A story flashed into being between the gaps. He was definitely no death-seeker. A simple thrill-chaser. Or someone who simply wasn’t afraid of his joy.

			“That—” He paused, gulped, started waving his hands again. Flakes of snow caught on the robe, made him blend into the backdrop of the night. “That was amazing.”

			I sighed, chuckling, at the person gelling into shape in front of me. “Fuck me. And you just expected a dove-soul or crow-soul to be lingering about to play with you? Please tell me you didn’t trek across the whole damned tundra just for that.”

			His slender hand brushed hair away from his brow. God dammit. He was flushed, and I couldn’t help but notice. I’d never seen anyone so unshaken by such danger—not anyone mortal, anyway. His smile tilted suggestively into a grin. “Well. I have always wanted to be caught by an angel in flight.”

			My amusement escalated, became a belly laugh. “You cannot be serious.” An angel in flight my ass. I was doubling over laughing now.

			But his energy seemed to be fading, as if satisfied. “No. I’m Hei.” That hand slipped back from under the sleeve, extended toward me. “My name is Hei.”

			I stared at him. What the hell was he? This wasn’t how people who came to Serenity acted, whether living or living-again. “Well. Hei. You are absurd, if you don’t mind my saying so.” I cleared my throat. And took his hand. Warm and small in mine. Definitely mortal. And still shaking.

			One pretty eyebrow shot up. “You’re not going to tell me your name? Oh my. A man of enigma.”

			I coughed. “No. It’s Ari.” I had to gather something up in me, courage or care or resolution. I didn’t know why. Except that giving my name always made me feel so naked. Because it was the only thing I had. The one piece left of the person I’d been before I died. It was all I had to say for myself, whether my life had been great or small. Because none of it was left. For one reason or another, I had given it all away to the merchant of amnesia.

			“Ari.” My name took on heat in his mouth, shivered like a flame. He seemed to toy with it, taste it. “It’s a good name.”

			I almost couldn’t bare that strange, glittering, thrill-hungry gaze on me—so I looked away. “You don’t look loaded down to cross the ice just for a holiday. You realize there are other places where winged moon-souls frequent to toss you about like a ball?”

			Past the wrinkle of the mountain’s feet, the waste became flat—so flat, more smooth and dimensionless than anything else seemed able to be. Sometimes its white, featureless surface was all I could look at.

			“You’re right.” Hei’s voice was gentle now, low enough that I may not have caught it had I not been so close.

			When I peered to the side, it hit me that I hadn’t let go of his hand. And he hadn’t let go either. He was looking out over the tundra with me, and the reckless joy was gone. A tired, dim, but still smiling shadow was left.

			Without warning, this boy who’d jumped seemed to become two. First, there was the one who had asked to be caught. And then the boy I’d thought he was, the one who craved a clean death more than anything. And I wanted, desperately, to be able to talk just then to the one who’d planned to die. That was the only one of the two I would have any idea how to speak to.

			And just like that, I didn’t want to know why he’d come here.

			I released his hand. Whether he noticed or cared or not, he did nothing.

			My wings disturbed the snow as I whirled toward the gate. The stone gleamed like a huge lapis lazuli. “Are you trying to enter?”

			Hei seemed to consider it a moment. “I already have a place to stay inside. I was planning to stay out a bit, but I’ll go back in since you are. They don’t seem to approve of opening the gates for only one person, so best not to trouble them.”

			I sniffed, then sketched a theatrical bow. “I shall walk you inside, then. Don’t even ask me to fly you over. I don’t trust you not to break your own neck.”

			He blushed and grinned again. We walked up the slope together.

			And at the mouth of the gate, the wide, frozen trail became Bare-Sky Road. The path was exposed to the sun, transmuting to diamonds in the smiting glare of day. Sunlight wouldn’t kill moon-souls like me, and it didn’t seem to bother the ghosts. But it did hurt, made even the air feel like smoke. I would endure it, though, sometimes. Long enough to stand above the city and watch the tundra pretend to burn.

			As we approached, the gate began to crawl open, its panes of celestial blue turning outward. The gate had to be the one edifice that received the most care in the city, because its groan of motion remained musical even after centuries. Its custodians came into view. Shapes spun out of mist, out of snow, of moon-glow and clouds of perfume. Human shapes, clad in the favored symbols of their afterlives. The ghosts bound to Solemnity. They opened it for anyone who drew near, whether living, dead, or living-again. I had once felt so bad for those ghosts, chained by their spiritual fetters to this gravid place. But the spirits seemed to shine with a kind of joy each time they carried out their task. Or, if nothing else, purpose. They kept watch as perhaps no one else did.

			Hei shifted nearer to me as our path focused; the gate wouldn’t be opened wide, but more than that, the sight of all this had to be overwhelming even to those who’d passed through a few times. It probably would have been for me, had I not been able to fly from the beginning of my stay here. The gate-ghosts clamored with their chorus of sounds—speech, laughter, songs, muted strains of weeping. It was like passing through a river, bathing us in the essence of Serenity.

			Then we were on the other side. The chorus dwindled as the ghosts completed their task, went back to however they spent their idleness. Moonlight stained Bare-Sky Road a dreamy blue. Hei was shivering next to me.

			I spun so I was facing him, making eye contact again. “You all right?”

			I shouldn’t be acting so familiar with him. His playful impulses had enchanted me, distracted me, and I should have seen that for what it was. He was just a traveler, and I was just a stranger on the road. But I had already made him a person in my head. Attached him to things I cared about. To the gaps where my memories might once have been.

			“Just feeling the cold, finally.” His smile was back in force. “Ari. Maybe I’ll see you again sometime.”

			I thought of how he’d felt in my arms, how light he’d been. About how long it had been since I’d been touched, or touched someone, in a way that didn’t feel as cold as the Road. That didn’t sting to remember.

			And how if I did see him again, it would probably be in the bowels of the city, where an attractive young mortal new to the city would be a favored target of some of the most cutthroat lurkers of the night-streets.

			“I hope not,” I said, regretting it and not, at once.

			That seemed to bring his lightness to ground, made his face solemn. His eyes flicked down, and after a moment, he nodded. “Thank you for catching me.”

			“Of course.”

			He began down the Road. Away from me, from the bareness of the sky. I tucked my wings over my shoulders, and watched him walk away.

			 

			I let the city swallow me up. But unlike Hei, my road was the wind.

			Serenity was a greedy place. The lip of the mountain cropped over the city, drawing shade across the expanse like a sundial. The sunlight at its height only ever touched half the city, leaving the rest permanently in shadow. Everything was organized around that half-night, how long the sun would actually touch each region of the city. Only the outer ring, along Bare-Sky Road, caught the day’s full gaze. At the occult depths, the night-streets, the darkness was never spoiled, never touched even by moonlight. And anything that wandered into Serenity, especially its shadowy core, tended to stay there.

			That was where I had first awoken here, the night of my earliest memory. I’d already had wings then, wide and sand-colored. The dove spirit had given me many gifts upon my rebirth—immortality, supernatural strength, the virtue to heal others’ wounds. Speed and acute vision, the bird-shape I could take if I shed my human form completely. But best of all were those wings, which I wore even now. Before I had known even my name, found my feet, I had found my wings. I may never have had the freedom to come up to the bright outsides without them, see hints of the world I’d forgotten.

			Now they took me home, to my spire. The only place I could quite breathe. It was an old spiraling tower that must have once been part of some elaborate building, its other parts worn away by ruin or neglect. Its derelict solitude had a kind of majesty to it, a testament of what this city once had been. One of my first projects in Serenity had been poking around to learn why so many parts of the city looked like the dried bones of a cadaverous palace. Some towers reached up into the sky almost as high as the mountain crags, more storeys than I could count. The tales always varied: that this had been the domain of a witch who wove architecture out of thin air, that it had been his personal canvas before death took him, and most of the buildings served no purpose. That the high spires were designed for bird-souls, for flight rather than climbing, even though the night-streets were more popular homes now. One story that particularly enchanted me was that Serenity had been the last bastion of a time-blasted mortal empire, whose prowess of construction was so great that without its human members, the integrity of the structures couldn’t be reproduced over the centuries. What an impact that must be to make, so that no one could reimagine the shadow you left when you were gone, even as the outline of it was everywhere.

			It was also just a convenient space. It stood just under the mountain’s face, deep enough that the sun wouldn’t fall much through my windows while I slept, but not so deep to be in the night-streets. I could see almost the whole city from its height.

			The moon was hitting it now as I ascended, glossing the stone exterior pale silver. I swept in through the window, into the dilapidated apartments I kept tidy for myself. This probably used to be some priestly chamber; once-narrow windows were chipped wide enough for me to glide through. A small space, but clean, and mine. A door separated it from what had been the stairwell winding down the tower. Much of the stairs had crumbled away over time, and I had pushed apart many of the pieces that had remained. Couldn’t have random guests knocking on my door, and it also kept curious mortals from exploring.

			I shoved the thick curtain over the opening, then sank to the floor. I slid halfway under my bed, pulled out the box I hid there. You could count on one hand the number of people I actually knew, names that went to faces that I’d seen more than once. No wonder it shook me to have another one added; I needed to relax.

			But it bothered me.

			“Ari. What do you remember—anything?” That voice had drawn me out of my sleep. I’d been lying on the silver-laced examining table, arms bound, wondering how the metal could be so cold and still burn like that. The gaze taking me in then had been bladelike, incisive. Smiling. Eyes red as spots of disease.

			My response had been so eloquent. “Ari?”

			How satisfied that smile had become.

			It bothered me that a person could be so blank. It didn’t seem physically possible. Surely something else had to be tangled in the framework of my body and the years that had built it. I’d woken feeling that I existed, had already existed, only that none of the details were there. I’d died, they’d said. Died and been resurrected by the mercy of the dove spirit now sharing my soul. And I would never die again.

			Surely the person who’d died had to have been someone. But this was the next thing they’d told me. I had sold that person in exchange for blankness. All of my past self had been given to the merchant of amnesia, and I couldn’t remember why I would have wished that self away.

			The box was full of scraps. My theory was that some of them must have been letters. I’d simply found them under me, scattered in my room, one empty day under the new moon. There should be a logic piecing together where they’d come from, but that was also blank. Some of them could have been book pages, drawings. I couldn’t make out any sentences now, but the pages must have been mine. Only one word had any context, occurring at the edge of some of the scraps, as if written at the tops of letters. Ari.

			Someone knew my name.

			A force struck the door, making me jump. But it was soft, repeating itself: just a knock. Total shit hell. Only one asshole came and actually knocked at my door, thinking he was brilliant for it. Everyone else sent a message to my window or waited for me to appear elsewhere.

			I jammed the scraps and box back under the bed, replaced the layer of blankets, and went to the door.

			Sure enough, there the fucker was. Kadzuhikhan. One brow cocked, pipe between his lips, clouding his scent with tobacco.

			Half the point of my spire was that the moon-souls without wings—in other words, most of them—couldn’t be fucked to reach it, which resulted in a hell of a lot of privacy. But cat-souls, with their power to step through nether space and appear anywhere, had to cock that up. Always underfoot.

			I bowed. Kadzuhikhan was one of the city’s perpetual big brothers; I didn’t mind paying him a bit of respect. He looked the part. Moderate height but broad and stout, with impressive musculature, half on display through the bandages he kept wound around his midsection. Pale skin caught the moon, and the glow tingeing his pipe smoke gave him an air of ghostly majesty. He entered at my gesture, and then I saw it—he had his damn sword, Lightray. It brushed me as he passed, its silver plating throwing off a sting like hot coals. Explained the bandages around his hands.

			“Would you watch that thing? Damn. I don’t want to spend all day trying to sleep on burns.”

			His flat expression warmed. A bit. “Fear not, Your Delicacy. He’ll stay in his sheath like a good boy.” He puffed a bank of smoke out. “I saw you dive in, so decided to pop up.”

			I couldn’t restrain a sneer at the tobacco. Still hadn’t gotten used to smelling everything so acutely, but then, one never really did. Hence the pipe; deadened the nose somewhat. “I’ve got liquor.”

			He pointed as if I’d answered an unspoken question. “There’s a lad.”

			Pulling up the table, I armed us both with wine and waited for him to deliver whatever request or advice he’d brought. It was hard to read him. Plain, form-fitting gray garment that draped his back but left his broad chest exposed; bare feet; slight swish of a cat tail at his back. Like most moon-souls who lived mainly in Serenity, he maintained a constant half-shape—a hybrid body, benefiting from hints of animal on the foundation of human. It always struck me as surreal, and no less so now—somehow, the laws of the world had produced this scene. A cat and a dove, sitting down to drinks together, just like that.

			Kadzuhikhan sipped his liquor. I got tired of waiting. “Is this a de facto visit on behalf of his lordship?”

			He sucked long on the pipe, poured more wine. “Of course. But fuck him. Mostly I wanted to see if you were still kicking. His lordship’s business can wait.”

			Mm. Which may have been his way of saying, wanted to see if you were up for some cock? We’d fucked before, which probably should have been strange, considering how mentor-like he’d always been toward me. Protective, in a way. Managerial. But we were also both bored a lot, and he was a gorgeous, energetic lover. Only thing was, he preferred fresh, mortal bedmates. Unprepared—blushing and virginal, the kind who could be effectively described as “ravaged” when fucked. This may be what I knew best about him: he enjoyed the upper hand, even if he wasn’t violent in wielding it. One way or another, I had to remember that Kadzuhikhan was proudly identified with his trade. It had many polite names, but none of them got to the essence quite as well as “pimp.” He always seemed to treat his workers well, but it was hard to shake an uneasy feeling around him. I didn’t remember my mortal life, but it wasn’t hard to reassemble the wisdom that pimps tended to be bad news to those who worked for them.

			So no surprise that the possible invitation made something in me clench. I picked as noncommittal a response as I could, and shrugged. “Not much to kick. It’s all the same.”

			His silence was pointed. He knew. Because his immortality was demarcated by the same amnesiac void as mine, even if he’d had longer to fill the gaps with new memories. We both had nothing but Serenity to care about.

			“Let’s say—” he puffed again, purring “—a party.” By which he meant an orgy. Probably with a number of his workers earning their bread by serving as entertainers. “Tomorrow night. Mountains of fresh meat, just flushing in. Lots of firm, tight ass. Whatever poison you want to go with, and drinking.”

			Drinking. Not alcohol, but blood. Blood-donors, supplying the immortal orgy-goers within their bodies’ limits in exchange for a night they’d either never forget or never remember, depending on their choice. And they’d probably all be drinking spirits touched with silver colloid. Made for a nice toxic buzz that booze never brought me anymore.

			My mouth was dry. “Eh. Not in the mood.” At the raised eyebrow, I shrugged again. “I take it this is what Umber sent you for?”

			He didn’t even bother lying. “I would have asked you without the nod from him. You depress me, lying around up here. Act like you’re not actually dead anymore for a change.”

			Lord Umber. My employer and Kadzuhikhan’s business partner. Umber sold amnesia, gifting anyone who paid him with the bliss of oblivion. Then, those who gave up their memories usually became donors for Serenity’s crowd of blood-drinkers. Kadzuhikhan got all the blood donation he wanted and plenty of fresh, fit candidates to join his sex-selling business. I helped out by healing the blood-donors after they gave blood, as well as making sure the sex workers were in good health, and in return I got to not be bothered by everyone who Umber had his talons in. Which was probably everyone. I’d tried my best to avoid becoming dependent on the rush of blood-drink, the way it warped hunger. So far, I’d succeeded, and also fucked off for most of the rest of the dealings. But I’d figured sooner or later I’d be asked to earn my keep again.

			“I don’t lie around up here. I sleep. And then fly. Sleep and fly. It’s a system.” All right, there were gaps. Including much in the way of food—starvation was almost impossible for me now, but that didn’t mean my spare-eating afterlife style was pleasant. I could probably do with a little revelry, at least with blood and meat from actual non-human animals. Maybe a way to run off my libido. But the thought of another of Kadzuhikhan’s orgies struck me as surprisingly bleak. “Why’s this bash so important?”

			I could swear his claws protracted. “Fucking hell, you are fidgety. I’m asking you to drop your ‘sad bird in a cage’ act for one night because the sympathy pains are getting unbearable, and because it should be a hell of a night. But you just want to pick at the fine print. The fact that his lordship is hoping you’ll play host is mostly beside the point. So you do a little supernatural healing for a few blood-donors. It won’t be that much work, and I know you enjoy it.” He swabbed his face with one hand, his inestimable age actually showing through for a moment. “Look. Umber is a piece of shit who only thinks about himself. I get it. But this is what we’ve got.”

			He may as well have said, We both know there’s nothing to go back to.

			And he was right.

			I looked down into my cup, the empty reflection there. “Stop begging. I’ll go, if you want the company that badly.”

			His purr became more like a snicker. “Big heart.”

			Sourness crawled through my stomach. “Oh, you know me. An outright angel.”

			 

			I sought out the only person I knew who I could count on to have worse insomnia than me.

			Tamueji was not exactly a friend. She and I didn’t pal around, drink together, go places together. She was more like someone to talk with who seemed to expect very little. It was...nice.

			Finding her was the roll of a die. She was the Watcher of Shadows, maestro of espionage and the information trade in Serenity’s shadows; she might at times lurk through daylight hours in the bowels of the night-streets, where the sun dared not come. Or she could be poised on the mountain, as if surveying a vibrantly decaying kingdom. Hundreds of bird-souls—spies, informants, detectives—answered to her from over a dozen flocks, but she often appeared to be gathering her intel herself, as often as she seemed to sit in meditation on the world around her, plucking secrets from the brittle air.

			It was the diversion of an hour or so to come across her this time, her legs swinging over the edge of a chipped tower side. Tamueji’s crow wings were almost more purple than black, catching shades of blue and red in her feathers. Her short hair, collected demeanor, and impressive physique made her look like a cool goddess of the night wind. She nodded with a quirked grin as I descended, the most animated greeting I usually received from her.

			The sun had not yet set. She stood under a veil of shade, as if daring the light to touch her.

			I sat down nearby and she raised brows at me. “If it isn’t Ari. So the dead walketh again. Or in your case, flyeth.”

			I folded my owl-tinged wings around myself. “You are the second person in the last twelve hours to accuse me of acting like I’m still dead.”

			She lifted palms in gentle protest. “Accuse? Nay. Who the fuck am I to disparage being dead? My best friends are ghosts.”

			Heh. They would be.

			I had first crossed her path accidentally. Her role in the city did not require her to interact with me or Kadzuhikhan very often. She didn’t seem to make trade with the sex workers, or have any regular need to seek out a dove-soul healer. But I’d wandered to the gates to stare down at Ancestor Rock one night, and she had been there. Counting stones and gazing out at the stars.

			“What are you doing?” I had asked.

			Her shrug had been almost invisible. “Remembering.”

			Somehow that had stuck in me, gathering gravity. So she had things to remember. “May I ask what you’re remembering?”

			She’d flashed a cool grin. “I believe you just did.” The flex of her wings had been like the stretch before a yawn. “Remembering deaths.”

			“Oh.” That had such finality to it that it’d seemed like a close to what was barely a conversation. “Mind if I stay?”

			Her laugh was like a cat’s tongue. “No.”

			“All right.” I sniffed, waited a few minutes. “Will it bother you if I talk?”

			The laughter bubbled over. “No.”

			So it began. Some nights, some wayward evenings when I couldn’t sleep and would rather face the sun than my dreams, I’d find her roosting somewhere and would talk. Eventually, she began talking back.

			Tamueji’s non-judgmental presence taught me something. I craved friendship. My relationship with Kadzuhikhan was too complicated, too wrapped up with obligations and Umber and Kadzuhikhan’s strange brotherly authority. Tamueji was simpler. She only talked or listened. When she was done, she flew away.

			And she remembered things. I envied that. But she was not my friend. We weren’t that close.

			I wished someone was. I wished someone remembered me.

			The face of Hei, the boy I’d caught, flashed in my mind now as I came back to the present. “You said once you would count deaths. Whose deaths were they? The people who died trying to become immortal?”

			It may have been a step too far to ask. She didn’t always answer when I questioned her, but her silence was like a cowl of timeless patience. Not angry that I asked, but not lifting simply because of it. She would speak when she wished to. The Watcher of Shadows was like the eye of the city, scribing the business of the skies into Serenity’s memories. Perhaps the only way she could be at peace with such a flow of knowledge was to keep it submerged in silence.

			So I assumed she wouldn’t answer. It surprised me when her gaze tilted toward me, growing solemn. “Yes. The deaths of pilgrims. The deaths of amnesia-seekers. Traders, lost souls. The deaths that lead to every ghost that fills this city. Deaths I haven’t seen. Deaths I have.”

			Such a task made her seem godlike, omniscient. “Why?”

			Her silence fell again, cool and familiar, before parting once more. “Years are measured by the sun, yes? Seasons. Here, the sun means far less to us. And years pile up, too many to count. So I measure time by the deaths. Deaths are what give this city life. Ghosts move its gates, light up its walls. Living-again rule Serenity. Death may as well be birth.”

			She said this with a flicker of warmth, as if the concept amused her. But it did something else to me. It was shockingly touching to hear her call ghosts a form of life. To suggest that even my presence was something that made the city warmer.

			Then, without warning, she turned and sat facing me, wings draped at her side. “What would you be, if you weren’t a dove-soul? If you could have risen as something else?”

			Uh. I frowned, considered. “That’s a question. Hm.” I recalled Hei soaring to the earth, certain that he’d be caught. To feel certain of anything again. “Once I probably would have said cat-soul. The cat-step is a hard virtue not to envy. Being able to transport yourself anywhere instantly? Yes, please. Now, I don’t know. I like having wings.” I liked that I could catch Hei and give him his angel’s flight. “What about you?”

			Her eyes drifted, as if searching for her thoughts. “I would choose to be a ghost. It sounds grim, but stay with me. The trouble with being a ghost is that you start your afterlife with a curse—with a chain. But you can purify a curse. Most of the ghosts that control the gates are chained to it, but I think that’s only because they aren’t ready to let go of their curses. The pieces of life that still weigh on them. But once those chains are broken? No one is more free. A liberated ghost can go anywhere. See anyone, be anywhere. I would choose that over being a living-again any day.”

			Another of her subtly revealing bits of insight. “I didn’t realize coming back as a ghost was an option. All right. Do you think ghosts always remember their lives? They don’t have blood. Lord Umber can’t buy their memories. Maybe if one of us died again and became a ghost, we’d get our memories back.”

			Her expression was complex, half shrouded. “Maybe.”

			“I change my answer.” I cleared my throat. “If we’re going back in time and completely rewriting how our deaths went, I’d actually choose to not die. I must have been in the middle of a life. I want to at least know what it was.”

			She paused so long that I began to think again that this was the end of the conversation. Then, “Maybe your death spared you things that are better not to have faced.”

			Of course I’d considered that. “All right. Then I want to rewrite time so that I never gave up my memories. I don’t think I mind being living-again. But I want to know who I was. I have no idea why I would have sold them, but even without knowing, I regret it.”

			The phantasm of a smile traced across her lips. “Why? What do you think it would change to remember?”

			I had thought so much about this answer, and even now I had to stop and give it more time. “I think for something to be real to us, it has to matter to us. There are mountains on the other side of the world that may as well be dreams, because they don’t mean anything to me. They have no effect on my life, on my mind, on what I want. So as far as I am concerned, this is the only mountain that’s real. But if I remembered another mountain? If I remembered the life the mortal Ari lived? It would mean something to me. The place he lived would mean something. It would be real. If I remembered who I was, there would be a world that was real that I could go to. You said you wanted to be a ghost so you could be free, free as air. That’s the same reason I want to remember. The strongest wings in the world can’t take me to a place that isn’t real. It isn’t real because nothing in it still matters to me.”

			Tamueji did not look at me as I spoke. She chewed on the wind, as if counting its breaths like she counted deaths. When I was done, she steepled her hands in front of her. “Ah. But there’s something you’re not considering, Ari. Those mountains on the other side of the world are real to you, even if you don’t notice, because they do have an effect on you. Every mountain shapes the flow of weather across the earth. When snow hits us, the way it hits was partly decided by those mountains. And when people come to this city, to live or to die, their journey over the tundra was decided by the snow. And Serenity is decided by those who live and die here. Everything comes back to those mountains and their contribution to all that happens. They are definitely real.”

			Had she not seemed so casually interested in this, so relaxed in her seriousness, I would have thought she was mocking me. “I don’t understand.”

			She smirked and held up a fist. “You’re talking about rewriting time. So we have one story that’s already written, and we write a new version of it. They’re now two stories, with two Aris, and two Tamuejis. If I rewrite the story, I’m creating a new me. Since different things are happening to the two Tamuejis, the Tamueji in one version may want very different things than the other. What if the new me wants the old me to not have rewritten her?”

			I blinked trying to absorb this, shaking my head. “Wait. You’re just saying that we might regret our choices. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t make them.”

			“It’s more than that. When you make a choice, you’re not rewriting your story, just continuing to write it. That’s changing the future, not the past. If we could change the past, we’d be splitting ourselves in two. Maybe that’s all right, honestly? But you and I, we don’t remember who we were before we died. So we don’t know what those versions of us would regret, because we can’t feel it. They are the mountains on the other side of our world. They don’t seem real to us now, but they are. They decided a hundred things we don’t remember, like the mountains decide the weather, and we don’t know enough about them to know what writing a new version of them would do. Maybe the old Tamueji gave up everything to let me forget. A lot of people come to this city to forget.” She shrugged, gazing out over the bloodstain-colored sunset. “The versions of them they forgot are real even if we can’t see them. And those versions of them still made choices that matter.”

			I gaped, opening my mouth several times and closing it again before having the clarity to speak. “But... I would want to see those mountains, if I could. Why can’t I want to know the other me, on the other side of the world? Especially if there’s a chance he wanted to remember more than I do? I can’t be the only one who wonders if Umber took a little more than I actually wanted to sell. How can anyone be sure if the bargain was fully upheld, if we don’t remember the terms?”

			This appeared to trouble Tamueji. No. It wasn’t only her trouble I was feeling. The trouble was like weather, decided by things that were real but we couldn’t see, sprawling out between us and shaping the air we breathed. The trouble was the atmosphere of Serenity, at peace only because it also did not remember. This was the problem of everyone here who traded in memories, who accepted amnesia or asked for it by name. Only Umber knew all the versions of the story. Many people did recall parts of their lives, so he appeared to honor partial memory sales. But so many more had given up the past whole cloth. What if we hadn’t all always wanted that?

			It struck me like a blow. I wasn’t only lonely for friends. I was lonely for the other Ari. Sleeping on the other side of the world, being real whether I knew it or not. Maybe he wanted to stay asleep. Maybe he was desperate to wake up.

			I could have used a friend right now. Maybe, if I had the courage, I could ask Tamueji if we could be that for each other. Maybe I should.

			After a while, she stood, flexed her wings. “You, Ari, are a funny kid.”

			I chuckled in spite of myself. “Kid? I don’t think I’m that much younger than you.”

			“Child. I am over sixty.”

			I whistled. “Well, I can see why you’re arguing for staying the immortal version of yourself. You have an awfully strong back for someone in her sixties.”

			She patted her shoulder. “Stronger every day. I ought to go round up my crew, get the news. Take care, Ari.”

			Before she took off, I stepped forward. “Tamueji. Wait.”

			She paused with wings outstretched, brow raised.

			“If you ever want to talk about this version of you.” I gestured at her, at the snow-scented air. “Or about the deaths you remember...you can come find me for a change, if you want. I would be happy to listen.”

			The look of unvarnished surprise on her features was perhaps the most off-guard I’d ever seen her. In moments, it metamorphosed into a cool grin. “Perhaps I will.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The next day passed under the weight of a peaceful sleep, for once. This was the kind of oblivion I could get behind.

			But as usual, I woke before nightfall. And didn’t even wait for the sun to go down completely before I took off.

			I pulled on a black leotard, suitably ripped in the back to admit my wings. An assortment of lovers had told me the tears also showed off my back, which was apparently toned enough for that to be pleasurable. Flying was good exercise. My long wavy hair was tucked nicely into a firm knot, and then the pièce de résistance: a rough-cut diamond on a gold necklace, an old token from heaven knew who in my first months here.

			My hands were shaking as I clasped it. The thought kept ricocheting through my head: maybe I’ll meet someone. Someone who would actually remember me. Now that I was letting myself admit my loneliness, I felt strangely exposed, as if anyone could smell it on me.

			The air was cool under me as I flew, but my nerves didn’t die down. I hadn’t been amongst the reveling crowds for a while. Months. At one point, the din and heat and thirst had been unremarkable sensations. As common as wind or moonlight. But like being in quiet for hours after loud noise, the distance seemed to have sensitized me. So much that the ghost of a strange boy’s face, his smile streaking to the earth, haunted my malformed dreams.

			I wondered sometimes if that was why the sun hurt moon-souls so much. The dark of the Deep—the nether realm of death—was so profound that even after coming back from it, we could never truly adjust to such bright light again.

			The cusp of the night-streets greeted me within minutes like a discolored grin, giving off sparkling gas. It widened as I descended. The region was not anywhere near as dark or quiet as its name suggested. Patches of red, bronze, green, and blue spotted it, but there was something menacing about the winking colors. Like they were the shining scales of some beautiful but poisonous lizard. And heat swam up through the atmosphere, forcing me to course correct on the way down. Pockets of geothermal heat warmed the ground nearer the heart of the mountain, gave rise to hot springs and vaporous emissions. It was a jewelry box jungle, laved alternately in snow and steam. Serenity was surrounded by an icy waste, but the mountain rested above deep pockets of magma that lent the rock a pulse of life.

			No roads led into its depths. Stone walls and gates, half derelict, set the entire area apart from the rest of the city. So much of the city was a crash of mismatched sculptures, neighborhoods of buildings that had fallen into disarray and then been repurposed alongside newer structures, as if several cities had been built on top of each other, and their styles were not the same. We were a graveyard of cities, of legacies, and thus Serenity itself was as much a living-again as the moon-souls who dwelled in it. The city did not remember all the things it had once been. Our new realms were formed in the cracks of those old identities. The night-streets were not actually contiguous streets but an overlay of multiple past neighborhoods, and we simply hadn’t built roads between the different sectors the way a city full of mortals would have needed to.

			One had to jump, fly, or climb down the inward face to enter. I floated gracefully to the light-striped ground, the thick sounds and smells of booze and bodies and sex hitting me like a fist.

			Ah. Already felt like wading in sweat. This was Kadzuhikhan and Umber’s domain, all right.

			A small crowd was clumped around where I landed. Food-stalls and liquor vendors dotted the worn crossing paths, creating natural clusters of activity. Kadzuhikhan also took part in the trade of aliment, especially booze, and most of all the silver-spiked booze that moon-souls enjoyed. This would be a well-catered event.

			Mortal visitors—or regulars—clad in white or black cloth, tight enough to make their bodies look painted. A bevvy of them turned and hailed as my wings were folding around me, calling and dancing in unison. Drunk as hell no doubt. I hailed back, my instincts still in place. Had to give a show. All the partygoers seemed to love a dove-soul, or so Kadzuhikhan had always claimed. It didn’t seem to only be our gift for healing. Perhaps it was the plenitude of myths about birds of peace, being with wings of rock and beige, pouring tenderness on the world.

			Do you realize you’re their god of pleasure? Umber had once said. It would take nothing to act the part.

			Good thing nothing was what I had, but I didn’t want godhood. Even though I let the newcomers flock to me, pawing at my wings and laughing. Some of them looked barely older than I did. I whistled and sang, let them drape their drunken fantasies on me.

			Ah, the night-streets. The home of noise, furious trading, and an eternal celebration scene. I would hate to live here, but it was a hell of a place for a party.

			Kadzuhikhan shifted through the crowd, and somehow he’d parted their number with a youth on each arm, one man and one woman. “Well, look who the hell decided to crack open his coffin. Good to see you acting like there’s some blood in you.”

			I gifted him a rude gesture, pulling wet laughter from his wards. “Thanks. I don’t know if I’ll stay long.” A dim anxiety was already slithering through my guts. Like I might wear out fast. If his companions were his workers, then at least they seemed in good spirits and not to be suffering, though I knew how illusory that could be. “Where’s the best place to have some fun with people who aren’t completely drunk off their heads?”

			His smirk reflected the red glare from behind me. “Relax. No one’s asking you to abandon your honor. And the sun is barely setting. Give it a second or two if you’re that urgent.”

			I considered that, whether it was a better reason to just go home or take his advice and unclench. My back already hurt from the tension. Then he grinned down at the young woman in his arms, her dreamy eagerness. “Want to play with your winged prince here, my love? Wouldn’t want him to get lonely.”

			Her nod accompanied a cascade of giggles, and then she slid to me. I curved a wing over her by reflex. Hmph. I hadn’t asked for an escort. But Kadzuhikhan was waggling his fingers, cat’s tail and the limp boy it was spiraled around fading into the flow. Fucker. But she seemed a partygoer rather than a regular worker, and either way it would be good to keep a careful eye on her.

			The woman clung to my arm like it was driftwood. “You smell good.” Oh, god, how drunk was she?

			I did my best to approximate Kadzuhikhan’s sensual purr. “Well, good evening to you too. You know what else may smell good? Kebabs. I bet you could use something to nibble.”

			The giggles escalated. “Maybe you could too.” Her palms were warm, sliding up my arms, around my shoulders.

			The picture became clear: her arms bare, neck exposed. Hair pulled back. A golden chain around her throat, with three ruby-red crystal beads clinking on it. She was here to give blood and be shown a good time in exchange. Each bead represented a sip of blood she was offering up. After someone had taken a good swig, she would snap off a bead—or, given how drunk she was, the drinker would do the honors. If they weren’t an asshole, and Umber had hell in store for people he found breaking the rule. As drowning as it felt to be surrounded by so many warm bodies, there weren’t actually that many mortals in Serenity. If any of them died by blood loss, Umber would start collecting heads.

			My tummy rumbled slightly. Urgh. Such a strange practice; we weren’t exactly designed to drink human blood. Even with the spirit of a prey animal animating me, I tended to crave ordinary meat. Animal flesh. Some juicy beef or chicken livers. Mere blood, of any kind, was more like candy. But for these eager young mortals, smearing the night like heat-radiant fireflies, to offer up drops of themselves felt intimate, ritual. Like making sacrifices to their personal gods, taken by the living-again.

			As long as we took care and tended to our donors, it did them no harm; I may as well indulge her request. Could always heal her afterward. I leaned in with a playful grin, tapping one of the beads. “May I?”

			Her eyes widened. She was absolutely flying, but it seemed more from delight than intoxication. “You may.” One of her fingers hooked under a bead and snapped it off.

			I deferred to her to pick the spot—upper arm. A slice against my canine, and blood gelled into a bead as dark as those around her neck. I licked it from her, let her have the sensual experience she’d no doubt come for. No reason to hurry, or to try to drink my fill. None of the moon-souls here would need turn to the life fluid of living newcomers to sustain ourselves, and we couldn’t starve. Moon-souls who bit deep, who drew more than they needed for a taste, were all pieces of shit as far as I was concerned. But also not exactly uncommon.

			A few drops in and my head was already growing lighter. Mmm. The burn in my mouth and throat were like stronger echoes of alcohol, but drink didn’t blur my vision like this. So she’d been sucking down silvered booze. The toxic effect of the metal was the strongest drug for us, but would leave her unscathed. It hit me like a wave of nausea—I wanted the haze, that weary half-oblivion of mild silver poisoning.

			She was loopy, snickering and kissing my ear as I sipped. But it was enough. My virtue pulsed forth as I drank—the cut was already healing, and I wouldn’t make another.

			A pair of hands emerged through the sensations, suddenly separating me from my dance partner. I scowled up. Tamueji? She had pulled the eager young woman away, cradling her against a wing. Tamueji herself looked unnervingly calm and still, which was something I’d learned meant she was on alert.

			“Tamueji? What’s wrong?” I scanned the young woman who was now nuzzling Tamueji’s side. Glad the bead had already been removed, or she might have forgotten. But Tamueji didn’t seem focused on that.

			She gestured behind herself. “We need you over here—there’s been an accident.”

			My nod was mechanical, automatic. “What happened?”

			I was moving, being guided through the crowd. “Here.” She indicated a slope up from the edge of the street; orange and scarlet lights spilled down the side. “He just about got his belly ripped open. Time for you to pull your trick and put him back together.”

			A ring of figures lined the hill, which flatted out into an elevated sector. Silver poisoning made everything a little blurry. Winged silhouettes, staring eyes, and panther tails, bears pacing in and out of sight. The red glow of the lights seemed to thicken into actual blood, freshly scenting the air. Smelled like a good bit of it too. It took me a moment to determine the source.

			Another crow-soul was holding a body—no, not a body, or at least not a dead one. A young man. Bright slashes ran up his torso, bleeding through pads of cloth that were pressed into him. He was chattering weakly, softly, about how it was numbing. All the color seemed to have drained from his skin; a chain, empty of beads, hung at his throat.

			He smelled like damp, dying meat. It was like someone had doused me in cold water, the night’s fog of enchantment washing away.

			A few steps away, another young man stood, eyes wide, hands over his mouth. He was shaky, drops of dark fluid spattering his raiment. I couldn’t see a weapon, but the tracks suggested he’d caused the slashes. Behind him, a tall wolf-soul wearing a sword and a gray coat gripped him by the collar. She eyed me. “Little shits have been quarreling all evening. Didn’t think they’d actually draw blood.”

			Something squirmed in the shadows around us, settling into an array of humanoid shapes. “Never fear.” That voice. It pierced me through the silver haze. The voice of my earliest memories, of my barely formed nightmares. Lord Umber. The outline of wings showed his location, decorated with the glare of his crimson eyes. “Ari has come. All will be well.”

			Suddenly, the whole street felt like a stage. Faceless shadows had gathered here to see me fulfill my duty. I met Umber’s hollow stare for a moment, then nodded. I knelt down by the bleeding youth. “Give him to me.”

			The boy whimpered as he was slid into my lap. He kept mumbling. “Starting to get cold. I think it’s stopping. Shouldn’t have had so much to drink.”

			I peeled back the cloth, winced at the raw gashes. What the hell had he been cut with? My fingers played over them, pressing the tissue. Seeing ordinary mortal wounds, wounds that didn’t heal in moments, was always a little shocking when my own body bounced back so quickly. But this was what I was here for.

			My virtue. Just like the cat-souls and their cat-step, each beast had its own unique gift. The doves had the virtue of pitying, the power to heal. All I had to do was allow it to work, almost without thinking. The virtue rose up in me like full-moon light.

			“I’ve got you,” I breathed. Snow-shimmer bloomed from my fingertips, gracing his torn flesh. A sigh of apparent relief swung through him. I drew the touch over the length of the wounds, wet streaks coming away lit with white. “Don’t be scared.”

			In seconds, the wounds began to close.

			His entire body relaxed as if melting into me. The virtue-glow hummed in the air around us, painting the ground the creamy hue of my wings. The blood dried, and soon the tears were little more than scars, irate tissue softening and lightening under my touch.

			Maybe this was enough for me to keep coming. Maybe I’d done the wrong thing by keeping to myself. It was simply so hard to face this crowd and still feel so alone. But I had this role for a reason. I felt alone because I seemed to make no difference. I should have been like a village doctor, mending the ailing and improving their lives. Instead I felt like a mechanic. Patching up parts for them to senselessly get battered again, or dissipate into an insensate fog of joint amnesia. With all our yesterdays flowing away, we gradually lost the ability to feel each other mattering.

			“How many beads did he have?” My own voice felt distant, weary. I caressed his ribs, feeling the moon-glow sink through him, purging out the beginnings of infection.

			The wolf-soul sounded hoarse. “Four.”

			Shit. And he’d given all four worth; the extra blood loss might have killed him. The infusion of my virtue would replenish him soon enough, but he’d need help. “Water. And meat.”

			She didn’t ask for elaboration. In moments, hands were holding out bits of fat and poultry on sticks, bowls of partly eaten steak and rice, cups of water. I directed them to feed him, giving his body something to restore itself with. I could do the rest.

			He had enough strength for several bites before sleep pulled him under. But his heart kept a steady pace, and the aroma of death had left him.

			“Is he...going to live?” It was the man who’d taken the piece out of him in the first place. He all but shone with terror.

			I raised my head to nod—and Umber was staring at me. He’d drawn out of the shadow, eyes distinguished from the rest of the lights. The sight silenced me, filled me with cold. Lord Umber was called “the Dread Lord Umber” by most of those who kept to the upper streets, and his appearance reminded me of why. He looked like he’d been cut from living bone. Mountainous in height, his white face long and thin, framing that cadaverous gaze. Arch features, prominent nose and brow, a sweep of icy pale hair to match his bloodless white skin, body garbed in red and black. Two blood-donors stood by him. A young man and a young woman, thin and wan, faces misty with numbness.

			They had to have been memory sellers as well. Some people sold even new memories they made, being paid to constantly reset to a blank slate, feeding Umber ongoing loops of new vicarious experiences. I knew the aura that clung to them, practically all that clothed their half-nude limbs. They, like me, were drowning in the endlessness of amnesia. I hoped whatever reason they’d had for selling their pasts, it was worth it. But it was hard to imagine that anyone so blank was truly making an informed choice, and the choice not being produced from them like puppetry.

			“Well done, my boy.” His grin stretched for miles, tore open the darkness and replaced it with him. Something in his manner and tone imparted the feeling that he’d been watching closely as I worked and never looked away. As well as what was unsaid: Welcome back, Ari. My angel.

			Yes. Practically saintly.

			The wolf-soul angled her face to him, not quite meeting his attention. “I take the blame; my caution was relaxed.” She cuffed the aggressor with the side of her hand, pulling a yelp from him.

			“No.” Umber’s amusement practically fell on the ground, wound around my feet. “No, there is no need for blame. Come here, child.” His long fingers beckoned to the youth, seemed to pluck his will from him. He nodded, trembling. He looked like he was resigning himself to being eaten.

			How close to true that was.

			The wolf-soul bowed and backed away. From here, I could see the young man’s eyes widen. Umber yanked him close. A slim finger traced the line of his cheek. “You need not even remember this came to pass. Attend me.”

			The lord of crows sunk back into the shadows, the man locked in step. No, he need not remember. In a sense he didn’t have a choice—it would be easy to bully a “sale” from someone who was overcome with guilt for a brawl gone wrong. Umber would devour the substance of his mind, digesting it into whatever dark corridor in which he stored Serenity’s sins. In theory one would only receive amnesia if they asked, but Umber had always struck me eerily eager to overstep.

			I wanted desperately to not have come. To be asleep, to at least have the void back.

			The youth I’d healed was taken from me and the crowd began to diffuse back into its cloud of motion. After what felt like lifetimes, I pushed myself to my feet.

			My wings ached. The price of the silver poisoning was hitting me now. This had been a mistake.

			“My, my, my.” The words descended on me like rain. They drew a shiver down my back. “Looks like you’re the savior of all creatures great and small, not just strangers who fall from heaven.”

			I turned slowly, not quite believing. But there he was. Hei. A still spot in the din, mere paces away. Smiling knowingly. Like he’d been waiting for a chance to see me do exactly this all along.

			My abashed laugh seemed to be something he made happen, extracted from me. I couldn’t help it. “You should know that ‘savior’ is probably a misnomer, though.”

			He bit his bottom lip. “What’s in a name?”

			Another laugh. Damn. “Not much, honestly.”

			We looked at each other for a few moments. He looked...different. Less like some uncaring youth who’d run across the tundra. Swathed in a form-fitting black leotard and tight coat, the graceful lines of his body in relief. Silver poisoning rendered the ground unsteady, twisted my sensations in on each other. Yet Hei was solid. Clear.

			I glanced to my feet. “This is...what I meant. About running into each other.”

			“Right.” His voice was light. “You were afraid you’d only see me as a patient.”

			Or worse. That I would see him next as a blood-donor who’d sold his past, vacated of the person I’d met.

			“That tells me something.” His scent was suddenly close. Not a whiff of alcohol, no fumes, nothing like silver. No wonder he seemed so steady when everything else was off-kilter. Probably the only sober fucker in the whole quarter. “That I’m about to prove again what a thrill-seeker I am.”

			That brought my gaze up to his. He was leaning in, near enough to whisper so that I would hear and others wouldn’t.

			His mouth curved sweetly, pointedly. “I think I like you already.”

			Then those lips touched me, gracing the side of my cheek. It could barely be called contact, finished in less than a second. But it was damp, and hot, and boiled through all of my senses. My thoughts slowed to uselessness. He backed away, winking. With a gesture, he’d faded again into the crowd, the blur of bodies trammeling down his scent.

			Had I not held him in my arms, felt his weight, I could’ve believed he was a ghost. Maybe even the ghost of someone I had once known—or wanted to know.

			 

			I didn’t go home. Somehow, it seemed the escape was wasted. Hei had killed it. May as well scrape my thoughts back off the ground and see if any of them were worth salvaging.

			Tamueji found me as I lurked in a bar, knee deep in my drink. This was a little startling. I couldn’t recall her ever coming to me before, and she’d done so twice tonight. Had I ever seen her at one of Kadzuhikhan’s parties before? Had I felt less hollow, this might have seemed an encouraging overture of friendship.

			She sighed. “You look like dog’s shit. A sick dog’s shit. Eat something.”

			Her word choice brought a grimace to my lips. “After you.”

			A chuckle. “Here.” She deposited a sack next to my seat; it opened on a thin container, steaming with what looked and smelled like pork tossed in garlic and oil, some green onions, maybe a bit of offal.

			There was that tummy rumble again, and this was actual food, not some party-going rush of body fluid. “Did Umber tell you to look after me?”

			Her expression became amused but sad, and she folded her brawny arms across her chest. “Right. He’s nurturing that way.”

			I raised the cup, slid the container under my nose. “Point, match. Thanks. I was actually kind of famished.”

			“No telling.” A shake of her head, quiver of wings. “I’d say it was good to see you here amongst the living, Ari. But. You know. It’s not. Such as it is.”

			I nodded. That groove had been well worn recently; no need for her to explain. “Thanks. Again.”

			“Don’t thank me.” Tamueji ducked her head, and stepped back into a thermal wind, billowing up in flight.

			It was a little sad to see her go. I wouldn’t have minded the bit of company. But who really knew what kind of company would be satisfying in return to the Watcher of Shadows.

			I forced myself to eat. Objectively, it tasted good—it had to. Oily, rich, meaty, salty. But it felt like swallowing patches of greasy human skin. The torn flesh of that boy. Ugh. I paused until the image passed and ate some more.

			And wrestled with the alarm burning in my veins. It had pounded out all the silver by now. Something was wrong. I just didn’t know if it was inside me, outside me, or both.

			Hei. Was he...alive? Living-again? He smelled, looked, and felt mortal and human. And he also invaded my thoughts, had cracked open a chasm in me after two meetings of mere minutes each. An introduction, a laugh, a kiss. He seemed to stand out from the tide of faces, a shape that remained still in the mercury. I was thinking about him.

			I think I like you already.

			Maybe he was some kind of professional stalker Kadzuhikhan had trained. A new sexual oddity—a prey that hunted you. Maybe he’d been designed to peel off my skin, destroy the few barriers I’d been able to build between myself and the city. Maybe he was a witch, trying to bottle the contents of my heart for some arcane purpose.

			Maybe I kind of wanted to fuck him. Bend him over the windowsill in my room and not stop until I’d drawn out the deepest squeal of pleasure he had in him. Feel that boiling energy of his mouth, let his desire eclipse my numbness.

			I chewed on a disgusted groan. No. I was tired of looking to Serenity to make me feel again. It never seemed to work.

			What I needed was a way out of Serenity—a real way out. To untangle its overgrowth from inside of me, reclaim something of what a life could be.

			I went to find Kadzuhikhan.

			The “orgy” part of the revelry was reaching its blossom, it seemed. In the corners of the twilight-studded bars, out under the awnings, on the streetsides, everywhere was dotted with groups fucking. It had once been a shockingly gratifying sight. All those people smearing each other with pleasure.

			A pair of women pawed at each other, removing clothing while a somber-looking bear-soul ran her fingers tenderly through their hair. A cluster of nubile young men rolled on a padding of spared garments, lost in each other, stretches of gorgeous flesh on display. The wolf-soul from earlier was making her boy, the one I’d saved, beg while she swatted his round backside, and his eagerness for her command all but fumed off him. A small crowd of onlookers had joined to tease him, add to his obvious glee, praise his mistress’s firm hand.

			It had once looked like a feast of reality, evidence that I could exist, that there were people whose insides flushed with the same urges mine did. I’d felt surrounded and connected and proven real, once. But now I knew the different kinds of numbness they’d all go back to. That nights like these were the only stripes of reality that we were allowed to have here, stretching between planes of gray.

			Besides. Many of these partners were sex workers doing their jobs, and this bazaar of sexual wonder may be merely the end of a long shift for them. A part of me deeply resonated with that. Stimulation was indistinguishable from fatigue after a while.

			Kadzuhikhan’s scent came to me through the chaos—proof, probably, that I was fully sobered up. In an open hall shuddering with music, beer and spirits were passed around on trays. It was full of dancers, their shapes blending with multicolored strobes. I wasn’t even sure why I’d sought him out. Maybe simple math: he was the only person I knew enough to bother. And I couldn’t stand another night staring down my loneliness.

			His back was straight, dark, against the colors. I saw him leaning into someone under his arm as I approached. Talking to what was probably his latest claim. He didn’t seem to notice me coming near.

			When I was close enough, something odd struck me. More familiar smells. This picture was off, like something I was about to recognize as a dream.

			Hei was standing against the wall, grinning up at Kadzuhikhan.

			The sight all but knocked the wind out of me. I slid back a half step, barely aware of the motion. I was overcome by a swallowing need to not be seen.

			What the fuck had I been doing? I pushed my back to the wall, let the furl of my wings angle to shield the sides of my face. The crowd dutifully shifted to cover where I’d stood.

			I’d already been growing fascinated with Hei. Slowly spooling out my favorite possibilities of him, this strange boy with his exceptional calm. Imagining him coming for my heart. Just assumed he wanted me. As if he had kissed my mouth and not my cheek.

			It’d felt like that. The realization was like a bruise.

			The real explanation for his appearances, for his manner—the logical explanation—was far simpler. Thrill-seeker, remember? He was here for a good time, like the rest. Flirting with strange men, letting Kadzuhikhan manhandle him, gave him that thrill. And I’d all but expected him to...what? Follow me home? Ask me to marry him?

			The thick animal chaos around me became a wall of hard silence. The city was too big. I needed to go home. I needed...something.

			I dragged myself up to move. It felt like my wings had turned into lead.

			But something disturbed the smooth rhythm of the revelers. A shout. It seized my attention in spite of me.

			Hei’s voice clarified out of the sound. “I said off.”

			My breath caught. What?

			Kadzuhikhan’s laughter was chemical, something that could chip paint. “You did. And I planned to get you off. So stop writhing and—”

			The notes of a struggle rose, then were aborted with a thump. I pushed forward, trying to see them again through the bodies.

			Hei’s arms were poised over his head, clutched in Kadzuhikhan’s grip where it’d struck the wall. Kadzuhikhan’s other hand was ghosting over Hei’s chin, taking hold of his jaw. Hei’s face shone with rage. His leg vaulted up to shove Kadzuhikhan back, but the cat-soul was too nimble. He caught the limb in his free arm, chuckling softly. “Mm. You did not look like a piece that’d have much fight in him. I’m not unhappy to see that this first impression was wrong.”

			Hei surged forward against his grip, only to be slammed back. The way the impact winded him was visible.

			And no one but me seemed to notice. To respond at all as a moon-soul prepared to abuse a young mortal like his will meant nothing.

			Observations flashed to the surface of my mind. I’d noticed, but not understood. Hei’s arms were covered. His collar was high. Not a hint of skin showed anywhere but his face and hands.

			No beaded chain hung around his neck. He wasn’t a blood-donor. He hadn’t been drinking. He showed no signs of participating in the group play. He hadn’t even done more than kiss my cheek.

			Good time my ass. This was no mutual mind game with Kadzuhikhan. He was in danger.

			I moved without thought. I spread my wings at my sides, and the layers of dancers separating me from Hei scattered. In seconds, I’d pushed through. Before Kadzuhikhan had even looked up, I caught his forearm.

			Catlike eyes blinked at me, as if I’d materialized out of vapor. “Ari? Fuck. Your timing is terrible. Just wait for—”

			I levered my shoulder and struck him in the face. The force pushed him back a step, and his grasp broke. Behind me, I felt Hei slump back against the wall.

			Kadzuhikhan’s expression solidified into shock. After a moment, a bead of dark red crawled down his lip, where his fang must have cut him. He swiped at his mouth. “Dammit. What the hell got up your ass?”

			I kept my wings open wide like raised shields. “So this is your new recruitment approach—just bang people around until they stop kicking back?”

