
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      The Crumbling Kingdom

      Book 1 of the Jungle-Diver Duology

    

    




      
        Jeffrey Hall

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Hallway To Elsewhere]
          [image: Hallway To Elsewhere]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction.  The characters and events described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living person alive or dead.  All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods without the prior written permission of the publisher except for brief quotations embodied in critical reviews.

        Copyright © 10/31/2018 by Jeffrey Hall

      

      

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To Eric – Thanks for never finishing your stories… and for the inspiration.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          The Crumbling Kingdom

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          What’s Next

        

        
          A Glimpse at The Mountain of Blood and Bone:

        

      

      
        
          Also by Jeffrey Hall

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Crumbling Kingdom

          

          Book 1 of the Jungle-Diver Duology

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By Jeffrey Hall

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Wish peered into the trogi’s nest, and the black hole in the ground stared back him, a trap yet sprung. A mouth yet full. The cracked and discarded blue casings of eaten agi nuts lay strewn across its exterior like the sky had fractured and dribbled its boney debris along the jungle’s floor. Even from his height in the ruins Wish could smell the sharp, citrus tang of the oil that coated the beast’s scales emanating from the darkness. That stench, mixed in with the wet leaves and damp soil that surrounded him, the chocolate odor of the flatback mushrooms that grew in clumps at the base of stone he stood upon, and the faint stench of fire given off from the bark of the runny treesat his back calmed his nerves.

      It smelled like relief. It smelled like home.

      The sound of fingers snapping from the other side of the hole grabbed his attention. Moso sat perched atop a vine-ridden hut, one of the few structures that still stood upright from the Booli civilization. His long, skinny tail frantically signed the questions his severed tongue could not.

      What are you waiting for? The Chassa’s tail circled twice, bent, and then twisted. To see if it’s hungry? Throw.

      Wish nodded, realizing he had been lost in his own thoughts. He reached into one of the pouches that hung from his belt and produced a handful of agi nuts they had picked while tracking the beast.The nuts still held their squishy exterior and rich blue color. They were still fresh.

      He nodded to Moso.

      The monkey unsheathed one of the twoscarwood daggers that hung from his hip, its polished crimson blade glimmering like spilled nectar that had been gathered and shaped, an offensive color against his green-dyed fur.

      Just do it.

      Wish threw the first nut into the hole. The darkness consumed it, only spitting back the barely audible knock of it as it crashed against the hole’s innards. Wish waited for a response.

      Nothing.

      Throw again. Moso’s tail flickered impatiently.

      Wish threw. This time the nut hit the hole’s edge and bounced out.

      Good throw, said Moso.

      Wish showed his five fingers. Fuck off.

      He threw again. The nut fell into the hole, but still nothing.

      Hoatzin of a human, Moso’s tail cursed him while his mouth hissed. Before Wish could throw another nut, the Chassa descended the stone and stood before the hole.

      Wish clicked his tongue, trying to get the monkey’s attention, but when he wouldn’t turn, he whispered, “What are you doing?”

      Speeding things up.

      “Don’t be a fool—”

      Moso slapped his dagger against the side of the nest, whistling. Wish barely unsheathed his machete before the hole finally responded.

      A groan rumbled out from the darkness, as if the shadows were prying their way free from the black that held them. Moso pressed his back against the side of the hole just as the trogi stormed out of its nest.

      The great lizard skidded to a stop between the stones, its many clawed feet tossing forest debris in the air as if it were trying to shred the world in order to confront the intruder. The little light of the great fire that penetrated the jungle’s canopy gleamed off its scales, the oils that coated them showing red, then orange, then yellow, a thousand flames dying and rising over and over again. It swung its head. Its two sets of eyes, the one that saw like normal creatures, the other that could readsmells like strange patterns in the air, swept across the ruins and landed on Moso.

      Get the eggs! Moso managed to say before the trogi lunged at him. Moso sprung to a nearby wall and the lizard snapped only air.

      “Smook,” cursed Wish as he jumped down from the stone. With the trogi distracted by Moso, he hurried across the small patch of forest floor, his boots falling as soft as rain.Seconds later he stood in front of the creature’s nest.

      Its odor was so strong that his eyes watered, but he plunged into it, ignoring the stench, the grumbles of the trogi at his back, and the muted mewls of Moso urging him onward. The darkness consumed him. The hole was so wide that he could have fit three of himself side by side and still have wiggled through it, but the suffocating heat and thick darkness of it made it feel claustrophobic. The little light that penetrated the hole offered only a glimpse of the clutter the creature had made its home from.

      Bramble. Stone. Bones. Fronds. An assembly of the ruins and forest that surrounded it like some strange collection built to memorialize all of the trogi’s journeys throughout the jungle. It made finding its eggs painful as all manner of things jabbed into Wish’s arms and legs as he crawled.

      The bite of the jungle, he thought amidst his mad dash through the nest. It never stops gnawing no matter where you go.

      At last he saw them, a cluster of brilliant orange eggs whose shells glowed despite the darkness that encompassed them.He gathered three of the eggs, not one more than needed, and put them into one of the empty pouches that hung from his hip, still amazed at how hot the things felt as they hung against his side even after collecting so many for so many different employers over the years.

      He closed the cinch to his pouch tight just as he heard the trogi’s roar echo down the hole. He turned to aid Moso, but stopped just before he did.

      Perhaps it was the glow of the eggs, or perhaps it was the way the tiniest bit of the great fire found its way even this far beneath the soil, but he could just make out an odd shape amidst the piles of debris that made the nest.

      It was square like some of the stones the trogi had rolled inside the hole, but unlike the stones its edges were perfect and sharp. It wasn’t made of some hewed piece of mountain, but rather wood. Carvings ran over its surface, the serrations and indentations that had been put into its top visible thanks to the glow of the other eggs. There was something else close to one of its edges. A small ridge built into its side, as if a beak had been shaped into the wood. Was it a totem?

      Wish squinted, and his heart quickened.

      It wasn’t some totemic carving of a beak, it was a lock. The block of wood was a box.

      He grabbed the box, unsure why. Perhaps it was the peculiarity of the object that struck his interest, or perhaps it was his intuition, a feeling built over countless years in the jungle that if something caught his attention amidst the constant disorder, it was probably worth investigating.

      Tucking it under his arm, he scrambled out of the hole, thankful to be reunited with the open air of the jungle, as humid and thankless as it was.

      His appreciation was short lived.

      Only feet away the trogi bucked and spun as if it were a forest dog trying to chase its own tail. Moso hung from its back, his dagger the only thing keeping him from being thrown off the creature.

      It had been lodged into the trogi’s neck, and he held onto it like some type of strange rein for an exotic mount.

      “Smook masa!” shouted Wish at his partner, but it was the trogi who responded.

      The lizard turned, and all four of its eyes fell upon him.

      Wish threw the box to the side, and with no time to take out the short spear that hung from his back, he brought up his machete.

      The trogi roared, and rows of its sharp red teeth were unsheathed behind its lips as if a thousand strange petals had bloomed inside the creature. It charged, and as it did Wish couldn’t help but notice Moso’s tail flicking an order to move as hemewled his barely audible call.

      Wish’s heart pounded. He was aware of how sweaty his hands felt as he raised his machete. Old fears rose in him, that small voice inside his head that still remained from his childhood that used to whisper to him and tell him of all the horrors that awaited him in the jungle, a voice that had slowly been quieted over the many long years he’d spent in the forest. But as he met the eyes of the trogi with his own, the thought that replaced his fears was an apology.

      I’m sorry.

      The creature lunged and snapped. Wish stepped back. Its teeth closed only inches away from him. Wish slashed down. The baboon totem that had been etched into the flat part of the blackwood blade flared, turning as orange as the trogi’s eggs. The machete cut straight through the creature’s snout, severing its clenched jaws just below its eyes as if he had chopped into a piece of fruit.

      Moso jumped as the trogi slid into a nearby stone, where it continued to fight against the inevitable, its new mouth a bloody abyss in the rest of its brilliant, beautiful scales. Moso scampered to Wish’s side. Together they watched the creature’s throes diminish into small spasms of life before all it could do was breathe as it pumped out blood onto the forest floor. Until finally no part of it moved.

      Wish and Moso breathed heavily beside one another, silent, watching to see if the creature would find one last line of life to climb back into a state of attack. Only the cackle of a nearby wallyfoot snapped them from their stupor.

      Did you get the eggs? said Moso as he scampered forward to retrieve his dagger from the trogi’s neck.

      “Why did you provoke it?” Wish watched as the blood fled the creature, the sanguine liquid crawling across the jungle floor like a new creature altogether trying to consume him.

      It wasn’t going to come out for your nuts. We didn’t have time to wait. Moso removed his dagger and inspected it for scarring.

      “Boz said end of the week. We could have waited days,” said Wish, sheathing his machete now that it had cooled.

      I don’t have days. Moso’s tail said the words as he began to pluck out the trogi’s scales and put them into one of his pouches. They were worth a half moon per pound in the market, Wish knew, but that’s not why they had come here.And Wish had spent enough time in the jungle to know that if you took more than what was needed, the jungle would come looking for you. Moso knew that too, but he often forgot things when it came to lunars.

      “How much do you owe them?” said Wish.

      Moso stopped. His tail stood stiff, motionless. He kept on plucking out the dead trogi’s scales.

      “Well?” said Wish, impatient.

      I am close to paying it back,Moso finally said.

      “Your debts are going to be the end of you. By the gods, they’ll be the end of me. We didn’t need to fight this creature. It could have gone about its life, making more eggs for us to occasionally take down the road. I—”

      A fight is good for you. Shakes off the cold from your blood. Something you desperately need. He glanced over his shoulder. Did you get the eggs? Or are you going to make me crawl through that shit this thing called a nest and get them?

      Wish sighed. “I got the eggs.” He felt them against his hip. Still whole. Still hot.

      How many?

      “As many as was asked of us.”

      Moso peered into the trogi’s nest.

      “Don’t take anymore than necessary,” ordered Wish.

      The principle of any good jungle-diver, I know. Moso smiled, revealing his fangs, those that were still there and the missing spaces from those that were long gone from a hard life of making a living by way of the jungle, and before that, the streets. What’s with the box then?

      Wish had almost forgotten about it in their fight against the trogi. It lay tipped against a nearby tree, its bottom clearer now beneath the partial light of midday. Vines had been carved into the dark wood it was made of, a beautiful pattern of plants curving under and over one another forming links like chains that seemed to have no end.At the center of its bottom there were four sentences written in a language he could not read.

      He went and knelt over the box. “This doesn’t belong to the jungle.”

      So sure about that?

      Yes, he answered in his head, even as the box’s carvings told him otherwise, showcasing its owner in a thousand minute replicas of the same crisscrossing vines that dominated the canopy above. But the words on it, they made it civilization’s.

      What’s in it? said Moso.

      Wish turned it over and found the latch that held it closed to be loose and easily unlocked. He carefully opened the box. Inside was a piece of parchment lying on purple cloth. The parchment looked old, worn, as if he touched it the paper would crumble to pieces in his hands.On it there were more words, these ones in a different language than even the ones carved into the box’s bottom. He had never seen such elegant lettering. It almost looked as though the words connected—like vines.

      “It’s some type of note,” said Wish.

      Moso peered over his shoulder. Wish looked back to see the Chassa sign, People don’t buy notes.

      “Collectors of the past do. Perhaps an anthropologist will find it useful.”

      Have fun collecting crescents, answered Moso. He stood over the trogi’s carcass. The thing looked picked over, as if a pack of scavengers had chewed it up and spat it back out. My bags are full, should we go?

      Wish turned back to the direction they had come. North. Back to Fangmora and all that awaited him there. He felt his heart quicken, a pace faster than when he had faced the trogi only moments ago. A part of him wondered, as he often did when he left the city, what would happen if he decided to stay in the jungle and just keep walking.

      Well? said Moso.

      He tucked the box under his arm, swallowed, and nodded. Together the two made their way back through the jungle, back through the place where barely any man went, back to where the walls and buildings and people constricted tighter than any snake that called the vast forest home.

      Back to the city. Back to civilization.
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      Fangmora rose beneath the shadow of the Knotted Mountains like a dying flower too devoid of light to grow, too strangled by the surrounding jungle to continue living. The wall that surrounded the city looked shriveled and decayed by the hundreds of vines that covered it and the way its stone had begun to crumble by the ages of attacks from the weather, Fanglara’s enemies, and the countless creatures of the jungle. Its buildings rose into the air like crumpled petals, disfigured by the cracks that ran through their sides or the stones that had fallen from them over time, their once colorful paints now cracking and peeled, leaving the boisterous hues of the city looking dulled and forgotten.

      With such a tired, worn look it was no wonder its citizens had started to call it the Crumbling Kingdom.

      The only thing that saved it from looking entirely like a ruin was the city’s center.The temple of Notha stood above the rest of the buildings beautifully maintained. There was not a singleovergrown or discolored vine growing from the gardens that had been built upon the temple’s shoulders, head, and the back of its feet, vegetation maintained and cultivated to look like long, green fur.Only the flowers that grew along them interrupted the brilliant flow of the vines, glaring like rainbow beads threaded into hair.

      A giant memorial to Notha, the Gibbon who had given her life in order to warn the city when the Crone, the greatest of all the Knotted Mountains, shed its stones and attempted to crush the civilization that blossomed at its feet. King Rasha lived there, and that was the only explanation any of the city’s citizens needed to know to understand why it was the only place in all of Fangmora that seemed to be well-kept and beautiful.

      The temple caught Wish’s eyes first, as it always did, as he and Mosoentered the city through one of the many foot trails leading in and out of the jungle. The menacing size of the great temple always reminded him of the way the jungle once made him feel when he was younger: small. Unworthy. Weak. As if it were constantly sizing him up, threatening him, ready to strike him for coming too close. It was a feeling he had eventually conquered when he was forced to enter the jungle thanks to his father’s injuries those many years ago, but one he still held onto everytime he faced the temple.

      He supposed the rest of the city made him feel that way too.

      Moso came to Wish’s side. He could feel the Chassa’s eyes on him.

      Come on, said Moso. Our meeting with Boz will be quick, and then you can hurry up and come back.

      Wish followed the monkey down the path, his gaze not leaving the city as he did, as if he were afraid of what it might do to him if he looked away.

      The footpath led them to the wall, where they slipped through a rent in the grey stone as if it were a main gateway into the city. No guards stopped them. No one questioned them. Barely any people lurked on the other side. Those who did saw them and immediately stepped back or separated from whatever gossiping group they were apart of. Wish braced himself as their whispersand stares washed over the two. He knew what they said. He knew what they thought, but that still didn’t make it any easier to take.