			His eyes narrowed for a moment before he released a guffaw, disbelief or disgust coloring the laughter. The revelers around us had begun to stop and take heed. Kadzuhikhan tucked broad hands under his arms. “Please, finish the joke. Tell me you’re not fucking serious, with all this outraged innocence and concern. Like you didn’t know what the fuck you were doing in this city.”

			Unsettling sensations were skittering through me; it was like my friend was changing in front of me, but not into cat-shape or anything else I’d seen. Into the person he must have been past the edges of my sight, past the moments in which he’d been kind to me, kissed me, held me while I shook. Past our shared emptiness. It had been easy to believe that everything was on the up and up. That this was business, and while predators abounded, Umber and Kadzuhikhan guarded against them even if for no higher reason than a businessman’s ethic. But my role as healer must have exposed me to little of what really went on.

			It’d always disturbed me that I would need to be on call to heal so many workers and clients that were being fairly treated. Blood donation shouldn’t weaken even a mortal body if it wasn’t taken to excess. But tonight had not been the first time I’d pulled someone back from death. Or the first time I’d felt like my job was to keep meat from spoiling. The logic of my limited memory told me that this was all the inevitable risk of business, but my intuition had never swallowed it with ease.

			Maybe if I remembered more, I would never have allowed it at all.

			“It’s what you’re doing that he asked you to stop.” I lifted my fists slowly. “Back off. You’ve had too much blood.” He didn’t seem off balance, but he never did. He could have been riding a silver high, or just the rawness of his hunger, and it’d all look the same from him.

			He snarled, hands coming free and knees bending. “No. Why don’t you go do your whimpering somewhere not in my way? I’ve had it with your shit, Ari. I don’t mind putting you in your fucking place.”

			The crowd had sunken into stillness, countless glassy eyes attuned to the violence arcing between me and Kadzuhikhan. I ran my gaze over him; the bandages had fallen around his wrists, hands whole and clean. And his sword was nowhere in sight. I could take him. Especially if he was fucked up on silver.

			My stance settled into one ready for battle. And I did not break eye contact. “I’m right here, then.”

			Fuck him. Fuck him and Umber and the mist, this whole twisted, blood-scented night. Fuck their underhanded reassurance, all the intoxication and confusion. How could I trust any of them? How could I even trust my own senses? Kadzuhikhan stood there, distinctly inhuman in his perfect lack of motion, as if we were sharpening our wills on each other.

			Just then, Hei did something else unexpected. The warmth of his fingers slid around my waist. And he held on to me, as if I were the only thing keeping him from being torn away. His breathing was slow and even.

			Something in me calmed. I didn’t care what it meant or how sane it made me. I slipped one hand down and took his. And squeezed.

			Intention rolled off Kadzuhikhan. But in the next second, the only movement that registered was of his eyes. Glinting down to catch where Hei’s fingers were grasped in mine.

			A syrupy smile dripped over his face. The quality of his glare became almost conspiratorial, approving. In the next instant, his posture relaxed.

			“All right.” He coughed up another laugh, this one heavy with amusement rather than disdain. “If you’re so dedicated, you can have this one. O passionate youth who will not be denied.”

			As if he’d pulled a string, that evoked a ripple of giggles and sneers from the onlookers. But already their attention was breaking away; the charge was fading. Kadzuhikhan winked slyly and shifted back, shadows overtaking him. The disappearance of his scent told me he had cat-stepped away.

			And Hei kept holding on to me.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			The scuffle had infused me with energy. My mental fog had cleared, the perfume of sweat and bodies sharp on the air. The space around me seemed more real, more intense. My heart pounded like a drum.

			I turned, using my wings to block the now thinning crowd from being able to look directly on Hei. I tried to make my voice as soft as possible. “Are you all right?”

			He didn’t look all right. His hand had not disentangled from mine. Gone was the serene, smiling boy I’d met on the Rock, the impossibly still being who’d come to me out of nowhere. So was the angry Hei who’d tried to defend himself. His expression was neither one of fear nor relief. Instead, he radiated a quiet sort of heartbreak. Watching me, lips parted. As if I’d just done something he’d long believed impossible. A faint tear track striped his cheek.

			Oh, god. It all came back. The desperation, the theories, the hollow of need in my chest. I was...falling for him. Or infatuated, or maybe just that desperately lonely. Maybe he was lonely too.

			He shook his head, shaking slightly. “Why did you do that?”

			I swallowed hard. “Well. The same reason I caught you, I suppose. I don’t actually believe it’s a good thing for people to be hurt.” My eyes flicked to the side. “I may be in the minority on that.”

			Hei seemed to be breathing heavily. “How did you know where to find me?”

			He’d gone from sunny and calm to raw, vulnerable, so quickly that I had no idea how to take it. “I didn’t. Coincidence. I know that guy.” I paused while struggling for something more meaningful to say. “He should not have done that to you.”

			I looked back to find his eyes, shimmering and wide. But he wasn’t crying any more than he had. He only stared, helplessly. As if this all meant more to him than I had the ability to see.

			The rush of clarity was starting to dull; maybe Hei’s reaction was just more confusing than I was equipped for. I coughed and, slowly, let go of his hand. “Is there somewhere I can escort you to? Somewhere you feel safe?”

			It seemed a ridiculous question now.

			Hei studied the hand I’d released, fingers slightly curled. He drew a deep breath. “No. But...can you stay with me for a while? Please?”

			A weight was settling in my belly, but it brought with it an alien warmth. I couldn’t decide whether it was welcome or not. “Of course. Let’s find some place quieter. I’ll keep an eye out for you, and you can relax.”

			So I led him away from the revelers, one wing stretched over him like a shade. It was the least I could do. The absolute fucking least.

			As we marked a path into the comforts of darkness, disgust and elation battled within me. The exhilaration lingered—but bitterness was discoloring all my thoughts. Hadn’t I delivered dozens of bright-eyed youths just like Hei to Kadzuhikhan, to Umber, to face exactly what Hei had—with no one to step in and help them? Hadn’t I peacefully drunk down my ignorance, all while Kadzuhikhan was doing this right over my shoulder? Surely, even with all the parts of the world that no longer seemed to matter to me, I had a responsibility to penetrate deception better than this.

			How had I let myself not see for so long that the only person in the city I considered a friend was a fucking rapist?

			Hei stayed close, as if afraid to step out from the cover of my wing. He had shone so brightly, with bravura and joy, when he’d jumped. I had only known him a day, if I could be said to know him at all. But seeing him so naked and frightened made my guts churn.

			I led him, slowly, to one of the darker back streets, where activity was practically nonexistent. It would probably be too difficult to take him higher up in the city for the moment, and he needed a spot to rest. And everyone would be drawn like insects to the drugged aurora of the revelry. We should be able to hide here for a while.

			Chunks of crystal glowed softly in fixtures along the street and buildings. No one else seemed around, but the lights would continue radiating their gentle rays. I’d never learned quite what made them glow, but it was welcome enough. The street wasn’t bright, but Hei should be able to see. I called it a “street,” but it was more like one of the old pieces of the city design that had fallen apart and mostly grown over with makeshift structures, a few repurposed buildings, and an array of open spaces dotted with glow-stones. Almost certainly not a market, but one of the quirky hideaway spots that some denizens made their homes. No one seemed to be about now, not even the odd wandering ghost one usually expected. One of the buildings, which looked like an old bathhouse, opened easily enough when I fiddled with the door. I gestured inward, and Hei followed without hesitation.

			Inside, the place was more like a bar, empty and dark except for cheerful pink stones glimmering around the windows. It looked clean, anyway. Probably this was a quiet little watering hole that may even be fairly frequented, but everyone seemed to be out enjoying the food stalls.

			Without speaking, Hei sat on a bench lined up against the wall. Though it may have been more accurate to say he drooped. Back bent, hands scrubbing over his face. Fatigue all but wafted off him like steam.

			No helpful words emerged from my mind. I paced back to what looked like the bar and peered around the side. There we were—various spirits and wines sat in decanters in the shelves, along with clear fluid that could be water. A sniff confirmed—I brought the flask over to him. “Thirsty? It’s plain water, nothing hard.”

			He frowned up at me for a few moments. The possibility hung heavily that he might start to cry, reveal more of that frightening vulnerability. But he simply accepted, swallowing deeply.

			I hugged myself, feeling a sudden chill. The urge arose to take him in my arms again, as if catching him during an entirely different kind of fall. But the implications of that seemed hazardous, charged. I had no right to touch him.

			He emptied the bottle and set it aside. “Thank you.” The words were faintly breathless. “I didn’t say that before. Thank you. For...saving me.”

			The urge grew stronger. I chewed my lip. “You don’t have to thank me.” Then a new urge bubbled up, a curious one. “You don’t have a blood-giver chain. Did you...?”

			He seemed to intuit my meaning. “No. I haven’t ever wanted to donate. I still don’t.” The emphasis on the last sentence felt like a warning. I nodded, perhaps a bit too vigorously.

			Silence fell over us like rainwater, pooling at our feet. I couldn’t deny it to myself anymore—I wanted these meetings with this mysterious youth to mean something. I wanted for him to be real in my head. I wanted a face in the river’s flow to mean something to me. I had no one else. Not Tamueji, not even Kadzuhikhan.

			I wanted to know why he’d come here, if not hunting forbidden thrills. I wanted to know something that mattered, see the outline of mountains shaping the wind.

			But what I asked, without thinking, was, “Do you have memories?”

			Hei blinked at me. He answered without wavering. “Yes. All of them. Except, well, the memories everyone loses. I know where I came from. Everything.”

			Everything. God, to have that back. “Well. If you want it to stay that way, I strongly advise you think twice about trying to make money off Lord Umber. It all looks like a fair trade on the surface, but I wouldn’t trust him.”

			Hei’s eyes narrowed. “Why? I know he sells amnesia. But I don’t even know how that works.”

			I sighed. “Do you know what a godhood is?”

			His nod was tentative, cautious. To be fair, it wasn’t a promising segue. Godhoods were rare moon-soul virtues. Unlike the cat-step or dove’s pitying, only a few moon-souls could use them. And if Umber’s was any indication, that was a very good thing.

			“He bears the drowning godhood. Can drink your memories straight out of your veins—sees right into you. And you lose whatever he sees.” I’d once tried to calculate how many times he may have drunk from me by the money I had, but it didn’t tell me much. Nothing had ever surfaced of my first exposure to him, what had led up to him taking it all, and he apparently did not guarantee recall of the transaction itself. “Most of the blood-givers who sell their memories want relief from pain, I think. Want something inside them killed. But it’s not worth it. Too much else dies with it. And here’s the thing—I’ve only been an amnesiac for two years, as far as I know, and I still have no way of being sure that he didn’t take more memory than I actually wanted to sell. How can you even measure that? Memories aren’t like water, so you can pour out a liter here, a liter there. So he might offer you a fortune, but my advice is to just stay away. You probably are better off knowing what your pain is.”

			I wondered what Tamueji would think of me saying that. I was standing in almost perfect opposition to her view. She had also had a much longer time to adjust to her emptiness.

			A hardness appeared in Hei’s eyes, in the line of his mouth. It restored some of the poise and calm he’d exhibited before. “Understood.” A pause. “Is there a way to undo it?”

			Somehow, that was always the first question everyone asked, despite the agreement that amnesia was worth buying. You’d think no one would even think to want it back. “Supposedly. Some older living-again used to say that drinking the blood back from the person who took it would restore the memories they drank, but I know from experience that sure as hell isn’t the case. A moon-soul being truly killed is meant to end their godhood, but who knows whether that would reverse anything. It doesn’t matter. Most people seem fairly happy giving the past up.” I almost added, I must just be hard to please. No need to dump my angst on him.

			I knelt down so we were eye to eye. His composure was definitely returning. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave him. After so long serving Umber, having openly warned someone away from him felt treacherous, but relieving. As if I’d finally taken a breath. It was good, after long last, to admit out loud how deeply I distrusted him, despite the story always having been that I had never been anything but a willing client.

			There was probably nothing I could do to help Hei. Not really. Let alone all those who I’d fed to the bowels of Serenity like beached fish, thinking my care enough to protect them. Even if I could ever get my identity back, would it matter? I’d spoiled too much of what was left.

			Hei slipped fluidly down to his knees, so that he was gazing up into my eyes. I balked, face heating, but shifting away felt like the wrong move. His breath tickled me; a second passed in which it felt like he’d frozen me, my attention held as if by magic. The smile had returned to his features, lighting them with an uncommon warmth. A rush of starlight and winter wind, of body heat and laughter, filled my mind. Of holding him and flying. He looked like that moment had felt. Like he’d been lightened too. The curve of his mouth was gentle, generous.

			Before I could think, he leaned in. And that curve touched my lips.

			My thoughts became vapor. His mouth parted, infusing me with an impossible heat. I melted; in moments, I had opened to him, taken his tongue, met it with my own. Of its own accord, my hand clasped his nape. God, his hair was so soft in my fingers. Touching his slender body, drinking in the eagerness of his kiss, made me tremble.

			I almost pushed away, defended myself from the intensity. But Hei ended the kiss as smoothly as he’d begun it, creating just a breath of space between us. We crouched on the floor in the cherry-pink lights, foreheads touching, me still cupping his neck.

			“That was a little presumptuous of me.” His voice glittered with hints of self-deprecating laughter.

			I wasn’t about to complain. But uncertainty spiraled in my gut. “I’m more worried about you being harmed, considering. Are you all right? After what happened with Kadzuhikhan? We don’t have to do anything—”

			“Shhh.” The hints became a chuckle. “I’m fine. If you are?”

			He sounded almost shy, despite having kissed me twice. “I just don’t want to...” To be part of that. The world that did this to people. That had betrayed me, emptied me out and turned me into this. “To hurt you.”

			Hei edged closer until his arms were slotted over my shoulders, lips pressing heat along my neck. “You won’t. I want you.”

			My heart felt like it’d come back to life as a bird too, fluttering rapidly in my rib cage. My cock was already stiffening, so swiftly that it was probably nudging Hei. I gulped. “Will you stand up?”

			He cooperated but remained against me, and my hands naturally slid down his back as we rose. Soon my arms were around him, bracing his elbow and the small of his back. He tilted into my chest, the pounding of his heart like a song. I whispered into his ear. “How do you want it? I have more experience with lovers who like roughness. But I can be as gentle as you like.”

			Hei’s head shook. “It doesn’t matter.” He squirmed, and it became plain that he was peeling his shirt off. It dropped, revealing an expanse of soft brown skin, kissed by the gem-light. Sleek patterns of muscle decorated his slim torso. Such elegant, beautiful arms. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen arms like that on anyone—tender, but firmly shaped, making pleasing ripples and curves as they moved.

			His fingers burrowed under the hem of my leotard, and in seconds we’d divested me of it. Our bare skin was touching almost everywhere it could. It felt like giving him my name again, exposing my need and my emptiness.

			Shaking, I dove in.

			My grip pulled him in maybe a touch too hard. But he seemed to reach for it, desire it. My lips closed on the skin of his neck, kneading rough attention into it. The bruises I might leave flashed through my head, and I remembered my own strength. Then Hei’s voice rose in a whimper—needy, unguarded—and it shredded my reservations.

			I plunged down to the waist of his trousers, fumbling with the buckle. Lapping up his body heat like blood, I ripped the belt open. A satisfying clatter followed. “Oops. Almost broke that. If I damage any of your clothes you can send me the bill.”

			He only chuckled.

			He felt good. All but completely naked against me, skin smooth and inviting, his delicate frame vibrating. The tips of his fingers stroked my back, hair, dotting me with pleasant cold. His breath flared with urgency.

			“Turn around.” My request rumbled like a growl.

			He obeyed, my hands all over him, positioning him so his hips fit against my groin. I had no intention of hiding my erection, instead making sure it was centered on his firm, round ass. Sweet fucking ripe peach.

			No teeth. I didn’t want even a suggestion that I might want his blood. Easy enough, because I didn’t, but it might have usually been exhilarating to nip him a little. Instead, I gently fisted one hand in his hair, holding just enough that his head was tilted up. A shivering gasp escaped his mouth. My tongue trailed down his neck, shoulders. And with my free hand, I slipped into his pants, peeling them down his thighs.

			A mirror would have been perfect just then. Hei, stripped bare-ass naked except for a band of rolled cloth, my fingers underneath to keep control of my motions. His hair in my grip, breath heavy and trembling. From my vantage, I traced an amazing flush down his cheeks and the hollow of his décolleté.

			I spoke so he’d feel the purr in my throat. “I want you too.”

			He arced, that pretty bottom rubbing harder on my cock. Fuck. That was just about perfect. He took hold of my hips behind him, used them for leverage as he ground his backside into me. He was practically mewling. “Please. Ari.” Gasps punctuated his speech, and honestly—hearing him say my name was delicious. “Please fuck me. Fuck my ass. I want you inside me.”

			Goddamn. He might as well have been grating my mind into ribbons, slowly reshaping it into a knot of desire. Fuck, fuck. “All right.” I had to control my breath, keep it even enough to speak. “I want to fuck you too. But I didn’t bring anything to...ease the way.”

			He tried to turn around, as if to face me, but the motion was relaxed enough that I accepted an impulse—seizing his neck like a puppy’s, reverting him back into position. Naked ass against me, the sweet curve of his spine just under where my mouth rested. He whimpered. “I—I...please. I’ll do anything.”

			Holy shit. Think, Ari. I couldn’t risk hurting him. Maybe we could get close. With quick efficiency, I opened and slid down my own leggings. The underpants followed suit, and I kicked both off, enjoying the rush of nudity.

			That first instant of unclothed contact was like dipping my senses in liquid sex. His ass was so smooth, tight, radiating so much heat. My sensitivity jumped, the suddenly throbbing flesh of my cock slipping into his cleft and finding purchase there. It took no time at all for a wet streak to form, my pre-come slicking between his buttocks. The feeling of my cock bare seemed to push him to the edge. He began whimpering more loudly, his body humming with tension.

			Fuck. I craved him so badly it was painful. I wanted to hear him squeal with delight. I wanted my whispers to leave a mark. “Hey. Hold still.”

			He did, though it was impossible to fully obey, as severely as he was shaking. But it was easy enough to spit a few times in my hand, then massage the saliva between my member and his cleft. Soon I was sliding back and forth with ease, and the flash of heat and quivering flesh told me I was grazing his asshole. Mm. Perfectly smooth. I wanted to bend him over, take a good look at that tight little ring. But then I’d have to stop fucking against him, and it didn’t seem worth it at the moment.

			“Will I see you again?” My voice didn’t seem recognizable to me, it was so low and thick with lust.

			Hei hesitated, maybe trying to think through his arousal. “If you want to. Ari. Please, I—I want to see you again.”

			A vibration rolled from my chest. “Good. Then we can save the penetration for later. For now, just follow my lead. No reason we can’t enjoy this as it is. All right?”

			His nod seemed almost desperate. But I began grinding on him with even more force. As I did, my slicked hand snaked around to cup his cock and balls. Ahh. The warmth and softness of his genitals, the way they were so completely surrounded by my palm and fingers—fuck yes. Except for his member, extending past my wrist. His cock was somehow elegant, slim but long. Impressively long. And the shape of his bulbous tip was incredibly satisfying. I just rubbed, front and back, as I mounted toward orgasm.

			I was going to make him come until he was breathless, and leave his cleft so wet he’d be dripping. God yes.

			“Bend over.” My words crawled over him before I realized I’d said them. But in time with my motions, he tipped forward. Bracing against the wall over the bench, one hand steadying him. I held him around his chest, my legs bracing us. I kept working his groin, having slicked his cock enough that my fist glided around it. And I fucked his hot cleft, reveling in how close I kept hitting to his hole. So fucking wet and ready and smooth—

			Hei gasped so intensely that it shocked me. The sound dissolved into a chain of moans, pleas, half-breaths. “Ari, Ari, please, oh, ahh—” In the next instant, his cock became almost too wet to hold. His semen all but burned, squelching between my fingers, down into his thighs. I fucked against his perineum, the come lubricating me even more. The sensation would eat me alive if I kept this up. It was so much, so strong—

			Tension wracked me, and I hurriedly took his earlobe in my mouth, sucked on it. He yelped. That threw me like a stone over the edge of my climax. Pleasure drowned me, turned everything white and clear.

			Then I was panting raggedly into his shoulder, saliva oozing down his neck from his ear. His come and mine soaked the place between his thighs and buttocks. Like I’d claimed it, covered it in me.

			Hei’s breaths bordered on sobs now, but he held on to me. Fingers wound with the hand that was on his chest.

			We didn’t need to separate right away. The force of the orgasm had cleansed my senses somehow, left everything feeling damp and gentle. Carefully, I guided him down, sat and maneuvered him into my lap. I was being presumptuous, too, it seemed—but it felt right. And his responses were relaxed, welcoming. I held him, enclosed in my embrace. Trying to ease the sense of vulnerability that was probably filling him.

			He rested his head on my chest. “Thank you.”

			I smiled into his hair. “Don’t think I was being too selfless, there. Was I too rough with you? Did you like it?”

			His sweat and come smelled good. He squirmed a little, turned to tuck more easily in my arms, and the scent surrounded me. “You’re sweet. I...very much liked it. Every second.”

			Sweet. Hm. May be the first time I’d been called that. At least in Serenity. I smirked, then drew my spattered hand to my mouth and began licking his come off. I didn’t always fancy this, especially not with so much at once—but the intensity of it all, the salty taste, made my head swirl pleasantly.

			Hei covered his face as if in embarrassment, laughing softly. “Oh, god. That’s...arousing.” He looked up again, the sunshine back in his smile.

			That was good to see. I watched him for a few moments. “Did you mean what you said? That you want to...meet again?” I couldn’t quite force myself to phrase it more nakedly than that. Do you really want me?

			His bright aura dimmed slightly, becoming more serious. The nod he gave was slow, deliberate. “Yes.”

			My breath was speeding up again. “All right. We should decide a time and place to meet, maybe?”

			Hei cast a gaze around the empty building. “What about here again? Especially if it’s usually this empty. Let’s say midnight, tomorrow night.”

			That was soon. I couldn’t restrain the grin that rose on my face. “Midnight it is, then. But I can think of a few more amusing places we could go, if you’re up for it.”

			He purred agreement. We began gathering up our clothes. This felt like a natural end to the encounter. He got up to put his trousers back on, and I snuck glances at the sinuous curve of his back while he moved. Those arms, the lines of his body, still struck me. I gulped, and followed one more impulse. “Why did you come here? If you’re willing to say.”

			He turned, mouth opening and then closing again. Consideration furled his brow, and he paused to pull his shirt on. Wow. Maybe I’d actually caught him off guard, for once. When he lifted his eyes to me, a wry expression lit them. “Maybe I’ll tell you, the next time we meet. Something to keep things interesting. Along with us fucking.”

			I took his hand and squeezed it. “Yes. That part, definitely, will be interesting.”

			But eagerness soared through me at the possibility of his answer.

			Why had he come here, if he had a life of his own? What was he running from?

			And would it give me any idea of what I had been running from myself?

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			I had no business being so excited to see Hei again.

			It seemed like a simple thing to treasure. Remembering the smell of his sweat. His self-conscious smiles, eagerness, ambiguity, and boldness. I never seemed able to shake the embarrassment at the intensity of my feelings, and in this case it felt especially juvenile of me. But it felt good for once to look forward to company.

			Until I tried to sleep, and the reality of it settled over me like dust. If he really had been hoping to find me last night, he’d risked much to do it. And while I’d helped him, it didn’t fundamentally change who I was. I was a creature of Serenity, no matter my intentions, and that I’d helped him didn’t make me safe for him.

			But I had taken a stand. One I would have to pay for. And maybe that would earn me something like restitution.

			It was shortly after midnight. I’d actually managed to pile up some sleep for once, and so naturally overslept. I flew to the agreed on spot; when the empty bar entered my sight, lit as if signaling that Hei was in wait, I descended. And it felt like my insides were full of stones. I was this attached already to someone I barely knew.

			Who are you, Hei?

			My tongue felt stuck to the roof of my mouth as I landed and nudged the door with one wing. The excitement at seeing him again was now wrapped around a belly-deep dread.

			The shadows moved, and I turned to catch Hei’s head lifting—he was crouched in the corner. This time, an ecru wrap draped his limbs over a pair of black trousers, and a pouch hung from one shoulder. He sat with arms around his knees, eyes wide and defenseless as they fell on me.

			“Ari.” He pronounced it just a little shakily, with a timid smile. “I—I was afraid you may not be coming.”

			Fuck. How long had I kept him waiting? I swallowed. “No. I promise I didn’t forget, but it’s no excuse. Can you forgive me?”

			A slight, abashed chuckle escaped his lips. He swept one hand over the back of his neck, looking down. “There’s no need. It’s fine.” When he met my eyes again, a faint flush colored his cheeks.

			My breath felt tight, caged in my chest. I wanted to touch him. Just make contact for now, run my fingers where his were. Over his nape, in his soft hair, watch his eyes flutter as I stroked him.

			He rose tentatively, fingers pawing at his belongings. “Ari, I didn’t mean—I can leave you be, if you need that. No commitment was intended.”

			“No.” I sighed. I’d had more than enough time alone. Stepping forward, I opened my hand. “I was looking forward to this. But we don’t have to do anything in particular. Is there anything you prefer doing?”

			The last bit seemed to draw a faint smile across his lips. It was happening again—the sudden awareness of Hei as strangely above all the detritus of this place, and yet shockingly vulnerable. Fear seemed to lurk in his eyes, one I wouldn’t have seen had I not already witnessed him at the height of emotion. I wondered what might have happened had I arrived any later. If I’d ever have seen him again.

			But he carefully took my hand.

			“I want you to show me the city.”

			His eyes were as wide and round as celebrant moons, as if he knew he was being a little wily and daring me not to find it adorable. What was it that gave him such magnetism?

			“I realize you only caught me jumping from a mountainside about a day ago,” he said, grinning so big his teeth shone. “But like I said—I’ve decided I like you. And as charming as it is to wander the ghost-haunted back streets of Serenity alone, I would love to have your dashing winged shoulders by my side. If you’re interested, I mean.”

			A smile crawled across my lips involuntarily, making me feel teenage and eager and unable to hide my jumpy emotions.

			“I think I made my interest clear last night.” A blush rose in my face; I was trying to be so cool, but I may have been more embarrassed about our bare-assed fucking than he was. I usually wanted my play partners to have a little more distance from me emotionally, because Serenity seemed to call for that. Very few people here were really friends. We were all too busy forgetting. “I should say though, it may be a little risky going about town if Kadzuhikhan is pissed at me. Avoiding another scene seems like a good plan.”

			Hei lifted one shoulder. “So take me somewhere we can avoid a scene.”

			A breath of laughter puffed from me. “I think a good word for you might be ornery.”

			Those wide eyes blinked, his face sweeping with performed, but rather precious, shock. “I do not know what you mean.”

			“All right. I am beginning to think you just want an excuse to be flown around.”

			“You sure figured me out quickly.” He tucked his arms in close and shut his eyes. “So fly me, my wind chauffeur.”

			Rascal.

			But I had no complaints. Once again, he felt so good in my arms. His body was warm, like a small live star radiating life force out into the crisp air. It frightened me how eagerly I leaned into his willingly offered touch. I barely knew Hei. We had no history together, no basis for sharing our time other than a chance encounter and a curious attraction. But he felt somehow like the mountains on the other side of the world Tamueji and I had talked about. Like his vibrantly pulsing energy was shaping the weather of my life, of my mind, and perhaps had been shaping it for a long time without me knowing it was real.

			Moon-souls like me were cold. It was an odd contradiction; we were called the living-again for a reason. We defied death, represented its opposite. But our rebirth grew from the Deep, the cold and sleepy world of ghosts and the dead. The Deep was black and quiet and peaceful as dreamless slumber, and some of its gentle cold lived in our bodies. The touch of every moon-soul I knew had a slight chill to it. We had enough vitality to withstand centuries of time, but lacked the intense heat that our fragile mortal kindred exuded.

			Hei thus felt so much more mortal, but so much more alive. The contrast made me realize everything Serenity was to me: constant, persistent, but ice-like and unfeeling. Hei was the opposite—fleeting, but shining like a flower in the sun.

			I missed this. Never as a dove-soul had I held a mortal lover in my arms and taken to the sky, feeling his warmth against my skin. But I missed it like it was something my bones remembered, an echo of something I’d never heard. Nostalgia for sensations that had to be new, but touched me like I was designed to receive them.

			As we flew, something occurred to me: I’d just thought of Hei as a lover.

			I settled for a midair market. These were airy parts of the city built on stilts, walkways, and squares supported by higher towers or ledged to the sides of the mountains. They were made for bird-souls, airborne ghosts, and other mobile cityfolk to access at will, even if no stairs led up to them. Perches lined the walkways just as benches might, creating vertical sub-tiers of sitting places over the suspended avenues. This midair market was on the edge of where the sun hit by midday, creating a space that would receive light without losing its sense of nest-like coziness. Stars glinted in the darkness on one side of the market; behind us, luminous stones dotted the mountain face, giving the feeling of us being enclosed between the velvet pages of a jeweled book.

			Hei found his footing quickly and stayed just under my wing. His delighted expression said he hadn’t seen a place like this in Serenity yet. The walkway boards gleamed like lacquer, and a flow of agile bird-souls—crow and dove—as well as schools of powdery ghosts shimmered by. It lent the place the atmosphere of somehow being underwater while high in the mountain air.

			“This is quite a view,” he breathed, rotating to take it all in.

			“Bird’s-eye view, to be specific.” I folded my wings against my back. Without warning, Hei reached out and tucked his hand in mine. He did this casually, as if it was the most natural thing in the world for us to hold hands. I gripped back almost by reflex, but there was nothing casual about it for me. My heart thudded in escalation.

			Had I ever been infatuated before? I had no memory of it, but like his warmth, it was nonetheless a sensation I recognized and missed. Infatuation was almost certainly what this was. Hei would very likely lose interest in me eventually, and pass on from this place like another ghost, taking his heat and vibrance with him. But it didn’t matter. The sun burned me a little each time I let it touch me. It was still better than an infinity of cold.

			“I don’t know about you,” he said, tugging me after him, “but I’m in the mood for a drink. Where’s a good spot here?”

			I sniffed out a pleasant little bar that was open to the flow of the market, a cozily lit place with a rock ceiling set with glowing stones. Small round tables sat under the rock clusters, creating the feeling of sitting in an enormous jewelry box. We ordered wine and an assortment of dishes, ranging from fried prawns to vinegared fish, fermented sea vegetables to crispy rice. Hei tucked in with impressive gusto, emptying his first bottle in minutes.

			“Mm.” He tapped at a plate while chewing. “I am surprised to find fish of this quality—or quantity—in a distant mountain city.”

			I looked out over the slope, where ice peeked from the other side. “The ocean isn’t far off, and consider. We’re a mountain full of bird-souls who can easily soar off and go fishing. That, and the different flocks bring all manner of food in from other lands. One way to have plums and strawberries in winter.”

			He poured himself more and filled my glass. “Is that what you usually spend your time doing, when you’re not healing people? Catching fish or fetching berries?”

			That provoked quite an amusing image, I had to admit. The wine was warming and clear, with the faintest metallic tang reminiscent of tea. “I am sorry to tell you that no, my day-to-day is neither quite so interesting nor so useful. I try to make sure pilgrims and thrill-seekers—such as yourself—are in good shape. No point selling your memories if the blood loss kills you. But there have been months go by that hardly needed me to raise a wing. My other duties include lying around, writing bad poetry, and bothering Tamueji.”

			His expression grew astonishingly still, as if I’d said something with unexpected significance. “Tamueji?”

			I waved a hand in front of my face. “Oh, she’s just another merchant who makes a killing in Serenity. Sells intelligence, though, not amnesia. I may have given you the impression that I am more important to this city than I really am, is my point.”

			“Ah.” A rosiness was rising in his cheeks. “But bad poetry, though. That sounds important, actually. I suppose the idea is that the other poets in Serenity all have something to compare themselves to, then.”

			I chuckled. “I never said I shared my bad poetry. You should probably get a little more in your stomach before you drink much more of that.”

			He glanced at the second bottle, half-empty. “I have a liver made of cast iron. Does it bother you that you can’t get drunk yourself?”

			“Ha. A little. Can’t drown anything in a bottle.” He was the one who looked uninhibited from drink already, but it was I who seemed so exposed. I still had the vague sense he could read my mind. “But I suppose not having much to remember, there aren’t many troubles to drown.”

			I knew as soon as I’d said it that it wasn’t convincing. But he didn’t question it. “I imagine that’s the appeal of selling your memories. Heavier purse, lighter troubles.”

			“Like I said... I think there’s too much you risk losing in the process, heavy purse or no.”

			“Right.” His brow rose. “So you’d take your troubles back, then?”

			There was almost an echo of Tamueji in his voice. I frowned. “Yes. It’s odd. As long as I’ve lived in this city, I’ve seen many people come here to shed memories they didn’t want. I suppose it’s always taken for granted that they must have a good reason for forgetting. But I would take my troubles back in an instant if it meant I got myself back too.”

			A wistfulness rose in my tone involuntarily, and once again his fixed gaze seemed to pervade through me. Maybe Tamueji had been right. Maybe I was blessed to be free of my past, and Hei would have longed for a freedom like that.

			But Hei exuded sympathy, as if he was reminded of something he wanted back. “I heard what you said earlier. I wouldn’t risk Umber cleaning me out of more than I bargained for either. But even then, aren’t you still yourself? Losing your memory doesn’t mean you stop being you.”

			“Doesn’t it?” I stared down into the rose-colored glass of my wine bottle. “Maybe the Ari I was believed totally different things than I do. What if he had a purpose I can’t remember? He might have had friends, family, lovers, all who mattered to him and informed everything he did. What are we, if we aren’t made up of those things? I have none of it left. Maybe I am still a real person, but I’m not the same person he was.”

			Two stories, two characters, two sides of the mountain. How could I say I was that person, when I had no idea what effect he’d had on me?

			Hei slid fingers across the table and, again with an unexpected gentleness, stroked the back of my hand. “I’m sorry, Ari. I didn’t mean to... I don’t know.”

			I turned up to his eyes, searching their black depths for a reflection of me. “I don’t mean to scare you. But if you’re here to forget something, I’m only asking you to be sure. Be sure it’s something you don’t want to be a part of you anymore.”

			His brow wrinkled, and for a moment the sympathy welling from him was more like sadness.

			“No,” he said. “I’m not here to forget. Definitely not that.”

			I nodded. Somehow, that relieved me more than it had any business doing. “Good.”

			“For the record, I would like to know the other Ari.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “But I like this one. I like this one a great deal.”

			Ornery indeed. “I hope I deserve that. Listen, when I said I wanted to avoid another scene with Kadzuhikhan...what I should have said was that I wanted you to feel sure you are safe. Because that matters much more to me. If I’m overstepping, I hope you tell me so. But if I can be of any help to you in this city, I will be.”

			Now his flush seemed more pronounced, more from emotion than drink. “You do deserve it.”

			“You might want to reserve judgment on that.”

			“Ari, you’ve been willing to be a friend to me since the moment you first saw me in this city. Do you know how scary it was to come here, knowing that I had no one waiting for me?”

			I didn’t have to imagine very hard. “You strike me as exceptionally brave. And not just because you leapt from a statue.”

			A wicked grin flamed into view. “I have people I remember, but it was still terrifying leaving them behind. You said something a moment ago, about who we are if not the parts of our lives that define us. It seems to me that losing the friends, family, and lovers might be the real tragedy there. I think I could take not remembering, as long as I still had people to belong to. I don’t think I could take losing love.”

			He returned attention to the food as the next course came. But I was still chewing on his words.

			Yes. I raised a glass to toast with him, but my mouth was so dry I could barely swallow.

			That was what I missed the most, without knowing what I missed. The people who had filled the other Ari’s life, if he had had anybody. And he must have had someone, for me to be found after my death. There must be someone who remembered the me I had been, somewhere in a world that was no longer real to me.

			The warmth of Hei’s touch was the ghost of warm weather, suffused with the love that had once been mine. That was what I wanted back. More than anything in the world.

			 

			Not everyone found Serenity as empty and lonely as I did. Hei’s observation shook something in me. When I thought of the people who seemed to find some happiness here, including in their amnesia, they all had one thing in common—they had others in their lives, or afterlives. They could never be really empty, because the people around them filled them back up. Maybe some folks here sold their lives over and over, but experienced a new meaningful life each time, never sensing the lack.

			I’d once asked Tamueji why she hadn’t sold off some of her many years of memory. Surely after so long as a crow-soul, she had some things even she no longer wished to remember.

			Her response had been the deepest laugh I’d ever heard from her. “My trade is in knowledge. Half a century of memory is worth a lot in my business, all by itself. You might be surprised how much a bad memory is worth to others. It comes with the territory. Some things I wish I’d never seen, but in seeing them I have knowledge that pays for itself ten times over. A city of amnesiacs can always use someone who remembers.”

			A simple answer, but also a somewhat sad one. As far as I could tell, Umber was one of the only living-again here that rivaled or exceeded Tamueji in age, and that wasn’t very good company. Unparalleled knowledge must be its own form of isolation, just as amnesia was for me.

			Tamueji waxed poetic at times about what she’d seen in the city. That since death was a form of birth here, like mortal birth it always connected you to someone. Being born meant, hopefully, having parents, maybe siblings. Dying and coming to Serenity led to a different kind of connection. Ghosts tended to form ecosystems of souls as they settled into local haunting patterns, shared fetters, common griefs. Some streets were nothing but effusive hives of vibrant ghosts, joining around their own ethereal brand of needs. A very haunted area of the city might be like a town unto itself, concerned with the ghostly politics of singing or object possession or storytelling instead of flesh-and-blood concerns like food and shelter. Ghost merchants gathered prominence in some nooks of Serenity, selling song lyrics or baubles that would be particularly interesting to haunt, in exchange for favors or fame.

			So too the moon-souls tended to find each other by our common animal spirits, creating flocks and packs and clowders. Flying moon-souls had to share airways, so naturally we ended up rubbing against each other. I knew very few dove-souls, but I also had a weird craving for both connection and privacy. I ached to get away from the invasive eye of Serenity and its sleepless commerce. I also wished I had anything resembling a community of my own.

			Strange, because community was as inevitable as death in Serenity, the two things that seemed always the same. A unifying force pervaded the cold streets, deeper and stronger than common animal spirits. It was the shared reality of the world we’d all come from, remembered or not. Just as mountains far away shaped the wind, some things we all seemed unable to forget, no matter how deeply Umber drank.

			I had done what many fresh amnesiacs did—looked for anyone who seemed like me. It moved me that we all shared this impulse, as if even in longing to forget, some piece of us was desperate to remember.

			Ari was an Ashaic name, and Serenity had Ashaic communities, just as it had many others. We had ghost language teachers, de facto neighborhoods filled with communal houses and busy air markets. Tamueji was an expert in trading knowledge, but not the only one, and knowledge was one of the first resources I sought out. Weren’t memories simply knowledge? From speech to history, knowledge seemed one of the most elemental ties between us.

			I was looking for a very specific form of knowledge: where I might have come from.

			One of my other not-quite-friends was Midouan. She was also Ashaic, and proudly identified as so. She ran an eatery in one of the sunside street markets, much more acquainted with the diurnal crowds because of her mortality. She was a round, large, and comely woman with a tranquil aura about her. She’d tie her black hair up with flowers and sit at her table, slicing sweet potatoes or boiling rice and chattering with her clientele—sleepy, tea-loving regulars that favored a slow and easy pace as much as she did.

			There was a time when I’d often roost by her service counter and while away the late evening hours in conversation with her as she made ready for the night rush and the next day. Having a stall that served both day and night crowds was a common method for shops up here, and I imagined it made for an interesting life.

			“Unfortunately I’m not sure where you’d start looking to trace your mortal origins,” Midouan had offered one night. I crouched behind her counter, having shaped my wings away to avoid getting feathers in her kitchen. She poured us both some milk tea and pulled out buckets of oysters for me to help her shuck, freshly brought in from the fishing flock’s haul. “Ashaic heritage doesn’t mean you lived in Ashaë. Just as Zangenjai folk have made home all over the world, so our people walk many lands. Or fly, in your case. I did happen to live in Ashaë, for a long time I think. But I know that from direct memory.”

			Her point wasn’t difficult to swallow, even if it hadn’t occurred to me immediately. Serenity had a diverse population, and likely no two people had had precisely the same journey here. I could tell from mere logic not everyone who looked like me—dark brown complexion, black hair, facial features that reminded me of my own—had to share a heritage with me, just as not all those who identified as Portian were white-skinned and blond. But it was nonetheless true that no one in Serenity appeared totally without a sense of connection to some piece of the outer world. Some of that must be because we weren’t all amnesiac. But one way or another, forgotten memory appeared to take up a great deal of space.

			“So you do remember some of your life before Serenity?”

			She paused, wiped her hands before sitting. “I must have asked for some memories to stay, because there they are, plain as day. I lived in a beautiful city. Óuglai, by the sea. It had a massive temple, filling the skyline. Silver decorated its outsides, so the sun off the sea and off the temple seemed to be talking to each other. What a sight to greet me every day. I think I might have been a cook there too, but that’s just a hunch.”

			Her face glowed with such fond peace as she recanted this, her distance from that life struck me as catastrophically tragic. “Any idea why you gave it up? I can’t figure why I would have wanted my reason for forgetting to be forgotten too.”

			Her lips twisted in amusement. “We may have forgotten in the ordinary way, you know. I recall something, but only feelings, not facts. That I had lost a great deal, and wanted to start again. Start again I certainly did, whatever else I accomplished. One thing I am certain of, though. I practiced Sabyoë then, as I do now.”

			That detail was so provocatively specific it almost felt like a clue to my search. I perked up from the oysters. “Your religion?”

			“Not a religion by everyone’s definition, but yes. Part of me will never forget it.”

			“I don’t understand. If you don’t have clear memories of what you used to believe, how do you know you followed Sabyoë?” I knew next to nothing about the mystical tradition myself, merely that some books had called it such.

			“Because it isn’t about beliefs. Don’t mistake me, there are certainly teachings of Sabyoë. But if everyone forgot those teachings, eventually someone would teach them again, because they flow from a truth anyone can see. We need merely pay attention.”

			I chuckled. “So it’s more like Sabyoë has observations?”

			Her smile was so bright it shone. “In a way that’s the point. Knowledge can be power, but knowledge also gets in the way. It comes down to this: as much as we may believe we live in our heads, we don’t. Life is experienced in the body, in the whole self and the actions we live, beyond our ideas and our beliefs. I learned that in my bones, and my bones did not forget. Sell my memory as I may, after a while my bones taught me the lesson again. The truth is happening now, and it has very little to do with what I know in my head.”

			I wanted to absorb this insight with quiet enjoyment, but it felt so startlingly relevant to my situation that I couldn’t help but feel a bit flattened. “Hm. I may be in trouble, then. What I’ve learned about myself is that I am very attached to my knowledge. Memory is knowledge, and I greatly want to find a way to get my memory back.”

			She picked up a shucked oyster, squinted, and tossed it into a pot. “Memory is more than knowledge, though.”

			I frowned. “How so?”

			Her shrug was eloquent. “I think memory is how your life has affected you. Knowledge is part of it, but think about how a familiar smell can make you feel, while you may not even recall why. Painful memories are like wounds—isn’t that why we sell them? But some of the mark of them is in our bones forever. Those marks will keep teaching us a lesson, whether we know it intellectually or not. Doesn’t it seem that way to you?”

			The mountains we couldn’t see. I set down my oyster bucket, chewing on her casual lyricism. “It does. Maybe that’s why I want them back.”

			She raised her cup to me. “It may be a touch selfish, but if you ever regain them, I hope to see you here again all the same. I like a bit of company before night rush, sometimes.”

			I clinked my cup to hers. “If I ever find a way to restore memory, do you think you’d want yours back?”

			Midouan appeared to consider for a few moments. “Honestly? I don’t know. Would have to decide when it happens.”

			Something was so wryly perfect about that, we both shook with laughter. A customer came to the counter, drawing her away, and I went back to my oysters.

			Now, her face swam across my mind. I may never get the chance to help her decide her answer.

			But her troubling insight curled through me, as if it’d waited for Hei to enter my life to reemerge.

			One thing was clear. I may not know who Hei was, or why I already felt so drawn to him. But he was affecting me, making a mark in my bones. That alone was filling me back up, even if I never grasped the lesson it represented. I was ready to feel full again.

			I asked Hei back to my home.

			The idea seemed to excite him. Showing me a packed bag, he said with a wink that he’d come prepared.

			The moon was waxing, but not yet gibbous. And for now, the shimmery sliver that showed from this point of the night-streets provided an atmospheric contrast to the chemical lights around us. I felt for a strong enough wind, and opened my arms to Hei. Without hesitating, he pressed himself to me. Under the shadows of the abandoned building, the streets were empty except for sounds. His body heat painting a trail across my consciousness. I took Hei gently into my arms—something that was beginning to feel very natural.

			He held so tightly as I flew, arms firm around my neck. When I glimpsed at his face, his eyes were open, taking in the swirl of Serenity under us. He didn’t seem afraid anymore. Maybe for him, like for me, riding the air reminded him that even the deepest places breathed.

			I gained my tower in minutes, scanning for signs of visitors—or intruders. I perched with care on the ledge that fed into my door. It allowed me to hold Hei in both arms and part the entrance panels with my wings, moving him securely inside before his feet touched the floor. Cool, linen-scented air wrapped me in familiarity. It was like waking up after a surreal dream to the sensations of my bed; I could almost believe my treacherous encounter with Kadzuhikhan might fade into the shadows.

			Hei seemed to hum with interest, gasping delicately as he took in my room. My home contained only about three rooms, separated by one creaky door and a heavy curtain. A firepit that I’d worked into a makeshift hearth rested under a chute that functioned as a chimney. Dusty bits of glow-stone lit the walls above and between the slim windows, with drapery I’d set up to conceal their lights.

			In the center of the room sat a cloth-shawled table with low cushions, and a step up onto a dais that led to the bed. It was a lumpy, shrouded affair, enclosed away from all windows and doors by space and shadows. Carpets adorned the stony floors, and the flash and drabble of my various paltry possessions were scattered here and there.

			“This looks so...comfortable.” Hei began running his fingertips along the walls, windowsills shaded by fabric, the glistening bead lights. He shifted his pouch and deposited it on the table. “How long have you lived here?”

			It was an innocent question, but my face was flaming nonetheless. Sometimes when Hei looked at me, it seemed like he wanted to open me up, devour me. I both feared and greatly desired that hunger in him. “Couldn’t be much more than a year. I found it a few months after I came here and cleaned it up. Most of the bird-souls either stay in the aeries, or find high places to take over. Well, this one is mine.”

			Before that, I’d been in Umber’s aerie, with his flocks of crow-souls. Those days were still an animal blur. Making my own home had almost been like recovering a memory, in a way. I felt more me. More defined.

			Hei drew closer, his posture tilting as if to open up to me, bare his collarbone and throat. I’d have found it flirtatious if not for how arcane his actions seemed, even now. “So you’ve only been here a few years? That is, since you died?”

			He asked this without flinching. So many mortals seemed unprepared for the reality that all moon-souls had already died once. “It runs together, honestly. Drink?” I gestured at the cabinet near the table. His eyes widened slightly, and I realized what it might sound like. “Tea, I mean. Or whatever you like. Trust me, I didn’t bring you here to ply you with wine.”

			That may have sounded a bit too guilty. Kadzuhikhan’s shadow seemed to loom over me, charging me with my own crimes of omission.

			But Hei’s interest flourished into wry amusement. “Tea is fine.”

			Preparing would give me time to settle my mind. But I nearly jumped out of my skin from anticipation when Hei’s presence encroached gently upon me.

			“Sorry, I...” He sounded amused. “Would you mind if I touched it?”

			My eyes widened, and then his meaning came through. One of my wings. I was so used to them being tucked behind me while I moved through my home, dragging on the ground in their familiar ways. I flexed one out slightly from where it was folded against my mid back. “I, uh, don’t mind.”

			Then the heat of his hand stroked against my feathers, running down the center. The wave of sensitivity it brought was...unexpected. It wasn’t unusual for the hands of lovers to touch my wings, with curiosity or desire. I even liked having the bases massaged, occasional biting of the tips during sex. But it’d been some time—and the careful way he brushed the ends was like a warm breath ghosting down my neck. I had to restrain a flinch for fear that he’d stop.

			Hei hummed to himself faintly. “Forgive me for asking, but how did you die?”

			I grinned. Going right for the jugular, eh? “Honestly, I couldn’t tell you, as I don’t remember. And no one’s ever told me.” I remained turned, a thrill pacing up my back as his fingertips did something I couldn’t describe. “I do know I’m not originally from here. Not that Serenity has many people actually born in the city. I think I must have had family from an Ashaic community. I like to think maybe my death had religious significance, but of course then I’d have to figure out exactly which religion I would have practiced. I can think of at least four traditions observed by the Ashaic community in Serenity alone.” Midouan’s face crossed my mind like a stripe of light. It was nice to think maybe I could have been a Sabyoë mystic, but my bones didn’t seem to have taught me what hers had. “For all I know I was run over by a cabbage cart. I find myself wondering what I believed, or what holidays I celebrated, or what my parents were like, more than how I died.”

			This was skirting perilously close to yet another precipice, but keeping everything from him would only slow my descent, not stop it. If he wanted to know how I’d come here, only one piece of that puzzle was available to me—Umber.

			The kettle whistled for my attention, snapping the bubble of tension that’d been ballooning round us. Hei’s hand withdrew, leaving an imprint of absence. I shrugged, turning sheepishly to silence the kettle. “Wouldn’t do to let the whole place burn down. Would you like to sit?”

			I poured the water over oolong leaves, letting the smoky darkness unfurl before dispensing it into cups. Hei accepted one with a nod. “I’m not from here either. Obviously. I grew up in Vermagna, capital of Portia. An orphan. I suppose I wonder about my birth parents too.”

			He said this as if it were also obvious, orphanhood as mundane a fact about him as his age. Maybe it was. Maybe it was for him like me and my amnesia. An almost physical dimension of his life, impossible to ignore but with nothing to be said about it. I settled my wings about me and sat on the cushion opposite him. “How long have you been staying in Serenity?”

			It was a calculated question, but seemed better than jumping right into “who are you and why are you here?” I kept my eyes down, glancing through the steam of my cup to see him considering.

			“For a while.” He breathed this out on a sigh, suggesting that his time here had been a burden. “A few weeks.” Then his eyes flicked up, lips twisting. “I did say I’d tell you why I was here. As much as I hate to disappoint, it’s a pretty ordinary reason. I’m looking for someone. Well, two people. And one of them...she’s been a challenge to locate.”

			I inhaled this eagerly, trying to take apart its meaning. Looking for someone. And he’d said she. A lover? A friend? Family?

			He didn’t question my silent reaction. A wry smile crossed his face, and he produced a smooth stone from under his shirt, hanging on a brass chain. “This is something I was given to help me find them. It’s blessed. Meant to shield me, I suppose.”

			I frowned. Somehow, the stone tangled itself in my senses on sight, as if it should mean something to me. It looked like no more than a polished river rock. “Has it helped?”

			He tossed one shoulder casually. “I think that question remains until after I find my people. If I do. This is a big city.”

			That it was. Sympathy careened through me, softening all my inner images of him. Unless he really was some mastermind of a liar, or a witch who was unwinding my mind, it seemed impossible that he could be anything other than another lost soul. At least he knew people were there to seek out. “I hope you find them.” This escaped me with force that shocked me, that I hadn’t known I possessed. “I hope you find both of them.”

			Find them and get the fuck out of here. Away from the slowly solidifying underworld of having nothing but lack. Like Hei had said, losing your loved ones was the real tragedy. Even if what swept them away was an amnesia of your own choosing.

			Your own choosing in theory, anyway.

			Horizons seemed to open up in his eyes, revealing the storm-filled distance of whatever story he wasn’t telling, of the path that had brought him here. His youthfulness emerged from his features all at once like strobe light, emphasizing how mortal and soft he was. This explained how he could hold such mystifying calm and such fragility at once, seeming to embody both—it was desperation. He was singular, small, lonely. And he had no choice but to keep looking.

			Hei dropped the pendant on his chest. And began to slip off his jacket, eyes trained on me.

			I licked my lips, an impulse shooting into view. “Wait.”

			His eyes widened. “Ah—did I—?”

			“No.” A quick shake of my head. “You did nothing wrong. It’s just...” My mouth was drying. “I would like to undress you. If you wish.”

			He didn’t move, fingers still tight on his jacket collar, except for the slightest parting of his lips. It was almost heady to watch. Especially when a hot blush swept over his face. Then his shoulders relaxed, hands falling to his sides, as if inviting me.