      Jungle-divers. Outcasts. Savages. Look at their scars. Look at their clothes. They are beasts from the jungle, why are they here?

      Thoughts and words were weak compared to the bite of a trogi or the claw of a jagrall, but enough of them over time could do more damage to a man’s spirit than any wound to the flesh. Moso said the best way to defend against it was always just to laugh, but Wish never found that easy to do. Lifting a smile from his face was difficult when the ones looking back at him were tossing him the burden of their angst and anger. A thing they cast upon anything they could blame for the circumstances of their lives.

      Fine day, signed Moso as he walked through the crowd, waving, smiling, pointing at people who dared to stare too long, eventually cutting a path through the inquisitive and accusing groups. Wish was thankful when the others were at their backs, and even more thankful for his partner’s brashness.Yet just as soon as they had navigated the watchful eyes of that small band of city folk did they pass by something that even Moso’s bravado could not stop from infiltrating Wish’s heart.

      The Trough.

      Rows of slums were built against the wall that surrounded Fangmora.The collection of dilapidated shanty huts had become a second bulwark against the jungle that surrounded the city.A refuge of the poor and the outcasts used as fodder to feed the many creatures that entered the city’s crumbling walls.

      Wish’s muscles tensed at the sight of it, like they always did, not because of the evils that invaded it, but rather because of what awaited him there.

      Do you want to stop by? said Moso.

      Wish shook his head. “Later.”

      The Chassa didn’t sign anything else.

      Ahead of them they saw a trio of men leaning against one of the Trough’s crumbling buildings. They each had a bright green fang leaf tucked behind their right ear, a sigil to identify them as members of the group they belonged to.

      The Green Men.

      The self-made protectors of the Trough. Those sworn to defend the helpless against the invasion of the jungle and the incursions of the king where the Fangmoran soldiers could not. A noble effort if not for their insistence on charging the Trough’s citizens a tax double that of the king’s, and acting more violent towards those who didn’t pay it than any jungle creature could. Though the king showed little interest in protecting the Trough, he did show interest in stopping the Green Men from taking taxes that were rightfully his. The two factions had been in a silent war for years.Rumors floated along the streets that the king had been trying to sniff them out for a long time, but the faceless leader of the Green Men had yet to show himself, and it was hard to kill a snake without knowing where to find its head.

      “I wonder if we should be worried about the ragged beasts that have just crawled out of the jungle?” said the Pangolian member of the group, tapping his axe against the large plates that coated his body.

      Wish ignored him and the implied threat.

      Moso did not. Funny, I don’t see their mothers anywhere?

      “If only we could hear the words your tail says, Chassa. I am sure it would make for an interesting story,” said the Pangolian.

      Moso turned to say something else, but Wish pushed him forward. “Ignore them.”

      “Perhaps we’ll hear it another time,” said the Pangolian, and he and the others laughed.

      What’s worse? said Moso, glancing at the group over his shoulder. A guard or a Green Man?

      “Neither,” said Wish.“They both belong in the dirt. Come on, let’s escape this place.”

      They found little reprieve when they turned onto the Gold Row, a main street way whose stone had been painted yellow as a way to detract the rogue birds who would often swoop down from the Knotted to steal goods, and sometimes people, if they were hungry enough. Thousands of Fangmora’s citizens gathered upon that street, some sharing the day’s news, others offering tales from the jungle, a few stumbling drunkenly from one tavern to the next. The added commotion took away some of the attention the others gave Wish and Moso, but not all. Both were still given plenty of space and were the target of many sideway glances as they walked down the street.

      Wish clenched the box in one hand, the handle of his machete in the other, as if both could somehow protect him from the constant barrage of onlookers stealing looks at him and making new stories to add to the rumor mill constantly churning up over the city.

      Yet Moso still did not seemaffected as he blew a kiss to a young human woman standing beside her father beneath the blue canopy of a market stall. The woman looked away. The father frowned and pointed at Moso, vowing some vengeance in his whispers that the Chassa did not seem concerned about.

      “Can’t you hold off flashing your doka about for one moment?” said Wish, annoyed by the unwanted attention.

      Why? We’re conquering heroes. Everyone should know.

      “Heroes? We just stole a handful of eggs from a nesting lizard in order to get paid.”

      They don’t need to know that. As far as they are concerned we’ve just slain a jagrall. What’s more appealing to the lasses than jagrall blood on your hands?

      “A man not trying to show them his member.”

      Moso laughed, a barely audible noise that sounded like a wheezing cough. Perhaps you should take out yours every once in a while, maybe you wouldn’t be so worried about coming in here all the time. Or are you still saving it for the Great Bird?

      Moso pointed to a nearby building on the other side of the street, just adjacent to where the Trough ended. It leaned against one of the main entrances to the city like a swindler waiting to pounce on unsuspecting travelers and offer its fake wares.It was unlike any of the structures that surroundedit in that it was made from fragments of stone, misshapen slices gleaned from the mountains, polished and painted white to make it look as if they were the pieces of an eggshell hastily reconstructed.Furry moss grew between where the stones met, stuff that crept out from the jungle and over the side of the wall, making the structure look sick, as if a poison were running through its veins threatening to kill it for good. The only part of it that was untouched by the moss’s reach was the roof and the symbol carved atop of it, the three moons sitting in a nest made of clouds.

      A pair of dark figures stared out from a broken panel of the lowest window. Wish saw an eye as yellow as the great fire peer through it and turned away before he let it burn his resolve to ashes and send him back the way he had come.

      Moso saw his reaction and laughed. You were less scared when we entered the Tresses. She must have really bitten you hard to leave such a scar. I bet—

      Wish grabbed the Chassa’s tale, stopping it before it could twitch any more words. He was tempted to throw him into a nearby barrel of waterworms being peddled by a bug-monger, but Moso grabbed his hand and mouthed an apology.

      Wish let go, but kept his fist clenched. Moso always had commentary for him, but sometimes it went too far.

      Fuck, you’re prickly about her, he said after checking his tail.

      “Sometimes I wish Lavender would take your tail too,” said Wish.

      But then you wouldn’t have a reason to look at my teeka as much.

      Wish cracked a smile and unclenched his fist. Moso’s humor often irritated him, but it often disarmed him too.

      Be careful when you use that word.

      “What word?”

      Wish. You have a tendency of making those come true.

      They arrived at Boz’s shop soon after. The small store lay wedged between two greater buildings whose eroded stone had fallen onto the hut’s roof, making it look as though abstract statues had been erected to indicate to customers the odd experiments that occurred behind the doors adorned in striped furs.A swarm of Eclectuns fussed far off overhead, fluttering between the buildings that Boz’s shop was wedged between, most likely trying to shoo away the shrieking monkeys that were invading their nests somewhere above. Below, three shed serpent skins hung out the only non-boarded window of the structure, three silvery drips of drool coming from the shadowy mouth of the store’s innards. It was a strange welcome, one they were used to anytime they came to that part of the city.

      They entered the shop without knocking, and the family of hammerwings trapped in a jar that hung from the interior doorknob knocked loudly against the glass. A Kodo sat hunched over a table, and a lone, purple candle flickered in the corner, filling the place with a strong smell of the jungle just before it rained. Vines were threaded through the two raftersand wound across the walls, providing a place to hang the various assortment of goods and experiments for sale. Pelts of monkeys, ropes of dried stalks of fire spices, sacks filled with eggs, bones, and stones, they all swayed slightly like living stalactites in a strange cave.

      The Kodo didn’t even look over his shoulder as the door swung shut behind them.

      “What are you looking for?” His voice sounded gruff, annoyed.

      Some courtesy, signed Moso, uncaring if the Kodo could see him or not.

      Wish shook his head and answered. “It’s us, Boz.”

      The Kodo’s tail swished beneath his robe, a black garment embroidered with pink flowers.He lifted his head and put down a thin knife. The candlelight glimmered in the dark stain on the blade’s tip. When he rose from his seat, Wish saw the body of a mirror frog, opened, its guts strung out over the table like worms trying to escape the rain.

      Boz faced them, and his one eye, the one that hadn’t been lost to the quill of a jackal boar, widened at the sight of them. A smile followed, showcasing the rows of stained teeth that hid behind his scaly lips.

      “My two favorite creatures,” he said, his black tongue flicking out of his mouth as he spoke as if his words were venom that had to be spat. “The odd-sized pairing of human and Chassa make it work and return from the jungle yet again. Successful, I hope?”

      You say that every time. By now I thought we’ve earned a little more of your confidence. Moso batted aside the pelt of a jungle cat.

      “What did he say? Something about being on time?” Boz looked to Wish.

      “He said you shouldn’t be surprised that we return from the jungle anymore,” said Wish. Even after all their time taking jobs for the lizard, Boz still hadn’t picked up on the intricacies of Moso’s improvised language. Wish couldn’t blame him. It was something that had taken him a year of constant interaction with the monkey to understand.

      “I will never have confidence in the survival of anything in the jungle. No matter how strong or resourceful the creature is. I have seen enough of it to know better. I meant no offense.” Wish knew he didn’t. Boz only spoke the truth. Though Wish often spent more time in the jungle than behind the walls of Fangmora, he knew it was a dangerous place, and no matter how safe he felt there, no matter how comfortable he felt in its presence, he had learned to treat it with respect. Any fool who didn’t would wind up at the bottom of its stomach, chewed up and shat out as just another piece of clutter to add to the piles of debris that littered the forest floor.

      But even respect didn’t keep a person alive there. Sometimes it was only luck, and luck couldn’t be counted on.

      Boz knew this from his many years of being a jungle-diver himself. He knew it was a miracle anytime anyone returned from the place.

      If only Moso thought the same. The Chassa flickered a rude gesture with his tail.

      Boz lifted both of his hands up, a sign of asking forgiveness, perhaps for insulting Moso, perhaps because he couldn’t understand his language. Wish shook his head, dismissing the interaction entirely.

      “We have them,” he said, untying the pouch from his hip.

      “How many?” Boz stepped forward and pushed past the rows of fury root that dangled in front of him.

      “Three, as asked.”

      Could have been dozens, said Moso.

      Wish ignored him and handed over the pouch.The Kodo emptied its contents into his hand. Three eggs glowed in his palm like oddly shaped candles.He brought them up to his face, where the faint orange light made his scales look like those of trogi for a brief moment. Boz’s smile faded.

      “One of them is cracked.”

      Wish and Moso exchanged glances. “We ran into complications.”

      “Complications? The jungle is full of complications. I pay you to deal with them and find what I ask. I asked for three whole trogi eggs.”

      Moso climbed up one of the hanging vines to have a better look at the eggs in the man’s hand. It’s barely cracked.

      That Boz understood. “Doesn’t matter. The shell has been broken. The air has been let in. The fluid inside has lost all of its important properties.”

      What about the shell? There’s still a baby trogi in there you can pick apart, said Moso, but it was no use.Wish had foraged enough trogi eggs and dealt with enough people who sought them to know that the fiery substance that surrounded the embryo only sustained its power when untouched by the outside air. It was only good for the few minutes after it had been cracked before being treated. Not the hours it had taken them to return to Fangmora.

      Wish chewed his lip in frustration. It must have been damaged during their fight with the great lizard.

      “How much will you give for the two?”

      Two? Those are three whole eggs. Moso glared at him. Wish shook his head.

      Boz grunted. “Four lunars.”

      Moso hopped down from the vine. We were promised six, his tail signed furiously.

      “And we promised we would get him three whole eggs.”

      He’s robbing us. Again. Let’s take the three eggs and go someplace else. There are plenty of others who would pay full for them.

      Wish saw Boz squinting at Moso’s tail. He doubted he could read everything, but he could probably understand enough of it to know that Moso was calling him a criminal, and insults were the fastest way to a lost deal.

      “It’s a fair deal,” said Wish. “Let me just talk to my partner about the details.”

      Boz’s tail swished. His tongue slipped in and out. “Tell your partner to be careful, Wish. I may be losing my scales, but I still know how to flay a monkey.” He ran his hand through the monkey pelts as he returned to his workbench, eyeing the three trogi eggs with interest.

      Moso hissed. His hand went to his dagger, but Wish grabbed him by his tail before he could do anything. Moso spun, took out his dagger, and planted it into the small gap of ground between Wish’s fingers as he knelt to meet the Chassa’s gaze. Wish let go. Both of their points had been made.

      That is the second time in one day you’ve grabbed me like I’m a child. Just because I am smaller than you doesn’t mean I am one.Do it again and I’ll take a knuckle.

      Wish glared back into his partner’s eyes, only glancing down at the dagger wedged between his fingers. “Boz has always been fair to us. He’s as a regular an employer as we get. We upset him. We cut him loose, and there goes a basketful of lunars down the road. We fucked up. We cracked the egg.”

      You cracked the egg.

      “You started the fight with the trogi,” said Wish, fighting to keep his voice from rising. He swallowed, regaining his composure. “No one is going to buy that third egg except maybe a cook for a crescent or two. You know that.”

      I need the money.

      “So do I. But we’ll not find a better deal elsewhere, nor such a willing buyer of trogi eggs so quickly. Besides, don’t you have a pouch of scales you can offer him?”

      Moso plucked the dagger from the floor and put it back into his belt. His glare turned into a smile as he patted Wish on the chin. I suppose I can forgo a lunar or two just to spare me from having to add a scar to such a lovely face.

      Wish slapped away his hand. “I’d tie your tail into a knot before that happened.” He rose and addressed Boz. “Four lunars will work.”

      “Excellent. I knew you were a smarter creature than your friend, Wish.” He reached into his robe, produced a bloated snakeskin, and pressed his fingers onto its end. He squeezed out four lunars before rolling the snakeskin full of coins and stuffing it away.He flipped each lunar to Wish one at a time, and Wish snatched them out of the air like bugs attempting to sting him. He handed two to Moso, who quickly shoved them into a pouch and tied the cinch as tight as he could. The other two Wish stuffed into the pocket sewn inside his jerkin.

      Boz’s eyes fell to the box Wish still held tucked underneath his arm. “What’s in the box?”

      “A note,” said Wish. “I found it in the trogi’s nest.”

      “Oh? And where did you find the nest?”

      “The Booli ruins. We tracked it to the heart of the old city.”

      “You found it in Booli territory? Many ancient things still lay there. Many new things are put there by people who want things hidden. Only the gods know what the trogi found while scouring the place to build its nest.” He nudged his head in the direction of the worktable, and the three met by the candlelight.