			I trembled as I stood up, my wings almost knocking over the kettle. My heart all but leapt through my skull. I really needed to calm the fuck down. “Er. Right.” I gestured at the wayward wing. “I better put these away if we’re going to. Well. Roll around on the bed.”

			Except I didn’t want to do it in front of him. Even moderate changes between half-shape, bird-shape, and human-shape could be gruesomely...physical. I’d about puked my guts out after each transformation for the first two weeks. It was easier now, but not something that would set the mood.

			His gaze hovered over me, leaving traces of heat. “Would it be strange to ask that you keep them? If it wouldn’t make everything too unwieldy.”

			A smirk rose to my face, and I squashed it. More of his love for the “angel” mystique? “As long as you don’t mind me staying on top the whole time, it’s no problem. I’m flexible, just awkward to be on my back with wings.”

			It was hard to keep my tone casual, light. But when he stood, breath attaining speed, everything open to me—fuck casual. I crossed to him in the time it took to discard my thoughts. He never broke eye contact. My palms feeling his shoulders, the lines of those gorgeous arms. I leaned in and ran my tongue along the slope of his neck.

			The rising hitch in his breath locked me in. Maybe I shouldn’t do this. Maybe I was falling too fast.

			God, his collarbones were so beautiful.

			The jacket slipped off easily. The thin shirt underneath would tear if I dared, but that seemed like too much of a liberty. I just wanted him naked. Quickly. As before, the sudden presence of his sleek, warm skin was almost shocking. As if I couldn’t quite catch up with the fact that I wasn’t just looking at him anymore, imagining pounding him into a mattress. He was here, under my hands, letting me peel off his outer layers.

			Pulling the shirt’s folds open, my touch grazed over the smooth stone. It struck me with a strange roughness, throbbing, as if I’d just run a fingertip over a hot coal. I squinted and touched it again.

			“It’s hot.” Or so cold that the two sensations were indistinguishable. “Like silver.”

			Hei’s wry smile wavered on apologetic. “I guess the blessing is real, then.”

			An object hallowed by a bear-soul—at least a bear-soul with a powerful enough virtue—could be dangerous to a moon-soul, a true sacred bane like silver or the sun. This stone seemed hallowed indeed, if a mere touch felt like a burn. But it wouldn’t harm me if I was careful. It might get in the way, but it seemed far too presumptuous to ask him to remove it. And he didn’t offer. Well, I’d fucked under stranger conditions. All that mattered now was that his chest and arms were uncovered, fabric sliding away like a memory.

			He clung to me, responding to the way I moved. If it’d been more practical, there may have been something pleasing about encircling him with my wings. Stripping him, piece by piece, for only my eyes to see. As it was, the cool air of my room was private enough. His arms were angled under the base of my wings, sending waves of electricity up to the tips. When he pawed at my shirt, I let him pull it off just as easily as I had his—thankfully, my clothing had to be ready to be slipped off over massive dove wings.

			With so much of our skin touching, it felt like my awareness of him expanded past my senses, surrounded me. Half my hand slid over his waist, just feeling the upper curve of his buttocks. The difference in our skin tones was eye-catching—my deep brown, his warm tan. His nipples were firm, tight, and brushed faintly against my abdomen as I shifted him. His pupils looked blown wide, another way he opened to me. He was trembling gently under my touch, which was strangely satisfying, endearing. It made me want to hold him, enclose him. The thrum of his heart was palpable against mine.

			Every line of his body said he was waiting for me, asking me to take initiative. Part of me wanted to let him wait a few moments longer, just to take in his eager, shaking exposure. Then, without transition, we were kissing. And I let it be rough, let my tongue probe him, let my lips bruise his. To suggest a taste of what I had to give, silently ask if he wanted more. The eagerness of his kiss back said he was more than ready.

			He didn’t seem displeased at all when I lifted him up, cradled him to my chest and continued to ravage his mouth.

			There had to be a way out of the labyrinth of Serenity’s legacy, the corridors of empty longing and loneliness. Even if it was only for him and his lost loves. It was probably too late for me. But I’d be damned if oblivion was all I had to show for my death.

			I dropped him on the side of the bed, drawing a shocked gasp from him. The flush ran down his neck, seemed to bloom above his waistline. He panted, already shiny with sweat, arms spread and legs curled up slightly. Now he seemed unable to look at me, eyes half closed as I examined him.

			Mm. There was a titillating thought. I kneeled over him, first pressing a softer trail of kisses to his collarbone. “Is this good? Is this what you want?” My voice was low, edged.

			He nodded swiftly, as if afraid I’d stop if he didn’t. I hovered closer, letting threads of my hair fall down and caress his skin. He remained still, letting my hands and eyes explore the naked expanses on display. This. This was what I needed. His responses were clarifying for me like a newly learned language—a flow was steadying between us. He’d tell me if I did something he didn’t like. Meanwhile, he leaned into my touch, all the ways I directed him. Carefully, I slid him to the edge of the bed and turned him onto his belly. His eyes widened a bit, looking back as if to ferret out my intent. But I only smiled, wordlessly getting him in position.

			Shoes off. Mm. Even his feet were attractive. Tender and brown like the rest of him, and I rubbed the arches before proceeding. With sharp, methodical motions, I opened his trousers and began yanking them off.

			His body tensed reflexively, and I pressed a hand to the small of his back to soothe him. It was just all coming off, his underpants sliding down practically of their own accord. Suddenly a completely naked Hei was kneeling on my bed, enflamed with some mix of embarrassment and arousal, eyes closed against my attention. Now that I could see him better, and we were in no danger of being interrupted, I wanted to take my time. The shapely curves of his backside were even better than his arms. Thighs slim but hard, a slender waist, rounded buttocks, with the faint flare of deeper color where his loins met. On impulse, I playfully slapped one buttock, firm but careful. He yelped minutely, then bit his lower lip. Mm. Fuck. That was good.

			I ran my tongue up his spine, from right above his ass to the center of his back. His breath set my time in hot, damp beats. I nipped gently then pulled away, rubbing his back. “All right. Just lie down there. Relax as much as you can.”

			He nodded, stretching out. Some of the tension visibly left his body, but he was still tight as a violin string. Prone, backside up, was just about the perfect position.

			I tucked a hand around each knee and maneuvered him so his legs spread. He took the cue and pushed toward me slightly, reorienting his legs. It felt like opening a clamshell, slowly uncovering his most private region. I’d fucked there already, come there, even if we hadn’t gone as far as we wanted. Now nothing was in the way.

			Quite literally. I had all but turned him upside down, his bare ass next to my face. This was amazing. He had a tight, trembling little hole that was delicately colored, offset by the other tones in his skin. Between the slick muscles of his buttocks, that spot looked like a jewel. A faint line shot from it down his perineum, smooth and prominent. His balls were tightened against his body, maybe with the intensity of being inspected like this. I could devour him right now, lick open his defenses and bring him to a high, squealing climax. Hei coming undone on my bed, naked and trembling, was a mental image I needed to save for the next time I was alone and horny. But for now, other plans had to come first.

			I pressed myself against his back, whispering a quick “You’re fucking beautiful” into his ear. Didn’t want him to feel anxious at my examinations. Then I was rolling him over, enjoying how pliant he was to my movements, like we were dancing. His eyes were closed, entire face bright with a flush. It honestly aroused the hell out of me, seeing his nostrils flare with each breath. His shuddering chest, pebbled nipples. The way he held himself still, remaining vulnerable to me.

			I found my place between his legs again, mouthing up his perineum. Gasps rose from him as if I were squeezing them out. I kissed up the center of his balls, licked the base of his cock. It was already glistening with an eager little bead at its tip.

			All right. One more impulse to indulge. I tasted that drop of pre-come, lips sucking around his head. His voice rose suddenly. “Ah! Ari! Wait, are you really—”

			Before he could finish, I rolled my lips over him, taking the full length of his erection right to the back of my throat. It couldn’t have been more than two seconds. Hei all but arched off the bed, one hand seizing my hair. He practically shouted, the series of cries sounding involuntary, naked, overwhelmed with pleasure. I sucked air, tightening the seal of my lips, and pulled back up to the end. One more plunge down, and Hei shuddered again.

			“Please!” He was acute with moaning. “Please, please stop, I—I might—”

			That close already? He was adorable. I pulled off immediately, a string of saliva stretching from his cock head. “Sorry. I was teasing, but don’t want to finish too soon.” But I kept touching his balls, rolling them gently in my fingers. “Tell me how you want it. I like to hear you say it.”

			Hei seemed to need a moment to catch his breath. It was amazing how fucked he already looked. Skin damp and glowing, eyes fluttering, pupils massive. His hair was messy, and his thighs vibrated under my touch. “I want—” He paused to gulp. Aww. “You to fuck me. Hard. And come inside me. Please.”

			That mowed down my thoughts, left me panting almost as hard as he was. Hearing it said out loud like that.

			Then he added, “I brought supplies.” All right, then. I grinned and padded off to find his bag.

			He didn’t seem to mind me looking through his things, but there wasn’t much to see. A few spools of cloth and string, interestingly, and some pouches that sloshed with liquid. And there—what looked like ceramic jars. I had expected petroleum jelly, but they appeared to hold some clear ointment. A vaguely mineral and exciting scent clouded it, the smell of friction and fucking.

			Was the cloth to bind him? I should ask if he wanted that, though I had my own restraints. I certainly wouldn’t mind tying him up while I fucked his pretty little round ass, if he liked that. I discarded the bag and its contents, taking the ointment back to the bed with me. “You really came prepared.”

			He squirmed at that as if embarrassed. Settling next to him with a chuckle, I dipped fingers into the ointment and quickly got to work applying it. Hei’s clenched hole was tight, hot, but it opened up easily around two moistened fingers. Hm. He seemed so tense, I had imagined it might take more to help him relax. But both fingers slid in, parting the sensitive band of flesh. His erratic breath rewarded me with quick stops and hitches, the sexual beat I was creating by exploring him.

			“You’re so ready.” I licked his earlobe, and he provided a sweet little sob in response. I introduced a third finger, pressing on his quivering ring until it admitted me. He didn’t seem to be an anal virgin, then, which was good. He would know how it felt already, and there’d be less risk of it hurting him more than he wanted.

			Several minutes passed of me playing around with his slick asshole, applying more ointment as I went. Soon, Hei began dissolving into whimpers, jerking at my probing fingers. Little wordless pleas to stop teasing him and get on with it. I could probably do this for hours, despite throbbing at the thought of going further.

			“Up you go. On your knees.” I guided him into place with one arm, rubbing a calming hand over his hips and backside. Here we were—Hei poised on his knees, that firm ass gleaming and open, leaning on the arm wrapped around him. What a fucking devastating sight. He didn’t urge me to hurry, though he might be halfway to orgasm by now. Just breathed, eyes closed again, waiting.

			I made quick work of my own trousers and underpants, joining him in his nakedness. I gathered him to my chest, my dick pressed bare to his cleft. It felt so much more sensitive without the barrier of fabric between it and him. I nipped his earlobe gently. “I want you to tell me the last time you came. Was it last night?”

			He didn’t answer for a moment, as if shocked that I’d ask. “No. I-it was before I came to meet you. I didn’t want this to be over too soon.”

			I chuckled into his hair. “Thoughtful boy. Well. We have all night. No need to hold back—I sure as hell wouldn’t kick you out.”

			That seemed to relax him, curiously. Desperation thrummed in him, something more desperate than the story he’d told suggested. As if his entire being were resting on what would befall him here in Serenity. I had no compass for the directions his desperation would take him.

			But I had a pretty good idea now about mine. At the moment, everything was narrowed down to getting my cock up his ass.

			I knew just how I wanted to hold him. With one hand I kept massaging his ring, keeping my own swollen head pushed against it. I wanted him to feel it, know how hard I was. Other arm bent over his chest, I angled in and guided my weight so my tip would press into the hot flesh.

			He took me in less easily than he had my fingers—and yet the penetration was almost instantaneous, like how I’d swallowed his cock. Hei’s pants escalated into keening, sharp and needy. Everything in me tuned toward those sounds, to the shifting borders between hunger and pain.

			It was only my head and maybe a few centimeters more inside him, but his hole felt surrounding, impossibly hot and soft. Hei’s breaths shook with an attempt at control, his body leaning into my embrace. The hand between our legs now freed, I snaked it through his hair. I tilted his head so his cheek was flush against my mouth, his profile carved out of firelight and sensations.

			I licked the spot under his ear. “Do you want...pain? It’s all right if you do. Just want to make sure I’m giving you what you want.”

			He gulped again, the motion somehow palpable, like a wave through his body. “I enjoy it for the most part, but it’s not the main appeal for me.” He paused for a heartbeat. “But rough-housing is fine. You don’t have to go easy on me.”

			Fuck. That just about made my eyes roll back in my head. In wordless assent, I tightened my grip in his hair and slid in.

			It seemed to happen without my will, the full length of me breaching his wet ring. Hei surged forward, fell back against my hold, voice high and uncontrolled. I might have worried that I was pushing him too hard if he hadn’t made his wishes so clear. God, he was tight. It seemed impossible for anything to be so tight, warm, damp, surrounding. I was completely submerged in him, all my nerves screaming Hei. The aroma of his sweat, his hair. His passionate cries. The way he fit so perfectly in my arms, lean and tender and firm and strong. I kept going almost without thought. Pounding his soft insides, hitting the same fiercely hot planes over and over. It was mesmeric, consuming.

			I loved this position so much. Hei had to tilt his weight onto his knees so he could ride my lap, and I took his hole from behind. A blur of needs, I felt my fingers touching his face. Finding his lips, penetrating them just as I had his ass. His sounds had become squeals, panted out in a furious rhythm with my thrusts. I probed his mouth, caught his tongue between my fingers and held it there. I honed in on how it squirmed, how sweet his heavy gasps were as I fucked his soft spot.

			It was too much, not enough, not ever enough. My own inchoate, desperate sounds joined the chorus, my scents and his indistinguishable. My body seemed to have become a whirlwind, moving of its own power—abruptly I was pushing Hei down into the bed, covering him. I overlaid him, so many points touching that we may have been molten substances melting together. It gave me a better angle to thrust into him, with more speed and fervor. I tried to control my movements, tried not to bruise him, but we were too tangled up now for it to feel any different.

			I fucked him like that, his lips and tongue wet on my fingers, breath suffusing my senses, for what felt like an endless stretch. Trying to find that spot, the balance between my edges and his, until I was ready to careen over the cliff. I forced myself to pause and extract myself, pull him messily around so that he was on his back. His eyes were glazed with sensation, panting as I rubbed our sweaty foreheads together.

			I penetrated him again, and his sharp mewl arced through me. I licked his mouth, touching tongues, until he calmed back to whimpers. “Is this good? Can you come like this?” My own voice had fallen apart, hardly recognizable.

			Hei nodded shakily.

			“I want you to. Just like this. Don’t hold back. And I want to see your face when you do.”

			His eyes widened slightly, but he nodded once more. Wrapping one hand around his cock, I fucked back into him.

			I was so close myself that for a second, a strange thought took over my mind—surely this wouldn’t work. This had become too intense, the physics too strange and fevered. Surely we’d just unravel, detonate into pools of hunger as we came. Surely there’d be nothing left of us.

			Then Hei’s eyes shot open, a bright, liquid emotion making them burn. His whimpers became yelps, a musical strain carrying him over the threshold. He tightened beyond belief, choking my cock, sucking me into him. The warmth became unbearable. For a string of moments, that damp heat and his face were all that existed. The flaming blush on his cheeks that was still somehow delicate, in spite of it all. He looked so intolerably raw, unguarded. Maybe that was it. It wasn’t that there’d be nothing left of him, but of me, as I sank into him.

			My orgasm practically threw me around the room, as powerful as it was. I closed my eyes, riding the crest of overwhelm. All I could do was shudder, gasp, and come myself empty.

			I slipped out of Hei slowly, trying to reorient myself to my body. He yipped briefly as we separated, my weight sliding next to him. We were a pile of arms and wings and damp hair, his frame still warm on my chest.

			When I opened my eyes, he was looking at my face. Exhausted, gleaming with sweat. A track of tears was running down his cheek.

			That frightened me. Not just that I may have been too rough after all, but all the other things it could mean. Silently, I caressed his face, wiping the tears away.

			But Hei was smiling. That same open, sunny expression that he’d first shown me.

			“That was perfect.” He sounded like he was confessing something that took a weight from his chest. He snuggled closer, head resting on my shoulder.

			I held him, smoothing down his hair, stroking his back. It was dangerous to think anything about this was perfect. Simply being near him was complicated in ways that scared me. I was falling, hard, in a way I could feel but not stop. And the more I learned about the city I lived in, the more I questioned whether it was safe to become attached to anyone who dwelled within its walls. But for this instant, it seemed impossible to argue with him. This was perfect.

			 

			We didn’t have all night after all. Hei drifted to sleep in my arms, and I had no heart to wake him. The stone around his neck hummed with warmth between us, occasionally brushing my skin. He trusted me enough to let his guard down this much, after knowing me for two and a half days. Whatever blessing he had, it had to be real in some way. And he believed in it enough to make a difference.

			I felt like I’d given something up to Hei, a piece of me that couldn’t be replaced. It wasn’t gone—just tied now with him. Maybe I was coming to trust him too.

			He woke after a few hours of peaceful dozing. The smile that lit his features was a blessing in itself. I had no memory of someone waking up to me like that.

			I offered him water to wash himself, which he accepted. I joined him, the night having left us easy with each other. Hei seemed in no hurry to cover himself again, even after he had rinsed off. He sat on the bed and watched me.

			After a while, he rose, picking up his clothes. “I should go for now, I think.”

			My eyes pricked. “You don’t have to. You’re welcome to stay here.”

			His downward facing smile now was shy, as if we hadn’t just fucked each other’s brains out. “I’d like to. But I have some errands, and they’ll be easier to do at night.” He bit his lower lip in that way of his. “Can we meet again? Same time, same place?”

			I agreed without thought, then ferried him to the ground. This feeling still scared me. The strange devotion it implied to this young man I barely knew. But I had finally made a choice, picked a direction in the mist of my life. It felt good to simply keep moving in it.

			He’d made a valid point. The remainder of the night beckoned—I had my own errand. It swung through my mind like a chain. This was something I couldn’t avoid. I’d defied Kadzuhikhan, and he was not a forgiving adversary. Even if he were, Umber would hear of the way I’d stood up for Hei.

			I had to find out exactly how wide the line I’d drawn went. And make sure it didn’t end up blurred in the sand.

			Kadzuhikhan wasn’t hard to find. He hadn’t come to me, to explain or fight or apologize. But the devious look he’d given me fluttered around my head like a hallucination, promising menace.

			He stood on the top of a perch often used by Umber. The wide roof made for a fantastic view of the night-streets, in all their gem-studded splendor. Its slopes shaded the chamber beneath it, surrounded with open windows and miniature spires that gave the structure a chapel-like air. Kadzuhikhan could access the roof as easily as any bird-soul, and he stood with feline grace, away from me, as I descended.

			He pivoted with a knowing grin, as if he’d been waiting for me. “Well, well. Lover boy has decided to show his wingspan in my presence. Must have been a good night last night.”

			Bile rose in my throat at the memory of him pinning Hei to the wall, the anger and fear on Hei’s face. “Not that you had any part in that.”

			His chuckle was earthy, casual. He strode toward me, tail twitching. “Are we remembering the same night? I did you a fucking favor with that kid. I will say, you actually had me there for a minute. But it was smart. Little fuck’s going to be eating out of your hand. His big bad protector.”

			I’d entertained doubts about what I’d seen. Maybe Kadzuhikhan wasn’t as bad as it’d appeared. Maybe he didn’t normally act that way. But his words all but sung with the truth. He saw this entire incident as a matter of conquest. I drew three breaths. “So I wasn’t overreacting. You were going to chew him up and swallow him if I hadn’t stepped in.”

			Kadzuhikhan’s left brow shot up, resulting in an exaggeratedly puzzled expression. “How much fucking blood did you drink? Yes, I was going to ‘swallow’ him—his come, that is, after showing him exactly why he actually wanted to take me up on my offer. I wasn’t going to hurt the stupid kid. Do you think we don’t want these hungry mortal pieces of ass coming back?”

			Coming back? Holy shit. The detachment from reality was surreal. Had he always thought this way? I stepped closer, my gorge rising. “I don’t suppose the words ‘no’ and ‘I said stop’ penetrated your skull at any point? Does that mean anything to you?”

			His head shook vigorously, laughing with disbelief, as if he had to absorb a shock. “Ari. Did your memories get sapped, what, yesterday? Fresh stock needing to be persuaded is normal. They thank you for it later, and I will not listen to you pretend that you don’t know that. Fuck. Are you trying to convince me that you just don’t recall all the doe-eyed young men you’ve rolled in the hay with?” His tail swaying, he began to circle me slowly. The gleam of moonlight at his side caught my eye—he had Lightray with him. Damn. Maybe hadn’t considered this carefully enough.

			His words burned like silver. I did recall. Men as young as Hei, some fresh and wild, eager for sensation, some desperate with lack of self. What had driven me almost to numbness was not merely their need, their lust, their innocence and yearning, but the endless flow of them. New hearts, new bright eyes, flushed into Serenity with every moon. New blood-givers, more people for Kadzuhikhan to take advantage of with the promise of safe work. I’d joined with them because I was empty too. I was looking for warmth too. But I had never seen it the way he did. I had believed in Kadzuhikhan’s message at the time that this was all consensual, that we were all simply having a good time. A message he was mocking now, as if all those nights of him holding and reassuring me had been part of a bizarre game. As if I’d been intended to see it for the deception it was. Maybe to him, it hadn’t been conscious deception. Maybe he and Umber both simply didn’t know how to view other peoples’ wills as mattering. We were all mountains they couldn’t see.

			It was staggering to consider how easy my amnesia made me to manipulate. That insight was cold consolation.

			“No. I remember. But no more.”

			Kadzuhikhan wasn’t reaching for his sword, but his nails had sharpened into claws. He frowned. “What exactly do you think you’re saying?”

			I had no chance to answer. A clawing sound tore the air from behind me, as if something were scaling the tower. I flinched away, caught the shape of black talons heaving over the side of the rooftop. The angle of the lights shadowed the mass, making it appear as if an avatar of the shadows was rising up from the stone. In moments, it congealed into a winged form perched on the edge.

			And from within it, scathing carbuncle eyes glared forth. They slew my breath in my chest.

			Umber’s voice, deep and cool, emerged from his silhouette. “If you were holding this conversation with the hope that it would be private, I’m afraid I’ll have to disillusion you.” Even to my eyes, his face was unclear—but the intimation of a grin colored his voice.

			Kadzuhikhan, at the corner of my eye, bowed fractionally. “Nothing to keep private. Ari shat all his brains out, apparently, and is spewing nonsense in my face. I’m about to bat him around the ear.”

			Tension flooded me, and I adjusted to keep Kadzuhikhan in my sight. I could escape him through flight, if needed. I hadn’t considered that he might hunt me if this came to blows. That he could be my enemy, truly, still felt alien in my mind—even after all I had seen. But one way or the other, I couldn’t take him in a direct match while he was armed.

			Certainly not if Umber decided to lend a hand to my subdual.

			“You will do no such thing.” Umber’s words rode on a hiss, but the tone of amusement had not left them. He stepped carefully into the moonlight. His pale, gaunt features held an ambiguous mix of delight and disdain. An expression I’d seen too many times to count. And that red gaze was fixed on me. “Let’s hear more of Ari’s nonsense, then.”

			Fear was climbing through me, scattering the order of my thoughts. I was too used to thinking of these people as my family, even as it became clear they were a cruel family. But as I stood down Kadzuhikhan’s fury and Umber’s morbid intention, all my new determination felt empty.

			But I couldn’t give it up. I clenched my jaw. “I’m not working for you anymore.”

			Kadzuhikhan said nothing. If this surprised Umber, or displeased him, he gave no visible sign. Instead, he tilted his head, one finger at his chin as if thinking. “Mmm. Then my hope that last night meant you’d relocated your spirit was in vain. Ah, well. It’s a pity, indeed.”

			Neutrality from him had to be concealing something. “You don’t care?”

			The lightness of his expression hardened. “My dear boy, of course I care. After all, how may I protect and guide you, should you no longer be under my wing?” His right wing fluttered briefly, as if for emphasis.

			The implied threat took a full second to slide through me. Defy his wishes, and be left a nobody, stripped of the subtle charm that wafted around those who served him. I had no real idea of what life would be like here as any creature but his. But that was far from the worst he could promise. And I had already known that a price would be paid. So time to pay it.

			I gulped. “Suppose we’ll just have to find out, won’t we?”

			Kadzuhikhan snarled with sudden ferocity. Before I could so much as flinch, he materialized with his hands on my arms, as if the air had become him, streaked with ice-cold shadows. His cat-step left his eyes and outlines briefly flaring with amber, giving him the likeness of a demon. I pushed back instinctively, but his fingers ground into my forearm. “Here’s what we’ll find out—how durable your fucking attitude proves to be when I’m tearing it out of you with my sword. Ungrateful piece of dried-out shit, making high moral demands like you have the faintest clue—”

			I let myself drop, pushing my legs down to snare his ankles. It was a blur of muscle memory, trained reaction—the abruptness of his attack shook me empty of thought. His blade wasn’t in hand, and he’d apparently not considered his foothold, because he slipped back enough that he had to release me momentarily to right myself. In that moment, I leapt back, using the air current to gather speed. Let my head stay empty. Oh, god, if I started thinking—there’d been no way to prepare. Kadzuhikhan actually threatening to kill me. I should have known, should have seen—

			Kadzuhikhan bared damp fangs, vapor limning them like steam. His grip went to his scabbard—and Umber stepped forward, placed one firm hand on his arm.

			The chill and scarlet of his gaze was on Kadzuhikhan now, relieving me of its weight. “Have you taken leave of your senses? I commanded you to restrain yourself. Ari is mine, and I will hear him, nonsense or no.”

			Mine. As though it was meant kindly, like I might like to hear it. Each syllable that passed between them was a hammer blow to the weak foundations of my self.

			Who were these people?

			Kadzuhikhan looked like he wanted to spit. “I put my fucking back into sheltering your miserable fucking fledgling. And he’s going to heft that self-righteous bullshit and tell me to be nicer. Fuck you, Umber. I didn’t have to help you drag him—”

			A blur of motion aborted his protest, tore lines of black across him. Flashing, fragrant red followed, wrenching a cry from him. They’d been talons—shaped in an instant, drawn across his face so quickly it was like a spell. Kadzuhikhan grabbed his face, crouched back as Umber buffeted him forward.

			“Listen to me.” The heatless severity of his voice felt surreal, like it was invading my mind. He wound bloody talons in Kadzuhikhan’s collar, pulled him up. The wounds were already healing, but rage illuminated Kadzuhikhan’s brow. “What you have to do is obey me. Nothing more. You’ll reserve your outrage for those I deem fit to receive it. You’ll restrain your mighty sword arm until I tell you to move it. Without me, you’d be as lost and addled as poor Ari here, and no mistake.” The twist of his attention to me was knifelike. “You have given everything to me, and I have deigned to value your freedom all the same. Nonetheless, partner, when it comes to my servants, my birds, you will heed my will without question. Are you quite capable of understanding that?”

			There was no question that he meant both of us. But neither Kadzuhikhan nor I answered. Kadzuhikhan had risen to his full height, glaring defiantly into Umber’s malice, but not resisting. I sucked in breaths that suddenly felt barbed, shredding my insides. Of course, even those who didn’t formally work under Umber were tied to him. The merchant of amnesia with the drowning godhood—he was the one who shaped the new story of Serenity. Even Kadzuhikhan’s business depended on him. I was only beginning to scent on the air the extent of Umber’s influence.

			Umber’s stiff posture softened after a moment, with a puff of almost-laughter. “Ah, my loyal cat. How I’ve bruised you. Forgive my outburst.” He swept a human fingertip over the sealing line his talon had drawn, slow with ghastly affection. Kadzuhikhan remained still.

			I could fly. Umber could follow, but to gain advantage, he’d have to summon his flock first. And I might be able to out-fly them. Even the cat-step wouldn’t be much of an edge against air travel. Possibilities spiraled across the background of my mind, hoping I could—

			—what? Survive? With less than I’d started with. With no one, and an angry crow flock at my back. And with Hei left behind.

			Umber’s head was shaking, as if with sad pity. “Tell me, Ari. How should we answer Kadzuhikhan’s complaint? Surely, your will is your own. I will not force you to continue serving me. But how shall you repay all we have given you?”

			I licked my lips. Nothing seemed to come to me, no force or strength by which to withstand that ruby-edged calm. I wanted to shout that I’d already given everything that had ever been mine. That I had never been anything to them but another kind of stock, another body teeming with blood and memories and vulnerabilities. But all the passion was leaking out of me. Nothing was left to push back with.

			Umber relaxed his hold, and Kadzuhikhan seemed to return to life, straightening his robe and putting distance between them. But he stood only a step away from his master. For all his bile and violence, he may as well have been leashed.

			“Ah.” His lordship’s lips turned up, with something like fondness. “Yes. The boy. No doubt he is the spark for this particular flame of rebellion. You find yourself offended at Kadzuhikhan’s rough manner, so you fancy yourself to have had enough. This young man no doubt seems more ally to you now than we, despite all we’ve given you. Noble, honorable Ari.”

			I tried to keep myself as unmoving as Kadzuhikhan had. He had to be able to hear the throbbing of my heart, but I didn’t have to let him witness anything else happening inside me. Of course Kadzuhikhan would have told him about our little tiff—he may have even seen Hei kiss me.

			It took all the resolve I could still keep a grip on to look into his cavernous eyes. “No. The spark was simply waking up.” Dammit. Light gathered at the corners of my eyes, blurring my vision with tears. I took a breath. “Where did you find me? Why did you bring me here?” I nearly screamed the question I really wanted to ask. Did I ever really want to give up my memory, or did you just take it?

			Umber seemed to be searching me, as if seeking out the cause of my defection. His reply dragged over me like a chain. “So you won’t give this up. You surrendered your past to me, but still it entices you. Why does it matter? You’re here now. Who you were before death means nothing. It was another life.”

			My breath shook. “If it doesn’t matter, then tell me.”

			Kadzuhikhan was looking away, both hands on his sword; the scent of silver-burned skin was filling the air.

			“Hm.” Umber hummed. “You are full of demands this night.”

			Maybe he would let Kadzuhikhan take me apart, one limb at a time. Moon-souls could survive almost anything, provided our bodies had time to regenerate any pieces removed. Maybe he’d take my wings. Or any memory of this—of Hei, of my flailing sense of self, of anger.

			Instead, he shook his head again. And a smile, sad and poisonously sympathetic, creased his eyes. “I will.”

			Kadzuhikhan’s head shot up. “What?”

			My heart felt like it’d stopped. I dared not speak. He would?

			“Yes.” The smile was ripening into something secret, heavy with intention. “I will let you go. I will allow you to move through this city unmolested. I will even help you secure shelter. And I will tell you who you were. The person who became you upon death. All this, I will grant. But whether you recall or not, we had a bargain when I took your memory. If I am to give a piece of it back, there must be some exchange. Only one thing I will ask in return.”

			My wings folded inward, cupping the base of my body as if reflexively shielding me. “Say it.”

			He leaned toward me. “Your boy. Hei. I want you to bring him to me.”

			The moment he said Hei’s name it was like the tundra had opened up inside me. Everything turned to ice.

			Kadzuhikhan watched me, and in the space of agonizing seconds, his stunned expression almost looked sorry for me.

			My voice fumbled back into existence. “No.” It was the strongest denial I could muster.

			Umber’s laughter was easy, amused. “Oh, my dear, I don’t mean throw him in a bag and drag him to me. I merely want to arrange a meeting. Simply persuade him to consider my invitation, and we can...talk.”

			My head was spinning. Why Hei? “You want to make him one of your...blood stock.”

			It wasn’t a question, but the force to make it an accusation had abandoned me. Umber’s brows rose. “Of course I do. Have you seen him? He must taste delicious. But it will be entirely his choice, naturally. This boy, you see, has a very intriguing purpose in this city. He’s been asking the most provocative questions, and as these streets are my pride and joy, I took notice. I would merely like to assist him in accomplishing this purpose—as compensation for his services rendered to me. It will be a business arrangement, no more. One I intend to make very amenable to him.”

			His words began to lose meaning as they dug into my flesh; the haze of silver poisoning seemed to be recurring of its own power. I stepped back, knelt down to steady my head. “You have dozens of willing laborers. And none of them would cost you this. Why give me my past back for that?”

			Umber’s sigh expressed mild impatience, which meant he was likely trying to just close the deal. “Because it isn’t about the boy. It’s about you. If you can prove that you will honor what I have given you, I will award you freedom. It’s that simple. That, and I find this Hei’s purpose fascinating indeed. I would very much like to see it brought to fruition.”

			In the next second, I almost did it. I almost asked him what that purpose was. Knowing he was loath to volunteer knowledge. If he even would tell me—I didn’t want to hear from him. I wanted Hei to tell me, if he was ready.

			If I was worth telling it to.

			“Last chance, Ari.” Menace seemed to coalesce around his lordship’s shoulders, blackening the night.

			I sat there, cradling myself, holding back my raw fear, grief. Self-hatred. The disgust he inspired in me.

			I didn’t know either of them. I didn’t know me.

			My voice sounded alien, lifeless. “I’ll do it.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Hours had to have passed, but it felt like dawn was falling toward me like an axe. The night had become too sudden, too full of change.

			My first instinct after I left Umber’s tower was to fly as far as I could, until my wings could take me no further. Fly until the tundra ate me up, and I was lost in the dazzle of gray and white.

			But an unseen chain bound me to Serenity, and Umber had taught me to remember its weight. So I found a furrow in a dilapidated building, a hollow under the roof from which I could see the streets. I perched there and hid myself from the night sky until the sense of eyes crawling over me diminished.

			I’d expected more numbness. But the moment I was tucked under the shadows, all I could do was cry.

			Quietly, in a strangled way, because so many beings here could hear me with ease. But there seemed no other way for the pain to dislodge itself. I wept into my shaking hands, and felt a terrifying weakness seep into me.

			If I could call agreeing to endanger an innocent boy weakness. Even if I had only ceded out of fear. I had so wanted to be ready. To be full of fire and courage, to prove stronger than stone against the onslaught of Kadzuhikhan’s rage, of Umber’s malice. Instead I’d crumpled like damp paper, falling in on myself. Because he was going to tell me who I’d been. Who I could never become again.

			What difference did my past make if I couldn’t hold on to anything that mattered to me now?

			I remembered—I’d already agreed to see Hei tomorrow night. I owed it to him to at least look him in the eye and realize what I’d promised. Dragging myself into the wind, I let it carry me off.

			Promised. But not done. Nothing bound me to be honest to Umber. Nothing but the threat of what he and his could do to me, which they might do anyway. My promises need mean no more than his. Especially since no way existed for me to be certain that whatever he told me about myself would be true. He might have dozens of fabricated stories in mind, written and dispensed to his various dupes and servants for the purpose of his own amusement. You were once the great prince of a far-off land, where milk and honey flowed. When one became the lord of a vast underground of clients, living and living-again, and the stock and trade was amnesia, certainly a business practice of tailor-made personal histories must emerge. It chilled me to think once again how poorly I understood the vast power that belonged to a merchant of memory. Not for the first time, I wondered if there was a way for him to sell the taken memory back for real—write it back into the blood the way it was taken, not merely describe whatever version of it that he liked. Surely that would fetch him prettier prices than even the amnesia itself.

			Umber wanted Hei for some reason, one that had to be bigger than tasting his blood. Hei possessed something Umber wanted, to either possess himself or to keep others from having.

			He also knew much more about Hei than I did. All of which said Hei had been lurking in Serenity for some time, and I’d never noticed him until he’d literally jumped into my arms. That wasn’t so strange. Countless faces peopled these streets, and damn if I ever noticed so much as half of them.

			But this did mean two things. Each possibility wound through me like strings spiraling together, trapping my mind in their weave.

			Hei may have come looking for me specifically, at least the second time we’d met. I had no idea why.

			And Umber had probably been spying on Hei since he’d arrived.

			This purpose must be mighty indeed.

			Maybe Umber really wanted him to succeed, but it didn’t matter. That would be up to Hei. This had to be my purpose—make sure he had me on his side, no matter what. Tomorrow night, I’d tell him everything. If he decided he never wanted to see me again afterward, that’d be my fault, not his.

			After dawn had landed over the roof of my home, I found my way into a tangled sleep. It sheltered my mind for a little while, until the approach of sunset roused me.

			When I stirred, a crow was waiting for me, perched at my window.

			Except it wasn’t a crow. It shone like it was sculpted from moon-glow, ethereal and transparent. Its head moved fractionally as it watched, but no heat or life emanated from it.

			A crow specter.

			The crow-souls’ virtue, to send out into the world the images of their crow spirits. They could see whatever their specters saw, though the specters themselves were easily hidden.

			This crow-soul wanted me to see theirs. I stood, meeting its gaze across the room.

			Not a spy, then. A message. When it flew into the air, it was plain that it wanted me to follow.

			A vague intuition suggested just who might be awaiting me. Throwing on some clean clothes, I took to the air. Fucker could have let me have some breakfast first.

			The path the specter traced was circuitous, which confirmed that it must be calculated to throw off anyone who was actually spying on me. The twists across the city would seem like I was simply flying around, and the specter kept its distance.

			It led me to a sunward facing building just off the flow of Bare-Sky Road. A cavity appeared hollowed out in the stone walls, as if this had once been a stalwart place before time had bitten a hunk out of it. As it was, dying shreds of evening light caught the edge of a frayed break in the stone, coloring the building-side orange and pink. Within the shadow, the specter perched—and vanished.

			I descended. And was not surprised to find Tamueji waiting for me, crunching a plum as she leaned against the wall.

			My heart began to pound. I bowed slightly in greeting, and she returned the motion. With a sniff, she discarded the plum stone and drew nearer.

			“Early to rise, eh, Ari?” Her smile was weary.

			I crossed arms over my chest. “Thank you for interpreting my insomnia as discipline. This—” I gestured at the building, the path behind me “—seems a little dramatic.”

			She shrugged. “Don’t pretend you don’t enjoy it.” Her eyes were dark in spite of her light tone, full of knives.

			I stepped back, pretended to dust myself off. “Are you going to keep me in suspense, or tell me what this is about? The subterfuge is a bit ominous.”

			That seemed to sober her, and she dashed a look to either side. “Indeed. I want to...” A pause, a controlled breath. She seemed unnerved, which was putting me more in the region of terrified. “You need to know something. I was asked—told, really—to leave it be, but I can’t. And I want to minimize the number of ears that are likely to hear. I know Umber spies on me as much as I spy on him. I’ve been scouting for specters and I don’t think there are any nearby.”

			I tried to calm my pulse. “Should we find more cover?”

			She shook her head, but the fact that a sword dangled from her waist did not escape my notice. “This will be quick; better to not be seen crawling about anywhere funny. I heard about this—” her mouth curved “—tiff, shall we say, that you and Kadzuhikhan had. About this boy. Hei.”

			Merciful Heaven. Were Hei and I suddenly the only other people in the city? But Tamueji would know more than most did. “It wasn’t about him, but...why?”

			Her gaze drilled into me. “Three weeks ago, Umber asked me to investigate someone. Someone fairly new in town. Three guesses as to who.”

			“Hei.” I gulped.

			“Got it in one. Nothing unusual there. I spy on all kinds of shit. He wants to know about the most ridiculous details; it’s part of the contract. But this is strange. About a week into tracking and watching Hei, it became clear that as I was following him—he was following me.”

			My body was growing numb. “What? I don’t—”

			“Well.” She waved a hand as if to dash her own words away. “Tracking crow-souls. Following some of us around, but it always seemed casual. He asked questions, usually fairly innocent. Public places, searching for faces, asking around about where to find things. Services. People. But as my spies began adding up accounts, it started smelling odd. He was looking for threads about me, and a lot of people who work with Umber. You. Kadzuhikhan. I thought maybe he had some fascination with bird-souls, but...”

			I finished the thought. “He could find bird-souls almost anywhere. Why Umber’s flock?”

			“Right.” She sniffed again, peered over at the fading light of dusk. “So I’m not sure why this would be—but Umber didn’t seem surprised when I told him. If anything, he acted happy. Excited as all fucking hell.”

			A cold was deepening in me. I would merely like to assist him in accomplishing this purpose. The sense of unreality was closing back around me. “Was he—” I hesitated. “What else did he seem to be looking for?”

			I didn’t tell her that I knew Hei was searching for two people, a woman and someone else. That might even explain her accounts. But the less that could trickle back to Umber, the better.

			“Hard to say.” Her wings folded over her torso. “But something else struck me as odd. This Hei character has money. Fucking diamonds. I’ve seen him buy things with whole gems that are bigger than your thumbnail. But I’m telling you, as much as I’ve watched, I haven’t figured out where he keeps it. Chances are he’s trading something for it and liquidating quickly.”

			And I’d seen no sign of it in his belongings. Every time it felt like I’d finally found steady wind, interference knocked me over. “Tamueji. Why tell me this?”

			When she stepped closer again, I saw it. The penetrating light of Umber’s eyes, only hers glared silver rather than red. “He came to you, didn’t he? He offered to tell you. About your past.”

			I fought to keep my breathing under control. “He told you?”

			The shake of her head was eloquent. “I simply knew it was something you want, which means he must know that too. He offered the same to me. And lived up to it. He told me who I’d been. How I died, where I came from. Even the people who’d mourned for me. All of it. I can go so far as to tell you the location of the town where I was born in Zangen. Practically a hemisphere away.”

			He had actually kept his word? Reason told me that my first question should be what he had asked of her. But my heart produced one with more urgency than I could ignore. “Why are you still here?”

			Tamueji’s laugh was dusty, full of weight. “I left. It was no challenge to unearth where my family lived...the entire map of my former life. I flew across the world. And I found them. I found them all.” She paused then, a mercurial darkness pooling in her gaze. “Their graves. In my death I had outlived them all. Someone else lived in the house that had been mine. If anyone there remembered me, I could not find them. It was as if I never existed.”

			It struck me how absent of bitterness she sounded. A flame of sadness burned under her words, but she seemed to spare me the grief this journey had inflicted on her. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that, now I understood its shape, it was plain on her. “So you returned.”

			“I did. Because it was all that remained to me.” Her wings fluttered, and she turned to watch the sun fade fully into the diamond-bright line of the tundra, rendering its burning performance once more. “Umber has asked me to remember many things, because it is useful to him for someone else to bear the burden of time. It’s like I said before—I might have sold many of these memories eventually. Sixty years in Serenity is a long time. But he and I have a deal to keep remembering. I can account for the history he has created, that I have created alongside him. But even without this, I believe he would have eventually given me this memory of my life, slain by time. Because now I know for certain that there is nowhere else left for me. It seals the deal stronger than before.”

			Her story settled like snow on me, drinking up my heat. She was right, in a way that was impossible to disbelieve. He had chained her—just as he had chained Kadzuhikhan. As he’d methodically chained me. One link at a time. Because I had no identity he had not indirectly given me—and even when I had, that must also return to me by his hand.

			If it returned, like Tamueji I would have no choice but to return to Serenity.

			I would have burrowed under the stone if I could have. I covered my face. “He knew they’d be gone. He waited until then to tell you.”

			“Aye.” Still the poison did not bleed into her voice. “You were right about how much is lost to Umber, Ari. He’s not half as honest as he makes out to be, and he doesn’t posture as particularly honest. If there is a way to reverse the memory loss, he’s not leaking what it is, even to me. So it all has to come from his mouth. This is why I warn you. This is everyday business to him. Take what he gives you—but know that he has spoiled it. And whatever he plans with this Hei, whatever he wishes of you in it?” She showed me her face again, now shadowed in the gap between sunlight and moonlight. “Even I do not know what it is. Except that it must be heavy enough to kill. To crush. There may be no way to avoid it now. But if you can, see that you are not crushed under it.”

			I had no answer. In one way at least, it must already be too late. I had chosen my direction, and it—like Serenity—was all that remained to me.

			She bent slowly, retrieving the plum core she had discarded. With careful motions, she pulled the stone free and grasped it in hand. A salute of wings, acknowledgement of the night wind, and she was taking to air. “Know that I am watching you. What little good it may do.”

			She flew faster than her specter, leaving me alone in the ruined tower, open to the half-moon quiet of the city.

			 

			Hours later, Hei was in my home again.

			I almost feared him there. The air of the city seemed to highlight his mortality, and Tamueji’s warnings drew my eye to the shadows around him. I had met him at the old bar again, and his face shone with pleasure. Something innocent yet impenetrable. I had tasted him at his most unraveled, his least defended, and still could not name what made him.

			This was becoming a blur of vision and sound, beauty and need and fear seeping through my pores. My hopes and suspicions were like the halves of a mirror. Hei might be standing on either half now—he might be someone I could save.

			Or he might be worse than I had feared. The spirit of forgotten deaths, bearing a weight greater than what Umber was creating. Hei might have a new, harder chain for me.

			And I could not care. It was all more fear. This, if nothing else, the bleak light of Serenity’s mountains had taught me—nothing would emerge from the mist to free me. With the clouds pushed aside, the sun glaring off the ice, we were still only so many blasted corpses and breaths of smoke, immortalized by emptiness and cold.

			Hei was full and warm, and could die. If he ended up killing me, let it come. Some bright fire must once again find its path in this frozen wilderness. Winter had to end eventually. So did secrecy. As he drew closer, body signaling he wanted my arms around him, I knew I dared not delay it any longer.

			I stepped back, and his eyebrow rose. Wincing, I sat, inviting him with a gesture to take a spot next to me on the side of the bed. He accepted slowly, as if suddenly cautious.

			“You should know something.” I forced myself to maintain eye contact. “I warned you to stay away from Lord Umber. I was right to distrust him, specifically with regard to you. He asked me to watch you.” What would he think of that, if he’d already watched me? “To persuade you to join him.”

			Hei blinked a few times. “Is—is that why you—?”

			“No.” I slid closer, brushing the side of his arm. “It was after the last time we saw each other. I was resolved to refuse him. It was only...”

			I didn’t know how to explain the foggy path of hopes and fears that had guided me. Hei spoke into my silence. “Except he can tell you the memories he took from you. That’s it, isn’t it? Ari, he can tell you who you are. It’s all right for you to want that.”

			A weary laugh bubbled up my throat. Good Heaven. He was certainly charitable. “I don’t think it is. Hei, betrayal doesn’t have justifications. I promised him I would obey—but I won’t. I can’t hide the truth from him forever, but it seemed like we may be able to use this. Keep him confused long enough to...” To what? I was still on the defensive, with no plan beyond my next step.

			Hei was quiet for a few moments, studying his hands. Then, he glanced up at my face. “What did he mean by join him? What precisely was it he told you to do?”

			“He said he wanted me to bring you to a meeting place, arranged by him. That he’d make you an offer you’d be too dazzled to refuse. Most likely recruiting you to be one of his flunkies.” I paused, almost unsure I should mention the rest. But there was no point in keeping it from him. “He said...you had a purpose in this city that he seemed to find important somehow. A purpose he would very much like to help you achieve. Though apparently, not enough to simply offer help freely.” I made no effort to disguise my bitterness.

			I verged on bringing up what Tamueji had told me. Somehow, the wisdom of that pared away even as I considered it. I didn’t really have anything to say there. I was making the decision to trust him. While Tamueji’s reports cast shadows through my mind...it wasn’t for me to pry into Hei’s winding story. I couldn’t keep doing this, flinching at every fork in the road. Hei had showed me nothing but kindness.

			The thoughtful expression had returned to Hei’s face, complete with worrying his lower lip. “All right. I’ll go to him.”

			One of my brows rose. “Hei. You shouldn’t. I can always say that I failed to persuade you.”

			He shook his head, backed away slightly. The way he balled his fists looked almost excited. “But that’s just it. If he’s been watching me, he knows I don’t need his help. So that must mean there’s something he wants from me. Any guess on what I could possibly have that he would want?”

			My mouth was dry. “Knowledge. That has to be it. Anything else he could easily get himself.” It always seemed to come back to knowledge.

			Hei revealed that sunny, inured smile once again. It looked more like a grin this time. “Then I know how I can make this work for us.” His head nuzzled my neck, painted me with warmth. “Do you trust me?”

			I shuddered, looked down into his eyes. I’d already settled this in myself. But...could I trust anyone? I sighed. “Yes.”

			I trusted him no less than I trusted myself, certainly. As Hei shifted to me, closing the gap between us, I felt how vast that was. If I was wrong here, it mattered little whether Hei was.

			I took him into my arms. Hei’s eyes shimmered, as if my confession had warmed him. When he pressed lips to mine, I did not refuse.

			We cuddled for what felt like nights, but must have been less than an hour. Something had been exchanged, the silence falling over us to sanctify it. I’d hopefully showed him that he could trust me—and I’d jumped headfirst into trusting him.

			The touching became stroking and kissing, heat accumulating between us. Hei seemed hungry for me, sighing my name as I divested him of his clothes again. He was softness, energy, and light. The way he chanted my name was like a ritual, as if he were branding its sound into him for eternity.

			I fucked him over the side of the bed this time. Pants around his ankles, the breathtaking curve of his ass ripe for the taking. I’d come while fisting his hair, lost in the sweat-tinged song of his pleasure. His wild, unguarded cries filling me as he shot into my hand.

			I wanted him. For now, the want alone was enough. He might lead me over the edge, where the mist would finally consume me. Or he might be consumed. But, god. This was so much better than numbness.

			Afterward, we lay in the cooling haze of our spent vigor. I snuggled Hei to me, stroked his hair. Several minutes into the quiet, the sounds he began making became familiar. Looking down revealed tears on his face.

			“You’re crying.” I wrapped my arms more tightly, made apologetic sounds as I kissed his brow. “I was too rough with you, I—”

			“No.” A wry laugh tickled my chest. “Not those kinds of tears. I’m fine.” He took a deep breath.

			I leaned in and kissed a tear away. “Mm. Salty.”

			His laughter returned, longer this time. “Ari. You really are unique. Moon-soul. Human. Doesn’t matter.”

			The way he said that made me frown, though I couldn’t pinpoint why. “You can sleep, if you like. We don’t have to do anything.”

			Hei wriggled deeper under the blankets, pressed his face to me. He felt so good. After a moment, his head tilted up. “I know you don’t really remember anything. But how much do you know about the world beyond Serenity?”

			My shrug felt obligatory. “It’s only episodes of memory that seem to be taken. I figured this out early, because I wanted to know how much I really remembered too. You’ll notice I still speak language—two very well, and Zangenjai decently. I did not have to learn them in two years!” That drew a chuckle from him. “I even remember...hazier things. Feelings. Favorite foods, at times. There are smells that seem too familiar for words, even if I can’t place from where. Occasionally I’ll hear someone talking about some tidbit of lore, and I’ll realize it sounds right. Even though I couldn’t have named it before, probably. It’s funny. I have so little factual recall, but it’s like the entire world is still there underneath me, taking up space. I sought out people who spoke the same languages as me when I first began trying to figure out who I was. It wasn’t a hard task, since Ashaic and Portian are probably two of the most common languages here. But I’m still a little surprised about how much we have in common. I even find myself recalling Ashaic sayings or prayers, sometimes from the oddest triggers. Why do willow branches make me think of a prayer for safety from possession? I’ve asked people, but that’s not exactly the kind of thing you can find in a history book.” I played with the hair at his temples, curling slightly in my fingers. “What is it like? Wherever you came from.”

			Hei’s sigh seemed to signal settling in to something—most likely the burdens my question forced him to recall. “Well. As I may have mentioned, I grew up in an orphanage. Portia is full of homeless. Children without parents. Refugees from destroyed towns. Happens when you’ve just had a revolutionary war, yes?” He withdrew slightly, fingertips tracing lines on my chest. “I don’t know if you heard about that? Years ago Portia was in revolution. My parents were migrants, I think, who probably moved there shortly before the war. But I remember so little of them. I know when I was taken into the orphanage, I only spoke Zangenjai fluently. A few of the sisters spoke very good Zangenjai, some of them originally from Zangen, like my parents. They were sweet to me. One of them dedicated herself to helping me improve my Portian, a little at a time.” His voice dropped in volume. “I used to fantasize about who my parents were. I did that a lot more than imagining who might adopt me. One of the sisters used to shake her head when I told her I didn’t want to be adopted, but I think she would have missed me. It’s hard to get stuck daydreaming about a rich or comfortable new home when you don’t remember one. Also, I was adorable, so the sisters loved me.”

			A pleasant hum ran up my spine. “That sounds easy to believe.”

			He chuckled. “There was a boy I knew there. I think his family had been recent immigrants too, because he studied Portian with me. We were put together a lot, maybe because we got along well, and we could help each other learn. I think he and I made the sisters regret that, because we got into so many schemes together.” Something like a mix of fondness and pain lurked in his voice, but he seemed to be doing his best to conceal it. “I loved him.”