      I’ve got some trogi scales for— Moso attempted to speak, but Boz didn’t even notice him as he turned the box over in his hand.

      “The craftsmanship is beautiful. I’m no woodsmith, but I’d say that this was made from an aged nightwood.Not by the Booli though.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “The Booli existed many Moon Sheds ago—a box like this would have shown some decay by now. There would be some moss. Some natural erosion. It’s old, but it’s not that old.”

      “There’s something inscribed on its bottom,” said Wish.

      Boz flipped the box.

      Wish leaned over his shoulder. “I can’t tell what language it is. It could be Squirm or Chatter, but I’m not—”

      “It’s Old Hiss.”

      Old Hiss?said Moso, looking on with interest. As in the language of whispers?

      “How do you know?” said Wish.

      Boz snorted. “I’ve spent enough time in the shelves of the Word Halls to know one of Fangmora’s first languages when I see it.”

      “Can you read it?”

      “Not really,” said Boz. “If it was in Swallow maybe... I think it says something about singing, about listening.”

      Who cares about the box, anyways? He’s not going to buy it. We should get going. I need to—

      “What about the note inside?” said Wish, looking away from his friend.

      Boz opened the latch, produced the note, and squinted. “This...” He scratched the scales on his throat. “This language I am not as familiar with.”

      Wish’s muscles unclenched. He hadn’t realized it, but he had been anticipating something in the box. A revelation. A truth. An answer. But Boz did not offer him any of those. Only disappointment. Disappointment, followed by a thread of hope.

      “It looks like some sort of sentence a botamancer would write.”

      Great. Some letter a plant-whisperer was sending to the tree they fucked. Moso placed the pouch of trogi scales on the table, but Boz barely noticed.

      “I know some people who could look at it if you’d like.” He looked up at Wish. “What’s your interest with it?”

      “Only curiosity. Boxes are meant to keep important things. Boxes hidden in ruins built in the middle of the jungle are for more important things.”

      “Or perhaps it’s just a love letter never delivered.”

      See? I told you, said Moso.

      “Either way, I’ll talk to some others and see what I can find out.”

      “Thanks, Boz.”

      The Kodo swept away his gratitude. “Consider it payment for your effort to get three eggs. A cracked egg is still just as hard to get as whole ones. Trust me, I still have the scars to show for it.” He pulled back his robe to show a row of teeth marks on his shoulder.

      What about payment for the effort taken to get its scales? Moso slid the pouch in front of the Kodo. He finally acknowledged them, undoing the pouch and peering into its contents.

      “Trogi scales? You slayed the beast?” said Boz.

      “Like I said, we ran into complications,” said Wish.

      Boz slid them away. “I don’t want them.”

      Moso pushed the scales back. Use them for their oil, make paint. Light smook on fire like everyone else. There are a hundred uses for these things. Take them.

      Moso was right. The oil gleaned from trogi scales was used in hundreds of different remedies and made into some of the most exceptional paints used by artists, so long as they weren’t planning on painting near a fire. There were disastrous stories of painters being burned alive because of a misplaced pipe or candle. It didn’t make the scales any less desirable on the market, yet Boz still didn’t want them.

      “They’re cursed,” said Boz finally.

      Cursed?

      “I didn’t ask for trogi scales. Only its eggs. You’re a man of the jungle. Don’t you know it will reprimand you if you take from it more than you need?”

      I need the money.

      “We all do.”

      Wish saw the desperation in his partner’s eyes. He was going to do something foolish. He had seen the same look before he jumped down to wake up the trogi only hours ago. Wish intervened.

      “Perhaps you could buy them from him and resell them as an intermediary. Surely you know others in your profession in the hunt for such scales.”

      “Then the money would be cursed,” said Boz.

      “Not if you spent it fast enough,” said Wish.

      Boz exhaled. For a moment, he sat staring at the bag of scales, his tongue slipping in and out of his mouth as he thought.Finally he closed the cinch of the pouch. “I’ll give you a half for the bag.”

      A half? It’s worth at least a lunar. He’s trying to steal from us again—

      Wish raised his finger, ordering Moso to stop.“Do you need the money now? Or do you want to go and haggle your way with countless other dealers for a better deal? Boz is doing us a favor.”

      Moso sneered, his missing teeth exposed like a reminder that he was unafraid of violence.

      Come on, you fool, thought Wish, willing Moso to hear him. We need this man. Don’t ruin our relationship with him.

      Finally the Chassa held out his hand.

      Boz took out his snakeskin again and forced a half coin into Moso’s hand. He reluctantly added it to his money pouch and went wandering to the back of the store, his tail signing all sorts of obscenities that Boz could not see with his back turned to him.

      “Thank you, Boz. Let us know if you need any other work.”

      “There’s always more work so long as the jungle keeps serving up its mysteries to me.” He picked up the knife next to the dead frog.Wish turned to join Moso, but Boz grabbed his hand.

      “You’re a smart, capable man, Wish. You wouldn’t have survived as long as you have in the jungle without a good fruit in your head, yet you’ve tied yourself to a vine set afire.” Boz indicated Moso with a nudge of his snout.

      His companion stood outside, leaning against Boz’s open door, his arms crossed as his tail continued to make rude, angry gestures to shout out his contempt for the unfair deal he felt he’d received. If Wish didn’t know him, he would have thought him to be a thug waiting to rob anyone who passed by. But Wish did know him. He was reckless. He was fiery. He was rude.He was careless. But he was also a man capable of kindness. Of compassion. He had saved Wish’s life on more than one occasion, and had saved his mind on countless more when they would spend long days in the jungle and there was nothing left to do but try to sort out all the clutter that had piled in both of their souls. The deaths of their mothers. The horrors they had seen in the jungle. The blood they had spilled, and the blood they had given. Moso’s addictions and debts. Wish’s father and fears. The priestess...

      It had been that way ever since they first met. Two jungle-divers sent on similar jobs:Wish sent to capture a living bombabird, Moso sent to collect miacrite, the flammable mountain rock a bomba bird made its nest from. Occasionally a bird would light the rock with a strike of its beak, burning away the outer shells of the stoneback turtles that often scurried along the streams the birds dwelled near. Their hunts took them to the same nest, a thing made in a high tangle of branches. Wish was too big to navigate the tight tangles of trees, and he would have had to cut the branches down,possibly scaring away the bird, if Moso hadn’t been there to scurry inside the hard to reach place. And Moso would have only been able to lug a handful of stones back to the city if Wish hadn’t been able to lift a bagful of them. Together they completed their jobs quicker, and made more money than either had on their own. It was their need that brought them together, the coin that bound them, but it was the company they found in each other out in the shadows of the jungle that forged the partnership they had maintained for years.

      Moso may have been a vine set on fire, but Wish would have burned a long time ago if not for him.

      He took his hand back from Boz. “I would trust that Chassa with my life.”

      Boz laughed. “And so you continue to do. I just hope he doesn’t gamble with it as freely as he does his earnings.I like you, Wish. You always produce. I’d hate to lose you. Just make sure that fruit between your ears stays fresh, eh? Sometimes you think you’ve escaped the jungle’s wrath because it didn’t swallow you whole like a jagrall, but little do you know it’s still upon you like a termite beneath a tree, slowly nibbling away. And before you know it you’ve been rotted out, eroded away.”

      Wish nodded. He’d had many exchanges with Boz, and he’d learned to listen when the ex-jungle-diver spoke.There was often wisdom in his words, even though most of the time he hoped it wasn’t true.

      Boz tapped his head in farewell. “Someone will be in touch if I find out anything about the box.”

      Wish nodded and left Boz to his experiments. The sound of Boz’s knife digging into the frog’s innards sounded like a wet whisper telling him goodbye.

      He met Moso outside, where he was still fuming.

      That scaleless newt, said Moso, using the slanderous term for a Kodo.Why do we do business with such a thief?

      “He pays, he’s consistent, and he’s safe,” said Wish. “More than we can say for most of our customers.”

      I’d rather deal with a murderer than a pickpocket. At least they’re more upfront about it.

      Now that they were outside again, a new line of onlookers had formed. The throngs of people who passed by stole glances at them. Whispering. Filling their mouths with more stories to tell and gossip to share.

      “We’ve got money now, eh?” said Wish, trying to ignore a group of women eyeing them from beneath a tent, where they pulled the legs off the thoraxes of still living gem spiders. Anxiety crept in him with each passerby. Every part of him wanted to run back into the jungle, but the thought of what he still needed to do kept him from going. He tossed the lunars in his right palm. “Let’s go put it in the right hands.”

      Wish started walking, hurrying to escape to the back alleys of Fangmora and avoid attention, but Moso didn’t follow.

      “What?” said Wish, once he noticed his partner lingered behind.

      Come with me to Lavender’s.

      “Why?”

      I’m a little more late than usual.

      Wish rubbed his forehead. The great fire was starting to fall from the sky. He wanted to deliver his own lunars by nightfall.Normally he would tell Moso to deal with his own debts and he would turn out fine. But Lavender’s was different—he knew from the times he had accompanied Moso there. The look in Moso’s face reminded him of that.

      “I am only staying to make sure he doesn’t tack your tail too, and then I am gone.”

      The fear in Moso’s face left. For the best anyway. You scare away the women.

      Together the two left the GoldRow and entered the alleys that ran off it, shadowy roadways where those in Fangmora went to find the darkness that infected the city.
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        * * *

      

      The Lavender Light was built beneath the shadow of the temple of Notha. Its berrybark walls glowed a soft purple hue when the great fire awoke over the Knotted Mountains and when it fell back on the other side of them. Dusk and dawn. Slivers of time before the great fire hid behind the temple’s massive frame and the blanket of darkness was once again thrown over the building. Smoke slipped out of two holes in its roof, wisps escaping into the air, lazily ascending into the skies from the hundreds of mouths that exhaled them, and the small purple fires that gave them life. On its door there was a pair of crisscrossing flowers whose petals had been made to look like daggers. In front of its door there was a Lemura sitting on the ground, her head tucked into her black paws, a pile of vomit between her legs. The walls could not contain the music or yells that grew between them.

      Wish immediately felt tense as he and Moso stared at it from the alleyway they had emerged from.

      He hated the place.

      It was nothing but a concentrated version of the streets they had just left, a nest of eyes and ears and mouths in which there was no escape, except the one door that led in and out of it. And its patrons were not as mindful of their manners to at least hide their dislike for him and his profession. They were of a rougher sort.Ones who would stare at you until you gave them a reason to fight you or insulted you until they gave you a reason to fight them.

      Moso loved the place.

      It sounds crowded. I am sure the pits are good this evening, said the Chassa. His fear had been replaced with a glint of excitement in his eyes.

      “I didn’t come here to watch you dig yourself deeper into debt again.”

      Of course. He turned serious, adjusted the daggers on his belt, and strutted towards the Lavender Light.

      He pushed aside the door and Wish followed. Immediately the barely trapped noise they had heard on the outside struck them. Voices, shouts, the thud of cups on tables, the discordant music of a two-piece band with a balafon and oud, all of it came together to form one mind-numbing din not even the jungle could rival. The scent of burning drop leaf and wood met Wish next, making his eyes sting. The two small purple fires ablaze in adjacent corners of the place wavered and flickered like culprits admitting their guilt.Beside one of them, a hunched-over Treeback worked the spigots of two barrels, filling up the cups of annoyed, waiting customers with beer as quickly as he could. There were rows of high tables built between the six pillars constructed to hold the place upright, and patrons huddled over them, leaning on their elbows as they drank and smoked standing. There were no seats unless you paid for one of the backrooms. In the other corner, crowds formed circles so tightly that Wish could barely see the pits they congregated for: the Leg Holes. The places where people would bet to see which thorn beetle would pluck out the eye of a tied-up, hanging cara cat first. Pits that Moso knew too well.

      I wonder who’s running legs today? said Moso, standing on his tail for a better view, legs being the common term for competing thorn beetles.

      “That’s not why we’re here,” said Wish, struggling to speak over the volume of the place. Already he wanted to leave. Already people were turning to take in the newcomers, before leaning over to the one next to them to whisper or tell some inaudible insult.

      Just curious, said Moso, and the Chassa began the difficult journey to the back of the Lavender, pushing and slipping through the tottering crowd. Wish did his best to follow the small route he created, but being a human and being double the size of Moso did not lend itself to such lean maneuvering. There was more than once when he bumped into an inebriated thug who stared at him until he passed, and Wish would curse under his breath. It wasn’t the threat that worried him, it was the added commotion and attention it created. All it did was generate more eyes. More whispers.

      They had just about made it to Lavender’s room when he tried to squeeze between two patrons with their backs to one another who were too drunk to notice they were no longer leaning over the tables, but falling back from them. One of them, a human with a beard so long that he wore it over his neck like a charmer would a snake, threw back his head in laughter just as Wish tried to hop through the narrow gap they created. Wish nudged him with his shoulder, causing him to spill his drink into his beard. Wish mumbled an apology and hoped that would be the end of it. But it wasn’t.

      “Hoatzin of a trit!” he heard the man shout.

      Wish kept going, but a sudden tug on his jerkin turned him around. The man had unfurled the rest of his beard and was wringing out the beer in it with two hands. Two others stood beside him, smiling smiles full of threatening humor.

      “That cup was full, you thrig smook.”

      Wish fumbled into one of his pouches and put four crescents down on the table in front of the man, probably double the price of the beer. The man swept the money away, sending it jangling onto the floor.

      “This isn’t the jungle, you green fucker,” sputtered the man, a slur for Wish’s profession. “There are rules here. You can’t spill a man’s drink and expect to just walk away.”

      “Careful, Ori,” one of his companions whispered, but the bearded man just brushed them aside.

      “Careful? I’m tired of him and his kind just trouncing around like they don’t fucking reek of the forest. You,” he said, jamming his finger into Wish’s chest, “are just another reason why these walls are crumbling.”

      Wish just stared, waiting for the man to tell him or show him how he wanted to settle the dispute if not in repayment. He could feel more heads turning, more eyes watching. The entire place would congregate around them soon.The only thing they loved more than beer and beetles was a good tussle.

      And as the man’s finger kept jabbing him, his other hand produced a dagger. Wish saw it just as the blade came for his gut. But just as it pressed into his jerkin, he snatched the man’s wrist, bent it backwards, grabbed a handful of the man’s beard, and pinned it to the table with his own blade. Ori’s friends stumbled back in surprise, but when they regained their composure they too had daggers in their hands. Wish went for his machete, but before he could draw it a thunderous hoot broke through the chaos.