			I squeezed him tighter. “Do you still have him? In your life, I mean. Did you stay in contact?”

			Hei’s pause felt tremendous, meaningful. Like I’d asked the wrong question. He looked up at me then, breath coming more quickly. “I...don’t know exactly what’s happened with him. He was taken by someone. I wasn’t. I eventually aged out of the orphanage’s care. I...don’t know if I will see him again. I’d like to.”

			Maybe I shouldn’t have asked. But it felt like I was finding footing in the mist. Even if I was only retracing his steps. “What was his name?”

			A smile played over his lips. “Beniro. The sisters gave us all orphanage names, they called them. It was to help us adapt to changing names when someone adopted us, and Beniro was his.” Abruptly, he sat up in bed, the covers sliding from him. I started. “Actually... I’d like to show you something, if you don’t mind.”

			Intuition said that whatever it was, it was important to him. No way I would refuse now. “Please.”

			He got up, rustled in his bag, and returned to the bed with what appeared to be a large medallion. Turning it over in his hands, he let the firelight fall on it, exposing gleaming wood. It looked more like a small rounded plaque this close, made of hardwood and hanging from a strap. Hei held it as if it were another sacred object.

			“They gave us these medallions when we were taken into the orphanage. I barely remember when I got mine. But they had our orphanage names carved into them. The idea was that these would help us remember the names our new parents would call us, and there was even a spot on the back to carve a new name if our adopters renamed us.” A bittersweet expression crossed his face. “One of the sisters always called me Hei, except in front of potential adopters. She said it was to make things simpler for anyone who wanted to be our new parents, but I don’t think she thought of me by this name.”

			He bared the side of the medallion that’d been facing him. A name gleamed in bold letters in its surface. I peered. “Emio?”

			Hei nodded. “That was the orphanage name they gave me.” The shake of his had seemed wistful “I had this fear, ever since my first year in the orphanage. That maybe one day I’d wake up and just not have a name. No one would have taken Emio, and Hei would have been forgotten. Eroded away. And I would just be nobody. My favorite sister always reassured me I’d never forget my origins, because memories are always precious, but I couldn’t seem to shake the fear.”

			I couldn’t look into his eyes. That fear disturbingly mirrored my own sense of loss. I had simply opened my eyes under Serenity’s half-rock sky—and had been nobody. Even now, Ari had next to no content. It was just the label on my husk, designating the unkept story of what I had been.

			Hei was stroking the other side of the medallion gently. “So. Beniro did this for me. He said it was so I would never forget.” The wood turned in his hands, and this time the light revealed something else scratched into the opposite side. A script. “That the same thing that had taken my name would give it back. And I would always remember.”

			It struck me like a punch in the gut. There, in jagged letters, was written “Hei.” With the Zangenjai characters carved large, fluid, underneath them like a signature.

			Beniro had preserved the endangered spark of his identity. And it was Hei, the Hei that had remembered, that was lying here in my embrace. “That’s...breathtaking.” My fingers moved as if on their own to touch the wood. Hei brought it closer, and I felt the grooves Beniro had inscribed.

			The image of my scraps of letters seared through my mind like lightning. With my name—Ari—preserved in smudged hand on the ravaged pages. Someone had to have remembered my name, enough to try to seek me out. Just like Beniro had not let go of Hei. And as Hei was now devoting himself to find those he had lost. When Hei held the medallion to his chest, reverently as if it were something hallowed and precious, I understood.

			He kissed the wood and lowered it. “Ari. I told you a little of why I’m here. But I want to tell you what I’m hoping to achieve. I found her.” His gulp was visible.

			“Her?” The person of whom he’d spoken? I was afraid to ask more. For more of his tale to fill me, bind me to him. But I also feared he might stop there.

			Hei’s tongue dashed out, licked his lips. “I already knew where she was, for a little while now. But I had to find out how to reach her.” He studied me, perhaps deciding how to detail his plans. “She is called Kaiwan. A witch who lives in the city. I searched...for a long time.” His eyes narrowed. “Do you know of her?”

			My thoughts didn’t seem to want to gel together. “As long as I’ve been here, there have been rumors of witches who’ve fled to Serenity from punishment. But the name doesn’t ring a bell. Why?”

			Hei chewed his bottom lip. “I want to know if you’ll come with me to meet her.”

			I squinted. Meet. So she wasn’t some loved one from his past. Then...? “If you wish it.” I leaned up on my elbows, scanning him. “What exactly is it she can do?”

			Hei only looked at me for what felt like a long time. “She can open the door to the past.” The medallion had caught the light of the fire, so that like the tundra, it appeared to burn. “And there’s someone I need to find there.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Hei asked to meet again the following night. I was secretly relieved that he didn’t require me to accompany him right away—part of me craved time to absorb what I had learned. To marinate in Hei’s story, my expanding feelings for him.

			I also wanted to make sure I had some hint of what I was walking into.

			Tamueji wasn’t hard to find in the night-street fair. Hard to miss the chatter about her besting eight fellows in a drinking contest. With booze, against mortals, it would be an utterly uneven match. But this had been silver colloid in liquor, and she remained above the table. And apparently was the only one—poised above a crystal bottle of fiery spirits, she eyed me approaching her across the bar. A clamor of lights and sounds was uncoiling in the air between us, and through it I hoped my message was clear—I need to talk to you.

			A glint sparked through the drunken fog of her gaze, and she nodded me behind the table. We didn’t normally meet in public, and it was hard to say how many eyes were on us at any given time.

			I followed her into a back compartment between the outer rooms and the kitchen. She sealed both entrances and gestured me to a chair. “You know, hate to be discouraging, but it is eventually going to be suspicious—us being seen together this much.”

			I nervously pulled fingers through my hair. “I know.”

			“Unless everyone thinks I’m fucking you, which would actually draw a lot of attention. No offense, Ari, but I fairly notoriously prefer women.”

			“Tamueji.” I tried to maintain a whisper. Lots of fuckers here could still make out low speech through walls. “It’ll be quick. Have you heard of someone in town called Kaiwan?”

			She stopped, squinted. Sobriety returned to her with the speed of a flashfire. “Ari. Honestly. I don’t like hearing that name in your mouth.”

			I sat next to her, put hands together in supplication. “Please. Just tell me what you know about her. If it’s not too dangerous to—”

			“It is!” Tamueji emitted an angry belch, then patted her belly. “Ugh. All right. I have been here a long fucking time.” She stabbed a finger into my chest. “From the first full moon I passed in Serenity, I have heard talk of the witch Kaiwan. Accounts dating from seventy years ago, eighty. A hundred, two hundred. Think about that, Ari. If they’re based on reality, then she has lived in Serenity for longer than most of the moon-souls have.”

			My head hurt. So many things I didn’t understand. “So? Everyone’s been here a while.”

			Tamueji sighed. “She’s a mage. Mages can’t become living-again. Noble spirits never choose to resurrect them. Don’t ask me why, but it’s true. How does a mortal human last in a place like this, on their own, for a lifetime? Let alone longer than that?”

			I drew a few breaths. None of this seemed to be leading me anywhere but deeper into confusion. “Surely there’s magic that can prolong life.”

			“Sure. But if it’s for as long as the legends would have me believe, that has to be some fucking magic. The kind I’d rather not find myself entangled in. Godhoods are bad enough.”

			All right. I was starting to get it. “Is she a sorcerer? Can she control minds?”

			Tamueji flashed her eyes wide as if in warning. “Who knows? I’ve heard everything about her from her being able to raise the dead at will, to being able to change any living thing into another, to being able to move back in time, to having power over the stars. Hell, there was even a story that she created Serenity. That she’s just been sitting here for centuries, holed up in whatever version of immortality her magic gives her. It’s one thing to lay low somewhere a long time, avoid notice. It’s quite a-fucking-nother for there to be a million bastard tales about you for that long and still to have no one know the truth. Stay the fuck away, I say.”

			I stood, my hands shaking slightly. And Hei was about to take me to her for a sit-down and cup of wine. Fuck. “Right. I’ll...do my best.”

			Tamueji puffed a dry laugh through her lips. “In other words, you’re probably looking for her. Well. I did the same. Come on, a witch who grants wishes? Of course I looked into it. But apparently there’s only one way to find her, and I never figured it out. So there is that.”

			The picture in my head—of all of this, of Hei and Umber and weeks of spying, of Tamueji and dire warnings and thousands of disparate threads—was slowly attaining coherence. Just enough to be threatening in its ambiguity. “Thanks, either way.” I turned to go.

			She stopped me, rising and putting a hand on my wing. “Ari. I would say to be careful, whatever you are going to do. But I have a feeling that caution isn’t going to do you any more good than anything else now. Just. Don’t die a second time. Got it?”

			The quality of her gaze was sincere, sober. Frightening. I nodded.

			Outside, the night air felt heavy and thick with promises. I went to find Hei.

			 

			He was waiting for me with his now familiar grin, a gleam of tenderness in his eyes. We linked hands, as if we’d known each other for much longer. As if I could rely on him.

			Maybe I could, in the end. But as he guided me to our destination, the sensation of approaching a quagmire in the mist only strengthened.

			I feared what this Kaiwan would expose to me, when she did as Hei had said—and opened the door to the past.

			The drugged glitter of the night-streets thinned relatively quickly, as Hei led me through its turns. We were close to the borders, where the light would sometimes cut a line, clear as a sword stroke, between the places divided by the sun. Here was where the city seemed to stretch in a yawn, those who frequented the night-streets bending away from the upper layers. And the higher tiers of the city stretched, like plants quietly seeking light, up the course of the mountain. It was a stony wasteland, with the shadows of towers and tiger stripes of grass the only denizens of this between-scape.

			I followed Hei into a darkened, dust-mottled street empty of lights. For all the stillness surrounding us, the only breaths drawn here had to be ours. From the look of the structures in the dimness, this was the last region along Hei’s path that could be properly called a street. Lumpy, erratic shapes loomed like cave formations in the distance. I curled one wing over his shoulders and walked closer. “It doesn’t seem as if anyone lives here. Even a moon-soul would leave some sign of inhabitance.”

			Hei returned with a mild, amused sound. “Oh, she doesn’t live here. That’d be much too easy to find. There’s a place further to the edge of the city, by a mountain wall. I’ve come close to her home before, but haven’t actually secured an audience yet. Tonight I will.”

			I took Hei in—his easy smile, the shimmer of resolve in his gaze. The dearness I had grown to associate with his face, his movements. He wore all black tonight again, and his bag seemed laden with some secret weights. I pictured an endless supply of the twine I’d found last time, tangled with mysterious riches. He sounded certain. Ready. Eager.

			We marched into the shadow of the rock, the ageless earth that cradled Serenity. Where Kaiwan apparently made her home.

			The irregular shapes I’d spied were a combination of unformed rocks—probably gathered from the mountainside over the years—and rubble. Pieces of structures, fragmented by time. They created a loose path, the debris thickening and parting in odd patterns, as if the settling of the ages naturally pointed the way to the witch’s lair. And that way seemed easy enough—I helped Hei over a few groaning piles of rock, but altogether it was no more treacherous than the streets.

			What daunted me most was the absolute lack of light, save the beckon of gem-glow at our backs and the half-presence of moonlight. Even to my eyes, this was off-putting. Soon I realized what lent this passage its gravid air—I was accustomed to a Serenity that perpetually crawled with motion, life, ghosts. Phantasmal arrays of shape and color, the wingspans and claws and tails of my peripheral brethren. The heat and energy of the mortal populace, the jeweled constancy of the streets’ lights. Here, nothing prevailed. Only sleep. Only the effortless, age-deepened logic of rocks and ruin, of years worn down to the clusters of matter they’d left behind. All pointing inward, to the heart of the earth, the median of the city’s lines. As if to say, Here it opens. Here she waits.

			Hei said little as we advanced, but an atmosphere of hunger—of the thrill that I had first sensed in him, perhaps—plumed from him like vapor. I had been wrong. It wasn’t nothing that I was feeling here. It was Hei’s ardor, the small but unshaken force that moved him across the wreckage.

			In time, a wall appeared. It was nearly more like a cliffside, a smooth stone face curving far above us to join the inward-turning calyx of the mountain. No door, opening, or crack was visible anywhere along its surface, but here Hei stopped. A moment passed before I saw why—a circle of rocks stood in perfect solemnity. Had they had more familiar, specific shapes, they could have been as imposing as the statues on Ancestor Rock. And their angles cast light and shadow in medley against a singular point. A spiral, like the coil of a serpent, ending with an empty circle at its center. The shape was a lightless smear of ash on the gray stone.

			“Is this it?” I tuned my hearing to signs of activity. “Maybe the directions you were given were wrong.”

			“No.” Hei’s voice trembled. “This is it.” He opened his pouch and dug inside. “I’ve had to make careful preparations, but it will be worth it. Look.” Upon the palm of one withdrawn hand sat a chip of crystal. No. A second of inspection confirmed—a diamond. And it was bigger than a chip, filling the center of his palm as he turned it. A faint, effervescent illumination sprang from its depth, as if it were a chunk of ice that had caught the tundra under the dying sun, and kept some of that fire for itself.

			Tamueji’s words unwound in my mind—This Hei character has money. Fucking diamonds. There’s only one way to find her. And Hei’s—I had to find out how to reach her.

			It hit me, strangely, dreamily, that the diamond looked like one of these devastated rocks. Only smaller and brighter, a symbol of the pressures that had made it.

			Hei wasted no time explaining how he’d found this stone, or why. In the next three breaths, he began to sing.

			The lyrics rose above us, clear, melodic Zangenjai. “Warrior who has transgressed time, I call to you by name. Witch who unweaves the hours, reveal to me your path. A kingdom, silent, bitter snow, I plead your power now. Show me the way!”

			As he chanted, the bead of light in the gem burgeoned, flared stronger, until he seemed to be holding a flame. An answering radiance shone off the wall, the ashen circle catching with pure white fire. It flickered without smoke or heat, quietly devouring black toward the heart of the circle. When Hei’s song was done, the light flashed, as if it had struck powder. And the stone in the core of that circle cracked.

			It did not seem to be a material change, a breaking or mechanism at play. Instead, the change was as though some truth of the wall were finally becoming visible. Like an optical illusion revealing its trick, the circle somehow spiraled inward, exposing layers of dimension. Perspective and shadows changed the circle into the pattern of a drill, and the empty ring at the heart became a distant point. The circle was now an opening, leading into a rounded passage—or perhaps, it had already been.

			The brilliance of the circle faded, reduced itself to the soft murmur of starlight. But the glow of Hei’s stone remained, numinous and startling in its persistence.

			A complex emotion ravaged Hei’s face, some admixture of hope, shock, and bitterness. He stared at the passage, breathing slowly, as if it meant something inscrutable to him. Carefully, he covered the diamond with his fingers, and held it to his heart. Its light stole through his skin, as if he, too, were becoming fire. His breath looked like steam. “This way.”

			I held my silence and followed, but my heart was rapidly trying to claw its way out of my chest. Of all the imagery that could have heralded my meeting with Kaiwan, this was not proving itself reassuring. It lent weight and prophecy to Tamueji’s warnings, adding to the sense that every step forward was increasingly treacherous. The legacy of Kaiwan’s magic seemed bigger than the mountain, than Serenity.

			Hei reached back as we entered, took my hand again. “I have to admit.” His voice echoed faintly in the passage. “I wasn’t entirely convinced that would work.” The implied relief was unmistakable.

			If only I could share it. But I squeezed his hand in solidarity.

			The passage was a long hall of stone, whorls of gem deposits glistening in its bulk occasionally like winking grins. Hei’s stone illuminated the path, but as the darkness swallowed the way we had come, it seemed to annihilate the hall itself. Even I could not pierce the shadows behind us. The hall uncoiled, a serpent’s back rising, bringing us toward its mouth. The air should have been choked with dust, yet it was fresh and cold as the sky around the mountain.

			Suddenly, the fear overcame me that I could lose Hei easily in this place, if the path diverged or became too broad. The deeper we went, the more it felt like I was drowning in mist.

			Until that mist parted. Without warning, the passage opened like a mouth. Hei gasped and came to a stop. We had stepped abruptly into what looked like a cavernous room—and on every side, panes and chunks of crystal shed a colorless glimmer over the floor and walls. Directly facing the path we had walked was a tremendous door. It dominated the opposite wall, seemed to drink in the light with an eldritch hunger. Its own panels were semitransparent, like frosted glass, and yet appeared as heavy and thick as gutrock.

			My eyes practically crossed as I took in the sight. “This is. A little terrifying.” Maybe I shouldn’t have said that, as important as this seemed to be to Hei. But mental pictures were papering over my mind, visual translations of Tamueji’s legends and fears about the witch. I imagined an impossibly elderly woman spinning miracles out of worm silk, massaging new dimensions into the world the way a sculptor would in clay.

			Hei shrugged fractionally, and it occurred to me that without thinking, I had drawn him to me. The flex of his motion was palpable under my hands. He turned his face to me, and it was lit with the same phosphorescence that had brought us here, reflecting in his eyes. “It should be completely safe. Especially for you. I’ve never heard of her hurting anyone who has come to make a request. There’s a chance she won’t wish to help me, or won’t be able to. But...well. No time to concern myself with that now.”

			He strode to the door before I had a chance to question why he’d said especially for you.

			His knock on the crystal portal rang through the stone, as if he’d struck a tuning fork. Gradually, the sound died. Hei appeared to stop moving. My breaths were tight. Then, the door creaked open.

			A hand was pushing open the portal’s other side. A human hand. It belonged to a young woman who emerged in the stone-light. She stood with one arm against the side of the unopened panel, peering cautiously out. For all the environment suggested pomp and wonder, she was shockingly ordinary. Mild face, impassive expression. She examined Hei briefly.

			“Welcome.” Her voice was as gravid and cool as the air filling the cavern. “Your plea has been received.”

			Hei heaved a sigh, his shoulders untensing visibly. Sympathy surged through me—but this woman’s harmless demeanor did not put me at ease. Not yet. I didn’t speak, afraid of some arcane law that forbade me to follow Hei. But she nodded once toward me and cast the door wider. “Please. Enter.”

			She ushered Hei and me in, the door sealing swiftly behind us. The place it had opened upon was far smaller than I had expected, anticipating some more elaborate catacomb yet to be the witch’s dwelling place. It might have been unremarkable—a rounded, stone-walled great room, a stove glowing in a corner. Curtains concealing adjoining rooms, tables and chairs arranged for comfort. Even the throb of the crystalline illumination was not so strange for Serenity.

			It would have been unremarkable, except for the dais that rose up as the room deepened into itself, away from the door. For the vault that seemed to climb forever, its wide circle devoid of ceiling that shed white light into the room. Such an opening would have to ascend all the way to the face of the mountain. And on that dais, stretched under the skylight, was a contraption I had never seen. Had no name for, except that it resembled an orrery.

			Golden and silver rings of metal were fixed to a massive base, turning gently as if by their own power. But instead of orbs fashioned to resemble planets connected to each ring, the rings themselves were unburdened—empty orbits. Instead, the motion of the rings created a de facto sphere of space. And within it floated miniscule gemstones. Diamonds, onyxes, rubies, blue sapphires, and iridescent opals. They ranged in size and clarity, but each burned with soft brilliance, gifting the room with its private radiation. They looked like an infinite array of stars, swathing an imaginary heaven, preserved in stone.

			Somehow, their soft, self-sustained motion struck a chord in my heart. It was as though the firmament had been captured. And here it spun, endlessly, quietly. It was full. So full. I could not look away.

			Until Hei touched my shoulder lightly, gesturing me to attend. The young woman had come to stand before us, the panoply of colors from the contraption gracing her back. I saw two things, then.

			First was that it was only the three of us in the room. I must have imagined that this woman was an apprentice of some kind, and that the real witch would step forth, clad in the majesty and grotesquerie of untold years. But our hostess looked as if she could be my age—or the age I’d died at, anyway.

			Second was that I had been wrong—she was not ordinary. Contrasted with the greatness of the hall, she was superficially no more unusual than any who lived in Serenity. A simple dark robe fell over her pale limbs, bound with a wide, cream-colored sash. Straight ebony hair was pulled back into a bun, remaining tresses dangling at her back. She had no superhuman appearance, no halo of fire or raiment of ice.

			But trying to meet her gaze—there, under the pulsing aura of her device—felt like staring into the sun. Her expression was flat, emotionless, which rendered her presence as consuming as the mist which made up the world. She was perhaps no taller than Hei, and yet the sight of her was as vertical and mystifying as that ever-rising vault. Her hand had assembled this circling parade of stars, and the light of their memories shone on her like adoring subjects. Most of all, a silence pervaded her. The moments drew out my breaths, exposed the shaking and shifting of my body. But like Hei had on that night of Umber’s revelry, when everything had been haze but him, she was still. Still as the mountain, as the tundra itself, singing dawn-tinged songs of flames that never burned.

			Warrior who has transgressed time.

			An urge to flee all but overcame me.

			Hei’s courage apparently dwarfed mine—he stepped forward, uniting his palms and bowing deeply, eyes averted from her. “I am Hei. Thank you for admitting us, Lady.”

			I awkwardly produced something like a bow of my own, but kept her in my peripheral vision. My scratchy greeting was much less dignified. “And, I, ah, am Ari.” Brilliant.

			Kaiwan stolidly took this in. “Salutations.” She gestured to the stove. “Would you like some tea?”

			“Oh, yes, please! Thank you.” Hei almost squeaked. Aw. Maybe I was less alone in my fear than it seemed.

			Kaiwan went to the kettle without further instruction, and I indicated the seats by the far wall with my head. A hearth-like opening ornamented that side of the room, except it was gem-light rather than fire that illumined it. Hei, gnawing his lip in that way he did, met my eyes briefly, and we sat.

			While Kaiwan busied herself, I directed Hei’s attention to the orrery-like contraption. I kept my tone at a whisper. “Any idea what that is?”

			Hei’s frown was thoughtful; he lifted the diamond in is grasp again. “This is an arcane prism; stones used to channel and contain magic. Maybe that’s just her collection.”

			Shit. How many were there? And what did witches use them for? Before I could speculate further, Kaiwan wheeled over a cart with water, teapot, and cups. It seemed ritual, austere, for her to pour the tea with humble motions, the nimbus of grandeur still cloaking her. I had the fleeting notion that the smoky brew she dispensed would be rife with hidden truths, lay bare our hearts as we drank. But the infusion tasted no different than what I made myself.

			Kaiwan sat across from us, sipping a cup, as casually as if we were friends who had dropped by. “So.” She smiled—the first such expression I’d seen from her—but it had no effect on her cool eyes. “If you please, tell me why you have sought me out. I assume you already know the price of an audience.”

			Her eye shot to the prism Hei held. Hei all but dropped it. “Oh, yes! I’m sorry. Yes, of course. This is for you.” He extended it, hand trembling. She took it, inspecting it with narrowed eyes, then tucked it into her sleeve.

			Kaiwan’s following silence was apparently the cue for Hei to go on. He seemed to be gathering his breath, his spirits. A glance over revealed he was trembling; I suppressed an urge to reach over and take his hand again.

			“I came in the hope that what I’ve heard is true.” Hei’s gulp was audible. “That you can bring back to me someone that I’ve lost.”

			I watched him covertly, noticing myself trying to decode the nuances of his expression, the tension in his back. His second person, the mysterious figure he’d made his pilgrimage for? Kaiwan merely raised a brow.

			Hei looked down at his hands. “He’s dead. I want you to bring him back to life. Bring him back to me.”

			It shouldn’t have torn through me with such force. Of course resurrection had to have been a possibility. But it felt like I was seeing him again, as I had on Ancestor Rock, wondering if he would jump. Like so many looking for everlasting life. He had been, all along. Just not for himself.

			Kaiwan sighed and set her cup on the table. She stood. “I can. Easily.”

			My eyes and Hei’s both shot to her in unison. “What?” Hei all but choked. “Really? I wasn’t sure—”

			“Tell me more about him.” Kaiwan’s gaze shed a kind of quiet grace on him that reminded me of that skylight. It might have been mercy, or indifference, or either, shifting with the changing heavens.

			“Y-yes.” Hei’s attention darted to me. Only for a second, chewing his lower lip, before he looked back. “I grew up with him. He was my beloved. His name is... Beniro.”

			Ah. I closed my eyes, smiled sourly to myself. Of course. He hadn’t told me the whole story. Beniro having left the orphanage was just another way of saying he’d died. And no noble spirit had emerged from the dark to redeem him. So Hei must have come here, to the tundra, the diamond kingdom of the north, to redeem Beniro himself.

			“How much do you love him?” Kaiwan’s voice fell like a blade, precise and hard. It jarred me from my musings, opened my eyes. What? How could she ask him that?

			The question seemed to stun Hei for a moment. “He’s all that I have. His memory brought me here. But... I want more than a memory.”

			“Do you want to see him live again for the sake of your emptiness, your conscience, your own pain? Or because he would have his life back? Is this for his sake, or yours?”

			I wanted, spontaneously, to place myself between her and Hei. Shield him from the apparently bloodless mechanisms of her judgment. He didn’t deserve this. But the solemnity of her aura arrested me, immediately stirred doubt. Before I could shake it, Hei replied, his voice cracking, “Is...is there a difference?”

			At that, Kaiwan paused. A second fell by in which her gem-like calm appeared marred. By sympathy, or sorrow, or the nearest to those emotions her vast age had allowed her to keep. “For you, perhaps none. I dearly hope that is the correct answer. That his good and yours are one.”

			Then her gaze swung onto me. “And you? What miracle would you see performed?”

			I cleared my throat. I could have spent hours on that question. “Only Hei’s. I’m here for him. If there’s anything I can do to make it easier to accept...”

			The offering had slipped out before I could consider its consequences, but no regret followed it. This might not even be the next step in my mist, but I didn’t care. I had so little to offer Hei. This, if nothing else, I would give.

			Kaiwan watched my eyes for several moments, and I found that the animal instinct to run had passed. The whir and spin of her stones might have represented countless lifetimes. Tamueji appeared to fear Kaiwan more than she did Umber. This warrior who had transgressed time may be bigger than him, bigger than Serenity, a power as great as the moon or sea. But she had to have a reason, too, for being here. In this room, in this moment, she was just another soul.

			She whirled, robe swaying as she stalked to the dais. Soon, the only sound in the room was the hum of the device, as though the mountain were breathing. After minutes, she spoke. “He can be returned to you. Anything can be undone. Anything lost may be found.” One hand rose from her sleeve, clenched into a fist. “But first, the price must be paid.”

			An impulse pushed me to my feet. She was much easier to face when looking away. “How many prices are there? He just handed over a fucking diamond the size of your eye.”

			“Ari.” Hei sounded small, but resolved. “Please. I know what I’m doing.”

			I sighed, commanding myself to untense. Of course—he must be willing to pay anything if it would mean regaining what he’d lost. Who knew how much he’d already paid? And if I’d learned anything about Hei, it told me that he’d be prepared—and that he likely knew more than he was saying.

			I allowed myself a full minute to consider him. “All right. So what is this true price, then?”

			Kaiwan remained turned away, as if contemplating the patterns of her artificial stars. Hei hesitated, sighing deeply. “My heart.”

			“What?” I spat it without thinking. Images flushed my mind of the light in Hei being extracted through a hole in his chest, some vital piece of him bottled for some eons-old formula. It reminded me far too much of Umber and his tolls, the liquid of the heart drained, emptying it of its fragile contents.

			The tilt of Hei’s mouth was meek, apologetic. “It’s not what you’re thinking. I have to let her twine my heart with hers. Temporarily. But that’s all.”

			All right. That sounded less...intense. And less potentially fatal. I frowned at the witch’s back. “I thought mages could only twine with each other?”

			Kaiwan didn’t quite face my gaze. Her arms had vanished into her sleeves; she studied the floor, the lights playing there. “It is merely a skill, like any other. With practice, a mage can do this with nearly anyone.”

			“Ari.” Hei sounded tense, as if he were waiting for me to pounce on her. “It’s fine. It’s nothing.”

			“It is far from nothing.” Kaiwan leveled her focus at Hei, hardness emerging from her demeanor. Hardness like the mountain, like the diamonds in the air, an emotion or conviction too old and deep to read. “This act is extremely dangerous. It may leave you unscathed entirely—or rob you of your will to go on living. You should only take this risk if your heart is devoted fully to your task. To walk across this bridge, you cannot waver. Do you understand me?”

			It hit me then—the three of us were standing in the shape of a triangle. Kaiwan’s attention cut a line across the room, pinning Hei in place. He shook, but did not look away. The air had become like ice.

			“Of course I do,” Hei breathed, after a moment. “I’m as sure as I’ve been of anything in my life.”

			I growled, surged forward, broke the triangle. Part of me wanted to wrench her gaze to me, spare him. “So you grant miracles to people, but only if, what—they’re willing to throw away everything? Does this keep you from having to be accountable if you fuck it up? So you can always say, ‘oh, you’re not unhappy with my work, you’ve just lost your will to live!’”

			From any of the beings I understood, even the eldest of the moon-souls in Serenity, I should have expected anger. A demonstration of force, a rebuke. Kaiwan’s eyes merely crawled across the space to me, her posture unchanging. “Without this act, I cannot perform the miracle. No other way exists.” She nodded briefly, and turned back to the floor. “This is why I offer, but only if it is worth everything to you. Otherwise, the risk would outweigh the gain. You must consider this the absolute last choice available to you. Do not make it unless every other choice under heaven is exhausted.”

			I closed my eyes, released a breath. The absolute last choice—fuck. And such a choice was exactly what Hei had come here to make.

			Hei’s voice sounded closer, as if he’d approached me. “I am willing. No other choice remains.”

			I opened my eyes, searched him. The dearness of his sad countenance, the brow that had not long ago been gleaming with sweat in the light of my fire. He smiled, softly, and placed one hand on my shoulder. “But...not yet. There is still one more thing I must do before I will be ready. Would you permit me to come again? I can pay a second time.”

			Kaiwan appeared to consider a moment. “That will not be necessary. Merely return to my seal when you have decided. I will not turn you away.” She did not lift her eyes from the stony floor.

			“Thank you.” Hei’s relief was audible. “Thank you for doing this. I—I came a long way.”

			Kaiwan walked past us, calmly, and opened her door.

			“Please,” she said. “Do not thank me.”

			 

			The route back outside was shorter, with fewer twists. When it deposited us back on the dusty slope, the moon was declining.

			My urge to flee returned with greater power than before—I wanted away from this stark wall, the shaded promises of Kaiwan and her pocket of time within. It felt like we’d just brushed with some austere, cosmically towering god, and stepped away whole. Whole, but shaken.

			Hei was quiet, hugging himself. I touched him, waited for our eyes to meet. “Let me take you away from here.” I leaned in, kissed his temple. “We can go back to my place.”

			He nodded, simply, minutely, as if there were nowhere else to go. I gathered him and took to the air.

			The wind off the mountainside was colder now, somehow. As though meeting Kaiwan had plunged us into some new season Serenity had never seen before, a deeper winter that the arctic chill had to give way to eventually.

			Tamueji’s evidence was beginning to fit into the picture. Hei knew that Umber and his flock ruled the depths of Serenity. He must have shed everything else in his lonely, orphaned life to come here—if anything had remained to shed. Of course he’d find out everything he could. And I dared not imagine what he’d had to do to prepare the riches he must have needed to travel here and meet Kaiwan’s price.

			If Umber knew about Kaiwan, he’d never spoken of her, at least not that I knew. But surely it was impossible to have dwelled here for generations and not know of the witch’s presence. Maybe he feared her, bowed to her, as even the stones appeared to bow to her.

			This boy, you see, has a very intriguing purpose in this city.

			I arrived at my perch, ushering us both in against the coming day. There were so many things I ought to ask him, try to understand. How had he found out about Kaiwan? Was this about more than Beniro’s death? Did he think he would survive this? Did it matter to him?

			But the answer to all those questions was hovering before me, supplying Hei’s mysteries with meaning. He had his own mist. This was the path he had discovered in it, leading him deeper and deeper into the mountain’s ancient sorrows.

			Only two questions really made sense anymore.

			Hei sat on the edge of my bed, slumping as if exhausted. I wanted to go to him, comfort him. But I needed to try.

			“Hei. I need to ask you something.” The first question. “The night we met again in the night-streets. You said you were already coming to like me. What did you mean? Why?”

			He rubbed the back of his neck, eyes widening slightly. “Oh. Well.” A faint laugh escaped from his lips. “Kadzuhikhan wasn’t the first person to greet me with rough treatment. I think on the day I arrived, I asked for directions from someone on Bare-Sky Road, and they said they’d bet I tasted good with gravy.” I narrowed my eyes, and he chuckled. “It was probably more flirtation than anything. But then, when you caught me at Ancestor Rock...you seemed concerned. Like nameless mortal pilgrims dying in plain sight was a tragedy, something you wanted to prevent. It felt so out of sorts with the city’s numbness that I had to wonder if that was why you were there. Waiting, watching.” He looked down at his hands. “I have to be honest, Ari. I think I’ve been using you. I came here with every intention of doing this alone. But then I met you, and...it became clear that I just couldn’t. I might have turned back already without you. I decided it was all right...all right if I made a friend.”

			Using me to get him through it. The confession split me down the middle, washed me in heated waves of feeling. Pain, sorrow, betrayal. Because I had thought, even if I hadn’t wanted to admit it, that he would be my friend too. And he would last. We might eventually get out of here. Did I really think, if Beniro was resurrected, that he’d ask me to join him?

			Either way, now it was much clearer. He hadn’t counted on surviving. This was his last choice because if his life was already sinking, he may as well roll the dice. Try for a new life for Beniro. Maybe for both of them, if whatever powers Kaiwan represented were merciful. I would be left as alone and forgotten as I always was.

			But he had come home with me. Let me hold him. Because he couldn’t bear being alone anymore.

			Empathy won against betrayal. Pain leaked through my insides, forced me to take my next step.

			I stood up, wings swung wide. Tears were forming behind my eyes. “Well. Use me, then, Hei. It’s better than...”

			Being nothing. Than being dead and forced to be aware of it. He watched me, brow crinkled. If his worst confession was that he’d let himself get too close to me when reason cast that choice into doubt, then he was still far more innocent than I was.

			“The trouble is I don’t think I can be used for anything. I hoped you’d stay. I know what it’s like for a friend to be a rare, precious thing. But I already proved I’m not much of a match for Umber. I gave him a promise, sincere or not, and soon he’s going to want to collect. I need to be more than just a friend.”

			His attention had become complex, clouded, and his frown was thoughtful. “You don’t have to have utility to me, Ari. You’re not a weapon.” He took a step nearer, and I surprised myself by flinching. His gaze softened, but he didn’t back away. “And we’re not powerless. Let’s give him his little meeting. I’m as ready as I need to be. He can think this is all on his terms.”

			My mouth was dry. “So...when? How?”

			Hei shrugged, and the grin that burgeoned on his face just then gleamed with possibilities. “As soon as possible. We don’t even need to make special demands of him. Just tell him I’m eager to hear his offer.”

			Questions gathered in my throat. But only one seemed to really matter, in the shadows of Kaiwan’s conditions, of Hei’s inexplicable confidence. A question I was so afraid to ask, I swallowed it as he tightened his arms around me.

			What purpose did he still need to accomplish before returning to Kaiwan—and what did deceiving Umber have to do with it?

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Lord Umber practically purred when I told him that Hei had agreed.

			He paced in front of the windows in his perch, moonlight glossing his feathers. “Mmm. You of all people certainly have no lack of means of persuasion.”

			Kadzuhikhan was not with us now. I stood in the center of the chamber; when he held audiences here, in this tower with its downward view of the night-streets, I often had to fight the impulse to bow. And noticed how different his perches were from my own home. Windows gaped like mouths, the walls bare, nothing to ornament the room except its emptiness. No doubt he had luxurious chambers elsewhere that ached with opulence. Now, only two inert servants accented his presence. Their hollow eyes occasionally turned to me, emotionlessly. Vague mirrors of what had been done to me.

			“I suppose not.” I swallowed. “You need only tell me what the next step is.”

			His gaze fell upon me directly, for what may have been the first time this visit. The unnatural light in it was playful. “I imagine you will deem this time to demand your reward.”

			My wings flexed in a shrug. “No. I am immortal, after all. Makes it easier to be patient.”

			A syrupy grin spread like a pool over his face. “Indeed. Well said.” The light gathered an edge, as if he were honing it. “Did you discover his purpose for yourself, then? No doubt your curiosity demanded it.”

			I paused. It was hard to decide whether it would be better for him to think me lying, or telling the truth and simply unaware. “He’s been tight-lipped, but it wasn’t hard to see that he seems to be investigating something.”

			Umber’s brow quirked. Maybe he was disappointed.

			The desire to bow at his feet was being tempered with something. Dispassion didn’t seem the right word—he still frightened me. But standing here before him in his bare, vicious glory, I kept thinking of how different it felt to look on him than it did for Kaiwan. The witch lived in a hole in a mountain, presumably alone, and seemed uninterested in presenting a threat. Umber delighted in dominance, and yet he seemed so much smaller than her. Smaller than the shadow cast by Hei’s lonely search.

			He produced a slip of paper and dropped it in my hands. “There; you will bring him to this location.”

			An address was written on it. Specifics here were often difficult to convey that way, since so many locations were oriented vertically. Or their environs were decayed by time and lack of proper care, overdrawing maps with lines only the familiar could follow. But this spot would be easy to find. “And then?”

			“See to it that you come alone—only you and him. It will make little difference to my convenience whether you obey. Consider this another test of how compliant you are willing to be.” The pressure of his attention—no doubt plumbing for a reaction—felt like a physical weight. But I was proud of how little I moved. “There he will be admitted inside. You will remain outside until you are given leave to collect him. If you wish to depart from the premises as you wait, well. You should be easy to find. Simply know that you are not to enter the building”

			I nodded mechanically. “Anything else?”

			A moment passed in which he appeared to be considering. Then his wings opened, shadowing the sneer he turned on me. “One thing. I suppose you may have found Tamueji’s story rather daunting.”

			I didn’t move. I didn’t move a centimeter. But the words punctured my heart, forced it to a labored beat. And he’d be able to hear it.

			“But allow me to reassure you,” he said. “What you have left behind is far more than some long-dead family. I quite savored your memories, in fact.” He leaned in, predatory, smile gleaming. “It is a pity you can’t ever truly get them back. But if you’re a very good boy, I’ll have to tell you all about them someday.”

			Don’t break eye contact. Don’t show a reaction. But my eyes flicked to the floor, unable to bear the sight of him. I didn’t ask how he knew. Explanations abounded for that.

			Instead, I bowed, finally. Deeply, arching my wings. And my face hidden, I swore in the pit of my heart.

			Hei wouldn’t be his next victim. My afterlife was worth little to me now.

			I would give it up, if I had to.

			 

			“This is the place?” Hei shaded his eyes, scanned the building.

			“It is.” He was holding my hand. Without releasing him, I checked the note again. This was a quiet region of the city, and not actually in the night-streets. Slightly surprising, for Umber. But the threat of sunlight during the day would no doubt ward off at least some intruders.

			The spot appeared to be nothing more than a derelict warehouse. Walls high and plain, flat roof, crust of stone and rust and frost marring its surface. Massive windows lined the perimeter, with doors of varying sizes dotting the side that faced us. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have suspected this area was chosen because it would make a serviceable viewing place. Bird-souls perched on the windowsills could watch whatever fascinating exchanges were planned for the inside—and the berth of the windows also meant that participants would have to be wary of sunrise.

			I squeezed Hei’s hand. That Tamueji might have betrayed me, been manipulating me, I’d already ruled out. She hadn’t given me misdirecting information on either count, nor had she tried to influence my actions. And she’d been right about Kaiwan. Besides—a web of eager accomplices was a far cry from Umber’s style. If I knew anything about him, it was that he liked being the only hand holding cards. He wanted to humiliate Tamueji as much as he did me.

			But that added twists to a deeper knot of fear. He also didn’t need me to bring Hei into his talons. Extracting knowledge would be as easy as kidnapping him and drinking his blood. And his feigned transparency about creating hoops for me to jump through clarified nothing. I had no faith in his pledge to play by even his own rules.

			Everyone who served him was a dupe. Including me. I just couldn’t see through the mist enough to tell when the trap would spring.

			Hei withdrew, breaking contact, and rubbed his arms. “He told you to stay outside? Not sure what difference it will make.” He looked directly into my eyes. “I’m going in, then.”

			It was faint, but an air of excitement almost seemed to rise from him, like lightly scented vapor. When I didn’t respond, he turned and made for the small door at the west edge.

			I restrained myself for possibly two seconds. Then, “Wait. Hei.”

			He stopped, turned with an eyebrow raised.

			I placed my hands on his shoulders. “Maybe...just don’t do it. Don’t bother. There’s no sense of trying to make sense of the riddles. Maybe you should go. Whatever it is you still have to do, that should be your priority. Not this. Then you can go straight back to Kaiwan.”

			I wanted to go on. To plead for him not to even return to her. Not to risk what was left of his heart, his life. He may also not really have anything left to go back to. But he wasn’t trapped here.

			Emotion softened the corners of Hei’s eyes, furrowed his brow. He simply looked at me for what felt like a long time. “Ari. Trust me. I am well on my way to my task being complete.”

			Again, the urge to ask what it was. But the purpose itself seemed to shine in my imagination, casting such a brilliance that every greedy eye spied it, sensed the tender passions within. It hurt enough for Hei to know it. “Umber also has at least an idea of what you’re doing. Don’t give him time. Don’t give him anything. I...” It was a struggle to draw breath. “I want to be able to help you somehow.”

			The feelings swimming in his gaze were gelling into misery, but a brave, hot grin offset it. “I want you to listen to me.” He leaned so close that he could whisper, soft as a breath. “I understand. Great evil has been done here. It stains the entire city. And w—” He paused. “I have been denied for too long. Nothing will stop me now.”

			As he spoke, the same diamond-hardness that had pervaded Kaiwan shone through his face. For a moment he became like stone, an avatar of the mountain carved into my absent memories. And the hardness was sharpened by an edge of rage. A plummeting sensation wracked me. Hei’s smile faded, replaced by an expression that could have been the face of the tundra. And the gleam of his eyes was cold.

			I almost stepped back. “I don’t want to stop you. But—”

			It was pointless; I had no way to ground or defend my vague fears. Hei held me in the grip of that violently unmoving stare. “I know what’s been done to you, Ari. And you might be made to prevent me. I say this as reassurance—not even you can.” His breath against my face seemed to burn. “You will be spared that guilt. In this, at least, you cannot be turned against me.”

			He sounded like he was talking about a story that I was expected to know, but had never read. Did he mean by Umber’s plot? Had I made a mistake in trusting him? I saw it now, as fierce as a renegade sun—I’d wanted Hei to guide me through my mist, smooth out a path for me to be someone new. But the fog was swirling over him, reducing him to another face in the maze. I was abruptly dwarfed by his comparative years of experience, of simply being. The depth of his story, the meaning behind his cryptic words, seemed raveled up in the difference between my two years of memory—and his entire life’s worth. I was overwhelmed by the sense of how much I was missing behind his words.

			Then I did take a step back. Hei tried to take hold of my hand again, but I let it slip limply away. I couldn’t count on being able to see anybody, not even Hei, for what they were. This world was too dense with shadows, for all my supernatural sight.

			His biting demeanor softened then, the tenderness of flesh returning to his features. “I don’t mean to frighten you. But please. Trust me. Just for this, for now. Here.” He fished in a pocket, and produced the medallion he’d shown me from his childhood. His fingers grabbed my hand, opened it, pressed the wood to my palm. “I want you to hold on to this.”

			My throat felt frozen. “Why?”

			A smile graced his lips, but it, too, seemed chilled, darkened. “Because I’ll be coming back for it. It’s a promise.”

			I almost demanded—why did he care, when he had Beniro? Even if Kaiwan never granted him his miracle, he had Beniro’s memory. What was I? How dare he treat me like he would remember me as well, like I was more than a guiding hand in the dark, when he was only going to leave me for someone who was real?

			A tear caught light on his cheek. He chewed his lip, quietly, the threat and austerity draining from him. He pulled a slim bottle from his jacket, swiftly drank the contents. With the empty bottle pressed to his brow, as if praying over it, he bowed—and dropped the bottle to the ground.

			Before he turned, he touched me once more. “You have already helped me more than you know.” Fingers probed across my arm, shoulder, gently gracing my chin with contact. The feel of his fingertips was rough, callused, and warm. “I will have my revenge.”

			A harsh, almost sinister quality marred his face. This was new. It was neither the precious frailty he’d shown—in my bed, in my arms—nor the serene optimism. It rose up like an omen, coating him in a sheath of merciless silver. The warmth of his hand fell away. And he marched toward the door.

			I watched him go, the line of his shoulder tense enough that he seemed he might break. Shatter into illusions, another empty relic of a once-full memory. Revenge. Who was he? All of my suspicions, Tamueji’s warnings, Umber’s riddles, turned in on themselves. I had taken the wrong path. I must have. And the air of a nightmare was thickening around me, rendering the place Hei had touched me as frigid as ice.

			I leaned down, picked up the bottle. Mere glass, and a sniff revealed that its contents had only been water. But a faint hum of energy emanated from its hollowness, a bite similar to the pendant he wore.

			Hei knocked, but the door did not open immediately. Instead, the air by Hei opened as if sliced apart, darkness seeping out rather than blood. It solidified into a broad figure, strong, vaguely feline—Kadzuhikhan. He leered down at Hei, reaching behind him to unlatch the door.

			Lightray dangled at his side. The sight sent a chill through me. Umber hadn’t said anything about Kadzuhikhan being involved, but that may mean nothing. He was the crow-soul’s favorite errand boy. I gripped Hei’s medallion in my fist.

			Kadzuhikhan looked up, saw me, and waved with a predatory grin. “Good work, kid. For once.” He eyed Hei. “And the piece of ass crosses my path again.”

			“Enough.” Scorn gave Hei’s voice the force of a whip. “I’ve waited too long, Kadzuhikhan. You know what you owe me.”

			I couldn’t seem to get enough air. Owe—?

			“Aye.” Kadzuhikhan swept open an arm. “Let’s get down to business, then.”

			The door slammed shut behind them.

			 

			I was drowning in unreality. Not a sound emerged from the building, but the silence seemed to be roaring in my ears. It was as if I’d woken up, and the bare facts of my life had been rearranged.

			It wouldn’t take a gift of perception to see that Hei had hidden much from me—about his identity, his goals. But I had no context in which to give that fact meaning. It could be as simple as the way an adult would lie to a child to comfort them, the gaps in my experience too vast to allow me to follow Hei’s path.

			Revenge. Against whom? If I’d known him somehow before I’d died, and I owed him some debt, surely he wouldn’t need Umber to collect it. He could have poisoned me with silver-water in my sleep.

			Kadzuhikhan was the only person who I knew had hurt Hei. But the way they’d spoken suggested a deeper scar than an encounter like that could explain. Was he using me, as he’d said, but to get to Kadzuhikhan? Then why take me to Kaiwan? Why tell me about Beniro?

			Breaking Umber’s rules about not entering worried me if only because it smelled like bait, a way to use Hei once again to bring me to heel. And even for all Hei’s strange anger and strength, he couldn’t stand up to even one moon-soul in combat. I could go, track down Tamueji, place some bribes, ask the questions I’d wanted to leave alone.

			But there was no way in hell I was leaving now.

			A few wing strokes brought me close enough to clutch the wall and peer in the windows. Many of them were cracked and broken, but I’d have to choose one that wouldn’t put me in too easy a line of sight. Darkness alone wouldn’t shield me from Kadzuhikhan, but if I were quiet enough, he may be too distracted to notice me.

			Gem-glow painted the interior of the building with warm and cool colors, dust-flecked beams falling into the center of the room. And it was essentially one massive room, like a space that’d once been used to store crates. A railed upper layer lined the walls, but from my vantage, a great empty floor seemed the building’s main feature. Containers that appeared to be overturned crates and metal fixtures spotted the corners, murky water catching the light with menace.

			Hei stood at the center, red and gold rays striping his face. His jacket was open, revealing a scant undershirt, and Kadzuhikhan was pacing a circle around him, as if inspecting him.

			A detail stood out to me, as if suddenly, nauseatingly significant. Hei wasn’t wearing his pendant. If its blessing was meant to shield him from harm, then why—?

			Hei’s voice rang, cool and tight, through the echoing room. “Are you really not going to search me for weapons?”

			Kadzuhikhan trailed one palm over Hei’s head, cheek, down his neck. “Mm. Touching, that you think I’d care about your silvered dagger or whatever you’ve smuggled in here. But, no.” He tugged at the lapel of the jacket. “Off.”

			I gulped. What the hell? Hei obeyed as if it were a matter of course, and began undoing his belt. Where the fuck was Umber?

			As if plucking my thoughts from the air, Hei lifted his chin and said, “And your lord, great and feathery? When is he going to make his appearance?”

			Kadzuhikhan’s chuckle sounded like metal being scraped. “He’s given me this honor.” His tongue lashed out, stroked his lips.

			“Take me to him.” None of the stoniness had left Hei’s tone, but the flames seemed to be abating from him. “Please.”

			“Heh.” Kadzuhikhan’s arms wound around his waist, pulled him closer. Hei appeared to tense, taking hold of his wrists, but he didn’t try to pull away. “Not yet. I wanted a chance to see what this is about myself. Especially given our...history.”

			History? A gasp pried itself out of me, and Kadzuhikhan’s ear twitched. I hid my face, holding my breath. So I’d been right. Maybe Tamueji hadn’t caught Hei following the flock specifically as much as Kadzuhikhan. I already knew that meeting Kaiwan was not his only reason for being here—and whatever his final purpose was, it seemed to be more than simply shaking Umber from his tail.

			“All right.” Hei sounded restrained, gritted. A peek over the edge revealed him now almost in Kadzuhikhan’s arms, a hand on the cat-soul’s chest creating space between them. “He knows my terms. I will deal with him directly, or not at all. I can always just leave Serenity.”

			It felt like being kicked in the chest. The Hei that had been in my bed had seemed so determined to find the center of this labyrinth, stay here until he’d seen his quest through. Had it all been a lie? Some strange bargain with Umber?

			“Awww.” Kadzuhikhan’s purr was almost palpable from here. “You do seem so married to the idea of your own importance. As if we couldn’t find another to do this anywhere in the world.”

			Hei paused. “Then let go of me.”

			“There, there.” Kadzuhikhan was nuzzling his cheek, tongue flashing out to touch his ear, chin, throat. “I figured I could show you that I know how to play nice. Very nice. And haste is not a good look for you.”

			Hei wilted into Kadzuhikhan’s embrace, face buried against his collarbone. A deep sigh moved through him. “Fine.” Now, as Kadzuhikhan began plying him with kisses, he seemed to relax, melt under them. His head tilted back, revealing his throat.

			My heart was laying siege to my rib cage. Visions seared into harsh substance—Hei and Kadzuhikhan, having staged the attack on the night I intervened. Hei’s stories about his past, contrived to evoke sympathy in me. Tamueji, feeding me clues to enmesh me in the illusion that I knew what was happening. Then why this? There seemed no purpose to this ruse except to entwine me more tightly in uncertainty.

			A wail of pleasure rocked Hei, stirring images of him under me, staining the connection I’d thought we shared. He seized Kadzuhikhan by the hair, as if begging him to slow down. “Wait. There’s something...something I want. I’ve wanted it for a long time. Especially from you.”

			Kadzuhikhan growled in his chest, yanking off the trousers clustered around Hei’s knees. “Mm. I’m all ears.”

			“I...want you to drink my blood.” Hei sounded breathless. “I really like for a lot of it to be taken. Until I’m dizzy. Please.”

			Kadzuhikhan laughed like victory, scouring my senses. I couldn’t watch this, but it seemed physically impossible to pull my eyes away. The thought burned through my mind that if I kept watching, I’d see Hei as he really was. See the root of my strange obsession with him, the secrets underneath his combination of sweetness and bitterness.

			I remembered how he hadn’t wanted me to drink from him. I could no longer tell which perceptions were dreamlike and which ones were solid. But something—a sister to hope or fear—was gnawing at the pit of my gut. Why hadn’t he—?

			Hei squirmed against Kadzuhikhan’s bulk for a stretch of time, rough animal noises consuming the sounds of breath and kissing. Hei had been stripped almost completely above the waist, his shirt torn down the side. He bared the side of his shoulder, as if beckoning Kadzuhikhan there. The cat-soul rumbled a trail of amusement, snaking up the lines of Hei’s body and bringing his fangs to rest between throat and collarbone. “There,” Hei gasped.

			The next seconds blurred together, the details of Kadzuhikhan penetrating his flesh hazy. Hei spasmed, breath rising, and Kadzuhikhan seemed almost to be eating him, chewing through to his heart. But the motions remained confined to that place under his neck, a bright flare of red slashing down the side of Hei’s torso. Their rhythm was almost erotic—

			—until Kadzuhikhan reeled back, hissing and shouting. He shoved Hei away as if he’d been burned, but Hei alighted easily on the balls of his feet. Kadzuhikhan swabbed at his mouth, snarling. “Holy fuck. What the hell did you—?”

			Kadzuhikhan paused to hack into his hands. Hei stood within his perfect stillness once more, the diamond aura of the mountain pulsing from him. Now the minutes ground to a trickle, gathering with urgency around Hei. He took hold of the tear in his shirt, ripped the fabric from him. There, as gold and candy-red bars of light fell on his chest, as the blood at the bite mark glowed—it was like he was emerging from behind a mask. I might have expected him to shift shape, for all a new person seemed to be glaring from behind his eyes.

			It clicked together, the whir and snap of memory. Mortals filling up with silver-lined water to intoxicate those who drank from them. Hei downing a whole bottle of water before entering. The stone no longer at his neck, the aura of virtue that stone exuded.

			He’d poisoned himself—with a substance harmless to mortals. He might have been suffusing his bloodstream with it the entire time he’d been here, and thus hadn’t wanted me to taste it. And Kadzuhikhan had just taken a deep draught.

			My eyes widened, absorbing the sight of him. Arms slick with that shocking beauty, muscles trembling with energy. And a sheaf of bandages wrapped tightly around his midsection—they looked slightly damp in the gem-glow, and an ephemeral blue radiance seeped from them.

			Oh, god. The water.

			Kadzuhikhan roused himself, having spit a pool on the floor. “You arrogant, throw-away little bitch. And here I was going to let it be good for you.”

			He thrust a claw forward with such speed the air seemed to crack. But Hei moved like he was made of fire, flipping backward onto his hands, the blow grazing his side—and hitting right into the dampened wrap. The hiss of silver-burn announced the contact, and Kadzuhikhan recoiled with a yelp.

			Shit. What was that?

			Hei completed his arc in the air, swirling agilely to pitch forward—and crush the heel of his boot into Kadzuhikhan’s forehead.

			Time regained its fluidity, my mind catching up to the turn in reality. Kadzuhikhan doubled back, slipping to his hands and knees, and Hei tangled himself around the cat-soul’s shoulders. They became a knot of clenched movement, Kadzuhikhan’s strokes blistering with force, but unable to seize a hold that wasn’t hot with poison. Hei smeared hands over his bloody shoulder, jabbed crimson-stained fingers into the bigger man’s eye.

			A shriek echoed in the warehouse before Hei rolled off, skidding back on his heels. Kadzuhikhan was sluggish, teetering, the dose Hei had given him apparently enough to dull his reflexes. But even in light of that, I had never seen a mortal challenger match a living-again foe with such agility and grace. Nor the absolute purity of fury that plumed from Hei like steam.

			I stood, no longer caring if I was seen. Realizations were mounting in my belly, behind my thoughts. Hei had come here for this—not just to this meeting, but to Serenity.

			I am well on my way to my task being complete.

			Hei dropped into a fighting stance, quickly unspooling some of the fabric from his abdomen and spiraling it around his fists. Bruises decorated his delicate skin, along with the still fresh smears of his own blood. But somehow he looked untouchable, invincible, squaring off there against a moon-soul double his size.

			Kadzuhikhan was breathing heavy, but he righted himself; from here, I could see the damage Hei had done to his eye, far deeper than a mere poke. Blood oozed from the socket, and the wound was visibly healing...but slower than I’d expected. Whatever essence sung now in Hei’s blood, it had potency beyond any silver draught.

			Hei’s grin was like a slash of lightning. “You can still make it good for me, old friend. Put up a fight.” He gestured with one hand.

			Grimly, Kadzuhikhan pulled his sword from its sheath. The silver cut the dimness of the room. Poising the blade, he lunged.

			Hei either had to draw another trick from thin air, or be driven back to avoid being cut in two. He couldn’t dodge a deadly weapon indefinitely, no matter how skilled he was at confusing his opponent. But he slid into Kadzuhikhan’s assault, and only the fineness of my vision allowed me to catch it—pulling one bandage loose, catching it in the other hand.

			Hei dropped to a roll, the cloth looping up and snaring the dull side of the blade mid motion. I barely traced the movement, it was so precise. But it allowed him to hunch just to Kadzuhikhan’s side, and snap the sword from his grip as the distance between them increased. Kadzuhikhan gasped. Two more swipes shunted the blade a meter or so off, and brought the tightened fabric exactly where Hei had wanted—right against Kadzuhikhan’s feet. The elaborate arc had resulted in a loose knot, seizing around Kadzuhikhan’s bared ankle.

			I leaned through the window’s broken pane, fixated on the dance between them. Tripping Kadzuhikhan led to another frenzied attack, which Hei took with a groan, then answered with a volley of blows to the face. It drove the cat-soul back enough to detach them, and the next steps began. Kadzuhikhan wasn’t a wild-swinging brute, but some combination of poisoning, surprise, and Hei’s sheer skill had him wavering and on the defensive. The impossibility of it staggered me.

			Hei might win.

			And that thought turned the wind, cut a divide in the mist. Images of Hei’s face burned through, spotting my consciousness with fragile stars. I’d so desperately wanted to see him for who he was, because I was exhausted with not having anyone to trust. And I wanted proof that it was possible, that someone could descend into this abyss and remain whole. The tender, shameful hope I nurtured in the core of my emptiness: that he could lead me out. That I would have someone to give my afterlife meaning. This was him, shining before me at last, this vengeful, heartbroken angel. And I was—I was...

			The tide of battle shifted while I watched. Kadzuhikhan was recovering his senses, adapting to Hei’s tactics. He ignored the sword, waited for Hei’s forward motions and grabbed him. Hei wriggled free, the burn of his blessed cloth acting like spined armor, but Kadzuhikhan’s repeated grappling attempts grew harder to avoid. He snared his legs, binding them together with one arm. Hei spat blood, as if he’d bit down on his own tongue, and Kadzuhikhan was forced to swipe at his eyes.

			He could make it, if Kadzuhikhan lost his upper hand. But the cat-soul must win in a contest of strength. Unless...

			It didn’t matter what or who I’d been. Not anymore. I had mourned too long for an Ari that I would never get back.

			This was who I was now.

			I kicked in the glass, shouting into the resulting storm of notes—“Kadzuhikhan!”

			It dragged both of their gazes to me, stunning them mid-struggle. Hei’s face was washed with shock that bordered on awe. Kadzuhikhan’s was gnarled with outrage. But Hei shook his reaction first—and pulled one arm free enough to stab a bloody thumb into Kadzuhikhan’s wounded eye.

			I didn’t wait for him to free himself before hurtling down into the fray. Kadzuhikhan recouped more quickly this time—possibly the poisoning wearing off—but not soon enough to avoid me colliding with his bulk. I glided on retracted wings, hitting so suddenly that we instantly careened over the dusty floor, my grip tight around his neck. His snarls radiated rage more than pain, and claws ravaged my arms and back. He found purchase there and began shredding my outer feathers, as if trying to yank my wings off. We rolled to a stop with him poised on top of me, pinning one wing under a claw. He bellowed, Hei’s blood in his eye. I was too slow to prevent the blizzard of scratches to my face, but I pulled one wing up in defense, muscling him to the side and slipping out from under him.

			He was stronger than me, but I was slightly bigger, and I would always heal faster. And I could heal Hei—which had to be my first priority. Kadzuhikhan crouched paces away from me, growling as if we were two beasts who’d come across each other in a wood. His posture resonated cat, and the gaze he fixed on me was hungry.

			“You’re easy as fuck to play, friend.” He spat blood into the dust. I saw, with stunning urgency, that Lightray was near his back-stretched paw. And his tail nudged the scabbard closer. “Umber figured you’d lose your shit over this pup. Guess we have our one stone for two birds.”

			The admission filtered through the rest of the chaos, something I’d have to massage into meaning later. Hei was gathering himself at an angle to us, more of his blessed cord loose in his hand. Kadzuhikhan had his weapon raised, and I tensed for a strike—except he didn’t move forward. Instead, he tipped back, as if ducking—and vanished.

			“Watch your back.” My voice echoed hoarsely. His cat-step was fast, though my understanding was that it took effort to trigger it. He may not be able to slip back into space instantly. Hei circled closer to me, limbs pulled in defensively.

			“Where did he go?” Hei’s breath was coming fast. As he approached, I yanked him into an embrace. The ambiguity between made the closeness a bit frightening, but I needed physical contact.

			And my mind went blank for a moment as I seized the damp cloth around him. The sensations of hot silver and sunlight, full strength, ran up my arm. I retreated instinctively, but kept my hand on his wounded shoulder. There’d only be a second to heal him, but that hurt. He stared up at me, stunned, but I didn’t let go. A wave of cool energy lapped up my arm, and before my next breath, his wounds began to close.

			“To the Deep; don’t drop your guard. What the fuck is that?”

			He might have answered—but then, sound overcame me. A whistle like the air was being shredded. I hit the floor on reflex, shoving Hei away. And the flash of a blade clove between us, grazing my outstretched arm. The speed of my reaction was all that’d kept me, and maybe Hei, from being skewered.

			Kadzuhikhan glared down at me from his bloodstained eyes, lifting the sword for a downward stroke. Hei was almost as quick—a barrage of cloth bands swarmed over Kadzuhikhan, catching his arm and neck. Now that I’d felt the sting of that substance, I understood why his eyes blew wide, and he dropped Lightray before slipping back into oblivion.

			I was still reeling from my brush with Hei’s weapon, but I snagged the silver weapon as it thudded to the floor. Its burn was less severe in my palm. But it would make the difference of advantage. A surprise puncture wound could kill Hei before I got to him.

			No time remained to marshal a formation. It was a game of don’t-blink—Kadzuhikhan rushed out of the nothingness, a vicious black streak that congealed into a catlike paw, knocking me to the floor. I prepared for a continued assault to attempt at the sword, but he vanished as quickly as he appeared. Hei was more vulnerable than me if he couldn’t snare Kadzuhikhan. I jumped to my feet, raised the sword by its blade—and swung it across the gap between me and Hei.

			“Hei!” I waited until his eyes met mine before letting go. “Catch!”

			The next second was like the swing of an axe. Hei stretched to his full height, leaping to catch the scabbard. As he did, shadows tore at his back, Kadzuhikhan emerging like quicksilver. An arm shot out like a battering ram—

			—and Hei whirled midair, the arc of the blade meeting the incoming blow. The contact was like thunder cracking. In a spray of light and blood, Hei shouted, and Kadzuhikhan’s severed arm flew from his body.

			Shadows devoured him on a muffled scream. The sight dazed me. He could regrow the arm, but a wound like that was usually a fight-ender. It still hadn’t stopped his escape.

			Hei heaved with exertion, but he pounced on the arm, raising it in his free hand. Blood slicked his skin. “You want this back, you ridiculous fuck?”

			If a way existed to track a cat-stepper, I didn’t know it. The entire atmosphere of the room tasted like ash, ready to catch black fire at any moment. The emotional weight of what I was doing was making my limbs heavy, numbing my senses. Kadzuhikhan. This was it. He’d never forgive me for this betrayal, and it would be impossible to hide it.

			Then the air split again, Deep-substance taking shape against the wall. In the natural shadows, Kadzuhikhan’s silhouette was hardening—and missing an arm. Pure venom gleamed from the pits of his eyes.

			I thought he might rail at me, mock me, punitively narrate the delightful web he and Umber had woven for me. Or that he would fly at Hei with vengeance. Instead, he stood where he was—but the shadows condensed around him, as if he were growing. And the rumble of animal pain that ripped from him confirmed that was exactly what he was doing.

			He was cat-shaping.

			The change erupted like a tide of magma. His entire skeleton seemed to open on the beast that was striding forth to the tune of snapping bones. Cat-shapes usually were no bigger than panthers or lions, but I’d seen Kadzuhikhan expand to the size of a small elephant. And his silhouette burst to that capacity now, a visceral warping sound accompanying the new limbs that filled the shadows.

			My thoughts spun on the edge of the moment—I could dove-shape, try to match him in bulk before he got to Hei. But beast-shaping was an art, and a swift change was the sign of refinement. A refinement I did not possess. He’d have Hei in his teeth before I would have shaken the pain from my senses.

			A fresh arm struck the dirt, whole and strong as it pulsed with his cat-shape’s strength. It was like forging life out of literal nothing, the same substance that fueled his cat’s-step. An oppressively large feline maw snapped into the light, his silver eyes molten with rage.

			“Ari.” Hei’s voice seemed to cross oceans to reach me. “Stay with me.”

			I quailed. And Kadzuhikhan’s leap across the distance seemed to crack time in two.

			Hei dropped in the corner of my eye, dashing forward in a roll. Kadzuhikhan was too huge—the maneuver that had served Hei until now would see him squashed. No time remained for thought. I was in the air, buoying myself up to intercept him. His weight falling on me would hurt, but I’d heal.

			I had enough grace with beast-shaping to will talons from my fingers, catch on Kadzuhikhan’s hurtling mass. I met the force of his paw, smacking me to one side. It crushed the wind from me, but in the same moment, I raked talons across his face. It was enough to snare his ear, stagger the trajectory he’d pushed me on. A roar split the room, and I struck the floor in a spray of stars.

			“Ari!” Hei’s throat seemed to burn with urgency. My vision cleared in time to see him flinging the blade over the battlefield—and standing under Kadzuhikhan’s descending paw.

			I shouted, leaping up to snatch the blade. Hei seemed to collapse under the blow. The first two seconds of grasping the silver blinded me, but I kept running, calling his name. Kadzuhikhan’s tail swung toward me, and I followed Hei’s suit—sword edge raised, I leaned into the attack.

			The impact was almost enough to disarm me, but I held on. Then the viscid stink of blood burst around me, a rupture in his tail streaking my body and arms. The feline cry was deafening as he fell back. Then I saw it—Hei hadn’t been hit.

			He was poised on his belly, apparently having spun away in time. And a coil of cloth was suspended between his fists—knotting around Kadzuhikhan’s paw.

			“Stay with me!” he all but shrieked.

			Now. It had to be now. I put every ounce of strength remaining into throwing the blade like a lance. The distance was short, space shining as if the silver’s motion corroded the air. And with a sickening thud, the tip pierced Kadzuhikhan’s side.

			Kadzuhikhan flailed, blood streaming from his tail, his haunch. One paw struck aimlessly at his side, but his balance shook against the pressure of wounds and Hei’s entanglement. In the next instant, Hei shot up onto his back as if mounting a horse. Panting, moving faster than I’d ever seen a mortal move, he spiraled the unspooling band around the cat-soul’s neck.

			Kadzuhikhan couldn’t reach the blade. And anointed cloth was strangling him within an inch of his afterlife. In seconds, he collapsed to his belly, jerking and crying out.

			“Help me!” Hei’s shout was strained. I sprinted to his side, and readied a breath to grab one end of the cloth. Pain eclipsed everything for a moment, but I was still gripping the bandage when I opened my eyes again.

			And Hei was extracting the sword. A fresh surge of blood gushed over the floor, sending plumes of steam off the metal. Kadzuhikhan struggled, but he was losing strength. Heaven knew I was.

			“Hold him.” The hardness had returned to Hei’s demeanor. He tightened knees around the cat-soul’s shoulders—and hoisted the sword above his head. For a moment, an almost malicious current seemed to scour through Hei’s body. It manifested in a wicked smile.

			“Oh, Kadzuhikhan. I cannot tell you how fondly I have looked forward to this.”

			My numbness was thawing, allowing my thoughts to catch up to me. “Hei, wait, no—!”

			He plunged Lightray into its master’s eye.

			The motion resolved on a flash of light and a burst of blood, and stillness flooded the room. Something snapped within me. A storm of tremors jerked through Kadzuhikhan, and the blade dug deeper. In moments, he had slumped to the floor. Such a blow wouldn’t kill him, even with a silver weapon. It wouldn’t kill him. He was immortal, he’d regain himself in a matter of minutes or hours. Even dismemberment could eventually be recovered from, as long as the moon-soul—

			Hei heaved as he dragged the sword from the eye. The blood on the metal was steaming, raw chemical silver-aversion curling off it like smoke. Hei was shaking, his breath ragged. He raised the blade as if signaling victory.

			“You don’t have to.” Words shot from me like shouts of pain, involuntary and panicked. “We can just run. Hei. Hei, I don’t—”

			There seemed to be no words in existence that would express the way my world was dividing down its center. Hei swung the blade down, hit where the anointed cloth was looped around the great feline neck. Silver cut through, rising again and again until it broke through bone. With a grit cry of fury, Hei beheaded him.

			I had let go of the cloth without realizing it, sensation returning to my hands. But all I seemed able to feel now was tingles, a rain-spatter of dissociation. Oh, god. Of course he’d had to kill him. Given time, a regenerated Kadzuhikhan would have found us anywhere in the city. The cat-step would move him faster than flight. But he was dead. He was immortal and now...

			Hei had transformed into an angel of rage, of sobbing and destruction, hacking at the severed head. The violence was blinding, desperate. Soon Hei was crouched over the remains, keening, holding himself against the upright sword. The mist seemed to be closing around me again, surrounding me in numbness.

			I should go to him. Or I should run. Everything had been a guess that this was the right thing to do. But one of the only people who’d been there for me, and had betrayed me, a rapist, was destroyed.

			I hadn’t considered. If I took this path, there’d be nothing left.

			And Hei was collecting himself, his bright, stunning body gleaming with sweat and carnage. He looked unharmed since I’d healed him. But his eyes flamed, and the sword in his arms...

			The mist centered on him, his gentle lies and mysteries, his rage and terror, the heat and cold of his space in my life.

			Oh, god. I had no idea who he was.

			“Ari.” His voice was like a weight on the ground. “Ari. It’s not enough.”

			His image had become a thing of terror, a harbinger of the thing I’d left behind. Something like recognition crawled through my lightless depths. Was he—?

			I shook, backing away semi-consciously. He stood, took a step closer, the sword flickering red and gold.

			“Ari. Please. I need you.”

			I couldn’t. Confused tears stung my eyes. Scrabbling to my feet, I seized the wind and rushed for the window.

			“I need you!” Hei shouted, but the wind was already bearing me away.

			I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. This was too deep. He couldn’t know me. Couldn’t need me.

			I was dead.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			I flew until the wind killed every sound in my head.

			My reaction cut me in two—the me that had been Ari since before my death, that still was, the me that mattered to someone. I shouldn’t run from Hei. This was more than the path I had chosen, it was the route back to warm blood, a heart that beat with human feeling. I wanted him to have his miracle, to go back to his life, safe and healed and not alone. I didn’t want him to be lost here, like me.

			But he had come here to assassinate moon-souls. The skills and weapons he’d revealed rendered every other explanation impossible. This didn’t mean I was one of his targets—but he had come to me, picked me, for a reason. And the fact that he had investigated me could no longer be one more elusive scrap of evidence. The entire time, he’d possessed a plan that exceeded his sad story of Kaiwan and Beniro. And with Kaiwan’s promise at hand, very few things could have moved him to delay his absolute last choice. It was a passion that had enabled him to face Kadzuhikhan and not only live, but slay an immortal.

			And the violence of that passion terrified me for reasons I couldn’t name. I had been painting Hei’s image as fragile, gentle, lonely—and the sight of him beheading Kadzuhikhan seemed to set that image aflame, unleash a far more visceral truth that I feared to taste. He was not an angel sent to comfort my wounds, play the role of victim I could protect.

			Tears dazzled my eyes, made the reeling sky a blur of indecision. I should go back to him. Demand the truth of who he was, who I was to him. I should fly, and fly, and never turn back. Fly until the tundra swallowed me, blasted the whole earth white. A horror climbed my bones, that if I soared until the wind itself died, I would never reach the end of the snow. The world was dead too. Everyone entering Serenity was a soul bound to our gem-lit hell, as unable to turn back as I was. The earth itself was nothing more than a vast conjoined dream, fading as our memories drowned in the dark.

			I reached the edge of the mountain, a crop of rock looking over Bare-Sky Road. I could keep going. I could test my theory, at last. But convictions were amassing on my thoughts like snowfall. There would be nothing.

			Tamueji’s story was about more than Umber’s cunning, or the ravages of time. None of us had anything left to find again, because it would mean nothing.

			Hei knew me. He had to. And I was no longer the me that it would mean something to.

			I sobbed into my hands as the moon plummeted into sleep. Then, in the crystal certainty of the dark hour, I realized what my immortality was. It was not a second chance. It was not a new life everlasting, a reward for being nameless and insignificant in my mortality.

			No. It was something far more brutal. Someone had simply exhumed my corpse. Lit it with the consciousness of its own hollowness. I was only remains, condemned to know it forever. My actual soul—Ari’s soul—was already gone. Maybe that was all Umber’s godhood was, a way to clean up the imprints left behind. Purge out the last eroded illusions that any of us really existed.

			I took to the air again, unaware of where I was going. Until the ring of worn rocks came into sight. This was where my path through mist had taken me. And there may be only one person who could tell me whether it was still possible to turn back.

			I all but fell to the dirt in front of Kaiwan’s sigil. Hands shaking, I grasped the diamond chip dangling at my throat. This may not be an arcane prism—I had no idea how such things were made. But maybe it would be enough.

			Holding it out in one hand, I tried to calm my breath, recall the words Hei had sung. “O warrior who has transgressed time... Witch who unweaves the hours...the hours...” I struggled to remember the full verses, and my Zangenjai wasn’t good enough to put them all together. I stamped a foot on the ground. “Fuck! Show me the way!”

			It was a desperate call. The gem lay inert in my palm. Surely she wouldn’t hear me. It wouldn’t be enough—

			Except just then, a pale flicker flashed from the diamond. And the spiral of her seal began to glow. It flared brighter, the wall seeming to open inward as it had before.

			The passage within seemed shorter this time. I gripped my stone, heart flailing under my ribs, and said a prayer of thanks that this wasn’t the winding trail of the last time. In minutes, the carved rock door of her home was looming over me—and was already open.

			I gulped and stepped in.

			Kaiwan stood by her dais, a pearl-colored robe draping her limbs. She faced me as I entered, hair falling free, and the same stalwart impassivity on her features. This time, the aura of solemnity she exuded felt sorrowful, painful. As though I could no longer look on her tremendous age without its implications digging into my skin.

			She nodded faintly. “I see you have come alone.”

			I lifted the diamond in my grip. “I’m not asking for a miracle. Just answers. Please. Will you accept this for them?”

			A frown wrinkled her composure. But she acquiesced by taking the diamond from me. “I will answer if I am able.”

			It hit me then that I had no idea how to ask of her what I really wanted to know. So the current rushed out, eager for release. “I’ve heard that you created Serenity. Did you mean for it to be this way? Did you design it to be somewhere you could never leave—that would never give your soul back?” Tears dampened my chin before I realized that I’d shed them. But there was no point restraining them now. “Did you mean for this place to be a graveyard?”

			She stood there, wrapped in her stillness, watching me as if I’d gone insane. It was too much. After a minute passed, I fell to my knees, shoulders trembling as I covered my face. It was too much. Not enough. I should have stayed dead.

			In the next instant, the sound of her motion startled me—followed by a touch on my shoulder. I looked up, and an expression of sympathy was waiting. The sorrow that radiated from her was as strong as a scent. “No. I never wanted that. My own graveyard, perhaps, but not like this. No, this—” she gestured around at the column of light from above “—this is the effect of time. The debris of the ages. I have watched the years break, like waves, on the mountainside. And each new tide brings more ruin. It has grown beyond my wishes.”

			She hadn’t denied the legend. So she really was older than the city itself? I took her in, the way she crouched at my side, her contemplation of the lights and shadows of her space. The imprint she’d left on time must be almost incomprehensible by now, like writing too huge to read. How could she possibly bear that, in this silence?

			I sniffed. My following words fell like stones. “Kadzuhikhan is dead. Hei came here to kill him. Did you know that was his plan?”

			At that, Kaiwan’s eyes narrowed. She stood, raiment flashing white at her feet. “And Lord Umber—does he yet live?”

			I licked my lips. That was probably a good question. “Unless Hei has already found a way to kill him.”

			Wait. Was that what he’d been hoping to do—was that why he’d agreed to Umber’s meeting?

			Kaiwan’s frown had matured into a thoughtful scowl, one finger curled under her chin. “Then the time is drawing closer. Even I cannot escape it forever. I had hoped to delay it longer this time.”

			This time? I tried to shake off the clamor of possibilities, focus on the moment. “Why? What does it matter to you if they’re alive or dead?”

			Her gaze wavered, perhaps uneven with worry. “Here. Allow me to help you. Sit.”

			I accepted her hand, and she maneuvered me to a seat near the imitation hearth. She produced a jug from a cupboard and, before I could ask, filled two clay cups. The aroma of wine greeted me when she offered it. Alcohol may not do for me what it once had, but I was glad she hadn’t offered me tea again.

			She swirled the contents of her cup, staring into it as if it were a divining pool. “Serenity has served many purposes across the generations, and serves many still. One is that those who are determined enough to reach it, and to find me here, may ask an impossible boon. A miracle that no other power available to them might grant. Comprehend me—this is not a limit I place out of any desire to judge who is worthy and who is not. I am not interested in behaving like some fickle god. No, indeed, were it possible, I would gladly roam the earth, undoing wrongs. I’d create every miracle in my power, freely.”

			An ominous sensation was knotting within me. I had misjudged her then—but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what force or wound could constrain a witch of such power.

			She gulped a mouthful of wine and went on. “I have said that my gift is to be a last resort only. You must understand why. My magical art is named time-mending.” She looked into my eyes briefly, perhaps searching for recognition. “Even time can be turned back. But further still, it can be mended. It is like patching a piece of fabric. One piece of time can be replaced with another, and all threads issuing from that cloth will likewise be changed. The difference is that the moments I change are woven into the new fabric whole, so that their threads run as one. However, this also means that greater degrees of change require much more work, more care, in order to create a future that will fit this new pattern.”

			Witch who unweaves the hours. So at least some of the rumors were accurate. The thought of such a power was staggering. “Is that how you’re able to live so long? Er. If I may ask.”

			Her brow flicked up momentarily, but otherwise she seemed unperturbed. “Indeed. Long ago I strung the hours of my youth around my present moment, so that I remain strong even as I move through each new age. Time can be reshaped without being frozen entirely.” Her gaze dropped to the dust at her feet. “Doing so has its cost, however. Whatever powers lie at the heart of the cosmos, they do not allow me to work this art with perfect freedom.”

			She touched her palm to the place over her chest. “Every mage’s magic is seated in a particular region of their body. Mine dwells in my heart. And as I rework time, the magic uses what is within my heart to give the art strength. As a result, my spirit grows weaker the more power I use. My joys, my longings.” A ghost of a smile shadowed her face. “All that has given the world color. It fades with each day and year I have moved. Now, all that is left is a great emptiness. It is as if the sky has become gray. I feel almost nothing, except the specters of who I once was.”

			My eyes widened as she spoke. My lack of memory may not be the same thing, yet what she described was heart-shatteringly similar. She, too, was suspended in the remains of a former identity. A former life.

			Her voice continued its gravid march. “It has become a despair, dragging me to the earth. But I endure. So long as I have enough strength to sustain my moment of youth, I will remain. But I need help. If another person links hearts with mine, they can share their fire with me. Their love. Their passion, their pleasure. It returns colors to my heart. Consider it a blood transfusion. If all goes well, the donor loses nothing, and I am revitalized from merely touching their spirit. Sometimes, this gift will strengthen me for months, even years, after it has been given. I feel like my old self again, able to love, and rage, and hope. But it is always eventually washed away by the toll of my magic once again.”

			Her demeanor was so calm, so unmoving, as she exposed her burden. I had mistaken this impassivity for some stoical grandeur, an invulnerability given by perspective or age. But it was just numbness. Her own kind of mist, one she must have been walking through for lifetimes. I kneaded my eyes with my fingers. “And that’s why you ask your price of those who come to you. Because eventually your magic must exhaust itself without that.”

			“It does.” Her voice bordered on amused, as if in irony at that admission. “And yet it is always a gamble. Recall I said that the donor loses nothing—if all goes well. But the risk remains that the emptiness within me may instead consume them. That they would be infused with despair, instead of me with strength. It depends on how vulnerable their heart is to the gloom in which I live. Yet even those in deep grief have a flame within which protects them. And still others whose lives are happy have fallen prey to the emptiness. I can never be perfectly certain how safe it is. This is why I say the gain must outweigh the danger. My power grows weaker the longer I use it without an infusion, but each infusion risks the very spirit of its donor. I will not do it unless the donor has no doubt. Unless no other choice remains.”

			Bitterness was smearing my vision with tears. I could not look at her any longer. No wonder she sealed herself away up here, at the ice-crusted corner of the world. If my sense of void was at all comparable to hers, it would be torment enough to endure without the fear of inflicting it on others.

			Something Umber seemed to have no problem with.

			“And that’s why Hei came.” My words were bitten out. “Because he felt all the other choices were gone. And I think getting his revenge on Kadzuhikhan was his last task before he was willing to take the gamble.”

			We sat in silence for several minutes longer. She hadn’t exactly answered my earlier questions, but she had shed some understanding on Hei’s purpose. An inkling was attaining strength and solidity in me—as to why Umber would want to help him achieve it.

			Though I had to wonder at the chances of that happening now.

			Realization clawed its way through my doubts, and I stood up, accidentally tipping over the wine cup. Kaiwan ignored it. I looked at her, back at the passage. “I left Hei alone. I... I don’t know. I was frightened. Of what he was doing, who he was.” About the risk I was taking. “But Umber will find out about Kadzuhikhan’s death quickly. I need to find Hei as soon as possible.”

			Kaiwan rose, her aura of cold serenity closing back around her. “You will find him. And when you do... I realize I am in no position to ask favors of you. But I want you to pass a message along to him.” I inclined my head to encourage her to go on. She paused to take a breath. “Tell him not to return to me.”

			That knocked some of the life out of my thoughts. “What? Why?”

			“Two reasons.” A faint smile appeared, haunting in how out of place it looked on her face. “First, I do not believe he has exhausted every choice. He still has you. And you can take him from here. Find a place to hide. He can try to make a new life for himself.”

			I balked, but understood her. Hei would lose his chance to resurrect Beniro, but he would still be alive. Hopefully, alive and safe. And I hadn’t missed that she’d included me. She had made this city. If she believed I could still leave it behind, maybe it was the right path.

			“Second.” She stooped to pick up the wine cup I’d spilled. “I have already seen one way this can end. Hei has stood before me in another life, another version of time. He had the same goal then. He also targeted your masters with his vengeance.”

			The words seemed to drag me to the ground, fix me with suddenly overwhelming weight. “I don’t follow.” Her magic was fascinating in theory, but I couldn’t gauge the consequences of it already having been applied here. “Why did you change it then?”

			Her gaze did not waver from mine. “This Hei also came bearing a heart full of fiery intentions, asking for a miracle. I was happy to give it to him. But he was killed before I had the opportunity to try.” She waited, my stunned silence filling the gap. “You asked what I knew. Why it mattered to me. Because I have saved you once already. You were there with him as he fell. Lord Umber was victorious, and your memory of these events he stole once more. I could not bear it. My strength was already fading, and with no new infusion to restore me, I had only one choice. I used my remaining strength to turn back time to before Hei came to this place. I feared any reversal less complete would be too tenuous not to lead him right back to his doom, as I had no power left to answer what may come of it.”

			Shock was spreading cracks through me, my thoughts spilling into the gaps. I sat back down on the seat, cradling my face. Was that why Hei seemed so significant to me—why I had a sense of knowing him? Because I had literally walked this path with him before? “Why didn’t you tell us?”

			“Warning others of the future often fails. Even for those who believe in my power.” She touched my shoulder once again, an attempt at comfort. This time, it felt cold. “Time is never fixed absolutely. Seers frequently do not agree on predictions. Reversing a stretch of events may not result in it occurring again. But many times have I tried to move others to change what I had seen, only for them to repeat their steps in the end. In an age past, I swore a vow to confine my alterations to the act of time-mending itself. Beyond those changes, I would not interfere in the way history flowed. But here...” She shook her head, biting her lower lip. It made her look, just then, entirely too much like Hei, the shared atmosphere of desperation. “I cannot uphold it. That’s why I ask you. Turn him aside from this path. It leads only to ruin.”

			My breathing was like an animal straining in my chest. The urge to run swelled up in me again, but I forced myself to be still. “But you don’t know for sure if his heart would have endured the link, do you?”

			“No. He died before the attempt. It may well be that his heart has strength enough for us both. But—” Her voice broke, like a cleft opening in the air itself, unexpected grief gleaming through. “Why gamble with it? Why not take the moment he has? So many moments pass that they seem to be infinite. But I know they are not. You, immortal, know they are not. He can find a way that will not expose him to this...destruction.”

			On impulse, I reached up and clasped her hand. She gripped it back. It seemed strange that I could connect with someone as vast as her. I had imagined her greatness would make me and Hei seem small. But maybe it was the opposite—in her sprawl of emptiness, fates such as ours became precious.

			“I’ll save him.” The promise felt thick and dangerous on my tongue. “I’ll find a way.”

			That seemed to be enough for her. She nodded, as if in relief, and let me go.

			As I passed through the door, she stopped me one last time.

			“Ari. There is one other thing you should know. Recall that I said events are not fixed?”

			At my nod, she gulped and went on. “One thing is different this time. When he came to me before to ask his wish, he was alone.

			“You were not with him.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			I didn’t bother returning to the site of Kadzuhikhan’s defeat. Hei would already have fled it, and probably disposed of his prey’s head. My visit with Kaiwan couldn’t have taken much longer than an hour—and that was plenty of time for everything to start tumbling down around me.

			There were too many places to search. If Umber got to Hei before me, it would be my fault. I had abandoned him, and most likely to his death. The future Kaiwan had experienced might not come to pass again, but the ingredients were all there. Hei was throwing out so many dice it was like he was trying to number infinity—but the rolls could easily fall short.

			My gut said to go home. I could prepare there, at least.

			Who are you, Hei? What are you avenging?

			The sight of my spire hit me like an omen. A light burned in my window. Someone was there. Umber might have already heard of my involvement in Kadzuhikhan’s death and decide to dispose of me, but to send an assassin to my home seemed an odd move for him. Especially an assassin that announced their presence.

			My urgency persuaded me to abandon caution. I scrambled onto the perch, opening my wings inward and readying my talons to fight.

			There were no wings or claws to greet me. Only the tender sound of weeping.

			Hei was kneeling at the foot of my bed. His jacket hung on his shoulders, and cat’s blood stained his skin. He looked ragged. With arms wrapped around himself, he was rocking himself and crying.

			I almost rushed to him, gathered him in my embrace, begged forgiveness. The desire clashed with the need to demand the truth, to finally solve the riddle that was Hei. My home was designed to be hard to enter, and yet here he was. This must have been the first place he’d come after I left him.

			It all stopped when I saw what he was crouched over. My box of letter scraps, pulled out from under my bed. Flaps of the paper were scattered at his knees, a few pieces in his hands.

			“Hei.” My voice shook. Those were mine. They might have been all that was left of me. And yet he was crying over them. “Hei.”

			He turned his tear-ravaged face to me. I expected anger, because I’d left him, or more mysterious hints and oaths.

			Instead, he smiled, brokenly. “I’m surprised he let you keep even these.”

			I watched him. Saw the cloth still bound around his slender chest. The vulnerable planes of his shoulders and abdomen under his jacket. His hands trembled. His hair a mess, ruin and ashes in his eyes.

			Oh, god.

			I knelt down, my heart racing so fast I almost couldn’t hear over it. Gently, I took the scraps from his hands, placed them back in the box. Maybe it was to hold on to some fragment of my dignity, my control over the little of me I did still possess. “I don’t know how I got these. But they’re the only things I’ve ever seen with my name written on them. That seemed to come from...before.”

			Hei’s nod was tenuous. He wiped his eyes and nose. “I know. And Umber was the one who tore them apart. I thought he’d burn them. I never expected he’d be cruel enough to let you remember that someone had sent them to you at all.”

			I wanted to cry. The mist was opening up, thrusting me into the world I had asked for. The world in which I knew what had happened. And I was afraid.

			I raised one hand to Hei’s face. He flinched as if by instinct, and I waited until he stilled before trying again. Carefully, I cupped his cheek.

			I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Who am I to you?”

			This was it. My gamble.

			A tear slid down Hei’s face. He laughed, the sound jagged and frayed. “I wish I still had the medallion you wore. Because I had written your name on it for you. Just like you did for me.”

			He didn’t need to add: Beniro.

			I crushed him to my chest, enclosed him with everything I was. Beniro. The truth at last rushed through me, shattering every faded mirage I’d clung to. I just held him close, felt him pulsing like fire against me. And let it break over me.

			He had come to resurrect me.

			His cries became sobs, flowing freely. Before I knew it, my own tears joined him, soft in accompaniment. But I did not let him go.

			I gathered the composure to speak. “Then it really was Ari. That was my real name.”

			“It was.” Hei’s nod brushed my chest. “And it still is. I wrote these letters to you. It took over a year to find out where Umber had taken you after you died. He didn’t expect your quickening. But when you became a dove-soul, he took you with him. When I finally found out where, I investigated a way to get messages to you.” His head tilted up, finding my eyes. “I thought I could help you remember. That if I told you stories about yourself, kept sending letters, eventually you might find yourself. And that you would know me when I came for you at last.”

			My eyes widened. Hearing even these details about my mortal life was a shock. As much as it jarred me, my hunger for it was growing. “And Umber found out? How did you know?”

			“My messenger told me she’d been caught. That the letter had been destroyed. The rest was just logic—I knew there was no way he’d allow you to know who I was. Anything about yourself.”

			I smoothed hair away from Hei’s brow. So Umber could have been reading these letters when I’d still been receiving them. Or, easier still, just recalled their contents from my thieved memories. No wonder he’d known to anticipate Hei.

			Questions vied for my voice, but something had to come first. “Are you hurt? I should never have left you. I just...” I puffed a strand of hair away from my brow. I was probably a mess, especially after having cried so much. Kadzuhikhan’s blood had to still be on me. “I panicked. Somehow, it didn’t seem real to me. Like we surely wouldn’t be able to kill him. When we did, all the things you said, the way I’d handled this...everything stopped making sense.”

			I’d tell him about what I’d learned from Kaiwan. Later.

			He swept a glance down his own frame, at the bloodstains on his clothing. “You healed my injuries. To be honest, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to do it.” His brow wrinkled. “I also wasn’t expecting you to help me. I think it seemed like...if I couldn’t do this, maybe I’d deserve it. But I’m glad you were there.”

			The meaning of Kaiwan’s story struck me with sudden force. She hadn’t said how Hei had died before she mended time. Only that I hadn’t accompanied Hei in that version of time. Maybe that was it. He’d gone up against Kadzuhikhan—and I hadn’t been there to help him.

			“I made the decision not to tell you who you were.” His gaze fell, and that endearing lip-worrying began. “That, I’m sure, didn’t help. I... I didn’t know what to do. If I told you everything, there’d always be the risk that Umber would wipe your mind, and I’d be back where I started. I decided not to make you relearn your identity over and over, in case it came to that. And that way, if I failed...you wouldn’t have to think about what you’d lost. The plan has been, for ages, to get to Umber. If I can take him out, you’d become a lot safer, and Kaiwan can work her magic without fear. But now.” His frown crumpled, tremors overtaking. For a moment, he seemed to be restraining sobs. “It was Kadzuhikhan there instead. God knows he deserved death. But Umber will lose whatever patience he had for my presence here. It’s all been ruined.” Tears lit up his face. “I made my move, and now I’m wide open. It’s all ruined.”

			He collapsed into my arms again, heaving with his grief. Each new violent surge forward uncovered more of the ground under me. Showed me more of the picture.

			Hei had been...my beloved. And apparently, my death had heralded an unexpected resurrection. One which had given him a chance for a new life with Beniro—with me, Ari—except for Umber’s interference. And Hei had been planning for at least the entire period of my afterlife.

			I fingered the paper scraps under us, my name written there—by him. Emotion condensed into a hard ball in my throat. “No. It’s not ruined. There’s still a chance.” I let him calm down while stroking his hair. “I thought revenge against Kadzuhikhan was what you wanted. You seemed to hate him so...personally. Why?”

			I hadn’t meant it to challenge him, but his expression was stunned. “It’s strange. I keep having to remind myself that of course you don’t remember.” He sniffed, straightened himself. “Kadzuhikhan was the one who killed you.”

			My mouth dropped open. The idea thudded through me, leaving a trail of disbelief. “H-he did?”

			The image I’d had of him—less threatening than Umber, almost a brother, a partner, a guide, the person who’d talked to me on those first ragged nights when I couldn’t sleep. The person who’d taught me how to be living-again. That had already been scraped raw by the realization of his violence. But he was my murderer too.

			Hei swallowed audibly. “I need to tell you everything.”

			I nodded, dazedly. Maybe if I just kept going, the final picture would be possible to bear.

			Hei went on. “The orphanage you and I lived in...some of the older children would stay and become helping hands, if no one adopted us. It was either that or join a mafia family as a soldier, or take to the streets ourselves. The sisters held places for us to stay, as long as we pitched in. But the orphanage was a favorite harvesting spot for a flock of crow-souls and their band of followers who would occasionally visit the city.” He looked at the floor. “Their leader was never referred to by name. Only ever as ‘Lord Umber.’”

			My numbness was changing, becoming a current of sorrow, tenderness. But I closed my eyes and listened to Hei’s story falling over me.

			“He had a deal with the orphanages, other places like that in the city. They handed over children, people no one would miss, whenever he demanded—and they wouldn’t burn down the orphanage. How were the sisters supposed to refuse? By the time I was a teenager, more children had been carried off by the flock than adopted by new parents. Umber didn’t come every year, but when he did come, the people he brought were terrifying. Everyone feared the omen of their massive wings, the hunger in their eyes. Even I knew they were blood-drinkers. I suspect most of the children he took were groomed to be lackeys, maybe paid muscle, maybe blood-donors, but it wasn’t as if they had much choice.”

			A headache was pooling behind my eyes. So the many new faces, new warm bodies, every season or so in Serenity. They weren’t all travelers, like I’d assumed. Umber and Kadzuhikhan had been ferrying them here. Was it possible for me to have been more of a fool? It’d been so easy to believe they really were all pilgrims or hirelings, when of course anyone with the influence Umber had would find it easy to take advantage of the poor and defenseless.

			“He liked the older children, when possible. Stronger. Better suited to whatever task he wanted us for, and besides, we’d already been toughened by life in the orphanage. Two and half years ago, you and I were still trying to stay together. Personally, I hoped we might be too old for him. Too strong-willed.” Hei’s laugh ran bitter and dark. “You’d think I’d have learned to stop hoping so much by then. Turns out, the two young men who helped the sisters with the children were perfect for his new crop of followers.”

			I opened my eyes. I wanted every line, every impression of Hei’s softness, his anger, fear, and pain. It was time to see. To see him, the person I’d left behind.

			“You and I tried to escape the city. One of the sisters gave me money, misled Kadzuhikhan when he came to collect us. We might have escaped—but the crow-soul spies and Kadzuhikhan’s cat-step made it too easy to catch us. We struggled, but...” He shook his head. “Somehow I survived. You were lying under me, bloody. You weren’t moving. It was like something had drained all the heat out of you. It seemed impossible—”

			“Hei.” I clasped his hand, tried to pull him from his memories. “Stop. You don’t have to do this.”

			“But then you started moving.” Tears gave his eyes the illusion of gem-light. “It was like a miracle. You were coming back. Wings, claws... I prayed they’d just assume we were both dead, and you and I could get away. But there wasn’t enough time, enough distance. The news that one of the escapees was quickening, becoming a new moon-soul...it must have drawn Umber like honey.”

			And so he’d brought me here. Kaiwan had said Serenity served many purposes; this must be one of them. As Umber’s personal nest, filling up with the baubles he found. He’d brought me here, drunk deep of my soul, and gained yet another shadow of a life that he could write over. Mold into a creature of his will.

			“I still don’t know for sure how I escaped.” Hei opened his jacket, slipped it from his shoulders. “But I was helped by a great lord of bear-souls in Vermagna. He shielded me from the flock, and gave me this.”

			He began unwinding the remaining bandages from his chest. I hadn’t realized before how thickly he’d spooled it, but as it came undone, a familiar shape showed at Hei’s side. I frowned—against bare skin glowed the stone he’d worn earlier. It hummed now with a delicate opalescence, as if something had been awakened in it. A fine mesh of threads held it flush to the side of his abdomen, a few of those threads joined with his skin.

			“I stitched it there so it’d stay more secure.” Hei fondled the stone. The threads really had pierced him, but the openings seemed fully healed now, as if he’d had medicinal stitches. “The lord of bears hallowed it with his virtue so it would be potent against moon-souls. I need only immerse it in water for minutes, and the water becomes hallowed.”

			Comprehension blossomed in me. So that was how he’d been able to create such weapons. Drinking hallowed water made his blood poisonous to any moon-soul that supped on him, and a simple basin would allow him to turn ordinary cloth into a substance fiercer than steel. I had a vision of Hei, training and preparing to storm Serenity alone. Apparently, his first attempt had not brought him nearly as close to me as this time. At least, not close enough that I’d come with him to see Kaiwan.

			I had no idea what had changed in the new version of this life she’d given us. But she saw me as Hei’s last uncounted chance. A way to make this path veer straight, bring us both into the clear.

			Which brought one last question to mind. “Were you going to ask Kaiwan to...undo this timeline? Make it so I’d never died?”

			Hei looked almost hurt for a moment, as if he’d been afraid I’d ask that. Or maybe he’d considered it himself. “I didn’t want to wish away what I’d learned in coming here. Especially since it might happen all over again. I was only going to ask her to restore your memories. Completely. Umber uses amnesia to keep his victims emotionally controlled. Limited. I want to free you from that. And I thought...”

			He didn’t need to say it. That it might be the only way, short of wiping time clean, to bring me to his side.

			Hei had been so happy the day I’d caught him on Ancestor Rock. And again when I defended him from Kadzuhikhan. When we’d first had sex. As if he’d never expected any of this, had been ready for me to reject and abandon him.

			Because he’d had to be. He’d had no way of knowing who my time in Serenity had made me. If I would be friend or foe. Everything had been the flip of a coin. I had the chill impression of it all hinging on that one moment, the hour I’d seen him on the rocks and decided to humor him. Decided I didn’t want to see him fall.

			I may not have done that. He’d sought me out anyway, stepped right into my afterlife. Declaring “I think I like you already.”

			He’d been reaching for the corpse of who I’d been, hoping for a sign of life.

			I pressed him to my chest. This time, my own tears filled my senses, my sobs of gratitude, pain, need, and loss impossible to restrain. He had stricken me with terror, and that fear was not gone. It only widened the deeper I fell into it, became wonder, rawness, yearning.

			And grief. Because I was still not the Ari who had died. Even now, I didn’t remember Hei as the boy I’d spent my fragile youth with. The boy who’d tried to escape with me. I remembered him only as the mysterious smiling presence who was still while Serenity whirled like a tornado. As the wingless angel who’d fallen from above, singing catch me.

			I loved him. Both faces, the tender warrior I held in my arms, and the forlorn young man death had taken me from. I loved him, and he would never quite get me back.

			I was the only Ari left.

			“I don’t remember you,” I breathed, my voice trembling. I shouldn’t say this. But I had to. “I may never remember you. But I don’t care. I’m with you now. I won’t leave you again.”

			We held each other, the combined strength and delicacy of his arms a perfect ring around me. Blessing me with his gentleness, the fury and urgency of his need for me. His mourning and passion for the person I would never be again.

			 

			We lay by my bed for a time, Hei breathing softly into the cusp of my neck. We communicated only in careful touches, kisses on each other’s face and temples, whimpered emotions.

			But Kaiwan had been right—the time was drawing near. And we had to be ready.

			“I can help you wash.” I caressed the exposed side of his torso. God, he was so beautiful. “You’ll feel better.”

			He glanced at me carefully, almost shyly. “I... All right. But we should hide somewhere. We can’t stay here.”

			I shrugged, helping him into a sitting position and divesting him of the rest of his bandages. “We should have a little time, but I know where we can hide for a while. Umber may not know exactly what happened yet. I doubt he entertained the possibility that you could handle Kadzuhikhan. If anything, that was probably the purpose of all this. And having me wait outside.”

			Hei’s eyes flashed, mouth creasing. “You think I was supposed to be bait for you somehow?”

			I nearly couldn’t answer. That must have been it. It was such an obvious taunt, commanding me not to interfere, but daring me to be a part of it. And I hadn’t told him yet that Kaiwan had seen the world in which he’d died.

			It very well may have been the world in which I hadn’t made the decision to join him in battle.

			“Something like that,” I growled. Then I guided him to the basin at the side of my room, smoothed gentle hands over his shoulders, as if mapping the fatigue in his muscles. He acquiesced with a sigh, leaning into my touch. In moments, I had him bare down to his underpants. He didn’t flinch away from my fingertips, the tundra-cold feel of my palms. The tension in him eased as I ran a damp cloth over his skin, watching the gleam concentrate on his belly, the lines of his back and arms. Red and black peeled away from the tender brown, the soft surfaces slowly becoming clean.

			But he trembled, whether from the chill, weariness, or the simple magnitude of where we were now. What he had done for me. And the fact that I had left him. I need you. I imagined the pain of seeing me fly away, leave him to his ruin, leave him with another corpse.

			I casually tilted him into me, kissed the crown of his head. He released a heavy breath, and the tremors in him began to slow.

			“What was the reason Umber gave you for the meeting?” I spoke into his hair. “You sounded like he’d spoken with you before.”

			The question felt treacherous on my tongue. Part of me still expected Hei to turn slightly, reveal yet another self, yet another mountain of possibilities and secrets. But Kaiwan’s account seemed like a harsher proof than any I could have asked of him. My fear came from the uncertainty of my steps, not from any threat of Hei’s.

			His gaze lifted to mine was almost sleepy. “Yes. We had communicated by messenger before I found you. Before I decided whether I was going to try to find you right away. He knows about Kaiwan. Once I made clear that I was aware of her, he seemed interested in some kind of...deal, perhaps. I wanted revenge, but couldn’t take it as long as he held you. And he wouldn’t agree to let me enter Serenity unmolested if I didn’t at least parley with him. The idea was that I was supposed to wait for another messenger from him.” His eyes narrowed. “A messenger who ended up being you.”

			I swallowed thickly. Of course that was what it was. “Any idea what his game is?”

			Hei appeared momentarily off guard, once again too frail and mortal in the dim fire-glow. “I expect basically the same as it always was. He wants people under his thumb. He wants every situation in his afterlife to be one more exhibition of his power, of him having the upper hand. He panics if it’s ever anything else. I have no doubt that this was all calculated to confuse and frustrate, rather than because he really cares about deals and bargains. But if he understands why I met with Kaiwan...most likely he will anticipate us going there next.”

			I chewed my lip, briefly aware of how it mirrored him. I had to tell him now. “Hei. Listen to me. I spoke with Kaiwan.”

			I told him everything. All but the outcome of the time she had undone, Hei’s death. I told him that she had turned back time already. That she had grown weak with despair, and that she didn’t trust the dice this time.

			His mouth hung open as I finished, eyes full of ashes. “I don’t understand. If she wanted to intervene, why say something now? It’s too late. I’m already here. There’s nothing else to be done.”

			“Yes. There is.” I tugged a blanket over his shoulders. Through each point of contact between us, I released a flow of virtue, caressing away the strain on his muscles. “We can just go. There are places Umber won’t bother following. He wants to win, but two stray conquests aren’t that important to him. We can fly away.”

			Something gathered on his brow, knotting the space between his eyes. “Do you...not want your memories back?”

			I heard the question for what it was. Did I want the old me back—did I want to love him again like I once did?

			I stroked his temple. “I do. It’s what I’ve always wanted, more than anything. But it’s a gamble. It’s not worth the risk, if we can have now. I still don’t remember who I was, what we had. But I’m here. You’re here.”

			Hei’s head was shaking. “I believe. My heart will endure. I’ve worked too hard to find you. I know we can—”

			“You died.” It shot out without my volition, as if I had no more room inside for it. “That was why Kaiwan undid time in the first place. Umber killed you. She only had one go left to make it right. You never made it to her in the previous attempt. You were murdered before you had the chance.”

			It sunk in visibly, draining the fury from his face. But I kept going.

			“I understand. You had every right to want this. To get me back.” The real me. The me that should have known him across time, across the eons of winter, known him by the scars where he and I had been knitted together. “But consider it from my point of view. I’ve been just...falling, here, for a long time. Since I died, apparently. And suddenly I have a place to land. A path that goes somewhere.”