      The musicians stopped playing. The crowd stopped talking. The only noises that pervaded the new silence were the bearded man’s curses, the clicking of the thorn beetles, and the hisses of the cara cat dangling somewhere over the pits. All heads were turned. A pathway had opened up amongst the crowd at Wish’s back. At its end he could see Moso standing outside an opened double-door, and inside of it, standing over a long black table, was Lavender.The Gibbon’s golden fur was hackled, his black eyes wide and furious. The tattoo on his throat bubble, the same symbol on his place’s doors, withered as the deafening hoot left his lips. He pointed at Wish and ordered him forward with the curl of one of his long black fingers.

      Wish nodded, took one last look at the two thugs, who had now put away their blades, and left them there to help their friend remove his own dagger from the table. He met Moso at the doorway.

      I didn’t realize I had to hold your hand every time you come here, he said as Wish arrived.

      “I told you I didn’t want to come in the first place.”

      Lavender’s voice stopped Moso from responding. “Your man is here now, eh? Stop pacing at my doorstep like a lost husband waiting for his wife, Moso. I trust there is not too much blood on my table, Wish?”

      “None that I spilled.” Behind him the bearded man had recovered and now stared at him through the crowd.

      Lavender beckoned them into the room. On either side of him, sitting behind matching long tables that were not visible from the rest of the tavern, were four men passing papers to one another, furiously writing down numbers onto pieces of parchment with long pens made from fangs dipped in ink. Their scribbling sounded like a chorus of bugs, hissing on about some news that he couldn’t hope to understand. It was a wonder that anyone could think with such constant noise, but he found it to be a small distraction compared to the macabre decorations that hung from the walls.

      Body parts. Those Lavender had taken from the debtors that could not afford to pay back their sums.

      Toes. Fingers. Hands. Feet. Cocks. Nipples. Eyeballs. Tails. Even two heads. They dangled from nails, motionless, glistening in a wet residue from the ever sap that a lone Chassa was applying to them even now to keep them from decaying or attracting the creatures who’d make a meal of such things. Though the collection demanded all of his attention like it always did, he couldn’t take his eyes off of the small pink nub of flesh that dangled over Lavender’s shoulder, looking wet, as if it still produced saliva and could still spit all the insults it used to so many years ago.

      Moso’s tongue.

      A thing he had lost when his debt had spiraled out of control, and he had dug himself a hole so deep that even his small earnings collecting harem-fuzz from the jungle could not pull him out of it. Lavender had taken his tongue to forgive what he was owed, but the Chassa still hadn’t learned the lesson it was intended to teach.Even after years of muteness and toiling with his tail to make his own language that someone could understand. Even after years of foraging the jungle with Wish, making just enough lunars to keep his skin from winding up on Lavender’s wall. His love of the pits, his love of beer and the brothels... Lavender took his tongue, but left Moso his desires, addictions that fattened Lavender’s pockets weekly. Pockets that the Chassa would fatten again now.

      “Well? What have you got for me?” said Lavender, tugging on the amulet of dried lavender leaves that hung around his neck.

      Moso hopped forward and put down the two lunars and the half moon earned from Boz. Lavender glanced down, then continued staring at Moso. “What is this?”

      It’s two and a half, said Moso.

      “I know it’s two and a half, but it’s a fraction of what is owed to me.” The Gibbon snapped his fingers and hooted, pointing to one of the men writing diligently beside him.

      The Fossala shuffled a few papers without looking up. Finally he read, “Moso Mana Orini. Beer. Two lunars loaned. Five nights in the Roaring Rooms. Ten lunars loaned. Twenty games on the Leg Holes. Twenty-five lunars loaned. Interest. Two lunars accrued. Total, thirty-nine lunars at an accrual of five percent weekly.”

      Wish’s heart dropped in his chest. Thirty-nine lunars. That was more than they had made in some years. Moso had been busy, and Wish had had his head too far up his own teeka to talk him away from his vices.

      “Thirty-nine lunars owed, and you only come with enough to cover the interest and change.” Lavender scooped up the coins and flipped them to the Fossala scribe. “Is that why you brought your man this time? To make sure I don’t take your tail and tack it next to that once fast-moving tongue of yours? I assure you that even two of you can’t stop my cleaver when a debt of this size is owed.” Lavender brought up a fat machete from beneath the table and stabbed it into the wood. It made a loud thok.

      Moso hopped back. The scribes on either side finally looked up. The Chassa painting the body parts with sap stared and sighed, as if annoyed with what would soon become additional work.

      We have more jobs. We have more coin coming. This is just a taste of what I’ll bring to you.

      “I’ve heard those same words before, and a month later you weren’t able to say them anymore.” He pointed to Moso’s tongue.

      This time I am serious. With the walls crumbling, everyone is trying to figure out how to prepare for what’s coming into the city. Things from the jungle are more desirable than ever as people keep trying to understand how to protect themselves from its creatures. Right, Wish?

      Wish nodded, agreeing with the lie.The only way business had been going was down. No one wanted what was in the jungle when it was arriving on their doorstep nightly. He just hoped Lavender didn’t see that too. “We’ve four customers lined up in the next week alone,” he continued his lie, hoping he’d buy his partner time. Himself too. Lavender had been known to make examples of debtor’s associates in order to put the right fear into those who owed him money.

      See? Moso stepped forward. Please, Lavender, as a long-time customer, I am begging you for a little more time. A little more patience.

      “But I have even less time and patience than I do money, Moso.” Lavender walked his fingers down the back of the machete.

      Double the interest.

      “Double the interest, you say?” Lavender smiled.

      “Moso, are you sure about—” Wish tried to intervene, but Lavender held up a finger.

      Double the interest, repeated Moso.

      “Fine,” said Lavender as he pulled up his machete and held it over his shoulders like his arms were the board of a stockade. “You’ve bought yourself a little more time and a little more of my patience. Consider it a deal to a long-time customer.”

      The scribes went back to work. The sap-painting Chassa too. Wish exhaled.

      Thank you, Lavender. You won’t regret it.

      “I don’t do regret. You’re going to pay one way or another, either in lunars or by tail.” Lavender stretched his long arms to the end of his table, tapping the tip of the machete against the bottom of the wood. “Now let’s talk about tonight.”

      “Tonight?” said Wish, but the Gibbon ignored him, his eyes still locked on Moso’s as if he were a cobra trying to hypnotize a mouse.

      “You’ve bought yourself some space, but with the two lunars you’ve paid, you’ve bought yourself some credit too. The holes are hot tonight, I hear it in the crowd’s yells. A few right bets and the entire sum could be gone... plus a little extra to enjoy the company of one of your favorite girls in the Roaring Rooms.”

      Moso’s tail flickered with interest.

      “Moso, don’t be a fool,” said Wish.

      How much are you willing to lend me?

      Lavender snapped and pointed to the same Fossala. The Fossala answered without even looking up again. “Ten lunars.”

      “Ten lunars. I’ve seen you triple that on a few good bets. Have the same luck tonight, and you’ll be square with me before the jackal trips over the Crone.”

      “I think he owes enough.” Wish put a hand on Moso’s shoulder. “Come on.”

      But he didn’t move.

      “I find that debts are better paid with the help of friends, but credits, those are better handled by individuals. I would say your purpose has been served in my quarters, Wish.”

      “Moso—”

      He’s right, Wish. Go on. I am alright, signed Moso.

      Wish stepped forward, but the four scribes rose from their seats suddenly, each with hands on a machete.