			His eyes were misting over again. He had to have considered it, what it was like for me, just as I had for him. And he’d had much more time with the thought.

			“To me, you’re still someone I only met a few days ago. And yet it took me until then to see how empty this place is for me, for all the bodies that fill the streets. I have basically no one. Kadzuhikhan was the only person that seemed to even care who I was, if you don’t count Umber. Hell, anyone else that would so much as remember my name would get the memory sucked out later. So watching you cut his head off, even though he was terrible, violent...it was like swallowing the fact that the life I’ve had here has almost nothing in it. It may as well have been a grave. And I just...didn’t know what to do.” I gulped, hard, fighting to keep my breathing steady. “So out of nowhere, this person who knew me—who wants me—is all around me. To me, you mean everything I left behind. Even if I never get that back, you’re here with me now. You walked across the tundra to pull me out of my grave. So I have two choices. Bet it all to get even more back—or take what I have, and walk away from the table.” I brushed tears from his cheeks. “Kaiwan made it clear what the odds are. She already gave me my miracle—another chance for you. What’s wrong with wanting to protect that?”

			I thought he might keep protesting then. He had faced a moon-soul and won. He had defeated the tundra. He had faced the warrior of time and not been shaken. Hei, of all people in this world, would have some other way.

			But he only surrendered himself over to his tears, and hid his face against my shoulder. Maybe it had weighed on him too, that the dice might turn on us again.

			She was right. The hour was at hand.

			And I wasn’t going to let Umber win this time.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			There were only so many places to go. And none of them would be completely safe.

			My instincts screamed to take Hei and fly, as far and as fast as my wings could stand, and pray the wind divided us from our fates. But Hei was exhausted and needed food. I still had to collect my thoughts, rest, make a plan. Hei had carried me this far. I could come through for him this time.

			The hollow sleep-filled edge of the night was approaching, falling like a curtain over the hum of the lower streets. Though neither sun nor moon touched so deep, the pall of the transitioning hours still left its stain. I gathered Hei in my arms and flew, low to the ground and in the shadows, making as quick a path as I could manage out of the night-streets.

			Dawn was already raising its fist, threatening descent in the next few hours. It would not protect us. Umber rarely went to the upper streets, but he would withstand a little sun if it meant victory. And the eyes of his flock were stationed all over the city. Were I him, I would have had specters stationed in the warehouse, at my tower, and every block interceding. I hadn’t detected any presence tonight, but the information would find a way to him eventually. Via Tamueji if nothing else.

			I feared what she would do now, once she found out about Kadzuhikhan’s destruction. If I imagined the pulse of information in Serenity, something became clear. Everything didn’t flow through Umber. It flowed through Tamueji. She was the counter of deaths. If she sided with us again, we might be saved. If she didn’t, we would fall.

			I took Hei to an old, well-used hostel. Body heat and the scent of spiced wine wrapped the walls like perfume. It was busy here, full of travelers, the sounds of rutting, and the air inside was tinted with a drugged haze. It wouldn’t be perfect cover by far, but a room inside was less conspicuous than taking Hei to some spire at the edge of the city within view of forty odd specters.

			He hugged himself, dropping his bag on the bed’s brown-tinged blankets. “Do you have ways of knowing if there are specters watching?”

			I peered out a slit in the blind at the window, already having examined the room. The gleam of Lightray at Hei’s back was a slight comfort, at least. “Nothing foolproof. There’s no special virtue for that, just keep an eye on the shadows. If they start moving, we’re probably fucked.” That, and specters could hear. There could be a few hovering outside the window, eavesdropping.

			I didn’t want to chew on this so Hei could hear, but the chances that we’d gone unnoticed for hours were basically zero. I tried to imagine Umber’s game plan in setting this situation, letting it get knocked down, and then disappearing to let the dust settle. If it was meant to be a trap, it was a strange one. Except when viewed through the lens of someone who wanted to observe us scratching through the confusion. Someone extracting his ice-cold satisfaction from our uncertainty, all of our plans and hopes and brave decisions rising up to be clawed back down to earth by him.

			It probably wasn’t a trap, but an exercise. A “test.” He’d been honest with me, in his way, from the start. Hell, he may have even expected and wanted Kadzuhikhan to die.

			But why the hell would he care about Kaiwan? He’d stayed away from her for presumably generations. What had changed?

			I’d snuck down to a food stand and returned with bowls of rice, laden with fried meat and cabbage. There was a beef-blood sauce that I had to admit smelled like heaven, which I was currently sucking down from the paper container. Hei sat with crossed legs on the bed, gently poking at his meal. I swallowed an urge to encourage him to eat more. He might have been too worn out to think of food, which seemed to mark the difference between mortals and living-again. Food was the only need that seemed all-encompassing. Then again, I couldn’t remember what mortality had been like.

			My gaze dropped to him, losing its will to take in anything else. Some strength seemed returned to him, but I was struck again with that impression of his breathtaking fragility, youth. Tenderness. I still didn’t know exactly how old he was. Or how old I was, which was something it occurred to me he’d know. He’d know many things of the Ari that had been, the hidden territories within me. I longed for him to teach me the map of myself, show me the paths and rivers I had once lived.

			Maybe I didn’t need to remember. Maybe all I needed was for someone to walk the track with me, let me learn it all again.

			Hei couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen when I had died, then. And even with the miracle of my rebirth, a rush of blood had taken it all away. His story snaked back through my thoughts—he had been like I was now. Ari had been the only person who was there for him, who knew who he really was. Who wanted to remember his name.

			And he hadn’t been allowed to keep it. Only Kaiwan could give that back to him.

			A ghastly fear fluttered through me—maybe he didn’t want the new me. The empty me. Maybe this all hinged on him regaining the Ari that truly loved him, had been his only family and his only hope. This Ari may not be enough.

			I turned that around in my head, watched him lift his gaze, meet mine. Maybe. Endless maybes. I settled next to him, drawing nearer as he made room. I stole a square of meat from his bowl. “Do you want to sleep?”

			He produced a blurry, non-committal sound and slumped against my shoulder. Mm. That was a satisfactory response, anyway. “A thousand times yes. But I can’t. If I sleep now, I’ll never get up again, and then I can just be another ghost here. Opening and closing the gates forever.”

			The idea was too close to my own worries to be funny. But I petted his hair and nuzzled my nose against his temple.

			He may not want me as I was now. But that might change. In time.

			“I have to admit—” He sniffed, took another bite of cabbage, and put his chopsticks down. “I was picturing something...neater than this. That I’d be able to defeat Umber, if I really believed, tried my hardest, caught him in the right moment. That there’d be chaos to escape through, a race to Kaiwan’s, and everything would happen too fast for me to feel it all taking its toll. But in retrospect, I’m not sure being stuck in that building with Umber would have changed all that much.” He covered his face with a hand. “I think there comes a point when you’re so used to diving into risks, jumping or dying, you start to feel like each jump is a guarantee. Because it’s not like you have a choice anyway.”

			I grinned in spite of myself. Truer words. But it made me ache to imagine him, back in Vermagna, deciding between seeking me out or dying. It might have come to that.

			A smear of sauce had streaked across his cheek from his thumb, and I leaned in to lick it off. He started with a chuckle.

			Our eyes met again. It was too much, and not enough. I put his bowl on the floor, coiled an arm around him. His throat quivered gently, but he didn’t break eye contact. All we needed was time, and we could probably rebuild it all, create something together. But the hours seemed to scrape me raw as they passed. This might be all we had.

			I smoothed my palm over his arm. “You’re so thin. It’s hard to believe you can handle a sword that heavy so well. Or, well. Fight a moon-soul.”

			His laughter shook his chest, and he slipped the weapon free under my arm so he could slide it next to him on the bed. “I’m stronger than I look, but desperation also counts for a lot.”

			That it did. “How did you learn to fight like that? Another gift from your lord of bears?”

			The corners of his mouth quirked up. It felt strange, looking at him so intimately, touching him. I had so little idea of what to say to him, what to think of his long journey around my life and death. I was a bigger person in his head than he was in mine. Considering that he seemed to dwarf my thoughts—casually striding in and knocking them all over, redefining my existence—that was a frightening concept. It was still like meeting someone new. Someone I was only just learning. My hands on him felt presumptuous, awkward. Had I used to touch him this way? Had I kissed him whenever I’d felt the urge, the way I did now?

			Who was he expecting, underneath my skin?

			“Not really.” His voice held an intimation of laughter. “I’m sorry, I keep having to remind myself that you wouldn’t remember. We’ve practiced this technique for years. It started as a dancing style, I think. A lot of girls and women in Vermagna formed these patrol gangs. I think they were sick of the homeless, the sisters, the little ones, constantly being in danger. They teach fighting to the children in the orphanages. We learned it from them.” He tilted his head up, our lips a mere breath apart. “We ran through drills, exercising, all the time. After you died... I kept practicing.”

			And I pictured him in some dust-ridden street, a new night falling over him and everything he had lost. Going through those motions, a dance with a partner who was no longer there.

			Fuck it. I closed the gap, touched my lips to his. My tongue probed his edges, tasting him.

			With a groan, he opened to me, letting my tongue part his lips wider, the heat of his mouth burning through me like silvered spirits. The thought congealed that with all the holy water he drank, his saliva might sting a little—that maybe this was why kissing him was so intense. I didn’t care. My fingers combed through his hair, cupping his nape. In a moment, I had my wings arched around us, curving down like a dome.

			And the tips knicked the sword behind him. I pulled away by instinct. “Ouch. Forgot about that.”

			Hei winced. “Sorry.” He shoved the sword to the floor, its weight sliding under the opposite bed. “Better?”

			I wanted to lick the expression off his face, savor his sweet features. “It’ll do.”

			Diving back in felt like letting go. We may not make it out of this city. But here, years after my death, after ruin had stricken his life, we were here. He had found me.

			Hei seemed hungrier this time, more urgent in his touch. His hands quickly tucked under my shirt, began rolling it off me. I leaned back and let him work, let him strip me. Uncover all the places that he’d known longer than I had. His lips took over, placing the kiss under his control, and they moved down my neck. Soon, I had wings stretched over the sides of the bed, and he was straddling me, our groins rubbing unctuously together. And the furnace of his mouth took my nipples, one at a time, leaving them damp and trembling with his blessed saliva. I kept stroking his hair, feeling him. He was so good.

			But I couldn’t escape the question—had he wanted to see if my body was like he remembered? If I still reacted to the same things, the same touches? With immortality woven through me, coloring and scenting the planes of my being, was it the same?

			Was I still me?

			Hei’s teeth dug into the flesh over my collarbone, mild pain spiraling from the contact. It wasn’t enough to break skin, and it wouldn’t bother me if he did. Because fuck. That was surprisingly yes. His mouth passed up and down my neck like a swath of flame, laying wasting to the same sensitive nerves over and over, repeating the pattern of gentle bites.

			“You want to taste my blood?” I asked half-jokingly, then heard how unfortunate the context would be.

			But Hei didn’t seem to mind. He sucked a bruise into my skin, then leaned up on his arms, enclosing me. “Only if I could reverse the godhood. Take the empty blood and put the rest of you back.”

			The rest of me. My remains. I sighed. Whatever they were.

			I pushed up on my elbows, pressing me to him. One palm slicked over the small of his back, removing his clothing slowly. Groping below the waistline to the soft, round curve of that backside. I returned my own volley of rough kisses, watching redness and hints of quickly fading purple dot his skin in my wake. The sounds that were rising from him, mixing with the wet harmony of our mouths, were frustrated, ravenous, delicate.

			The next few moments seemed to strip him by their own power, his clothes rolling under my fingers easily. Then he was completely naked, poised above me with one hand clenched by my ear. I gripped one supple calf, his legs remaining spread, the entire expanse of his sweet body exposed. He trembled, breath coming fast, and I watched with a feverish pulse as his cock gradually hardened while I held him still. It was like magic, how the sight of him dragged my hungers into view, made him an avatar of them. The dark patch of hair above his base, the paler surrounding regions in contrast to his tanned abdomen and legs. And his thighs were so, so smooth.

			It wasn’t just that Hei was beautiful, though he was devastatingly so. He was like an orgasm had been patted out, given shape and heat, molded into human dimensions. Like every aborted echo of dreams I had once had, come back to life on top of me.

			His breath hitched audibly, and I gently eased him down, let him settle on my groin. Fuck. This was exquisite. I was still mostly clothed, though the sensation of his hallowed saliva stinging my nipples made me feel delightfully sullied, owned. But with him, bare-ass nude, rubbing against the thin layer of my pants... I considered, for a moment, letting him frot me like that, seeing if the contrast and the silver-tang, his skin and friction, could bring me off in my pants. But that would be such a waste of what might be our last night like this.

			His nostrils flared. “How do you want me?”

			I swallowed. Hard. “Didn’t bring anything to lubricate. Just have spit, really.”

			He shrugged shakily without quite looking into my eyes. “I can take it. You don’t have to go easy on me.”

			With that, he ground the base of his perineum over the arc of my cock through the fabric. A gasp shot through me. Only the bandages were left covering any of his skin—and absently, I skimmed my hand over them, eager to feel him. The touch was like a burn, and I pulled back.

			“Shit.” He panted. “I don’t want to hurt you. Here.”

			When his hand moved to unwind them, I stopped him. “Wait. You’ll need that nearby. We don’t know how soon we’ll have to move, and it’s better you have more than the sword to rely on. Keep it on.”

			His nod was jerky. “Ari. I... I think I want to try something. The timing is terrible, but I’m afraid we may not...?”

			I inclined my head to indicate understanding. More desperation. May as well go for it now. “It’s fine. You can tell me.”

			A smile flickered over his features. “All right. I... I want you to taste me. My blood.”

			I could practically feel my pupils dilating. Why did that hit me so hard? I’d never been much of a blood-drinker. Maybe it was the unexpectedness of it, the sudden glint of taboo. “I don’t need that, Hei.” My voice might have betrayed my ambivalence, though. “Don’t think you have to do that for me.”

			I hadn’t exactly said no—and he seemed to catch that, grinning softly. “I think it would be more for me. It...seems symbolic somehow. Maybe I can’t give the pieces of you back. But you can have part of me.”

			Part of him. The significance of him here, with me, his softness, heat, woundedness, was all at once too much.

			I ran my hand up his side, allowing the sacred bite to sear my fingertips. Tilting upward, I claimed his mouth again.

			Maybe this was enough of an answer for him, because then we were moving, shifting positions. He squirmed to one side while I flipped my wings around, poised so my pants could be kicked to the floor. They pooled in a black puddle over the sheen of the sword’s hilt. Hei spread his arms for me, mouth damp and needy, a cascade of filigree moans filling the air.

			Moments of pain spotted my senses, each flick of his bandages against me, the faint tease of virtue in his saliva. I balanced on my knees, creating space between us. “I’ll do it,” I said, panting.

			“It will hurt you.” Hei bit his lip, which itself would have been enough to convince me. “Like I said, awful timing, but—”

			“I don’t care.” My tongue ghosted over his throat again, tasting the shudders it caused. “Life is pain. Afterlife is pain. Let my pain be a piece of you.”

			I had caused him plenty myself, just by dying alone. I would drink down this burn from him, let it claim the whole world inside me. Let it set fire to the shadows I had left.

			Grunting, I pushed him down into the bed. He arched his back, his groin and hips rippling against me like a purr. The skin of his member was like satin, catching and stretching as I stroked it with my own. We had a few moments of awkward thrusting as we found positions. Hei’s eyes looked blown wide, unfocused, and his lips were darkened, swollen and glistening. How he could look so ruined, so completely taken apart, and yet so overwhelmingly important was beyond me. He was like the city, like Kaiwan and her microcosm of hopes, like the tundra and its stories written in fire.

			“Stay with me,” I breathed into his ear. “I have an idea.”

			He didn’t resist as I maneuvered his legs together so his thighs were touching. Carefully, I licked my fingers, getting them dripping wet, and began slipping them in between his loins. His gasp was miniscule and perfect. In moments, I had those stretches of skin gleaming, just like he’d done for my nipples. He straightened, held still as I straddled his lap. Good—I didn’t need to explain.

			Slowly, I began working my cock between his clenched thighs, sliding into damp heat. Fuck. I’d forgotten how good this could feel. Supporting myself with one hand, I used the other to seize his cock and knead it in time with my rhythm. My hips were entirely on board, pushing my full weight into each pulse. In, slick, hot, out.

			“I-I want you closer.” His voice shook. Fumbling, he pulled free a corner of blanket and folded it over his abdomen, covering the bandaged stripe. “Here, try this?”

			Mmm. I pressed down, tested the position, and felt no sting at the contact. The dried bandages had less force, anyway, and there was nothing to seep through. This was perfect. I spread a hand over his brow, aggressively holding his head down. His breaths seemed to become flame and wind under me, unbearably hot and urgent. I licked up and down his collarbone, across the region where throat met shoulder, and set myself to fucking his smooth thighs.

			Everything about Hei sung with tension—his mewls, his grasping fingers, the way he flowed into me with each thrust. My spit was drying, intensifying the friction, making it rougher—but sweat and pre-come joined, so his loins felt like a mouth sucking my cock in.

			I kept sucking on that spot, the aching vulnerability of his veins. This would be so easy. All I needed to do was take a taste, watch his skin part for me like his lips had. Slipping a hand between us so I could keep fisting his cock, I picked up speed.

			The hand in his hair came loose, sweeping over his neck, face, fingering his mouth, all of its own volition. I could take him any way I wanted, because he would want it too. He was here, with me.

			Poised there between passion and pain, I raised my fingers. And willed two fine talons to emerge.

			Hei gasped slightly at the sight of them. I ran the edges gently over his skin, his collarbone. I could just make out the phantoms of where Kadzuhikhan had cut him, healed too quickly to scar.

			“Are you sure?” I gulped. “We don’t have to.”

			His tongue flashed out, glossing his lips. “Do it.”

			Hard to argue with that. With care, I ran the edge of one talon against that tender space—and pushed.

			Hei’s breath took on weight, as if it were anchoring him to the bed. A stripe of vibrant red burgeoned from the line I cut. It made me brutally, erotically aware of what was happening—Hei, stripped completely, restrained under my body, gasping as I just barely opened his skin. The mental picture was abruptly breathtaking, dizzying.

			I began my rhythm again, thrusting, jostling him against the blankets. And that furious crimson stripe gathered a shine, beaded bright as I watched. And I dove in, closed my mouth over it.

			The first second of taste blanked my other senses. The heated richness of blood was good, but this was annihilating. Before my tongue could identify the intensity, pain crashed down with it. This wasn’t like the chemical bite of silvered booze, or the lightning-bolt shock of touching Hei’s cloth. It was like biting into a piece of fire, and it refusing to extinguish in my mouth. It turned white, blinding, inside me, filling my head with diamonds.

			And then it passed, striping sensations down my throat. The pain was diluted, as delicious as anguish. I pulled off, panting and trembling with a blood drop falling from my lip. My senses rushed back to me, and the way my cock was making love to the damp of Hei’s loins took on the same burning force. I thrust into him, feeling my belly rub his knuckles around his own heat.

			I burst like a dam, pain and need and feeling destroying all my borders. Hei’s knuckles moved, and a wet shout rose from his mouth. My orgasm tore a blistering path through me, tossing me down on top of Hei, surrounded by his sweat, his scent, slashes of hallowed pain, as the waves of euphoria swept me away.

			A few seconds later, I was grappling with each breath, face buried in Hei’s neck. A vague soreness permeated my mouth, and a chill was descending on my sweat-slicked skin. It took a surprising effort to tilt my head up, find Hei’s gaze.

			He looked at me with eyes as black as jewels. Beads of moisture decorated his brow. “Timing’s pretty good after all.” He nodded downward, indicating the sticky warmth I felt on my belly.

			I grinned. Laid my head down next to him, let my hair fall over us both. And tucked his head against my shoulder, allowing my virtue to spin out, heal the place from which I had taken.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Dawn was making its way over the ice.

			I didn’t know how much time we had. But after a fuck like that, we lay there for a while, the ambiguous darkness dissolving our concerns. We were both too spent to move immediately anyway. Maybe that was the point. Maybe neither of us really believed there was a way out.

			Part of me wondered if I’d already found it.

			Hei and I lay on the bed in the hostel, and soon he slept. He must have needed it desperately. I covered him with my wings, sheltered the precious nudity of his body.

			We had to prepare. In probably less than an hour, sunrise would declare dominion over Serenity. And escape would become both easier and harder. Umber might be hesitant to give chase under daylight, but I couldn’t fly for long in it either, especially not carrying Hei.

			But this time with him was precious; I would not have given it up.

			I rose, careful not to wake him, and dressed. It wasn’t difficult to slip trousers on him so he could ready himself quickly, though it drew a few grumbles. Gingerly, I laid Lightray next to the bed and went to the window to watch and listen.

			There was no way we had truly eluded Umber’s servants this long. But maybe there was a reason he’d made this gambit to start with. A reason that made him vulnerable.

			I scanned the shadows through the glass until they melded together, became a patchwork of shades of black, the hazy unconsciousness of Serenity. It had maybe been a quarter of an hour. And there, it happened. Emerging from the formless gray was a form. A face, wings.

			A specter.

			Just as before, the shiver that crawled down my back hinted at whose it was. And that it was an invitation.

			No time to consider it. I unlocked the window and vaulted through, feathers scattering as I landed. There were no weapons I could wield that would matter here—so I simply exposed my naked palms.

			The specter dissipated. Behind the place it had perched, a new shadow detached, entering my field of vision. Wings dragging at her feet, the silhouette of a spear in one hand.

			Tamueji.

			Horror rose in me like a song. Not her. Not her, right after Kadzuhikhan. I couldn’t take this while risking Hei too, every feature of my existence gaining emotional significance only to wither and be stripped away.

			Before I could speak, she spat on the ground. “I wonder if there is any way we can make this easier.”

			I remained still, thoughts whirring, spitting out conclusions. So this was how he’d do it. He had duped me through her from the beginning, not through Hei or through Kadzuhikhan. Maybe she, too, had barely had a choice. I scanned spherically, listening for motion from within the hostel. Hei should be in no more danger than I was at the moment. Too bad that really wasn’t a consolation.

			“Easier for who?” I shrugged. “I guess you’re going to tell me that you really don’t want to do this.”

			She paused, eyes flicking to one side. “You’ve picked up what this game is really about, so you already know I don’t. I hate Umber probably more than even you can guess. But he is winning. What you may not know is that he only wants Hei. Not to kill him, or drain his memories.” Tamueji drew a breath. “I’m aware this entire situation is shit. You have no reason to believe me, especially not anymore. I know I lied to you. But all the same, I promise you, Ari. There’s a way out, if you just let Hei come with me.”

			It shouldn’t surprise me that she had a role in the game. I tried to react calmly. The hostel was two stories, and the windows were all dark. The flock may have compelled the other patrons out to corner us. It was snug in a low street, perpendicular to a rock slope that sprawled the road in front of me in shade. The right wound further up the mountain, toward Bare-Sky Road, and the left deeper into the borough.

			I lowered my hands slowly. “I don’t care what Umber wants with him or why. Not even a little. I do care about you. About whether anything you said to me was true. About what happened to you to bring you here. I don’t think you can have lied about everything.”

			She leaned on the spear. “I only told lies of omission. That I didn’t know Hei was after Kaiwan. That I didn’t know why Umber is after Hei.”

			Good. She thought I would try to convince her; maybe she was deciding to talk me down. “Did you know about me?”

			Her face did not move. Not one muscle. “Yes.”

			I took a step nearer, hands dangling at my sides. The deepest parts of me wanted to scream. “Are you going to fill me in on the rest?”

			Her pause was brief, almost nonexistent—but it was there. “If you comply, I will.”

			I sighed theatrically, swiped a hand through my hair as I took another step. “You have made this easier for me after all.”

			Much easier. The next motion happened almost without my conscious will. I dove into a crouch, barreling full force for her torso.

			I expected she might parry, or leap over me and take to the air. Evade, exhaust me before resurging. It probably would have been a good tactic. I didn’t expect her to simply hold her ground. I slammed into her like a rock against a wall—and she was the wall. Her feet shook, pushing her back one step, two, but she didn’t fall. Before I could hit the ground, twist to strike at her face, an arm shot around me with sudden strength, choking me, shoving me on my back. Pain radiated through my wings as they slapped onto the cold street stones.

			Fuck, I’d forgotten how strong Tamueji was. The greatest of the crow-souls, possibly even physically stronger than Umber, despite her relative youth. I bucked against her grasp, tried to shake free, but she simply kneed me in the gut. I gasped, stopped thrashing. Stars specked my vision.

			“You have a fucking strange definition of easy.” Her breath streamed cold as desolation. “But you see? I don’t need to draw blood, no dismemberment needs to happen. I hate to use this phrase, but it’ll be better to just stop struggling.”

			As if in testament to her upper hand, the mass of darkness at her back began to squirm. In it, four gleaming eyes winked into existence.

			Two more crow-souls. That was all? Where were the rest? Not that three against two were odds I liked. Especially considering it’d taken both Hei and me to dispatch Kadzuhikhan—and Tamueji was clearly much more prepared. Though I had rarely seen her fight, I suspected she was also a significantly more skilled opponent.

			I poured more effort into escape, this time attacking her arms, trying to force her to loosen her hold. She reared back for a moment, but pushed down with the spear between her hands, using it like a bar to lock down my arms. It ground into my chest, restricting my breath. This was going to be harder than I thought.

			Tamueji’s eyes remained tuned to mine long enough to sting before glancing aside at one of her minions. “Well, you saw. Go in and fetch his lordship’s darling boy. And be gentle about it. I promised to catch him this time without leaving a mark.”

			This time. Clearly Kadzuhikhan had made no such promises, if his purpose had ever been as straightforward. Surely the noise would have awoken Hei? One of the two crow-souls took shape out of the dimness, a slimly muscled blond youth with pale complexion and a chain in one hand. His eyes shimmered hollowly, running once over me before stepping to the window. Without a word, he jumped in.

			My heart labored enough that it was like a battering ram against my ribs, against her spear. Fuck, fuck. Please let Hei be awake. I had to distract Tamueji, pull her focus. An idea swarmed into view. “Do you also know that I helped kill Kadzuhikhan?” I angled my tone to cut, to mock and scald. Let her fill in the blanks. “We beheaded him and doused his body in water hallowed by a bear-soul. Pretty sure it’s damn near impossible now for him to regenerate from that, considering Hei took his head.”

			Tamueji looked as though she was considering gagging me with a fist. “I’m not exactly weeping bitter tears. Good riddance, I say. But don’t give me this cutthroat pretense, Ari. You barely have the heart to wake up in the evening. You’re no rough mercenary. Were you hoping a lost love would—”

			A sound rustled from the room before she could finish. The youth’s voice piped through the window. “He’s...not in here.”

			My breath caught. What?

			Tamueji ground her jaw. “Do I need to explain to you how to search for a hiding target? Please tell me you know to check under the damn beds.”

			The rejoinder wafted back on a cloud of annoyance. “Boss, I’m telling you, there’s no one in—”

			A chorus of scraping metal cut him short, as if he’d suddenly been sucked into iron gears. Cries burst from the room, tinged with the call of a bird. Silence thumped down over us, lying still for a moment.

			Then from it sprang a strangled noise, the snick of a blade, and a shape hurled through the glass. Shards of ruined window sprayed outward, catching the approaching dawn like tears. The youth was lying on the ground, face down, his own chain bloodied and wound around his neck.

			Around it was spun a chord of white.

			Hei sprang out of the darkness, crashing on the crow-soul’s back. The chain and cloth restrained his wings, but the youth was still thrashing weakly against it. Holy shit. Being bound by Hei’s blessed bands had to feel like drowning in molten silver.

			A distant light caught on Lightray, raised and red-stained in Hei’s grip. He stood gloriously bare from the waist up, cloth unspooled in one hand. A harsh blue aurora bloomed from the holy stone, still fastened to his side. Its glow changed his face into something menacing, sharp and endless as the arctic snow.

			If I hadn’t come earlier, I might have just then.

			Steam rose from the blade, and the sight of damp clarified; so he’d found water. Renewed his armaments. Good boy.

			“You can tell Umber to fuck his purpose.” Hei’s voice fell like a lance. “I don’t care if he wants me to come by for tea. His head belongs to me.”

			Tamueji actually laughed. “I hate to detract from the drama, truly, but you may have to get in line for that.”

			I’d hoped she might regroup, marshal her other warrior to her side. But she retained her pressure on me, and the other crow-soul—a tall woman with a bun wielding dual swords—pounced on Hei. The flurry of responsive action was partially out of view, but the clash of blades immediately cut the dark. The first boy would heal if given enough time, and we’d be outnumbered again. If only—

			I breathed. Hei had said we’d both learned his fighting style. I’d never found myself using it during all my brawls in Serenity, and I had no idea what it was even called. But if I didn’t remember, my muscles might if I tried to imitate Hei’s motions.

			No more pushing away. Tamueji’s attention appeared just split enough between me and her lackey to give me an out. I bit the collar of her robe with all gusto I could and yanked her down against me. Her eyes widened in a second of shock, and the pressure of the spear haft eased fractionally. I was positioned under it just right so it would roll slightly—and I could grab the shaft in one hand. Before she could bludgeon me with another knee, I rolled, pushing with all the strength of my wings. With the spear shaft as a lever, it was enough to force us apart.

			I sprawled up, turning to keep the shaft between us, and Tamueji skidded to the side, one wing just avoiding the business end of the spear. She responded with the grace of wind, surging forward—but I’d gotten too much distance. Gathering air under my wings, I billowed up onto the rocks. If she had the strength of a mountain, maybe I could get the mountain to come to me.

			The battlefield shifted like a curtain being stretched wide, suddenly encompassing the whole street. Tamueji darted briefly between her quarry, still rebuffing his opponent, and me.

			Hei was using unslacked cloth to wind the crow-soul’s off-hand sword, deflecting the other with Lightray. She’d outlast him; her blows shredded his defenses—but also caused the bands to waft over her wrists. She flinched one too many times, and Hei shoved a mound of the cloth against her arm. Convulsing as if hit with lightning, she dropped both swords.

			I took the chance. I aimed and threw the spear. It whistled as it flew from my hand, the descending dawn licking it like fire. Such a wound could never slay a moon-soul. But if it struck the attacker in the core, forced her back to recover—

			Tamueji swung into motion. Again, I’d predicted wrong, thinking she might plunge for me as I became disarmed. Instead, her left wing thrust outward in full spread, rising as she leapt up to cover the spear’s path. It ruptured the wing, blood steaming off its point as it skidded to the ground. She whipped the wing around her, sparks crackling where the spearhead dragged.

			The realization washed over me, warming and chilling me in turns. She definitely hadn’t lied completely about her real priorities. She was more concerned about sparing her underlings than pushing full-force into victory. She couldn’t be totally loyal to Umber. The next seconds unraveled into Tamueji picking the spear from her wing, waving its bloody length in the air. Menace flamed from her eyes. The crow-soul behind her hadn’t recovered quickly enough, and Tamueji hadn’t been able to come to her aid. A noose of blessed cloth had settled over her head, and Hei had pulled her down into a grab. She flailed aimlessly, wings thrashing.

			There wasn’t time. Tamueji was the wrong target, and she was already whirling away. The spear skimmed close to Hei’s head, and he fell back, surrendering his grip on his attacker. She knew better than to go for me now.

			I sprung into the air, taking momentum from the downwind. A scatter of wingbeats, and gravity would give me the rest—before she could turn, I barreled into Tamueji. The force rattled my whole body, reducing the morning to a clap of impact. We careened off the ground, slamming into the side of the building.

			My breath was gone, but Tamueji seemed to regroup instantly. Her powerful legs pushed off the wall, leaving me to slide to the ground. Her wings flung wide, spraying blood beneath her, and she fell on Hei like sleet. He couldn’t possibly immobilize three moon-souls at once. The second one was already beginning to struggle free, and Tamueji began harrowing him with swipes of the spear, shredding pieces of cloth at a distance without direct contact.

			She was trying to free the first soldier that Hei had snared in chains. Urgency congealed into an idea inside me. I gathered my breath and shouted—“Hei! The sword! Behead him!”

			Hei’s eyes visibly widened across the distance, comprehension filling him. Apparently without the fuel of vengeance, he hadn’t been willing to dismember another living-again. Dropping to his knees, he raised Lightray.

			Tamueji became a blur. She did as I’d hoped, changing tack to save her companion. Abandoning all overtures of attrition or strategy, she hurled her weight into Hei. I dashed into the gap, hoping I could intercept the worst of it. But she had already looped arms around Hei, throttling him to the ground.

			The blow had knocked him off his first captive, and freed the second, who slid flinchingly out of the torn bonds. She knelt to break her companion free, snapping chains in her hands. But they didn’t matter now. Only Hei did.

			Tamueji seemed to be losing her focus as she tried to keep Hei grappled. He spit, kicked, bit, but he was no match for her strength. But she kept breaking into shudders, pulling hands back with each attempt to still him. The water had to still be slick on his body, the cloth and the light of the stone burning her.

			I found purchase on the side of the wall and pushed off, trying again for a body-slam. Only this time, I dug my fingers into her clothes, the breadth of her wounded wing, trying to hold on as we tumbled off Hei. Blood slicked my hand, and I turned every nerve toward finding the healing wound, reopening it with a talon.

			Tamueji and I rolled, and she couldn’t break away this time. She lashed at me with fists, kicks, screeching with superhuman fury. One wing was pinned under me, and I poured all my strength against it, tearing the skin, ripping off feathers. It wouldn’t disable her, but might slow her down. Then another thrust hit my gut, and the pain broke through my concentration. The blow knocked me from her, and I surrendered to it, rolling over the dirt.

			The air became a cloud of panting and coughing, no sound of motion against the dusty stones. When my vision cleared, I found Hei braced against the wall of the building. Scratches adorned his skin, and blood leaked down his brow. But he was huddled with his bands pulled around him, and seemed to be alert and ready. Tamueji’s underlings were clinging to each other, watching their mistress as if afraid to act without her instruction. Tamueji had heaved to her feet, her ragged wing glistening and terrible in the endless gray atmosphere.

			Bitterness roiled in her iron-bright eyes. All the bitterness she had dutifully strangled down before, pulsing from her like heat.

			I barely had a chance to move before she spat an order out. “You two. Go to the crow flock. Tell them the borders of the city are a priority now. They won’t be able to just fly their way out of here.”

			Shit. I’d hoped they’d concentrate a force on us, give us something to shake off. But the Watcher of Shadows knew every narrow place we could slip through. Apparently this had already been the easy way.

			When the young woman and man hesitated, she angled her head and cried: “Go!” They scattered, vanishing into the shade of the mountain, running from the dawn.

			I wanted to rush to Hei, to hold him, see that he was all right. But I dared not take my attention from Tamueji.

			Neither Hei nor I spoke. The shift of the light was eclipsing Tamueji’s face as she directed it toward us. For a moment, all that I could see was her swordlike glare.

			“Well.” She coughed again briefly. “I suppose there may have to be some marks left after all, then. I did try, Ari.”

			Hei stood, shaking slightly. “Why? Why did you give up? You helped me before. You were willing to risk anything to give one of Umber’s belongings a new chance. You even risked your life here.”

			This was news to me. But while Hei had heard me speak of Tamueji, he and I had hardly had a chance to convene after I’d discovered the truth. One more explanation filled the gap.

			She was the messenger. The one who had first helped him bring his letters to me. And she had no doubt paid when Umber had discovered them.

			She didn’t blink. “Risk is a good way to express it.”

			My heart sagged inside me, but I wasn’t swayed. “Help me understand, Tamueji. You were tricked into this. Umber has too many memories to draw on, too much time to plan, so you’ve given up fighting him. I get it. So let us go. Come with us. You said it yourself—there’s nothing to go back to. Not here, not anywhere.” I swallowed, trying to loosen the dust in my throat. “So come somewhere new. We actually have a choice.” Hei had taught me that.

			A dry laugh fumed from her. Dawn-light was falling upon her head, just hitting her face. And she did not hide from it.

			Tears shone on her cheeks.

			“No we don’t. We can go to those mountains on the other side of the world, just like you wanted, Ari. We can build a sweet little house, living happy little lives away from it all. And one nod from the witch puts us all right back here again, without even realizing what we’ve lost. We have never had a choice, and it isn’t only because of fucking Umber. I’ll tell you what I think.” Her voice was so clenched it stung to hear. “The fact that you keep believing you have a choice is what will kill you. It nearly killed me. I mean actually killed, not the kind of the death that we were brought back from. A permanent one. And the person that will deal the final blow is Kaiwan.”

			Tremors raced through my body, set my sight uneven. This was moving too fast again. The way she said Kaiwan’s name sounded fraught, vehement, as if they had a personal connection. Her story of never having found the witch seemed abruptly thin.

			Tamueji went on. “I think Kaiwan keeps us here. Umber is only a symptom. The real problem has always been her. If she really were both kind and powerful, she’d have cleansed this entire place already. Instead we’re just the scum building up around her misery. She doesn’t want to make a new future, just keep everything here, forever. Because she knows that eventually, no heart on earth will be strong enough. Not even hers. Time will win.”

			I did look at Hei now. Tamueji wasn’t moving. He was inching closer, and I crossed the space between us, put one protective arm over him. Still she did not strike. But epiphany was swirling through the mist, about to pounce.

			Tamueji choked out a sob, wiped her face. “Umber is hoping to turn the clock back one more time. Enough hearts to sacrifice to his personal goddess, and he can keep trying for eternity. Until she cracks, and it all goes down with her. It needs to end, Ari. The cycle needs to close.”

			Hei had buried his face against me. I smoothed down his hair, no longer able to stare directly at Tamueji.

			“This is the lesson we must learn.” Tamueji’s wings began to beat, her torn one already regenerated. “Some wounds just can’t heal. Maybe they never should.”

			The wind carried her away, Serenity swallowing her whole.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Now that the morning was upon us, it was like boiling water. Clear, purifying, scalding.

			I staggered back into the shade of the hostel’s awning, releasing Hei. But the moment of dawn suffocated me, bringing all the tundra’s imitation fires to life.

			Hei shaded his eyes, watching me. Lightray glowed with amber and pink reflections, highlighting the blood streaking his body.

			I beckoned him closer. “Come here.”

			He neared almost shyly, as if afraid of what change Tamueji’s revelation had unleashed in me. But I enclosed him in my arms, let his sweat and scent seep past my boundaries. I bit my tongue and let molten silver flare in my veins, emanating virtue outward into him. As softly as rain washing away silt, his wounds began to close.

			“I don’t want to say it.” Hei met my eyes, turned them downward.

			I nodded, the epiphany Tamueji’d given me like a lump of iron under my tongue. Uneven, bitter, hard.

			“She found Kaiwan after all,” I said. “Maybe even had her miracle dangling in front of her. And—”

			The rest fell into the air between us, shriveled. And she had decided the danger was too great, a precipice too high for anything to fly from. Not even hope.

			So they hadn’t all been lies of omission.

			“Hearts.” Hei was wriggling, rearranging his bandages. “So Umber has been using people to feed Kaiwan. Probably to try to get her to alter time for him.”

			A sour grin stretched my facial muscles. “Makes sense. I can’t imagine he would ever risk Kaiwan’s test himself. Not to mention letting anyone into his heart.” And this may have been going on for centuries.

			Tamueji clearly had no faith laid up for Kaiwan. Maybe Kaiwan had been accepting this service from Umber, striking a bargain, miracles for fresh hearts, yet another form of trade and deceit. Unless some piece was still missing. Unless Kaiwan had more within her than the stained spirit animating the city now. She had seemed to yearn to defeat Umber, so full of ancient sorrow.

			As if sensing my thoughts, Hei breathed into my neck, “Do you think this was a mistake? Trusting Kaiwan to do what she says? Maybe I—”

			His lips closed gently, misery swimming in his eyes. Every line of his body seemed to cry, Please tell me it wasn’t a mistake.

			I shifted, building space between us. The mere proximity of his blessed stone was becoming too much. “I doubt it. Kaiwan spent almost everything to bring you back. Why do that, if we’re just a resource to her, some sparks of color to be harvested?”

			He received that, seemed to weigh and measure it in his mind. The sorrow in his gaze lightened somewhat, lost some of its pall of regret. I noticed, right then, that he was shivering. To him, the air would still be freezing.

			I brought him inside, confirming that the hostel must have been cleared out before Tamueji had struck. We washed our bodies with the remaining water as best we could, and I helped Hei back into his travel gear.

			We needed a new plan. The old one had been a tattered possibility at best, and it was shot to hell. The flock would anticipate our escape from the city. I could try to take us directly vertical, enter the solemnity of the mountain. But the cold and thin air might be lethal to Hei, and it wouldn’t prevent being followed. Fly high enough, and every eye in the abyss would spy us.

			Hei fastened his top button, cemented Lightray’s position on his back. A weathered smile softened his face. “So that’s why they wanted me whole. Why Umber was willing to play games with me. He wanted me to make my pact with Kaiwan all along. Hoping that he could take advantage of her power.”

			Hei’s purpose—the one Umber so greatly wanted to help him fulfill. Except how could Umber demand any favor of Kaiwan, in the fullness of her might, if she didn’t wish to serve him?

			Enough hearts to sacrifice to his personal goddess, and he can keep trying for eternity. Until she cracks, and it all goes down with her.

			Something told me the crack had already formed.

			I scanned the empty street, the whispered indications of sabotage and freedom beyond. The mountain hovered with the aura of a threat, the earth itself raising arms to lay stake in this battle.

			“We could lie low.” I glanced at Hei, realizing that I had begun chewing my own lip. “If we hide long enough, there’s a chance we can slip through when the guard finally goes down.”

			Hei’s brow furrowed, his worry apparent. “But it seemed effortless for her to find us.” A light rose in his eyes. “We could also go to Kaiwan. She said only to try if it was the absolute last choice. I can’t think of any other good choices now.”

			I studied him for what felt like a long time. Maybe waiting for one last alternative to materialize.

			It didn’t.

			Grimly, I nodded, and drew him to my chest.

			One way or the other, we were going to lose each other again.

			Unless there was a miracle left somewhere for us.

			 

			Flying wavered between tricky and torture with the sun pouring itself into Serenity’s mouth. I had to hop between shadows, interspersed with pelts through full blast light, as if dashing between islands over magma. Blew any thoughts of a desperate daytime flight across the tundra from my head.

			Hei clung to me, as he had that first day, when I hadn’t known who he was. The glow of morning emphasized the color in his cheeks, the radiance of his brown and gold skin. It made me want to weep, until all my thoughts seemed to be tears.

			I couldn’t let him die. He deserved to survive. Everything that made him who he was had been lifted up for this wish, for the chance that survival could become something more. He didn’t deserve to be thrown aside for his troubles. I had to find a way for him to survive.

			But I had no defense against the possibility of Kaiwan’s despair claiming him. A quiet, heroic corner of me wanted to jump into that gauntlet myself, see if I could spare him. But I would fail. My heart would never endure the darkness time had created.

			We sped to Kaiwan’s seal in silence. Dawn robbed the possibilities from each fading second, burning them up. The hour was now. No gentle cover of night would stay the blow. All rotations of the sky fixed on this moment, the endlessness of its light obliterating the stars.

			Hei gasped as we descended. I saw. Our eyes had been trained by our personal dooms to be unable to miss this coming.

			The seal was already open. Like a wound spreading into the mountain, emptiness welcomed our arrival. The array of rocks around the opening were like supplicants, weeping in plea.

			Hei all but leapt from my arms, rushing to look closer as he arranged his tools. “He got to her.”

			I lowered my wings, casting senses in all directions. There might yet be an ambush. “Apparently he’s been able to get to her all this time—or she at least allows him an audience. Unless Tamueji didn’t mean what we think she did.” She may not have been describing an alliance between the witch and Umber. After all, he’d been willing to let Hei find his own way to her cavern of wishes. It would be simple for him to cultivate a mass of lost souls, each with a unique way out of their suffering—if they could pass Kaiwan’s test.

			My teeth ground of their own volition. Subterfuge like that was much more Umber’s style. And somehow far more insidious than the thought of Kaiwan being another of his partners.

			Lightray was strapped to Hei’s back, one of his hands curled around the handle. Though his dark winter robe bulked up his frame, tendrils of white dangled from the insides of his sleeves like streamers. I could all but feel the pulse of his stone, coalescing intention next to his skin. Growing stronger on the same blood, the same substance of himself that he had given to me.

			He was looking away. Up to the mountain, the moaning half-sky of Serenity’s domain, the promise of cold beyond it. A breeze ruffled his hair, a distant, helpless expression lighting his face. It was too much. It was suddenly more than I could take.

			Because he was still falling. Armed to the neck, body a weapon, even his boots lined with silver inlays—he was falling. And I might not catch him this time.

			He caught me out of the corner of one bead-bright eye, chewing his lower lip. “We can’t leave her, no matter what she’s done. She tried to save us—and we don’t have a choice now, anyway.”

			The mountain might as well have been crashing down on me. I could see why she did it. Just turn it back. Let him never have met me. Let him find someone new. Let him never come here.

			It was too late. Too late, too late, too late. For him, for me, for anything, for the drowning to ever end.

			Spontaneously, I yanked him into a hug. He squeaked endearingly in surprise, but after a moment relaxed into my embrace. The sword brushed my hand, but I ignored it. I would swallow this pain for him. I would accept it for what he had given me.

			“I love you,” I breathed, shaking. Each word singed my mouth, as if this hour had made them holy too. They encompassed the whole truth and yet could not be enough. “I love you, Hei. Thank you for finding me. No matter what happens, I’m glad you found me. I may not remember you forever. But at least you gave me back who I really am.”

			It was true, I realized, through a veil of tears. The mist could not hide it from me anymore. Still empty of my living memories, detached from what I had been—I chose this. There was someone to write my name down. Maybe it would have been better for him to not have come. But I was glad that he had.

			Hei held me tightly, face buried against my collarbone. “I will always find you again. That’s why I trust I can pass the test. You will be there to guide me through it.” He lifted his eyes, showed me once again the bravery and frailty of that smile. “No despair can be so great as to overcome that.”

			My hope and grief and fear were enough to choke me. But it was time. We linked hands and entered Kaiwan’s seal.

			The mountain corridor glowed with ominous intentions. Once more, I had the sensation of walking into a temple, the dirt of my feet far too profane to be permitted here. And yet we had been. Kaiwan had compelled us to flee, and yet left the invitation open. If she was a deceiver, her actions were far too strange to reconcile. Maybe even Umber existed on too small a scale to comprehend her.

			The path wound in circles, but this time only for a space of minutes. As I was bearing down to navigate a maze, the corridor suddenly opened. The dim aura of the walls became darkness. We stepped through it, hands still clasped, the path ever widening. It was like walking through nothingness. And somehow, on the cusp of that abyss, I was not afraid.

			Until the light returned. The gleam of glow-diamonds, announcing her admittance chamber.

			The beams fell on her massive door, already spreading wide. The entire passage had the air of a ravaged mausoleum, something sacred but unearthed.

			Across the distance stood Kaiwan, on her dais, emanating stillness and magnitude like a goddess statue carved of ice.

			Before her, at the mouth of the room, with at least a dozen winged crow-souls bowing their heads to him—was Lord Umber.

			His gaze was aimed directly at me. It flamed with desire, as if he’d lusted for this moment his entire afterlife.

			“You are well come, my boy.” His voice was a slash of venom across my senses. “Well come indeed.”

			 

			Tamueji stood at his side, unarmed. Face downturned, back slightly bent in reverence. I had never seen her bow to him before. The sight was chilling.

			She lifted numb eyes to me as we approached. Her bitterness had hidden itself again—yet I could all but taste it.

			Hei stepped forward without hesitating and drew his sword. The blade hummed with its own devastating music, and seemed to break me from a trance, allowing me to take in the scene.

			Counting Tamueji, it looked as though Umber had brought exactly a dozen crow-souls with him. They all stood in half-shape, dark wings at their backs. They bore no weapons, not even Tamueji. But many had talons shaped and at the ready, prepared to draw blood. Cold faces, leers of malice, masks of rage made up the cloud of their images, as if they all blended together.

			I’d misread Kaiwan. She wasn’t poised with solemnity, but rigid with tension. Her pale sleeves hung like icicles in the unmoving air; a gleaming polearm was raised in her grip, angled down toward the gathering of crow-souls. A red sash dangled to the floor like a trail of blood. Her face was hard, but palpable emotion sung from it, the most intense I’d witnessed in her. Scorn, absolute contempt, sharper than her blade.

			Wielding hope like a sword.

			For an ice-cold moment, it seemed the worst possibilities of Tamueji’s story must be true. That Kaiwan was revealing her disdain for our feeble yearnings, that she was the greater spider between herself and Umber, and we’d been snared at last. Except that the instant her gaze fell on me, it softened. Something like regret twisted the line of her mouth.

			“You did not escape. That is...a shame.”

			Just as when her hand had touched mine, the linking of our eyes was a connection. In it, the eons of lost potential seemed to swim around us, replacing the cavern’s air with the tears of glaciers. The life I could have lived with Hei. The infinite unwinding threads of all these lives, each beating heart in Serenity, the footprints they’d never be able to retrace. Snow was covering everything, erasing what had come before. Even the whole realities Kaiwan had repaired, hidden under the debris.

			A shame indeed.

			Hei strode forward until he was almost looking right up at Umber. Lightray swung haphazardly in his grip. “You.” He aimed the blade’s tip at Tamueji. “You were the one who opened the seal this time.”

			She didn’t flinch. Of course—because she’d opened it before. I had no scope for the extent of Kaiwan’s powers, especially with her magic so weakened. She may not have been able to tell who was accompanying the next person to knock on her door. I pictured Kaiwan building this refuge under the auspices of more potent days, ages in which her magic had not abandoned her. Days when she had been able to rely on her greatness and capability for change, the source of that immense grandeur. Now, in the skeleton of who she had been, she had only the gray, ruinous remains of her work.

			Tamueji looked as if she wanted to swallow the sword whole. Just then, her wounds also became clear to me. This would be yet another death she had to count. Yet another memory she would be forced to retain, as everyone she tried to help was drowned in the river of blood. The river leading to Kaiwan, the river Umber had carved out of time. No wonder Tamueji had given up. No wonder despair was her only defense left.

			I could have cried. My life had been nothing more a piece of detritus, one of billions of jagged half-souls, floating on the current. Yet for me, for Hei, Kaiwan had turned the tide back.

			“It matters little.” Kaiwan’s voice was weary under her severity. “The king of crows may have sought me out again at any time. I have awaited the hour when he would reveal his face once more. Long has he sent these lost souls to me, hearts in need of remaking. For centuries, perhaps it was my own desire to believe better—that no force could be consciously divesting them of hope—that led me to ignore the hand at the oar. But eventually it became clear that this day must come. I choose to meet it now, rather than wait for—”

			She didn’t have to fill in the rest—for when she’d be stronger. For when she’d regained more of herself. Umber had been feeding her souls for ages, forcing a bond through time. And she would take no more.

			Umber’s laughter was like the clatter of knives on stone. “My, you almost sound fond. The sentiment is wholly mutual, I assure you. Why, one observes that you are almost as hungry as I am. No shame in that, my dear, really. You needed willing hearts to let you live again. It was easy enough to satisfy your condition for them—see to it that they became desperate enough to have no choice left but you. Then I cleaned up the dust from your failures. Memories without that spark of desire don’t taste quite the same. But I do it all for you, sweetness.”

			He flung a kiss languidly through the air. Kaiwan gestured sharply with her polearm, as if striking it from flight.

			I cleared my throat, waited until Kaiwan’s eyes darted back to me. “Kaiwan. Just tell me this. How many times has this moment already happened?”

			Hei had tried at least once before, but this story may have played out countless times, with no one to remember but her.

			Hei’s attention shifted to me. For the edge of a second, Kaiwan didn’t answer, and I feared the worst. That we’d been trapped in this cycle for millennia, and may always be. Then, she said, “Never. Not this precise moment. But I have been here before, at times nearly the same. It has taken much work to prevent Umber from finding the most disastrous paths through history.”

			What? As though Serenity’s legacy had been a dance, she and Umber making moves, his struggle to find another way as she erased his efforts. Because she could remember—

			—and so could he. Fuck. Because she rarely rewound time entirely. And somewhere, there must be someone that remembered a piece of what had happened before each mending. Such as the host who’d rekindled Kaiwan’s heart last. And those subjects would be easy prey for Umber, to reacquaint himself with what Kaiwan had removed from his mind. My eyes widened, raw like wounds, as if they would widen forever and never stop, taking in all the endless horrors of what this meant.

			How many versions of me had there been? How many lives, bent to this exact purpose?

			“So kill him.” Hei fell spontaneously to one knee, the sword downturned in both hands. His face and tone pleaded, beseeching her like a liege. “End it. Take my light. I know I will not fail.”

			Peals of glee echoed from Umber, who had taken to fanning his face as if the excitement were overwhelming him. “Dear boy. Such precious, limited creatures, don’t you find, my love?” He beckoned to Kaiwan with one hand as if he expected her to take it, join him in mockery. “As if she has never considered such brutality before. Poor child. How can it be, that even rewound life can so consistently mean such ignorance.” He tsked condescendingly. “Ask yourself why I yet exist, if it were that easy. She cannot merely kill me—she may only undo me, unbind the threads of my passage through time. But reflect—so many strong hearts have I gifted to her, without her knowledge. Precise must be the eye to mark the pattern that would require unweaving in order to pull me from the cloth. And I know for a fact that the witch hesitates to alter time in any way which may destabilize her own being. No, she will not rip me from the tapestry—she is far too cowardly for that. Else she would have done so an age ago.”

			Kaiwan’s cold fury turned in its fullness on Umber. So that was how he’d sabotaged her—the same way he did for everyone else. Through lies. Secrets. Shadows. Her power didn’t render her omniscient, and she had to make each temporal revolution count. He was a parasite that was too dangerous to combat directly, lest he take too much of the host with him. Just as I could not have left behind the hope that I might be able to reclaim what he’d drunk from me. Every treasured memory, reduced to a drop of grave-scented wine.

			I drew near Hei, helped him to his feet before snaking an arm around his shoulders. He was part of me. They could not have him. “So why did you let us come here? There was no resistance on the way to the seal, after Tamueji’s gambit, so I assume the point of the entire charade was to shepherd us here. Because Hei was your choice since he set foot here. The next candidate to test his soul for Kaiwan.”

			At last, at the corner of my vision, Kaiwan wavered. Her face fell to the gem-lit stone at her feet.

			Umber, on the other hand, glowed with pleasure. “I had hoped you might put it together earlier, if only to prove it would have changed nothing. No matter. I’m glad you don’t require it to be belabored. Your boy is flagrant, impetuous, foolhardy. In other words, the perfect choice. And if he fails, then she—” he gestured at Tamueji “—will simply have to try after all. I am loath to risk her, as the Watcher of Shadows is a valuable partner beyond measure. But I have waited long enough. No more years of dancing with the witch.”

			I glanced at Tamueji as openly as I dared. She looked as if she may as well have been dead.

			“And if she is not enough?” Umber spread his arms and wings, the coils of night stretching wide even at the moment of dawn. “I have a city full of souls to spend on my victory. I will be set back, vexing as that may be, I have prepared enough to become inexorable. Kaiwan cannot safely undo my work now. Even if the witch strikes this day from time, it will come again. I have laid too many seeds, too many minds full of the knowledge I need for my success. If I were to mysteriously vanish? The night-streets themselves will turn on her. And she will not have remaining power to prevent every hand that will bear forth her undoing. That her weakness must always return is my greatest weapon. Time favors not her, but me.”

			No. Numbness thickened in my veins, weighed down the air I breathed. He couldn’t have planned it that perfectly. It couldn’t be that simple. All color escaped from my vision, as if fleeing in their own primordial terror.

			Kaiwan cried out, as if thrown to her limit, and struck the polearm on the floor. Sparks leapt from the contact, briefly lighting her face. Pants of ancient anger fumed from her nostrils.

			Check. And mate.

			“You should have chosen me.” I heard my own voice before the intent to speak congealed in my mind. Hei turned his gaping, vulnerable eyes to me, and I kissed his head. “You should have just let me be the candidate.”

			Umber poured a grin on me that was like poisoned molasses. “Oh, my precious, precious boy. This too you have failed to understand.” The crimson of his gaze was like an ague. “I tried with you already. It is easy enough, to fan a flame through constriction. Take one despairing heart, and rob it of hopes, one after another. Defeat its dreams. Drown it until death is nigh. And almost every time, the last remaining hope will grow, outshine all the others, and leave that heart so rife with yearning that it is nearly certain to survive the wish it must make. But with you, my dear? You were too easily crushed. Your spirit failed before I had properly begun. There is no purpose to putting you to the test. You would not endure.”

			He didn’t wield this like an accusation, a blade honed to flay or torment me. It was simply a weightless truth, settling into my skin without force, as casual as snowfall. It was the final proof of my numbness. There was nothing left which would have given a wish strength.

			Hei took my face between his hands, directed me toward him. Flames seemed to sparkle in his eyes, passion and desperation and need. “Ari. Stop. The more you listen to him, the more entangled you become. Nothing he says means anything. He let his soul die an eternity ago. Listen to me. If despair would have taken you, that’s not your fault. You shouldn’t have had to bear this. You understand? It’s not your fault. You deserved to live.”

			Tears were blurring the world again, painting Hei’s face with chaos. Limply, I found Tamueji, turned my face to her. “Do you still think Kaiwan is the real enemy?”

			Tamueji recoiled.

			“I may as well be an enemy.” Kaiwan trembled, her arctic composure fracturing. I could not help but imagine the entire earth breaking apart. “I have spared Umber too many times. But this I swear: no more.”

			I hadn’t noticed immediately, but crow-souls clustered at the door, occluding any path of escape. Umber had wrought this moment out of inevitability, scoured a path across finality until every mechanism of the universe was aligned to bring it about. My premonition had been right. All paths led here. The mist had only been the air of warning, hiding the cruelty of what my existence must become.

			When Umber spoke again, the lighthearted disdain had flushed from him. Only menace and thirst, the true voice of his ponderous age, came through now. “It is time. She will return my memories to me. I will not be evaded again. And when it is done, I will be restored in full. Even the witch’s memory will belong to me, so that no mind on earth will possess the means to erase me again.”

			The crow-souls were moving, circling the room. I seized Hei closer, shielding him with my arms. The last fragment of the picture was falling into place. The godhood must have devoured Umber’s original life too. He had spent eons trying to bring about the only means that would allow him to revive it without taking the test himself. He had been mired here, inundated with a world full of displaced moments of time, an overflow of scattered childhoods, summer days, last breaths, secret hours of the night. Thousands upon thousands of private stars, flecks of consciousness, draining into his abyss. But he had not been able to find his own.

			Something told me this wasn’t going to be as simple as waiting for Kaiwan to twine with Hei. It had to be on Umber’s terms.

			“This has to be an elaborate joke.” I tucked a wing around Hei; one of the crow-souls tried a clumsy lunge forward to snatch his arm, and I rebuffed it, drawing Hei as close as I could. The saturation of water in his clothes stung. “You want your memories back? Why, so you can revisit your childhood home, and have a wistful sigh? Everyone you deceived, everyone whose life you took, wanted a piece of their life back. Why does it matter for you, when it didn’t matter for us?”

			Umber had been pared down to a set of steaming eyes, black wings, and foul intentions. Maybe this was all his own mist, and he was incapable of seeing past the hungers that inspired his impulses. But now, more than ever before, it was plain: everything but this moment was gone. Every ripple of suppressed outrage, the burn of empty places where my soul had once stood, was rising through the numbness. There was a terrifying freedom in knowing that this would either kill me or set me free. That Hei wouldn’t have accepted any other path.

			“Do not spend breath on this man,” Kaiwan hissed. “He is dead. He only hopes that I can resurrect him. But nothing remains to hear you.”

			“Don’t wound her too greatly.” Umber’s voice slithered, palpable as snares around our ankles. “She and the boy must remain intact. If you kill her, you die next.”

			The crow-souls had been focused on me and Hei, slowly tightening like a noose around us, as if this were a game they could afford to play. But Kaiwan’s grip on her polearm trembled, and the sight drew my eye behind her. A table, near her stove. A pitcher sat on it.

			Hei spoke into the cavern of my wings. “Ari. Let me go.”

			I glanced up, then down at him. Tamueji had not moved, but Umber’s minions were beginning to snarl. The obsidian clarity of Hei’s regard was too much to give up. He was still so young, and had endured so much. I could not let him go. Yet I could not hold him here for long.

			“Let me go,” he said again. A gentle smile graced his face, perfumed our shared darkness.

			It was time to jump.

			Aching, I released him, and opened my wings.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			The room detonated into motion.

			It was like a held breath exploding forth, lurid dark shapes becoming blurs. The instant I stepped back from Hei, he became a whirlwind. I could almost believe, in that moment, that his heroism and desperation had given him the speed and grace of the living-again. Lightray spiraled as if he’d grown silver arms, strands of cloth trailing around him as he turned. Heatless blue flames roared at dazzling intervals. He spun and struck without restraint or fear.

			I stayed at his back, using my wingspan and bulk to frustrate attacks against him. Many of the crow-souls came directly for me. So many of them, seeming to ignore Hei as they dug talons at my abdomen, face, arms. It may have been thousands of blows, descending like silvered rain. I didn’t see so much as feel the wave of impact. Kicks, scratches, punches narrowly dodged, forcing me back. I could only respond because my body knew it must move. Move, move, and never stop.

			The sight that dominated the room was the flagrant red thirst of Umber’s eyes, drilling diseased holes in the world.

			He and Tamueji alone did not fight. Where he shone with malice, she emanated numbness like a fragrance. She took in the din without reaction, as if her heart had already been slain.

			Kaiwan also joined the battle; one slim crow-soul had cornered her against the wall, angled to try to grapple her. His hesitance to deal any injurious blows must have given her advantage enough, because she was repelling him with her polearm. The blade shivered in an erratic dance, already having punctured wounds in her assailant. He yelped at each strike, steam curling from his blood. Good—of course she would know to wield silvered weapons.

			My attention lurched from her to Hei, clouded with a flurry of pain and disruption. I struggled to stay near him, cut off avenues of attack, but when my vision focused, he was trapped between two crow-souls. Lightray dropped to the floor, untouched, the attackers no doubt afraid to touch it. Hei flailed with vigor, cloth tendrils whipping around, but it was almost effortless how they seemed to snare him. In moments, he’d been raised between four hands, ankles and wrists grabbed.

			“Kaiwan!” I shouted over the noise, hoping she’d hear me. “The water! Throw the water—hit Hei!”

			A split second passed in which she seemed too overwrought by her opponent. But then, barely noticeable, her eyes caught mine. She dove to the side, throwing off the crow-soul by forcing him back a step. With a roll, she came under the table and seized the pitcher.

			A kick to the back stunned me for a few moments, and I whirled to trade punches, knocking the crow-soul’s head back. Before I could reorient myself, the sound of splashing struck behind me. A few drops sprayed onto the back of neck and wings. Then I saw. Kaiwan had thrown it dead-on, the pitcher’s contents soaking Hei. And she was rallying, pulling every container of liquid off her shelf, throwing tea and wine and water as quickly as she could. The crow-soul at her side was covering his face, as if too confused by her actions to respond.

			Hei was sputtering, continuing to thrash in his captors’ arms. But any liquid should work. I held my breath, tried to push through to him.

			In the next instant, the two holding him flinched, one of them crying out. Hei fell to the floor, arms covering his head. A flash of blue slicked over him, as if his clothes were catching flames. One of the captors tried to sweep in and grab hold again, but he gasped at the contact, scurrying back.

			“What the fuck?” The crow who had cried was staring at his hands, where mild burns were healing.

			“It’s just magic.” Umber’s words were missiles piercing the shuffle. “A trick of the witch. But she has no power left for anything greater. Do not be swayed.”

			Something clicked into place. He didn’t know about Hei’s hallowed stone or its virtue to rebuke moon-souls.

			I was on Hei then, shielding him with my wings, trying to help him recover. But the thickness of the virtue rolled off him like heat, and I could barely touch him. He twisted in the air and to his feet, Lightray secured in his hands again. He looked ravaged, flustered, and dripping—but hungry. Angry.

			Good boy.

			“Let’s try this,” he panted, standing. “So you can’t hurt me too much? I have no problem hurting any of you.”

			The crow-souls had solidified their circle around us. Kaiwan seemed to be a lesser priority for them, and she was snaking through her kitchen apparatus, continuing to thwart her opponent with the range of her weapon. Appearing emboldened by Umber’s command, the two around Hei swept in again, a third entering the fray. I was ready this time. As one passed me, I gripped him by the hair, yanking him toward me and using my body weight to force him to the floor. One other had snarled fingers into Hei’s coat, but shouted with the pain that met him. I crushed the bone of one wing against his face, knocking him to his knees under its mass. My talons were out, leaving stripes of blood as I surged forward.

			The third tried to catch Lightray from Hei’s grasp, maybe brave enough to try using it. But Hei leaned into the movement, turning so the blade was angled upward. A thrust into the man’s body, and the blade sunk into his throat. His eyes shot wide, blood spurting from his mouth. When Hei forced the sword free, the crow-soul collapsed into a pile.

			One of the crow-souls present was the woman who’d been with Tamueji, now divested of her swords. She tore into the gap, talons gleaming. I threw myself between her and Hei, snatching one wrist. Her legs rose to slam into my belly. It forced me to duck, already ravenous for air. But a tail of white slipped around her head like a garland of frost, and she looked up, eyes shooting wide. She knew this technique.

			Drawing a painful breath, I turned, concentrated all my strength into a blow to the chest. The impact tossed her back, pulling slack from the cloth. Convulsions rocked through her as she dropped.

			“I cannot imagine why now is the time you have all chosen to shame me!” Umber’s tone escalated to a bellow. “It is one mortal boy, and our own spiritless Ari! Are you so witless as this, that you cannot devise a way to subdue them?”

			If he had any qualm with Tamueji’s abstinence from the battle, he gave no sign. She was watching me. Hollowness, like a silent plea, suffused every line of her body.

			Umber roared again. “Enough hesitation! Strike them down!”

			And the fight rolled on, washing the room with thunder. The ominous height of Kaiwan’s skylight, the chasm in the mountain, echoed as if it were cracking, the tundra itself invested in this conflict. Despite Umber’s disdain, we continued to last somehow. The dance of blows blurred together like brush-strokes made with rainwater. By some chain of events, Kaiwan had ended up near us, she and Hei and I clustered in a knot as crow-souls threw themselves toward us, one or two at a time. With bulk and my wings, I poised myself as a bulwark, intercepting talons, punishing attempts to slip closer. I swung arms and legs with all the strength I had, bruising, crushing noses and hands, clawing faces. Kaiwan dodged as agilely as Hei, leaving puncture wounds as wide as mouths. And everywhere Hei moved, he cut, burned, snared, stunned, as if he were divine punishment itself.

			Wounds sparked my awareness, an ever-rising count of raked feathers, slashes, bruises. I healed quickly, but Hei and Kaiwan would only need to sustain a few wounds to be disabled. There was no way. Hei and I had barely taken down Kadzuhikhan by himself. Temporary victory against Tamueji had only been possible because of her conscience. One dove-soul and two mortals simply could not endure much longer against a dozen crow-souls.

			And yet we fought on. None of these crow-souls were true fighters. They hadn’t been trained, honed, certainly not equipped to answer skills and weapons like Hei’s. They were used to relying simply on immortal strength, and this was a task in which they couldn’t risk fully using that strength. They had no coordination, no plan except to avoid punishment. Hei had trained for this. Kaiwan had centuries of combat experience. And the same desperation that’d brought Hei here was now scouring my veins, channeled into every motion.

			For a chain of hope-drunken minutes, it seemed there must be a way. A light was impaling the mist, revealing possibility, dawn finally disintegrating the illusions of Umber’s night. We might win free. There had to be a way. To not be caged by Umber completely, by the loss and despair that he represented. There must—

			It happened then. Bloodied hands clasped like manacles around Hei, reddening as they held on. Hei had driven the blade through a crow-soul’s chest, next to the heart. But the man did not let go. His face was feverish with pain, blood streaking his face. Hei tried to pull the blade from him. One talon locked around his throat. I fell on them, kicking at the crow-soul’s arms, face. He was shrieking, wings ravaged and fluttering. Another joined in, eyes wide with the shock of contact. But she too did not release him. Another muscled grip cemented around Hei’s neck.

			“Let go!” I didn’t even know if my voice could be heard. It was just another hot stripe of pain. Their screeching was birdlike, devouring, maddening. Hei was gasping, struggling, and he couldn’t stab with the sword. I pulled at him with every muscle in me, to simply make them let go.

			It couldn’t last. None of it could last. The balance erupted, forces twisting us with mechanical certainty. I fell under Hei, but he was pulled from my arms. The two crow-souls, skittering like demons, split directions at once, maintaining the grip with every thew. A grisly snap marred the air.

			It was only the thin, gleaming edge of a second. In it, I saw Tamueji’s eyes widen with horror.

			The second passed, and all came into view. Hei, slumping against the chest of the man who’d trapped him. Lightray clattering to the floor. The unnatural angle of his neck. The complete void of light in his eyes.

			Hei. Hei. Hei, Hei, Hei—

			The man was still shrieking, but he pushed Hei from him, clawing at his own body as if to peel the virtue off. Hei descended like a stone, nothing left to sustain him.

			The words scrawled themselves in fire across my mind. Broken neck. And at some moment in the fight, a talon or weapon had crossed the barrier of Hei’s skin. Torn through his coat, his bandages. Because a pool of red widened around him, staining his hallowed garments with darkness.

			 

			The mist became crimson. All at once, it swallowed me like a tidal wave, eradicating everything I had ever believed.

			My own numbness carried me to Hei. It allowed me that. The crow-souls stepped back from Hei’s body, as if terrified at what they had done. As if they hadn’t known what we had been shaped to do.

			Kaiwan was staring. I had no time to give her now. But I caught her staring before the polearm rattled to the floor.

			Then I was beside him, arms around him. He may as well have been on fire. The pain of his blessed water was biting, but the numbness let me ignore that too. I was allowed this.

			“What have you done?” Umber sounded almost puzzled.

			He could be healed. Through the curtain of anesthesia, I unraveled my virtue, poured it into Hei. I had to be able to heal him. The wound in his chest brushed my senses, indicated its depth. And his neck—

			No breath moved through him. No life lingered inside to grasp at my virtue. Moonlight flushed his body, and leaked out as impotently as his blood.

			Breathing. Gulping, helpless, crushed breathing. It dominated my hearing. But it was only mine. Sobs that did not seem to come from me, yet filled my mouth the same.

			Silence rushed to occupy the spaces around my sobs. They were peals of mourning now, emptying the last of my hopes on the stone floor. I didn’t care. No one moved. No one came to touch me.

			HeiHeiHEIHEIHEIHEI—

			All that wondering what my afterlife was worth. Of loss and graveyards and yearning, the fractured pieces of me. Of new horizons, of flying free, of the snow at our backs, of names carved in wood, all nothing, nothing, nothing—

			The silence snapped in half. “What have you done?”

			Umber sounded so enraged. It took a moment to remember—yes. He’d needed Hei alive. To...to get his memory back. It seemed absurd now, this anxiety over who we’d been. Hei wasn’t anyone anymore. He was dead, just like that, like something that’d fallen into a crack and could never be found again. He’d been something so sacred and raw and necessary and fucking deserving, and it was all seeping into the heartless stones.

			My senses opened somewhat, starting to reattach themselves to me. The floor stung as if it had become too cold to bear—except, no, it wasn’t the floor. It was Hei’s blood. It still sung with the virtue infused in it, searing and rebuking as silver.

			Kaiwan had bent to her knees, clutching her stomach as if she’d been struck there. Watching the blood’s slow march over her gray home.

			The crow-souls were muttering, some still erratic with muted shrieking. Steps thudded through the crowd, which cleared unexpectedly. A limp glance up revealed Umber, glaring down at me upon Hei’s body.

			The man that’d last held Hei was running nails over his face, blood and sweat and half-healed wounds rendering him haggard. “I—I didn’t, I wasn’t trying to—”

			Umber’s answer was a bestial scream, rich with violence. He tore fingers into the young man, talons plunging into his face, raking skin from bone. The two of them became a nightmarish flurry of motions. Blood spattered in an arc around them, and the youth’s body slapped to the floor. A gash remained where his chest had been.

			Umber heaved, scarlet and black streaks staining his talons, maw, raiment. Ravenous ruby eyes crawled over me, over Hei, but they seemed almost not to see us. To be inanimate. Maybe I just could not register anything beyond the bare physical facts of his presence. It didn’t matter. He was just a symptom. The corpse-like logic of Serenity was taking over, assimilating me into its decay.

			Someone else drew near, shadows and half-silence. Tamueji. Her hands were still, but her jaw trembled. Somehow, this pierced my numbness. I didn’t want to see it. But what plumed off her now had the scent of regret.

			Umber turned, neck twisting monstrously, and screeched. “Do not believe the rest of you will avoid punishment for failing at such exceedingly simple commands. But for now, it—it means naught. There is another way.” He chained a damp hand around Tamueji’s forearm, yanked her to him. “You will offer your heart to the witch. And this time I will hear no complaint, no bargains—”

			Tamueji’s calm shattered. She whirled to bludgeon Umber back, clawing at his arms until he released her. Lurid animal fury swept through her. It was less like a shout than like wind, a terrible new storm brewing under the mountain.

			“Haven’t you had enough, you fucking bastard monsters?” Tears glistened on her cheeks with the purity of her hate. “Haven’t we had enough?”

			Umber hissed, strode back into her space, tried once more to take command of her limbs. But she retaliated with all the warrior’s grace she had shown the hour before dawn. Wings, talons, strikes from every side, and she flung Umber to his back. She stood, tremors overtaking her as if she were breaking.

			The youth that’d faced us at the hostel appeared through the crowd, eyes wide and helpless. “Boss! Boss, we can’t just—”

			“No!” Tamueji spat blood, flecking his face and forcing him to recoil. “Do you know how many hearts I watched him break, just enough to lose function, just enough to not quite die? And then feed to her like carcasses?” She turned eyes to me, perhaps pleading or hoping I’d see the change in her.

			But I felt nothing. It meant nothing. It was too late.

			“This may have ended it.” The gesture she threw at Hei’s body seemed too harsh—but then, all movements seemed harsh now. “But the cost was too high. It was too high when it began. I wanted you to pay it at last. But you would never pay it yourself. So I will die, and die, and die before I ever aid you again. I have counted more deaths at your hands than there are stars in the sky, and you will finally pay for every one!”

			The sound that poured from her then was like a scream. But it couldn’t have been a scream. This towered above any vocalization, swiftly taking on the proportions of a train howling through the cavern. Shadows whirred and frothed around her, occurring so quickly I hadn’t yet put it together. She wasn’t merely crying out her defiance—she was crow-shaping.

			The outlines of her body ruptured into a black expanse, as if the crow were exploding outward. Transformation rocked her with terrifying speed, faster than I’d ever seen a living-again change. She seemed to bring the whole night sky with her, now turned to a new purpose. Wings shredded the atmosphere, swung with such mass she almost touched the walls. The younger-looking crow-souls were stepping back, loud with fear. Tamueji swelled to the dimensions of a cataclysm, a whirlwind of beak, darkness, and jewel-bright eyes. Talons cleft the stone, casting rubble in circles around her feet.

			Somewhere, a pulse within me was still pounding out the rhythm of my afterlife. Slowly, I lifted my head.

			I had been wrong about the path.

			Tamueji did scream then. A feral, apocalyptic sound, eviscerating the air. Two wing strokes scattered the debris in the room, knocked over tables and chairs. The seat of the cavern seemed to tremble with her wrath. Yet Umber was unmoved. He leveled his bloody indifference at her, and smiled.

			“Oh, my dear,” he crooned. “Leave some scrap of faith left to me, that you do not believe I am cowed by this display. Greater moon-souls than you have been made to bow to me before I relieved them of suffering. You will be no great matter.”

			The crow-souls were rallying around Umber, forming a shell at his back. But their heads were higher, arising from the pall of terror that rolled off Tamueji. Yes. Umber had not even joined the battle yet. And they would remember who they truly feared, that it was their scavenging lord who held true power.

			“Ari.”

			I may not have heard it. At this point, it could have been a hallucination. Everything happening now could have been a blighted dream, as unreal as it felt. Numbness shielded me from the weight of this outcome.

			Then, again. “Ari. Stay with me.”

			The wording pulled me out of the stupor. Hei saying, Stay with me. I turned my head, as if he might be standing there instead of crumpled in my arms. Seeing that it was Kaiwan who spoke almost crushed me again.

			She stooped over me, hands empty, whispering conspiratorially. “Listen to me. It’s not finished yet. Ari. Are you hearing me?”

			I pushed fully to my knees, disentangling raw hands from Hei. The searing of his hallowed blood rushed to the surface of my awareness, turned my body into a mapwork of dull pain. But it didn’t matter.

			I had taken the wrong path. This must not have been the hour of redemption. This way led only to one thing.

			I absorbed the sight of Umber, a shadow that decomposed life, studded with red venom-spots. He grinned with sickle-like glee up at Tamueji’s towering form, a clash of blacknesses, of two kingdoms of night.

			It led only to vengeance. And Kaiwan was right—it wasn’t finished yet. Not yet.

			Kaiwan continued speaking, but I had already received the only message I had room for. I slumped back down over Hei, began opening his coat. My arms wound around him once more.

			Umber had hollowed out thousands of souls, each too fragile or isolated to deny his brutality. He had intentionally scouted children to drain of memory. To harrow with loneliness and misery until they became suitable donors for Kaiwan. Emptied them of their whole lives, until they had nothing but drugged haze and the unheard beats of their hearts.

			The lord of crows raised his voice. “Tear the bitch apart!” A stampede fell on Tamueji.

			I opened Hei’s coat, stripped it from him. I took him against my chest, gentle with his neck, cupping a hand over his still-running wound. But it wasn’t to mourn him. Not yet.

			With as much courage as remained to me, I began smearing his blood across my skin.

			“Ari.” Kaiwan’s voice was hardening, growing more urgent. “What are you doing? You can’t bear it. The blessing—”

			—would be upon me now.

			A cacophony of shrieking and stomping thundered outward. Tamueji was meeting the tide head-on, as she had me. She was the mountain, and like the mountain she would not bow. Half-shaped crow-souls leapt to attack her face, body, wings, tried to climb on her. They dodged back and forth to avoid the lashing of talons, danced around the pounding of her beak. It was one against ten—but she held firm. Those who climbed her she shook away, or slammed to the floor with blinding agility. Two already she had lanced with talons, dragged under her to grind into the stone. And her mass dwarfed them all. Deflecting attacks, trapping foes in her beak, cutting swaths of blood with each swipe of a talon.

			The same truth loomed over her as it had for us. She could not withstand forever. Eventually, they would exhaust her fury. But for now, she was like a living disaster. Outrage radiated from her like waves of cold. Her cries attained the menace of a tornado, ravaging a path across the earth.

			My fingers were going numb. But I didn’t care. Numbness would be my weapon now. With insensate fingertips, I unwound the cloth from Hei’s torn chest.

			Movements stole a fragment of my attention. Umber was standing before me, staring down as if in disgust at my reverence for Hei’s corpse. Even living things, immortal things, did not receive his regard. Surely the mere dead were less than nothing to him.

			And if no other good would ever emerge in this world, if no other just act was done—he would finally die for it.

			“My boy.” His words were acid crawling over my skin, more painful than the holy burn of Hei’s blood. “I had hoped that if all else failed, this might finally awaken your heart.”

			Hei’s cords hung like inert fire in my palms, making an intaglio of pain as I wound them around my wrists and arms. This virtue was as potent as silver. Eventually, it might burn entirely through me. Let it. Let me be consumed for this.

			The pain was cultivating a trance in me, tuning my senses into something serene and extreme. I looked up at Umber. “I am not your boy.”

			He ignored me. “I had hoped that if nothing else would inspire you to test yourself, it might be learning who you were—and losing it again. It saddens me to see you, reduced to this. A simpering, heartbroken coward.”

			The words were simply more wounds, more bites that immorality would heal while leaving the sting behind. And at the moment, pain was sweeping over my skin like a wildfire, burning down the distinctions in my mind. His blood soaked into the fabric, more potent than water, bright with his intentions. It was as if the blessing came not from some benefactor, but from Hei’s spirit itself. Like his devotion made even silver burn more fiercely. My eyes lost focus, and I had to breathe deeply to keep going. Before, the rush of pain was enough to stun me. But as I leaned into it, mixed with the agony that was Hei’s loss, it stretched out over me, became something I could bear, as long as my body held out.

			Umber’s voice thrummed on like the rhythm of wings. “I wonder how much you could have loved him, then. If your fire is so easily quenched. If you cannot even risk your heart for him.”

			I wasn’t oblivious. My senses let the erosion of the world in, just as it filled everyone else. My heart still beat. I had never become numb to it, as I had once believed, as so many believed about me. And I knew Umber was trying to use me one more time. He was desperate, and Tamueji and I may be his only chances to succeed now. In another life, I may have felt a perverse pity for him, straining to achieve the same goal.

			This was such an eloquent expression of everything he had been to me. That he could trap me, bleed me dry, lead to the unceremonious death of the only person who wanted me—and then say it was because I had not loved enough. That I had not mourned enough.

			No heart could ever mourn enough.

			I lurched over the stone, my feet unsteady. Blood trailed in my steps, sticking to my boots. One step at a time, I adjusted. It felt like I was crumbling, like my skin would peel off. But I made my way around Hei’s body, to where Lightray lay.

			Umber tried to stop me then. It was bizarre—he didn’t lash out, but seemed to want to make me think again. He seized my arm, put one hand on my shoulder. “Enough. You achieve nothing. Are you this ready to die? Do you care so little for what—” He paused. “What you lost?”

			No more. Heaving against the virtue-burn, I shoved him aside. A shout wrenched from me, and I almost fell to my knees. But he stepped back. Staring, as if in awe.

			I leaned down, wrapped my hands around the sword. The chemical fire of silver was almost nothing next to the adornments I had put on. Staying on my knees, I crawled over to Hei. There, under the place I had bared, was the stone. The blessing that had not protected him.

			I cut my palm with the sword. The sensation somehow cleared my head, brought the urgency of steel to my senses. I clenched the stone over the cut, and let my blood pulse over it. My blood and his, mixing in this vow.

			The battle against Tamueji raged on in the background; Tamueji had snatched out someone’s eye, and was now pummeling a crow-soul into the floor. Her wings were ragged, her chest streaked with blood; they might overwhelm her soon. But for now, they had no eyes for me.

			Only Umber and Kaiwan did. I lifted the red-stained stone to my chest. And it began to blaze. The pale blue flames licked my fingers, consuming nothing, only gently exuding the light of hallowing over me. It magnified the intensity of the pain, as if I were being tattooed with it. But I did not let it go. It throbbed as if Hei’s needs still kindled it, giving it the force of suns.

			“You are a fool.” Umber sounded almost horrified. His eyes were wide. “An abject fool.”

			Maybe. But it made no difference now.

			I tucked the stone under a bandage and wrapped it around my chest. An azure glow sprang over my body, lighting me to the tips of my hair. Maybe this was the real blessing Hei had brought, the gift within the piece of him I had swallowed. The hate or love or simple desperation to see that the mist was eating me alive, and I did not care. Because somehow the pain faded, becoming a hum at the back of my mind. Because I did not resist the agony, it began to disperse. Relaxation rippled through my body, the pain giving way to clarity.

			I lifted the sword and poised for battle. This time, my limbs obeyed without difficulty.

			I leapt forward, blade aimed at Umber’s heart.

			He must not have known what to expect, because instead of dodging, he grabbed my arm mid-motion. It halted the momentum—but cold fire flared around his hand, and he snatched it away, screaming. How long had it been since he’d had to face real pain? Since his own numbness had not protected him?

			The angle of the blade veered away from his heart, but the point still connected. My strength was enough to push through his ribs.

			Blood sputtered from his mouth. But the shock in his eyes was fading. Rage rose in its place. With a kick he expelled me from him. The sword ripped free, and I fell back onto one knee, panting from the effort.

			Umber gazed down at the tear in his chest. His blood was almost invisible against his black garments. “Oh, dear.” His inflection was flat, but harsh as frost. “I really should stop concerning myself with pet projects like you. The rats always bite, in the end.”

			He fell on me like a storm. I was more ready than I’d ever been, but his strength was horrific. His shoulder hit my abdomen, grinding the stone into my skin. Talons lashed at my face, and the shiver of his wings reduced everything to a field of shadows.

			But I did not need to be ready, to answer him by myself. He screeched in the next moment, his grip weakened. The blessing burned him in a way it no longer did me. I was no longer trying to control my pain, and so I breathed through it. Gasping, I pushed him off me and rolled. I released the tucked bandages under my thumbs. We inverted so that Umber was on his back. Blue light painted his face in ghastly colors.

			He swelled into an array of black feathers. Human hands dissolved, becoming birdlike claws. The change was nearly as fast as Tamueji’s—in the next instant, bludgeon-sized limbs were battering my face. He was shrieking, a raw animal note over the background noise. Each bellow brought another crash, another push back into the dark. I couldn’t hold on. The shrieking thundered in my mind, amplified by lifetimes of emptiness, as if his wrath were consuming me whole.

			I must have fallen then, the outline of wings fluttering through my sight. Carnal flames enveloped me, bit through my resolve. Umber had become a wild outburst of spite, of violence and malice and hunger, and the blows kept falling. I had to endure this. And I could. I could endure like he could not. The pain was not weakening me anymore like it did him. In frenzy, I seized his talons, dug into his flesh. He gasped, tried to pull back, and opened the way for me.

			Hei’s move flashed through my memory. With a trick step and a sideways twist, I pulled myself under his wings, springing up behind him. While he staggered, I drew the bandages around his throat.

			Umber was kicking at my ankles, his wings flexing as if to force me off his back. But I wound the cloth tighter and tighter, adding new loops as I held on. The shape of a beak was emerging from his face, grotesquerie taking over his features. He was trying to crow-shape, but I had him around the neck. Blue flames still lit my body, traced an aurora over his feathers. If he changed any faster, the cords would tear through his flesh. A predatory wail rolled from his throat, one long siren of denial.

			Bucking on his back, I felt echoes of the fight with Kadzuhikhan. But something had changed. Hei lay meters away. The fight against Tamueji had stopped. The battered crow-souls had come to a halt. Some lay on the floor, wings shredded. One was on his back, face unrecognizable. But all that were still conscious watched the struggle between me and Umber, faces blank. Tamueji towered over them, shuddering for breath. She was wounded, but her bleeding already appeared to be stopping. If they gave her much more time, she’d regain strength faster than they could overcome.

			And her black eyes seemed to gleam with hope.

			I slipped one leg between his, locking ankles together so he couldn’t easily force us backward. Even if he tried to crush me under his weight, I was too closely entangled. The others continued staring, as if transfixed by this possibility.

			His half-hand, half-talon curled at his throat, trying to slip under the bindings. I put no effort into blows, into any attempts to inflict wounds. Against the clatter of wings, I began winding more cloth around the freed hand, pulling with all my might.

			The press of his body into mine was like gravity, all forces in the universe turned on me. The blessed stone felt like a wound in my chest, and its white-blue aura was growing brighter. Hei’s blood was waxing with vengeance and not being consumed. I almost viscerally felt the heatless flames draining Umber of his power. But mine was fading too, as if the hallowing were using me as fuel. The pain was resurging, smearing my senses with haze.

			Umber and I slumped down together, my weight on his. His legs and arms continued making erratic lashes, but couldn’t land a direct strike. The cords were like molten wire in my hands, but I did not let go.

			The misshapen beak flapped. “H-help...meee—” His voice was like a venomous creature, skittering across the stones. “You—worthless—”

			It seemed like they’d all been hypnotized, until Tamueji pushed forth to stand between the flock and Umber, as if daring them to try to aid their lord through her. I understood. Tamueji would buy me the time—but I had to end it now.

			I allowed one of my hands to let go. Losing contact with the cloth was like jumping into cool water after standing next to a furnace. But time was running out. Not daring to look away from Umber, I pawed behind me for the sword.

			It was too much. A cord burst. Umber’s body whipped under mine, one more superhuman pulse of effort. More cloth snapped, and my grip was lost. He spasmed, and the motion shoved me across the floor, rolling once before landing on my open wings.

			There it was, less than a meter away. The sword. Lightray sparkled with colors as if it had drunk in the dawn. I pushed to one elbow, tumbled toward it.

			All eyes in the room fell on Umber, free of his constriction. A terrifying world’s-end cry began again, louder than Tamueji’s had been. Umber swelled, expanding to the size of his fury. He rose up in a cloud of destruction, howling with the might of an earthquake. His transformation was now unrestrained, though tangles of still-blazing cloth hung from his neck like a noose. Birdlike maw and eyes sprang into fullness, wings and claws stretching into their full monstrous proportion.

			When he glared down at me, his orbs were as crimson as dying stars. And no hint of human awareness remained. Only the blood-sick hunger of a god of prey, of drowning and amnesia and death.

			My fingers brushed silver. My strength was waning, and every spark had to be for this. Teeth grit, I forced myself to my feet.

			His head plunged downward like lightning, beak open to crack me in half.

			This was the only path left. Let this be the new promise. Azure and agony, burning me up. The final hour of life I would see. But the promise would be kept. Let Hei’s memory be scorched into the earth. Let my ashes sanctify the last undefeated place in this hell. Let there be something that would remember.

			I would not dodge him, not completely. He moved with the speed of inevitability. But Hei had taught me this. Do not flee. Dance with it.

			Stay with me.

			When he struck, I threw myself to the side. Umber’s beak cracked the stone at my feet. His beak closed around my ankle, which twisted slightly in the grip. The nauseating pang of a broken bone washed up my leg.

			Shouts gathered around me, cries that now seemed focused on my defeat, on this last moment of carnage. Shouts that may have been from Kaiwan, those turned against the traitor Tamueji, or the remnant sound of Hei calling for me.

			But azure plumed up the length of my body, and though it was like holding a burning brand to my flesh, I would not let Lightray go.

			I promise this.

			Umber lifted me in his beak, claws dug into stone, wings spread wide. That second—through the mist and the pain—was enough. I let myself drop and swung in an arc. Lightray sung as it whipped through the air. My upper body fell like a stone into the cleft of Umber’s neck and torso. And with all my strength, drove the sword into his neck.

			And upward, into his skull. There was a moment of resistance, and then a jagged, surreal crunch.

			I dropped from his maw. The beak clacked open, gaping, gurgling sounds pouring forth. His wings splayed. The floor hit me like a swat, the lava-hot sting of the sword’s presence gone from my hands. It remained lodged under his jaw, conflagrating onward with wisps of blue. No screech gushed from that broken beak. Only the dry, mechanical sounds of his breath slowing, accompanied by a grisly jerking. Umber, at last, collapsed into a heap on the stones.

			I gasped, and gasped, the thunder of my lungs the only thing I seemed able to understand. My muscles were ablaze, and my skin felt like it had to be melting. Everything else seemed to be annihilated. Except this—Umber was not dead. But he was close.

			It occurred to me now that the shouting had been for our battle. Tamueji was limping closer, the younger crow-souls inert in a ring around her. None of them looked better than they had moments ago, but their fight was at least for now at a stop. Perhaps the shock of Umber’s defeat was too massive for them to absorb.

			I was still moving, my promise not yet satisfied. It would never be satisfied. And it bore me up to my knees. My ankle felt like it was being twisted off, but it was healing, righting itself. Slowly. The pain was receding once more, as if my capacity for healing was finally winning.

			Hands were on me then, pulling at the cloth around me. Ripping free bands, pulling it away from my skin. Kaiwan. She tugged the stone loose, and it tumbled into her lap. I saw then. Blood seeped from under her leg; she must have been wounded in the chaos. The hem of her robe she used to wipe blood from my skin, trying to minimize the blessing’s fire.

			A quiet, mournful feeling rolled out in me, like an echo of my grief. I didn’t want the pain to end. For Hei’s beautiful fire to be done with me.

			Tamueji stood crookedly over Umber’s husk. She looked exhausted—black eyes bleak, feathers matted with blood and dirt, wings tattered. But one claw rose up, and crushed down on Lightray’s scabbard. She struck again, and again, gaining speed. Then I understood. The blade sunk through, puncturing the other side of Umber’s skull.

			Finish the job.

			I rose from Kaiwan’s care, shaking as I gained my feet. She did not try to stop me. And then, with the surprising strength I had left, I crawled up Umber’s corpse.

			As the pain vanished, I realized my skin was not injured, just red and raw. But as it healed, my grief sharpened. I began raking talons across Umber’s chest, tearing flesh, ripping out feathers. Tamueji was pounding his face with her claws, shrieking in ragged bursts. None of the other crow-souls moved. I lost awareness of them. Together, she and I began taking him apart.

			The blows loosened the sword, and I lifted it and tore into his chest. Soon, we rent him apart, silver and vengeance down to his heart.

			I sobbed as I cut. Each thrust was also a stab of mourning, rising unfettered from me. Just as I had lain in Hei’s blood, so now Umber’s covered me. Tamueji bit hanks of flesh away in her maw, swallowing them down. This was the old instinct, the greatest defeat of any immortal foe. Devour them. So we did, as he had devoured us.

			The taste of his blood was acid and regret and malice, but it was also purifying flame. We drank until we were slick with red, taking back the strength that he’d stolen. And there it was. His heart. We were not human anymore—not like we had once been, like we could have been. He had eaten our hearts.

			So we consumed his, gaining strength with each moment. Tamueji and I, crying like infants as we destroyed what remained of the lord of crows.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Kaiwan stayed by my side. Her face, too, was lined with tears, like a painting so weathered it could never be restored. It was small comfort, but a comfort all the same—she would have saved us again, if her heart had allowed it. If one of us had been strong enough.

			She held my hand while I lay next to Hei. His body had not been further harmed in the battle. I thanked God for that. He was tucked under one arm, small and pale and motionless. How I’d wanted to carry him to freedom. I still did. I breathed, and touched his cold face, and let Kaiwan squeeze my hand.

			Tamueji had not stopped wailing. She didn’t sound like she had before, a being of thunder. She sounded like a little bird now, crying. She lay in crow-shape across the wreckage we’d made of Umber, as if mourning the years given up to him and declaring victory, all at once.

			He would not regenerate. We had destroyed too much of his body. The man who had hollowed us out, replaced our insides with puppet souls, was finally dead.

			This was the end. For all of us.

			One of the young crow-souls came to stand over Tamueji. She looked strangely heartbroken. “You killed him.”

			Tamueji quieted then. I looked up, scanning the rest of the flock. They were gathering again. Even the one who had been crushed by Tamueji seemed to be healing, moving where he lay on the floor.

			“The lord of crows is gone.” Kaiwan pronounced this with all her mysterious grandeur, like making a royal proclamation. “There is nothing more for you here. Be gone from me.”

			Another boy stepped forward, and he too was crying. His eyes shone like daggers. “There will have to be a new lord.” He raised a shaking finger at Tamueji, and then swung it to me. “I will not let it be you. Never.”

			They’d been groomed for this, just as I had been. And Tamueji had almost destroyed them. They would want revenge, or power, or just want someone to blame for how they’d been hurt.

			Who cares? Let them kill me. This was the end, after all.

			Tamueji struggled to stand, but nonetheless she dwarfed them all. A fight yet burned within her. And already, vigor was returning to my limbs, if not my heart. The pain was diminishing into the soft harmony of aching. My wounds were healing. So too must Tamueji be regaining herself—not simply from time, rest, but from consuming such a great foe. His heart had been reclaimed, and his thieved blood was divided between us. All the power he’d retained would go to us now, and pay back some echo of what had been taken.

			The flock was orienting back into formation, their combined gazes as heavy and bright as hot metal. Maybe Tamueji should simply join me. Give up.

			Then, Kaiwan’s grip hardened. She raised my hand into both of hers. “Ari. Will you try?”

			What? Try? Hadn’t I already tried, and proven I was incapable? Then, it hit me. She meant the test. Would I do what Hei had come to do?

			“You don’t have to.” Her voice was no longer consoling, but it was also peaceful. “It is not necessary. Time flows, and all phases must end. But the chance yet remains. Will you try?”

			Terror eclipsed my grief, flooding my heart like icy water. “I—I can’t. I’ll fail. Umber was right. There’s nothing to protect me from the despair.” I had to stop and take a deep breath. “I’m already dead anyway.”

			And yet...she was also right. The chance remained. Even if these dice had odds of one in ten thousand. One spark of possibility within an endless cosmos of ruin. It was there. I let myself imagine for a second. This all being wiped away.

			I sobbed again, my chest sore from crying. “I—I don’t know.”

			Kaiwan pressed a kiss to the back of my hand. “I have failed as well. So many years I have lain in wait. My hope was to avert this very crisis. The paths are innumerable. In each moment, it appears as if one path alone exists, and yet the intersections of cause and effect are infinite across the threads. I do not know now if I could have done better.” She paused, lips tense, holding back tears. “All I can do is offer. Will you try?”

			My sobs became a laugh, tired and wretched. “Absolute last choice, right?”

			She laughed too, in the same broken way. “Absolute last choice.”

			I glanced up. Tamueji was spreading her wings, raising a new caw of war. Some of the crow-souls were crow-shaping. She would not give up. But this was the end, one way or another.

			Then I looked at Hei’s dead face. How innocent he looked, no matter what he had done. We had killed together. But we had also been ravaged by the same claws, our innocence strewn over the rueful earth.

			I kissed his forehead, then squeezed Kaiwan’s hand back. “I will try.”

			If it drowned me in despair, not much would change.

			Kaiwan made a noise of approval. In the next instant, the cavern faded and a blankness fell over me.

			I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. If I would have sudden awareness of her mind, like her experiences being painted into my memory. If it would be like giving up blood, trading thoughts and impressions to each other.

			I hadn’t expected this sudden drop into emptiness. Like the moments between waking and dreaming, devoid of meaning but full of texture.

			She had said she could connect hearts with almost anyone. But in the darkness, it didn’t feel like her heart was touching mine. Instead, the physical details of her hand reemerged, as if we were locking fingers in the void. It felt like when Hei had held mine as we moved through her maze.

			That dark slammed over me with the weight of mountains. Hei’s hand would never close again. He had believed so nobly, so earnestly, that this was the way. My victory against Umber was meaningful, because it would protect others from the boundless thirst of his godhood. But we would die now, and our bones would carry none of our yearning or grace with them, nothing that could have redeemed us. Hei probably would have passed this test, because the faith he’d had in me—in the worth of his mortality, of my losses—had not failed, even at the end. Then he had gone out as easily as a candle flame, and nothing would ever light him again.

			I wanted him to be here. I wanted something more than the memory, decaying with me as the logic of Umber’s world took over.

			Then, out of the void, images emerged.

			They unfurled around me like a panorama, somehow both immersing and distant as preserved dreams.

			Better said—preserved nightmares.

			The images were of children, too many to be counted. So small I must be watching from far above, and the vista of an ancient city stretched out in all directions. They ran as if playing, breathless with joy. But it wasn’t joy. It was screaming. Because they fled from a growing tear in the earth. It made sense abruptly—an earthquake. The buildings were falling, debris piling up forever, and the ground rent like paper. Magma ruptured forth, and the children were falling in. Killed. Burned up.

			The shock had me reeling, but a new image appeared in the next moment. A tremendous fire swept across a horizon. Ragged heaps of rock seemed to rise up in the flames, but then I saw that the rocks were the corpses of trees, becoming mounds of ash. The shapes of villages, of homes and barns and peaceful towns, dotted the dry landscape. And the fire raged on, consuming it all.

			Another flash, and this time the image was close up, as if I were in the midst of it. A score of women faced down an army, all wielding what weapons they could scrounge from their farming supplies. Soldiers bore down on the women, who defended their homes brilliantly, passionately. But the sheer number of their foes overwhelmed them.

			I could not watch. But there was no way to cover my eyes. This wasn’t happening in front of me, but in me. Each new tragedy was a slash of color, of thousands of forms of evil, carnage, disease.

			“What—” My voice was raw, on the brink of a scream. “What is this?”

			Kaiwan spoke then, a feeling as much as a sound, all around me like a water bubble. The membrane of her presence was all that seemed to protect me from the onslaught of images.

			“It is my memory.”

			She appeared next to me, her hand firmly clasped in mine. It was the same woman, brave and grim and tired. But her face was different. No aura of solemnity, no unmovable grandeur, emanated from her now. She showed signs of sobbing, of gnashing teeth, of tearing her hair. As Kaiwan stared out into the procession of horrors, she looked like she wanted to die.

			“Thus I offer this only as a resort more final than any other.” Somehow, her voice remained flat, smooth as glass. New moments of destruction were flowing like icebergs, appearing and disappearing faster than I could perceive them all. Human bodies, beheaded and stripped naked, decorating blasted hills. Tidal waves devouring coastal cities. And above it all, a wildfire that seemed to cross the whole of the earth, escalating as her memories mounted.

			She gestured with her free hand. It trembled. “What you see now is an archive. Of every doom I have undone. Kingdoms that fell, villages destroyed, beloved lives eviscerated. Each of these represents a moment in which I said no. I forced time to obey me, to spare them. Some I tried, and tried, and tried, and in each cycle a new doom arose. Some meant the fall of whole nations. I had to give up on many of them.”

			A blunt thought slid under my shock. If she had prevented every catastrophe, history would have been idyllic. Maybe Tamueji was right, in that some wounds should not heal. Surely that was true of Umber.

			When she looked up at me, I wanted to weep. Her eyes in this place looked like Hei’s. Warm and shining and crushed. “This is the test, Ari. Your memories will enter this stream too. And we must withstand it.”

			Yes. The simplicity of it staggered me. If she had to face this in her memories, then the weight of it must be so much worse whenever she mended time. The cost of her magic, forcing her to view the tapestry she had helped weave. I could help her by sharing my strength through the link, infusing her with the hopes of my own life and experience. But only if I could endure it too. Only if there was strength left to share.

			“Now you see the truth.” A shudder wracked her. “Nothing in existence is ever truly gone. No moment is ever fully erased. Its consequences may be changed, a new course may be chosen—but the timelines I unweave do not become dreams. They still exist. In some form, whether in an alternate plane of our world, or only in my heart. The weight of them piles up. And each time I spin a new one, the former takes its place in the line. Eventually I will break, and be unable to hold all the lives I have walked. Unless I find a new answer.”

			It was eons of trauma, all inscribed viciously into the interior of her soul. Had she read about this in history tomes, intellectualized it, it may not be so heavy. But these memories were like marks in flesh. There must come a time when they were too much to heal. When no skin remained to take more brutality.

			Hei’s image flashed by then, wide-eyed with death, motionless and shattered and small. I couldn’t tell if it was my memory or hers—maybe that was the magic of the link, that it blurred. But something bent about the image, like a painting being revised without transition. Hei was still dead, but lying differently, a different wound. This had to be Kaiwan’s memory of how Hei had died before. Then, I appeared. Staring emptily at his corpse, face naked and numb. Umber loomed over me, and I did nothing. The Ari in that version probably didn’t even remember the Hei who was dead in front of him.

			So Kaiwan had turned back the clock. Added another doom to the count. Her determination sung through the link—she could not do it. Even after thousands of years, she could not permit this evil. She could not allow it in order to spare her power. She had to give up causes because she was still human in spite of it all. But not this.

			Then, a new memory—young women and men, carried in by crews of crow-souls, emptied by Umber’s power. Youths lured in through enticement, brought to darkened rooms and hollowed out. Kaiwan caught it in glimpses, like the ripples of a diviner’s pool. She could have blasted Umber from the moorings of time—and yet she’d stayed her hand. He had lived for so long. Had he been a mortal man, she might have done it. But one who had dealt such harm as him, for so many centuries, was like a thread impossible to trace. And so many dooms she was already unspinning, seeking to outmaneuver him for a better future. She had not been enough, not by herself. This cause she had given up.

			“You were right, Ari.” Her faced was turned away now, covered by her other hand. “I made this place a graveyard. For all the versions of the world that are still dead. For all the lives I could not save, no matter how I undid time. For all the lives fading right now. For you. For me.”

			The wildfire was roaring up, a live thing with fangs, threatening to flood the cosmos. Scores of nightmares now sprang into being, boring into me. I heard myself sobbing again, when I had not believed any tears remained. An array of dead children, soldiers whose faces had been burned off, thousands of tender blooms wiped from the earth.

			And Hei. Hei everywhere. Hei under my body, his warmth on my skin, his breath, his smile, the softness of his hair. Touches of him bloomed in rings around me, as if forming a guard against Kaiwan’s memories. Against the tide of flame.

			It could not be enough. My fragile, wasted love could not inspire hope in the face of this ruin.

			Then, something strange happened. A memory of Hei leaned over us, as if he was gazing into a face under an amber sky. My face. I tried to place when this had been. But it struck me.

			It wasn’t Serenity’s sky.

			Wait. My heart paused for a beat.

			The memory changed scope, revealed the pink-streaked horizon, a skyline full of buildings both foreign and familiar. A street I surely had never seen. A bed by a window, on which lay Hei, cupping my cheek. It was in little more than a hovel. A dusty floor, bare walls, few possessions. Yet it was softer than paradise as Hei whispered sweet promises to me.

			I will never forget you.

			I could not possibly know this place, but a name sprouted: Vermagna. The city in which Hei and I had grown up. Where we’d learned to hold each other in the cold, where we’d won our battles, dancing in the tide, dreaming our someday-dreams. This must have been our home, where we had lived together.

			My heart hummed with light. This must not be Kaiwan’s memory. It had to be mine. Heartbreak, confusion, and awe broke over me. How could I remember this?

			Then the image changed again. Hei and I, in the flow of the streets. Dirt clouds swirled around us, our limbs kissed by the afternoon sun. I had been alive, mortal, then. Bare to our waists, the sight of Hei’s supple body, his beautiful arms, warmed my face. Dancing, practicing, sparring with each other until we fell in a tangle to the ground. Laughing, just wanting to touch each other. So we’d tucked ourselves in the shade, held each other, and watched the city go by.

			This wasn’t simply an image. I remembered this. It arose as if from nothing, moments I had not been able to call back before. And yet...this had happened.

			Kaiwan gasped. “By the power of Heaven. Then there is a way to reverse the drowning godhood. It was not through drinking his blood, nor simply killing him. You consumed his heart. All of your memories had flowed through it. Ari! You and Tamueji—in all the times I have undone this story, this had not happened. You found the answer to the godhood!”

			Maybe it wasn’t merely that. We had not only taken his heart, but poured our grief into his destruction. We had both been ready to die as we took back what once was given. Blood for blood, memory for memory.

			Tears made my vision swim, and yet the memories shone with clarity all the same. They carved out space in the dark, spots of brightness against the devastation. Each one I knew. One by one, it was like a hundred candles in my heart, sparking back to life.

			I would remember him.

			Then, a cluttered yet cheerful building. Its buckling sprawl was too small to hold all the children that seemed to live in it. Children that were whole, alive. Laughing, horseplaying, napping together in beams of evening. Women swathed in blue habits, bathing the little ones, cooking, standing in front of rooms of tiny faces, reading aloud from books.

			The orphanage.

			I was among them. And so was Hei. So small he looked like a doll-like reimagining of himself, with a rounded head, soft brown hair, wide eyes the color of sweet earth. His playful grin, little hands in mine, curled up next to me in our bed.

			And, in flashes, dozens of other children. Children I knew. Some of them had disappeared quickly, but others had remained a part of my life. Children who’d grown into adults I respected, cared for. Who had done as I’d done, stayed to tend the new orphans in turn. Hei, growing older, his precious little face becoming more distinct with age, but losing none of its wry softness. His rounded head became the shape I’d see next to me on the pillow, his slim shoulders what I’d wind my arms around at night.

			None of us had been truly safe. Poor and orphaned in a broken city, we’d had no ground under us solid enough to withstand the tide for long. But in the salvaged place we’d called home, a happiness had bloomed. It had been vivid, tangible, and life-giving, a space for joy and hope and gentle promises. A space that had grown, and grown, even as times had worsened. When the crows had come, when food had become sparse, when the sisters had begun growing old, when there weren’t enough places to house the children. When we’d had no money. Even with all of us grown children rallying to save the orphanage, we’d spent days without food. I had woken up day after day, with Hei’s breathing slow and measured in my ear. His body accessible to me, to touch and be touched, to remind me we were together. The promising and hoping and loving only gained intensity. Hei had sworn that one day we would travel the world. We’d start our own home for children. One that could bear all the weight of its hopes, that could turn the tide aside.

			It had been enough. Oh, god, it had been enough. I had died in that life, and it’d been stripped from me. But it had been enough.

			Kaiwan was clutching my arm now, leaning into me. These images, too, faded. I stood with her and let the remains of my life fall like rain.

			I saw long days full of yearning, sweat and fear and barely held hopes. I saw making love in the shade, Hei and I murmuring our quiet daydreams to each other. Then, like beats in between my memories, Kaiwan’s memories—people I had never seen before. Then those people lying dead, some by violence, others serene in coffins. People that held her, were held by her in return. An endless number of hands in hers like mine was now. Handprints ingrained as deep as brands, numbering the passage of days.

			Thus Kaiwan had made her long journey through the wasteland, every love eventually passing into the distance. Some faces loomed larger than the others, unfamiliar eyes full of warmth, of regret. Kaiwan’s march had continued on. She had wished herself immune to time, and yet time had gone on wearing her down anyway. Infinite stars fell from heaven like tears, faster than she could put them back up. Soon, the sky had become dark.

			I had no way to refuse her despair. The lessons of a life as long as hers were beyond me. But I saw why this consumed her so—it was not that these dooms had happened, and that she’d had to intervene. It was that so many stretched on in all directions, in spite of a power as magnificent as hers. Her heart had once burned perhaps brighter than any other, rebuking the forces of loss. Yet she too had been defeated. Worst of all, it had driven her into loneliness, stripping away all the lights that had stood with her. She was alone in the throat of the mountain. How could she possibly bear it?

			I could not bear it. Hei was gone. The other people I’d loved when I was alive might still be there. But how could I come back as this, a lantern with no light? There was no hope I could give Kaiwan that this was not all there was.

			Then, through her shared memories, mine emerged again. The fire at the edge of the darkness was growing, threatening to devour us. Hei’s image materialized before me, but this time, it was not simply an image. He seemed to fill physical space, a living presence. He reached for my free hand, clasped it and kissed it gently. And the touch was real. His heat and scent and weight surrounded me, became a cocoon as he slid into my arms.

			“Hei.” My voice broke with sorrow. “I failed you. I let you die.”

			He shook his head, sad smile glowing on his face. “Stay with me. Stay with me.”

			And the memory of him crying this out while we faced Kadzuhikhan whipped by, a bright streak of emotion. Stay with me! I need you! Oh, Hei. It was I who’d needed him. More than blood, air, or water, more than my armor of darkness. Drowning in the river of my loss, I would have faded to nothing, had not Hei come to pluck me out.

			Dozens of Heis took shape in the haze. Sparks of his joy, his courage, his care and tenderness. His pain, fury, desperation. Each a moment of his life with me. They took on solidity, surrounding me and Kaiwan, an army of fearsome youths who believed.

			What appeared then was not a memory, but an imagining. How it might have looked had I been there, that hour when Hei set foot on the tundra. I had died, and the entire world had lain between us, circumstances that surely no mere mortal could surmount.

			He had. With borrowed weapons, with blessings bought with tears. With the skills we’d learned from the girls of our youth, who’d shared the sun-browned streets with us. With little more than fur and resolve between him and the snow, he had set out on his own long journey to challenge Serenity, challenge time itself. Until he found me again.

			This had carried him over the wasteland. We had lost almost everything before, but instead of losing our strength, we had only grown. Hei had grown. He had held his flame in his hands, trusting it not to die in the wind. Because it had never died. Not really, not for long. With the gifts and belief and promises of our friends, our family, our whole lives. They had never failed him before. So he’d entrusted his fate to them one more time.

			He had stood under the fading sun and said, I promise this. I will not leave you behind. When all else may have given me up for dead, he had come for me.

			And he had not failed.

			Stay with me.

			The promise was fulfilled. All he’d asked of me was to not let go of his hand, even if I did not remember him.

			This was the Hei that stood by me now, staring out at the abyss. The Hei that had jumped. The Hei that had stayed with me, who had breathed life back into me. That shone, clean and strong as a sunrise, in the new fullness of my memory. I was empty no more!

			One last memory solidified, as my life came roaring back. Hei and me, under the shade in the trees behind the orphanage. Hei took the carving knife we’d smuggled from the work room and, grinning his indefeasible grin, began scratching something into a piece of wood. Not just any wood, but a medallion. My medallion, with my orphan name on one side. I had carved Hei into his. When he lifted up the medallion, eyes bright with victory, Ari was written on its smooth side. It was our promise never to forget who we were, where we’d come from. Hei was always there, giving my self back to me.

			My promise too was fulfilled.

			The wildfire was descending. A tsunami of destruction bearing down on me, on Kaiwan, on the half-real avatars of our loves. It was the despair that had taught me and Kaiwan both how weak it could make us. It came now to crush us once and for all.

			I had been wrong about the path again. It had not led me merely to revenge, a symbolic victory. Hei had carried the flame of his heart, his conviction when hope was gone, across the earth so he could light mine again. So my spirit would live once more. And now, I held that light to share it with Kaiwan.

			Hundreds of Heis rushed into being, dotting the darkness like stars. Thousands, tens of thousands, innumerable fragmented seconds resurrected in me. They all gathered now to turn the tide back. But it was not just Hei. Countless other faces, each as solid and as strong. Women in blue habits, singing nursery songs to me. The orphanage children, the women in the streets, smiling wryly while we danced. Even Midouan and her wry wisdom, Tamueji and the way she had turned to my aid at the last. The shapes of every brown-eyed boy and dark-haired girl that had once filled up my life.

			Some faces I recognized only from Kaiwan’s memory. Her hand was firmer now around mine, as if something had given her strength back. As if she could face it all, like me, like Hei, one more time. They gathered in multitudes, moments of love beyond number.

			There was no answer to the horrors she had faced. But there might be a different one, an answer to the logic of loss. An answer that flushed me with joy, with gratitude, as much as it did with sorrow. That in some pocket of eternity, in the place the mist met the earth, I would always be there, waiting to meet Hei. That I too would not leave it all for dead. That my heart had received Hei’s gift. That I loved him.

			That, in spite of everything, it was still enough.

			The tide of fire struck. Its sudden impact dazzled me, but I saw clearly nonetheless. Saw the infinite versions of Hei—of all my loved ones, my fellow castaways, of Kaiwan’s many loves and losses—spring forward to intercede. As one, they stood against the fire. Its force ravaged through them, disintegrating them into sparks. And yet they were only moments, unable to be destroyed. Nothing was truly lost. Each was merely a different story, and somewhere they were all remembered.

			Kaiwan and I held on as new multitudes appeared, shielding us from the flames. The darkness had become a firmament of explosions, of fragile new stars. In it, I felt something loosen. It took me a moment to realize I had let go. Kaiwan’s hand no longer touched mine.

			“Ari!” Her cry was already distant.

			I fell, suddenly, unendingly, without her contact to keep me there. It was not flame that immersed me—but darkness.

			 

			The darkness became the insides of my eyelids. Cool air caressed my nostrils. Slowly, I blinked into awareness.

			I was lying on my back. The skylight above Kaiwan’s dais streamed sunbeams, leaving a mild tingle across my face. But I had not been burned. In fact, the pain of Hei’s blood and bandages was entirely gone.

			My hand slid over my skin, feeling my wounds, the places that still hurt. I was whole. Had I passed the test? The abrupt absence of Kaiwan’s touch startled me. Panic began its whir in my bloodstream, and I almost jolted up.

			Except a weight was lying on my right arm. Hei’s body. He was sprawled over me, my arm around him, as though he were merely sleeping. For a moment, I dared hope that he was, and that this had been a dream. But his eyes stared on emptily. Mourning rose up in me, all over again.

			But then another sensation seized my attention. Silence. No crashing, no fighting, no cries or screams. Cradling Hei’s body to my chest, I tilted up on an elbow.

			All other motion in the room had stopped, as if some force captured one second in time. Tamueji was reared up, wings splayed, and a bloody arm was caught in her beak. Two smaller crow-shaped fighters were poised under her. The human-shaped crow-souls were scattered, some lying inert, others frozen mid-stride. Even the air felt somehow sleepy.

			It seemed I was the only one who could still move. Just then, a faint light caught my eye. I turned to the right, twisting to face Kaiwan’s mechanism at the back of the room.

			I’d been wrong. Kaiwan stood there, gazing up to the skylight. She, too, was not frozen. Her breath was audible, uneven but smoothing out, as if she had recently cried and was only now finding calm.

			The light wasn’t from the sun, or her device. Instead, it radiated from her, every line of her body pulsing with energy. It was as though she had swallowed the moon, and was exuding its serene glow in its place.

			Slowly, Kaiwan’s face adjusted to meet my gaze. It shocked me. She wasn’t weeping, didn’t appear heartbroken. Nor was she solemn or blank. I was so afraid that maybe I had failed, but her expression confirmed that I had no need to fear.

			A smile as broad as the dawn shone on her face. A smile that wavered, broke, formed again, burgeoning with joy. Silent tears sparkled in her eyes.

			“Ari.” When she spoke, the sound of it rolled over me like waves. The grandeur I had seen in her now flowed outward as a physical force. “It is enough.”

			I had endured.

			“No words can ever suffice to thank you for what you have done.” Her speech shivered off the walls, mingled with the gentle light. “But know that the hour has come at last.”

			With that, she lifted one hand, spreading her fingers. The gesture seemed to signal the turn of the earth. For in that moment, the light flared. A tremor shook the floor, seemed to shake the entire mountain. The somnolent air began to dance, becoming a breeze.

			I looked down. Now the light rose not merely from Kaiwan, but from Hei. Colors played over him, flecks of green and blue and gold. His body lightened in my arms, as though he were translating into light. The shudders of the mountain became a quiet melody, all rhythms falling into place.

			The wash of sunlight from the roof dimmed, then brightened again, undulating in intensity. It was as if the sun and moon were rapidly trading places in the sky, Kaiwan unbinding their steps. The glow from Hei mounted until I had to cover my eyes.

			A new sound touched my ears. The sound of Kaiwan laughing. Sweetly, boldly, mixed with tears. Laughter merged with the rhythm, its power caressing the pain from my limbs. She spoke again, and her voice thundered from all sides. “It is enough!”

			Hei’s body moved. A breath was drawn. The light dwindled, sparing my eyes. The breeze rushed over us, and a hand grazed my face.

			“Ari?”

			I gasped, afraid for a moment to open my eyes. Please let this be real. Please—

			Arms were thrown around me, soft hair brushed my chin. Hei’s weight lay over mine, and the shaking of this tender boy, crying his eyes out, roused my courage. I opened them upon the fading spangle of lights around him. His body, strong and healthy and renewed, tangled up with mine.

			I hugged him and did not let go. I cupped the back of his neck, which was straight and smooth. His skin was free of wounds, and the scent of him was like spring.

			Kaiwan’s laughter had not ended. We both turned to look at her; splendor bled off her like perfume. Magic lifted her into the air, so that as she drifted across the room, her feet did not touch the floor.

			The cracks in the stone mended as she floated above them, her laughter echoing off the walls. Blood vanished from each darkened surface. Overturned tables righted themselves, broken bottles and stones self-repairing. The bodies of those who had been felled rose, vanished. One by one, the hostile crow-souls disappeared like heat-shimmers. After a moment, only Tamueji remained. She Kaiwan swept a hand over, wiping away each wound in an instant.

			Hei was alive, and he was with me now. He had not failed me—and I had not failed him.

			I held him in my arms while we beheld Kaiwan’s miracle, swelling up like a new season.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			I carried Hei out of the mountain.

			I just couldn’t bear the thought, right then, of letting him go. He giggled softly while I bundled him in my arms, nuzzled his cheek. “I’m all right,” he said, breath stroking my earlobe. “I’m here.”

			I kissed his temple. “And here you’re going to stay.”

			The path was lit as never before, as if the entire mountain had been transmuted into diamond aglow with an inner light.

			Tamueji had shed her crow-shape rather quickly. Her solemn crow eyes had been intense with human emotion, and as her feet and hands reformed, she bowed on the stones.

			Kaiwan floated over her like a crystalline butterfly, dropping a blanket onto her. Tamueji swaddled it around her, looking up as if in reverence.

			“I remember.” Something like awe glistened in her voice. “I remember...who I am. Who I was.”

			“That is your doing.” Kaiwan’s words rippled outward in self-harmony, as if the stones themselves were speaking with her. “Yours and Ari’s. Your lord of crows possesses the godhood no more.”

			Tamueji’s eyes turned then to me, as if seeing me for the first time. “Is it...over?”

			I glanced at Hei, the wonder on his face, the way Kaiwan was casting her illumination out into the world like a small sun. And I nodded. “I think it is.”

			Kaiwan had seemed pleased. She’d said that the danger was gone. She was sovereign over this mountain again, at least for now. And we would meet again soon.

			So I took to flight outside, unafraid of what the air held, the sun drawing its scouring eye over me. But it was so much less than the pain I had already endured, and would have gladly endured again. The judgment in that light was gone.

			Back at my home, everything looked different. The shadows and colors of my mortal life seemed to overlay these familiar shapes, give them a depth and richness I had not known before. And yet this place was still just as much home as any before it. I was not a new person. This had been my shelter, when I had so badly needed it. The last two years of my life still mattered. More than I could say.

			I set Hei down light on his feet, touching our foreheads together. “I remember you too.” I could not fight the mix of euphoria and sorrow that rose in my voice. “I remember it all.”

			Hei had nothing to say. Only my name, over and over, as tears made tracks down his cheeks. And he leaned into my embrace, taking my mouth, our breath and warmth mingling in a kiss.

			We lay in my bed and touched each other, hands reacquainting themselves with all the places that had been healed. My mind running over each memory that sprang forth, regaining the rise and fall of my life with every kiss and caress. We couldn’t seem to touch each other enough, be physically close enough. Here, too, I wanted to never let him go. When we were sated, we lay in the bleary shadows of my room, the day passing outside, and slept. So many tears had exhausted me. But it was safe to rest now. Hei’s body was pressed to mine, chest rising and falling gently, and the darkness this time was peaceful.

			We rose at dusk. The rising moon was almost as round as a pearl, pouring down its mercy like an echo of Kaiwan, reshaping the gloaming into something holy. We flew over the swell of the mountainside, reaching Bare-Sky Road and its chorus of keepers. Moonlight, gem-glow, and the shimmer of ghosts made the walls seem ephemeral, a thing of silken daydreams.

			Hei kept Lightray, wrapped in bandages and tucked away. We would need food and other supplies for the journey, but I was strong enough to carry it all. He had me now. We would endure.

			We had a precious few errands, but they seemed to fly by. I stopped to visit Midouan at her shop, sharply aware that like much of the city she would not know all that had transpired. But as I waved across her counter, she paused, frowned.

			“It’s been a while, Ari.” She glanced at Hei, smiling with interest. “May just be another of my hunches, but something seems different about you.”

			“Your hunches don’t seem to be often wrong.” We had a few minutes. Not so many I could tell the whole story, but I was able to watch her pleased reaction when I said I had my memory back.

			It seemed to be enough, for both of us. I could stay in contact with her. Maybe Kaiwan could give hers back as well. Now Midouan had time to decide.

			Kaiwan met us at Ancestor Rock. She wore a gown of pale blue, and a large pack was set on her back. A smile flickered across her face as she hailed us. We settled down beside her, on the tallest statue, so close to where I had first seen Hei that night that felt like a lifetime ago.

			Someone else waited with her. Tamueji. Her wings hanging down looked like indigo-stained petals clustered around her feet, and she had one hand tucked into the fold of her robe. She produced a somewhat awkward bow, as if she didn’t know how to face us now. After all that had happened, I found no blame to spare for her. She had preserved us, in the end. But the marks of guilt still showed on her face.

			“So you are all three going now.” Tamueji smiled faintly, perhaps somewhat anxiously, and scanned our faces. “Serenity will not be the same without its witch. But perhaps this is well, when all is said and done.”

			Kaiwan took Tamueji’s hand, which seemed to surprise the crow-soul. “I almost found my grave here. Mayhap one day I will return to this place; but for today, the path must be made new. I must find another answer. More hearts than mine depend on it.”

			“Thank you.” Hei stepped out from under my arm, gave his own bow to Tamueji. “Ari told me what you did.”

			“Yes, but—I...” She shook her head. “I understand my error now. I don’t know if that is enough. But I understand.”

			“Come with us.” I spoke before realizing I meant to, but it felt right. “Leave Serenity behind. You can have a new life.”

			Tamueji looked stunned. I spread my wings so that they hovered over Kaiwan and Hei alike. “I don’t know if anyone else’s memories will be restored now that the godhood has faded. But it may be that you and I are the only ones, and that we can find a way to give everyone back what they lost.”

			She chuckled wryly, seeming to consider it. “Yes. But... I think my new life is probably best begun here. So that the rest of the city will see that there’s a new sheriff in town.” She looked down at her hands. “I don’t have a godhood, but no one should have the power Umber did. And I remember. More than maybe almost anyone else in the flock. That may be enough.”

			I pulled Hei back into an embrace, sighing as he looped arms around me. To Tamueji, I smiled. “I think it will be. More than enough.”

			Kaiwan was still holding Tamueji’s grasp, and she let it go. “This will be farewell, then. But we may meet again. For what good it may do, I believe that you could well have passed the test.”

			Tamueji closed her arms around herself. “Maybe. What will you do, then?”

			It was clear she wasn’t simply asking one of us. Kaiwan, Hei, and I shared glances, and I cleared my throat. “I don’t know. Hei and I will return to the orphans and the community we knew, for now. There are still children in need. Kaiwan can stay with us as long as she wishes.”

			Hei reached over and poked the witch’s arm. “We might be able to go somewhere for you too. A way to thank you for what you’ve done.”

			Kaiwan’s brows shot up, and she laughed lightly. “Ah. Truly—do not thank me.”

			Tamueji returned to the city, waving as she dwindled to the size of a brushstroke. I already missed her. She had been willing to be a true friend, in the end. Maybe she would again.

			Kaiwan shifted to face us. “I want you to understand. Hei’s resurrection is as real as yours. I have mended time. Neither of you are under a spell. No power will come to wipe away the change I have wrought—well, at least that is no more possible than it ever was. Each version of time is equally real. This is the life we live in now. It is no less true than any of the others.”

			Hei wiped his eyes, beads of gleaming emotion fresh in them. “And you? What about your magic, and your heart?”

			Her expression was thoughtful, but not unhappy. “I must be sparing with my powers yet. But you have given me a great gift. It will take much more than a matter of weeks and one miracle to spend that gift.” She looked up at the gate. “I have rewoven some things about this city. Some of the deeds Umber has done. Some of the lives that were nigh beyond help. A few, at least, will remember their lives now. I have also left some surprises for Tamueji, ones that will help her in reordering the night-streets. But none of this too greatly taxed me. I pray it will be well.”

			I understood. It was the same lesson taught to me as I made my way through the mist. The new present was in the process of creating itself. But we had gifts yet to give, and strength yet to spare. It was the end—and yet it would never be the end. Who I once was had saved me, but so had the person I had chosen to be now. The Ari that fought when hope was dead. He was real too. He mattered.

			Hei slipped his hand into mine. The warmth of it was comforting. “Are you ready?”

			I simply watched him for a moment, memorizing the sweet lines of his face once again. I thought of the thousand instances of Hei, all the versions of him that had been with me, that had stood between me and doom. Hei as a child, the boy whose name I had written, who I had pledged never to forget. The Hei who had died, whose hope had been crushed. The Hei that remembered my name when I was empty. The Hei who had stayed with me. They were all here within this second, shaping the way forward. Vulnerable and strong, mortal and indomitable.

			A strange serenity filled me. I pressed a kiss to his fingers. “I am ready.”

			They gathered up our burdens, and I took both of them into my arms. With wings spread wide, snow flecking the air with jewels, I jumped. We flew down the mountainside, a farewell for our city never-ending, for all the seasons left behind. The wind carried us into the new life we had made.

			 

			Reviews are an invaluable tool when it comes to spreading the word about great reads. Please 
consider leaving an honest review for this or any of Carina Press’s other titles that you’ve read on your favorite retailer or review site.

			To see what’s coming next and for teasers
by May Peterson, please visit her website at 
www.maypetersonbooks.com.

		
	
		
			The Sacred Dark Glossary

			Arcane prism—a stone infused with magical force or memory by a witch.

			Ashaë—a region far from Serenity, where Ari believes his ancestry lies. The Ashaic language is one of the common tongues of Serenity.

			Bear-soul—a moon-soul resurrected by an ursine spirit; their animal form is a bear.

			Cat-soul—a moon-soul resurrected by a feline spirit; their animal form is a large cat.

			Crow-soul—a moon-soul resurrected by a crow or raven spirit; their animal form is a large crow.

			Deep—the spiritual realm of holy darkness beyond the material world of the living.

			Drowning godhood—the godhood of memory theft; its bearer can obscure a person’s memory by drinking their blood, gaining access to the memories taken.

			Dove-soul—a moon-soul resurrected by a dove spirit; the animal form is a large dove.

			Godhood—a rare virtue of great power that occasionally appears in a moon-soul. They are mightier than more common virtues, but why they are granted is a mystery.

			Halfshape—the state in which a moon-soul retains human form with some animal features, such as wings or tails.

			Living-again—a person who has been resurrected from death

			Moon-soul—a living-again resurrected by a noble spirit and given the virtues of immortality and shape changing, as well as a nocturnal nature and other supernatural gifts. Each moon-soul’s virtues vary by the animal spirit that resurrected them.

			Noble spirit—a primal animal spirit that dwells beyond the Deep; they have the power to resurrect a human upon death and transform them into a moon-soul.

			Portia—land to the south of Serenity from which Hei hails. The Portian language is often spoken in Serenity.

			Sacred banes—substances imbued with a primal virtue that makes them potent against the otherwise supernaturally resilient moon-souls; they include silver metal, the wood of sacred trees, and hallowed water.

			Serenity—ancient city in the frozen north, built on top of a geothermal mountain range. Living-again and ghosts, some hailing from ages past, people its towers and streets.

			Time-mending—a unique magical art capable of mysteriously altering the past.

			Twining—a magical power by which witches can link to the willing hearts of others.

			Virtue—the supernatural power of noble spirits. Virtues differ from magic but can exert miraculous effects.

			Virtue of cat-step—the virtue granted by cat spirits, which allows instant transportation by moving through the Deep.

			Virtue of hallowing—the virtue granted by bear spirits, which can guard against possession. An especially powerful hallowing can turn an object into a sacred bane.

			Virtue of pitying—the virtue granted by dove spirits, which can heal wounds.

			Virtue of vision flight—the virtue granted by crow spirits, which allows the projection of a spectre that can remotely spy.

			Witch—a mage who has developed their natural magical talents into witchcraft, the rare and refined magical arts.

			Zangen—a region from which originates the Zangenjai language.
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			Lord of the Last Heartbeat

			by May Peterson

			Chapter One

			When I was nine, Mamma took me to the bay and showed me how to crack oysters.

			She spotted the oysters as magically as she spotted secrets, her red witch’s eye a gleaming carbuncle in the sun. I only found two by myself. Her hair covered her face like a surgical veil as she slid her knife between the glistening halves.

			I was such a little speck of a thing—and Mamma so convincing in her role of carefree Portian maiden—that no one thought much of us there, shin deep in the brine, laughing and splashing for oysters. Even in that postwar haze when families still foraged under the docks for food, a woman playing in the sand with her son wasn’t anything to worry about.

			She showed me the muscle that held the shells together, and how the oysters would fight to keep from being opened, violated, their hearts taken out. She explained with a silken calm how it was simply a matter of breaking their resistance.

			“Every heart, everything that moves,” she said, “will resist. Feel where the resistance is strongest and—” Snap, the shell opened. “Be precise about it.”

			With knife in hand, I trembled to open my little shell. Oyster meat was tastier and softer than almost any other kind, but I couldn’t do it. I wiped a tear away so she wouldn’t see.

			But she did see, and took my hand. “Never fear.” With a little shove, she guided my fingers, and cut the muscle.

			I gasped. Inside the shell rolled a pearl. A spot of sea shine—it looked like it would pop if I touched it.

			Mamma opened my palm and dropped the pearl onto it. “Now you understand why they resist.”

			I wanted to ask if the oysters could feel pain, but her face was so wise and sad that I dared not.

			She made me hide the pearl in my mouth, under my tongue. Anything else we found in the bay we could keep, though the best finds had to be paid for, but pearls went to the Pescatores, all pockets and hands checked when one left the sand. This theft was one more way Mamma showed her lack of fear of the other families. The Pescatores meant nothing to Casa Gianbellicci.

			Pescatore’s eldest daughter leaned at the boardwalk exit, beaming at us. “Find anything good?” A toll master’s inquiry, wrapped in warm curiosity.

			“Just more oysters than I could eat by myself. Not a better lunch under heaven.” Mamma winked her scarlet eye.

			The girl nodded, slowly, and cast her gaze around. Checking for bulges, Mamma would explain later, suspicious lines under clothing. She put her wide hand on my head and ruffled my hair. I shuddered. “What a cute little girl you have! What’s her name?”

			I had been a girl before, for some of Mamma’s ruses, young and small enough to slip into the role. Yet with her touch on me, feeling the role close around me, my whole body went as stiff as the muscles of that oyster.

			“Aw, thank you. It’s Mia.”

			Mia. Mio. Mine.

			The pearl felt huge and heavy under my tongue, like a mound of sand. My tongue convulsed by reflex.

			And I swallowed the pearl.

			Once we’d passed the girl, on the street, Mamma asked to see the pearl. Mustering my courage, I told her what had happened to it.

			She looked so shocked I was sure she was going to scold me. But then her face lit up and she smiled more broadly than I could remember, as though I had surprised her in a way she hadn’t thought possible.

			“Ah, well.” She shrugged. On the way home, she stole me a lemon gelato.

			Looking back, I was never sure if I’d failed or succeeded. I imagined this to all be some arcane witch’s lesson. But it was far simpler. That day at the bay had just been practical education. A master training her new pupil.

			On the night of the first new moon of my twenty-first year, she said it was time to go pearl hunting.

			 

			There was no way I would pass for a footman.

			I matched the real servants drifting in flotillas with their trays down to their minute nacre buttons and oiled hair. I had even spent ten minutes training to stand like them while Tibario held a finger in front of my eyes. But their hands didn’t shiver, nor their glasses spill as they walked. And I was the only one hiding by the shrubs.

			Not that it was a very good hiding place. I stepped back under the arms of the trees, woven with calla lilies stained red to the roots. Delicate reflective coins were strung from the trees, setting the branches sparkling. I could almost hear the tinkle of the golden curse chains, binding the ghosts of monks who still decorated this courtyard for festival nights. The watercolor glow yielded no shadow for cover.

			The noise of the crowd made me want to disappear, leaving nothing behind but the tulip-colored velour. Tibario had gone off, hunting the priest whose heart was our oyster; I preferred to hunt in spirit.

			Fidgeting with my collar, I stepped back onto the grass. But a man’s grunt told me that I’d stepped on a foot.

			The man snarled and I squeaked in perfect unison. Before I could apologize, a hot hand grasped my free wrist, roughly turning me.

			“Ho, there, trying to trample me?”

			His breath was so thick with drink it made me gasp. The man who held me seemed broader than the trees but not nearly as decorated.

			“I—I beg your pardon, signor,” I stammered. My shaking set the glasses a-tinkle. “I did not see you.”

			He let go abruptly, and I almost fell back. I kept hold of the tray while managing a bow. The man laughed hoarsely, then coughed. Perhaps he’d been vomiting his festivities up into the fountain. Nice surprise for the monks in the morning.

			“You see me now.” His grin was nauseating. “How about keeping me company?”

			“Can I get you a drink? Maybe a glass of—” I glanced at my tray. The gentleman looked like he couldn’t take another drop of either the grape or the grain. “Squash? Fresh cherries.”

			“I do like cherries.” His fingers ran up my other arm, clasping at the elbow supporting the tray. Not with anger, but an entirely different intention. Oh, dear.

			“Mmm.” He leaned from close to very close, pawing my neck and stroking my hair. I couldn’t suppress a shiver. “Never seen such a short-haired girl. So pretty.”

			The glasses were practically chiming a melody now. It wasn’t that I was disgusted at being mistaken for a girl. It was that—well, some might think that gentlemen would be nicer if they thought one were a pretty girl. But really—they weren’t.

			I scanned the crowd, saw no help coming. Tibario would find me. One twinge of trouble and surely he’d swoop in with brotherly valor.

			“Come here.” The man yanked my arm, sending wine spattering down the tray onto his cuffs. I should have screamed—I should have used my tray as a weapon. But for some reason, it seemed in that moment crucially important not to drop the tray. I had practiced and practiced keeping it flat against my palm, holding the posture so I wouldn’t get tired. It made me sore, but I’d proved I could do it. Dropping it now would just be too much—

			The man jumped, slapping at his face. I flinched. Bright embers fell from him, leaving black ash lines on his skin as a cigarillo butt plopped at my feet.

			A voice rose from the shadows. “Do you truly not have staff at home you can do this to?”

			Someone had thrown a cigarillo at him.

			The flare of a match illuminated the speaker. A man, sitting by the fountain, even larger than my unwanted guest. He stood, grand in his darkness, the cigar flash of the next puff not revealing his face. Only his eyes caught the light, magnifying it and painting it silver.

			I backed by instinct against the trees as my unwelcome suitor bellowed and threw a swing at the newcomer. It was a clean boxer’s blow, but the shadowed fellow snared it like he was catching a stone, yanked the man off his feet by his cravat, and dunked him, face first, into the fountain.

			I winced at the sound of gargling.

			The drunkard came up heaving; the dark gentleman daintily lifted his cigarillo and breathed a cloud of smoke into the fellow’s face. “Well. Now that your evening is quite shot to hell, why don’t you do the noble thing and fuck right off? There’s a lad.”

			He let the fellow down on feet so unsteady the man nearly hit the fountain again. The jarring motions must have put the last straw on a drunken camel’s back. He covered his mouth, dashing out of the courtyard to retch out of view.

			I realized, then, how close I was to tears. Gratitude made my knees weak, but I couldn’t relax yet. After all, I didn’t know my savior any more than the first man. His shape was vast, and so shifting and black he could have been an avatar of the night. He appeared to smirk from his crown of shadows and took another puff.

			He was looking at me. I tried to turn away, but found I couldn’t. The animal clarity of his gaze was transfixing, stubbornly luminous as if to spite the dimness.

			He inclined his head as if to acknowledge me. “I suppose you get this sort of thing all the time, because of your voice.”

			“I suppose I do.” I couldn’t gauge his sobriety, but he was certainly quicker than the average drunk. “It’s not much expected anymore.” I hoped he let it end there. Castrating boys had been made illegal before the revolution, and I was no true castrato. Not by a knife, anyway. No doubt to these gentlemen I was as much a sparkling anomaly as any operatic diversion, but I was tired of explaining how I worked.

			“I also suppose I’ll stay here for a moment, until the coast has cleared, as it were.” Casually, a gesture of nothing made. Exactly what I wanted.

			“Yes.” I breathed, deeply. “Thank you, signor. I am grateful.” I should have shown him some greater favor, or dropped all and run. But there was another cause for joy: I had not spilled another drop of wine. Somehow that felt positively heroic.

			A stone column stood nearby, so I lowered my tray onto it. My arm protested the sudden movement, and the tray tipped. The gentleman appeared at my side and caught it with such grace it could have been magic. “Allow me. Seems you should have a drink yourself.”

			I smiled but declined. The last thing I needed was to lose self-control. I was calmer now that the crisis had passed, and I took my first clear view of him.

			Tall as a temple statue, and as striking. A smooth face under hair as dark as an ink swipe. And though it was subtle at first, a strong accent curled through his voice, lacing each word with trills and rough edges.

			“Then look the other way as I partake.” He took a glass of sherry. The flute looked hilariously small between his fingers as he sipped. A ruby-colored bead escaped from the corner of his lip, leaving a trail down his chin that he wiped with one hand. “Mm. You know what I ought to have done? Gotten red-mouthed with drink, then threatened to eat him whole for his transgressions. Baring my teeth for effect.”

			By way of example, he sloshed sherry in his mouth and flexed his jaw with a theatrical snarl. The garnet gleam of the liquid lent him a dramatic air, but most striking were his teeth. Or rather, fangs. Two long canines, all but glittering like knifepoints.

			Two realizations pierced me, like the ends of those fangs. One swam out of the debris of the night—the man’s strange atmosphere, his lingering in the shadows. His uncanny strength. The reflective sheen of his eyes. From it all emerged a word: moon-soul.

			Women and men who’d been called back from death, the spirits of noble beasts beating within their human hearts. They were made new, and immortal, by the strange virtue of the moon. My understanding was that the noble spirits never resurrected mages like Mamma or myself out of fear of magic, but moon-souls had mysterious powers of their own. Packs and flocks of shape-changing elite had once ruled this country. Now, the chances of coming across one of his kind should have been small.

			The second realization was softer but deeper—I was still laughing at his joke, unshaken by what he’d revealed. The reverence or fear that so many still felt for moon-souls had never marked my life. Not like it had Tibario’s, or even Mamma’s. I knew the polite thing to do: kneel before him. Speak the name of his soul’s animal, if I knew it. Lord Lupo, Lord Orso, or whatever it happened to be. Avoid his gaze in obeisance.

			Yet...he was laughing with me, making no demands. His unexpected aid and easy manner were kindnesses that I had desperately needed tonight. Perhaps if my first impression of him had been less picturesque, I wouldn’t have felt so moved to see him in such a soft light. It was difficult not to warm to someone who’d defended me so effortlessly, and who’d asked nothing for it. I could not forget the sheer drama of him throwing a cigarillo in the other man’s face.

			Tibario and Mamma would likely distrust him, with his cool supernatural air and subtle audacity. But something deep and wordless stirred with him as I heard his laughter, as if a dark place in me was responding to his shadowy grandeur.

			He might be moved to offer one more kindness, if I dared ask.

			His grin widened. “Too far? Sherry doesn’t look enough like blood to give a proper illusion. Maybe I could taste a nip from your veins, eh?” He waggled an eyebrow. I’d read that moon-souls sometimes drank blood, though usually not human blood. And there was simply no way to read a real threat in it.

			I chuckled gently. “Would have lent your performance credence, anyway.” But my humor was dying. If I wanted to act, it had to be soon. “Signor, I—”

			“While we’re on that.” He winked and shook the last drop from his glass. “It’s not ‘signor.’ It’s ‘my lord.’”

			I glanced around us, at the golden cloud of lies that both suffocated and shielded me. I hadn’t expected a chance to escape my fate, but this might be an open window. If his curious gentleness was not merely the fantasy of my flustered misery, and if it would move him to heed my plea. In my pocket was a fold of papers. Shaking, I pulled it out, dipped my fingertip into the reddest of my wines.

			A flash of blue in the crowd—Tibario, with hell bright on his face. His swagger told me the target had been found and he needed only to collect me.

			I painted my message on the paper. The gentleman raised an eyebrow as I folded it up and hid it against my wrist.

			I knelt before him. My bowed head scarcely rose above his knees. Before he could react, I took his fingers and clasped them in my hands.

			“Then, my lord,” I said, “I pray you will forgive how irreverently I spoke to you this evening. You have my thanks.”

			I kissed his fingertips. He scoffed, but as I drew my lips away, I slid the paper into his hand.

			“Pardon me, may I borrow you for a moment?” Tibario was upon us, bearing the authority of his priestly disguise.

			I met the lord’s eyes—and did not dare stand until his fist closed around my message. I looked up at Tibario, firmly in character. “How can I help you, Your Grace?”

			“A few hands inside the Duomodoro for a private party, if you please? His Grace would like some drink. Excuse my interruption, signor.”

			The strange gentleman—lord, rather—frowned. He was covertly peeking at my note. I restrained myself from pleading with my eyes.

			Tibario had a hold of my arm, clutching too tightly. “Good evening.” He pulled me along with concealed urgency.

			Hurrying to keep up, I glanced back at the lord. He watched us go, all the warmth stripped from his eyes. If he understood, he made no move to act. Perhaps he could not.

			I breathed deeply, steeling myself. And raised my message in prayer.

			Stop me.

			Please.

			 

			Tibario loosened his grasp once we were inside the Duomodoro. No one else was in the hall. Ivory linings lent the cathedral a mausoleum-like air.

			Sniffing scornfully, Tibario seized my tray and dumped it behind a pillar. Those poor glasses. If he’d known how I’d fought for them. He tossed the silver disc aside with a clang then dusted his hands. “All right. What in hell were you doing with him in the corner? I told you to stay in sight where it was safe.”

			Tibario and I didn’t look greatly like brothers; we both had Mamma’s delicate nose and fair eyes, but he was burnished as an olive, hair equally rich. And he, not having my condition, looked unmistakably male. Proper muscles and all.

			“I wasn’t trying to—”

			“Dammit, Mio, do you know how much danger you could have been in? That man looked like he wanted to eat you with minuet sauce.”

			“He—” I was going to say that he’d saved me. But then I would have to say from what he’d saved me. And if he recognized the lord as a moon-soul, he’d probably lecture me on the bad influence of superhumanly strong immortals. “He kept me company.”

			“Never mind.” Tibario sighed, and wrapped one arm affectionately around my narrow shoulders. “I’m here now.”

			“Thank you, brother.” I allowed myself to lean into him.

			“Mamma has him in the meeting room.” Tibario retrieved the silver tray and used its reflection to adjust the swirl of his pompadour. “Warm up your voice. It’s just about time.”

			The tension in my chest would bow to no warm-up. I nodded anyway. “I’m ready.”

			He kept his arm around me protectively during the approach. The false acolyte and the witch’s serving boy, holding on to each other. The two of us and Mamma, cornering a man of the cloth to break his will for the cause. Like a family.

			Well. Like our family.

			Papa would have joined in the bonding himself, but he was overseeing his soldiers. No worry. Failure was never acceptable, but with Mamma at the helm? It wasn’t even possible.

			I began to hum a little tune, more to comfort myself than for practice. The only melody I could think of was a dirge.

			We were admitted into a habit-blue room spotted with festival lights. Tibario closed the door behind us, and at once I lost sense of how I had gotten there. The room was like the enclosure of a dream, marking out a world of its own against the celebrations outside. A priest, garbed in azure, sat by the stained glass window. There, the room’s dreamlike aura thickened, but not around him. It was around the woman seated across from him, who charged the air with possibilities.

			Queen of the illicit phylactery trade in Vermagna, witch nonpareil, and mistress of the power of occhiorosso. My mother, Serafina Gianbellicci.

			She smiled at me, the ruby glint of her left eye a dagger’s point. Her magic and mine touched and mingled like two instruments finding harmony.

			His Grace—Pater Donatello—was a reedy man who would have looked heartbreakingly ordinary if not for his blue chasuble, and the knowledge that he might soon be one of our country’s leaders. This was going to be hard. “Signora Gianbellicci and I have been having the most fascinating discussion. Do fetch some wine for the good signora,” he told me.

			“Oh, no, really, thank you, Your Grace. I abstain.”

			Of course she abstained, like almost all mages. Unlike most mages, she never wore any periapts, jeweled mediums that armored the fragile magical organs. She forbade me to wear them either; to her, they were signs of shame. When I became a witch like her—a mage capable of working one’s natural magic into spells—she’d said I’d have to control unassisted the magic that pulsed through my body like blood.

			Mine was awakening from my humming. Every mage had a part of their body in which their magic dwelled. Mamma’s was in her left eye, but mine was in my throat. Music opened a new plane of my senses. Emotion, thought, intention, my heart picked up all these vibrations like a tuning fork. Through that magic link flowed the purr of the priest’s discomfort, and Tibario’s eager tension. A heavy beat thrummed under it all—Mamma’s elation with her caught prey.

			“Pater, I’d like to introduce my son Mio.” She indicated me. I felt a strange urge to do something exhibitory, like dance for him, but resisted. I was already going to sing.

			“Ah, how do you do? How novel to have a child in service. But war has changed much for us all.” He shook my hand.

			“His Grace was just telling me what he planned for laws of magic when he’s elected consul.” Mamma directed this at me, as if sharing a small gift. This is my magic son. He does tricks.

			“If I am elected consul, signora.” He chuckled. “I hope to see a future with more freedom for your kind. The church feels no qualm against mages or witches so long as they do not stray into sorcery—after all, magic which manipulates the wills of others must be anathema to any sane being.”

			The subject made me queasy. My childhood had been rife with tales of other countries in which mages were institutionalized, subdued with drugs that slowed the mind and numbed the body. Our once-feudal country had never had quite the same traditions, and the teetering new government had no power to enforce such a thing. But magical arts were either treated as commodities, or harshly policed by officials. His promises didn’t exactly kindle my optimism.

			“Sorcery truly is a repugnant practice. Don’t you agree, my son?” She tilted her head.

			I stared.

			“Quite.” Donatello nodded primly. “The mind is a sacred boundary. I believe laws should focus on fighting sorcerers and not inhibiting theurgy that benefits society.”

			“You see, Your Grace? You have secured my confidence.” She blinked so quickly that for a moment she appeared lidless. “And the number of votes I can assure you.”

			He shook his head with a sufficiently abashed laugh. “I appreciate the public support, signora. But my understanding was that neither you nor your husband possessed a seat on the electorate.”

			But the tune of his apprehension rang clear to me beneath his politesse. At first, I’d hoped she would try to bargain with him, her influence for his obedience. She already controlled puppets in both houses of the government. He could simply volunteer to be one—and I would be the last resort if he refused.

			But I should have known better. She played much simpler, more ambitious games. Of course she wouldn’t give him a choice.

			“Indeed. I do not possess a seat on the electorate.” She smiled, an acid-and-honey streak across her face. “I possess several.”

			His thoughts were chimes against my senses. Like me with my strange lord, the signs were coalescing into a pattern for Donatello. The fact that she’d asked him here in secret, at such an unusual time and place. Her hypnotically cryptic remarks. And a thousand chilling rumors of a witch with a red eye.

			She was toying with him, showing him her hand. Proving that it was far too late to fold. I’d wondered how many people actually knew that Mamma had exerted dominion over members of the governing seats. But the taste was in the air, the city’s stones reeking of sorcery—magic that controlled the mind. Donatello was no doubt beginning to recognize that taste.

			His rapidly uncoiling fear sent a chill through me, made me wish to close the link. But the inner music continued its soft flooding of my skin. I felt the vibrations so delicately now that I might have been able to tell apart every particle of my flesh; each note was capable of changing me on a physical level. Often after singing, I found that scratches and bruises on my body had spontaneously healed.

			I wouldn’t be healing anything tonight.

			“Signora... I’m afraid I have no means to unravel such riddles.”

			Mamma’s resonance trilled sharply. She stood and gazed out the window. Festival lights mottled her face as if numbering her countless sins. Our countless sins. She swung the gold chain up against the glass. “Do you know the most valuable currency in our fair city, Your Grace?”

			Nerves made him speak quickly. “The economy struggles, true, but I intend—”

			“Loyalty. No coin weighs more than loyalty. Money itself is but a symbol of loyalty, a trust in the value of a nation. That loyalty can be bought is no failing, but a need. Elsewise new trusts might not be forged.”

			I wondered what kind of secret Pater Donatello would have. I hoped his was mortifying, filthy. A child killer. A rapist. A slaver or a brutalizer. If he was rotten to his core, perhaps I would come away feeling I had helped Mamma cleave a path for justice.

			“That may be true, signora, but I assure you my loyalty is not for sale.”

			He was taking a stand. The feeling of his resolution firming made me nauseous.

			Please, please let him just be terrible.

			“Oh, Your Grace! I am not asking to buy your loyalty.” Mamma laughed, turning to face him. With one slow movement, she pressed the gem against the glass and dragged a scraping cut down its length. “I intend for you to pay for mine.”

			Donatello surged to his feet, intent on the door. Tibario barred his path.

			“Apologies, Your Grace.” Tibario produced a pistol from his belt, then locked the door with a snap. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to take your seat.”

			The priest obeyed with hands poised on his knees. He was still holding on to his strength inside, assuring himself that if she wanted him dead, she’d have him killed in a way that could not implicate her or her son.

			I hated this too. I hated how I could hear their internal struggle every single time.

			“What do you wish for me to do, then, signora? I have no power that would satisfy you. And even as consul, I would not command the entire country.” His voice, admirably, did not shake.

			Mamma gestured me forth. Her occhiorosso was already glowing. It looked hungry for secrets, for purchase into his mind. I came to stand before him. “All I want you to do,” she said, very slowly, as if explaining something to a child, “is listen to my son sing.”

			Confusion rattled through him. Before he could ask, she took me by the chin and kissed me lightly on the nose. “Now, Mio.”

			I looked at Donatello. His heartbeat marked my time, set a rhythm I could spin a ballad out of with ease. And I knew by that cadence that whatever shadows he had in him, none of them were as terrible and ugly as I hoped. I couldn’t do this again.

			“It’s all right, my boy,” she breathed in my ear. “Never fear.”

			Never fear.

			I began to sing.

			It felt morbid to pick out a piece for each victim. If I chose a threnody, it would only compound the horror of the violation in their memory. A mattinata, and the cheer of such music would be polluted forever in their ears. For him, I had selected an aria. Lifting my voice to its height, I composed the theme to Pater Donatello’s undoing.

			I strung the beats into place, slipping gently into a contralto, and as my tempo mounted the song rose like floodwater around him. The vibration of my heart rushed out with it, the link fully opened. This aria had no story for me, no lyrics or theme. The story would come from him.

			He sat back in the seat, breathless. The melody became like hypnosis, only instead of mesmerizing him, it opened the gate in me that would connect us. Tibario and Mamma swirled within the notes, but I discarded them. Of all the harmonies that struck my inner strings, I plucked Donatello’s out and followed it.

			Flashes, the fingerprints of his memories, pattered on my insides. I felt the meaning of that blue cloth, the shelter the church had given him. He had been not much older than Tibario when the war had ended. Like many not part of the wealthiest families, he had only hoped starvation would not finish him.

			The aria took on lightness; I found things I admired about him, or would have, given time. He was shy. He worried as he lay awake at night if he would ever be the right kind of man, if God was pleased with him. When he prayed, his mind wandered, and it embarrassed him. I should absolutely not know these things. If I caught them on a whisper of magic, in private, I could carry them away and promise to keep them safe forever.

			But I had other promises to keep.

			Mamma’s magic had a catch to it. She needed a secret, one that shamed him, for her occhiorosso to invade his mind. The one thing that should never be hers to take—only that would let her chain his will to hers. I adjusted the pace and tone of my song, and by shaping it, I altered the harmony he had with me. I heard secrets in him—ones that brought tears to my eyes, that I hated myself for seeing. But none yet that she wanted.

			Maybe he didn’t have any. Maybe I could just stop this. Refuse to go on. Mamma’s sorcery wouldn’t affect him if she didn’t know his emotional weaknesses. Donatello watched me with eyes streaming, as he felt me unwinding his heart. Only Tibario’s threat kept him still.

			If I refused, Tibario may be commanded to kill Donatello. And Mamma would never forgive me.

			Donatello cried out, covered his face. They all resisted, with everything they had. I only got through because I was not a knife. I did not try to break their resistance. All I did, as their pain ravaged me, was sing.

			At the crescendo, I found it. His pearl.

			The face of a boy. Tan and limned with sea dark, surrounded by a haze of refracted morning. My age, perhaps older. For a moment I was him, an image in Donatello’s memory. He was a youth who tended the gardens at the Duomodoro. He, too, had nowhere else to go when the revolution had drained us, because the orphanages could not sustain their wards. One night in Donatello’s bed, he had laced a flower through the older man’s hair and thanked God for their meeting.

			Grimly, I sealed the final verse from his memory:

			I hide you from even God to see. My boy, my love, my Avonici.

			I clamped my mouth shut and fell to my knees. The song lingered in the air like a butterfly cloud turned venomous. Donatello sobbed into his hands.

			“Avonici!” Mamma crowed. “What an absolutely beautiful name. I am certain you love him very much.”

			I whirled to look up at her. I couldn’t just watch, but it was too late now. My mouth worked, the voice inside dying its slow self-inflicted death. Too much magic was still in me.

			Her eye steamed red. “Look at me, Your Grace.”

			“No!” He threw himself on the floor, held an arm over his face. “Not the occhiorosso! I won’t let you!”

			Mamma, please. Don’t make me. I want to keep loving you. None of it came out. I thought the words, tried to speak them, but it was as if my throat could only produce rasps. This silence happened to me often after I sang.

			“Hold him.”

			Tibario obeyed, pinning the priest to the side of the sofa and angling his head up at Mamma. Donatello clawed at his face, tried to close his eyes, but Tibario forced them open. This wasn’t even necessary. She didn’t need eye contact, only the entry wound of his shame.

			She looked into him, the crimson ring of her occhiorosso growing brighter. The secret-ravaging eye pierced him like a spearhead, skewering him with her thieved knowledge. After a moment, red reflected in his gaze.

			I sat by, useless, as he stopped struggling.

			Mamma sniffed. As if moved by an alien urge, Donatello lumbered awkwardly to his feet. She would have to learn the nuances of another new mind to control. “Sit,” she said. He dropped to the sofa.

			“Go to sleep.” As if she had switched him off, he collapsed limply into slumber.

			“Well, Mamma,” Tibario said. “You have yourself a pet consul now.” His voice held no inflection. The music danced through me still, but I could not bear to listen in on his psyche. He knelt, removed his chasuble, and wrapped it gently around my shoulders.

			It was so perverse I could have laughed. I’d just raped a man’s mind in front of them, and it was me who received sympathy.

			Mamma touched my back. “Don’t feel too badly, Mio,” she said. “You have made your mother very proud.”
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