      Lavender smiled. “You seem good at reading signs. I hope you understand this one.”

      Moso turned to Wish.Go on, before you get us both killed. We’re just furthering a discussion, is all.

      Wish eyed the four scribes, who in turn, eyed him with the intensity they had recently given their papers. He could possibly take them, but he doubted he could take the endless stream of thugs filling the rest of tavern.

      “I’ll wait for you outside.”

      Moso raised his hand, perhaps to say that was unnecessary, perhaps to bid him farewell. Either way, Wish didn’t linger for clarification. He walked out of the room and back into the bustle of the main hall with Lavender’s words at his back.

      “It’s always good to see the great Wish Bibango. I just always wish it wasn’t in such circumstances.”

      Furious, Wish pushed his way through the crowd, no longer afraid of who he would offend. He saw the bearded man he had accosted and his companions eyeing him as he emerged. He did not look away from the man’s gaze as he found a place at a table at the other end of the hall, a place where he had a view of Lavender’s backroom and Moso. Moso’s tail twitched furiously. Wish thought it said something like, How about five for now.

      His fist clenched. The fool. He’ll gamble himself into his own grave, thought Wish.

      “Green fucker. Hey, Green fucker.” The bearded man waved to him from across the bar.“Let me buy you a drink. Something to help you unclench that hand of yours from the jungle’s cock.”

      His companions laughed. Wish ignored him, looking the other way, and as he did he noticed a Fangkind sitting next to him, staring at him, laughing, his tongue lolling out of his jaw as if it were a piece of meat hung out to dry.

      “It’s a good joke, no?” His voice rumbled as if a greater beast were trapped inside his chest.

      Taken aback, Wishjust stared at the stranger. Fangkinds were a rarity in Chilongua, people that hailed from the mountains of the northern continent of Cassari. They resembled upright versions of the jungle wolves that prowled certain parts of the jungle, except for their lack of tail and darker, greyer, shaggier fur. The few he had seen in the streets of Fangmora had been merchants or travelers, those who had braved the Star Road and the jungle to explore and make profit from the northeasternmost city of all of Chilongua. They had looked nothing like the wolf sitting in front of him.

      His fur was a grey so dark it bordered on black. The long strands of it that flared out from his neck had been formed into four smaller tails thanks to tiesof red bloodroot. The fur on his arms had been trimmed, cut down so it was nothing more than prickly nubs that could barely hide the pink skin underneath it. He wore a jerkin made of some black wood that Wish could not name. A totem of the third moon, the jackal, had been carved into its chestand stared back at Wish, emptily, like a blind third eye. When he saw that Wish wasn’t laughing, his mouth closed into a smile so large that it almost met his two pointed, pierced ears.

      “Not about you removing your hand from the jungle’s doka, but that they feel they have the right to even speak to someone like you. They are funny little rodents, no?”

      Wish raised an eyebrow, confused. The Fangkind leaned in closer to him.His hot breath smelled strongly of beer.

      “They hide inside these walls, waiting for the jungle to drop morsels onto the ground before them so they can scurry out and scoop them up, catch a glimpse, fill that wondering in their heads before it stomps them out for good. And yet when they have these morsels, they quiver with them in their hands. They retch and laugh and piss themselves not knowing what to do with them. Scared beyond belief with them.”

      Wish glanced into Lavender’s room. Moso was still there. Between the blabbering Fangkind and the bearded man, he wanted to leave the place as soon as possible. What was taking the damned Chassa so long?

      The Fangkind kept talking. “And they should be scared. We morsels are the jungle’s champions.We are the crusaders of its chaos. The agents of its revenge. We bring the jungle’s anger to places it cannot reach. These rodents think they’ve found food, but what they’ve found is only poison.”

      His hand shot up. Wish barely had time to duck. The Fangkind’s claw missed his head by inches. Wish unsheathed the dagger from his boot and brought it up, ready to gut the man, but stopped an inch from his jerkin when he heard a scream of agony behind him. The bearded man stood behind him, his arm raised, a dagger in his hand, one that would have ended up in Wish’s back if not for the Fangkind’s claws now embedded in the man’s bicep.

      “Green fucker, was it?” said the Fangkind. He put his snout so close to the bearded man’s that for a moment Wish thought he might bite him. “Well, consider yourself fucked.” The Fangkind pushed the man away and held up his bloody index finger. It wasn’t one of the same black claws that populated the rest of his hand, but rather a wooden spike that had been outfitted to be an extension of his finger. In the faint light of the hall, Wish thought he could see a totem of a snake etched into it. “You’ll bleed out before the hour is over. No stitching will mend you. No medicine will heal you. No fire will seal you.”

      The bearded man clutched his arm in horror. “You fucking rock-mutt,” he yelled. “You lie.”

      “You have precious few minutes left in this world. I’d suggest you spend them more wisely than pondering the truth in my words.”

      The bearded man looked to his companions, who stood nearby. Their eyes widened. One of them shook his head. The bearded man flashed five bloody fingers, signaling fuck off, before fleeing out of the tavern with his friends in tow.

      The Fangkind wiped the blood staining his totemic claw on the table, before retracting it into a small sheath latched onto his finger.He looked down at Wish’s dagger, which still hovered by his belly. “I’d hate to see you shatter such a fine weapon.” He pointed to the totem of the jackal on his chest.

      Wish put the dagger back into the slot in his boot. “Thank you.”

      The Fangkind took a swill from a cup of beer by his elbow. Wish wasn’t even sure it was his. “What is your name? Not the one that your mother gave you, but the one the jungle has,” he said.

      “Wish. Wish Bibango.”

      “I’ve heard of you. The Djinn of Larmii,” said the Fangkind, using a name Wish had earned for work he did to rid the Fanglaran village of Larmii of an infestation of round snouts. “They say you can make the impossible happen like that.” The Fangkind snapped his fingers. “The genie of the jungle. It’s funny how strongly reputations swirl about this place. I’ve been here for a month and I’ve heard more stories about more people than in all of Dust Break combined. It’s almost as if this city is trying to compensate for its sad state with these words.”

      Wish eyed the stranger. He’d been to Dust Break,a nation countless miles southeast from Fangmora. He must have possessed grit to have made it so far, that’s if he was telling the truth, which by the hard look of him, Wish had no doubt that he was. “And your name is...?”

      “The jungle has given me the name Rive. The name from my mother belongs to her tongue alone. I never knew her.”

      “No?” said Wish, feeling a sudden kinship with the man who had just saved his life. His mother had died when he was only five due to the red illness, a disease that slowly corroded her skin. All that he remembered of her was her hair, the long black tresses of it that engulfed him when she would kneel down to hug him. But even that was becoming harder to see as the years took him further away from the time when she was still alive. Her bones, the ones that still sat on the shelf of his father’s hut, were replacing that memory, and when he would think of her now, he saw the empty sockets of her skull staring back at him like graves waiting for him to fill them with something he was not ready to give.

      Rive took another swig from his beer and shook his head. “She died before my memory even formed. The jungle raised me, and I’ve been doing its bidding ever since.”

      “What brings you to Fangmora?” said Wish.

      “The same thing that brings me to any infested cage like this, the jungle’s bidding. Looking for whatever work I can get.”

      Wish opened his mouth to speak, but stopped as he looked over to Lavender’s room. Moso was gone.

      “Sorry. I need to go.” Wish reached into his pouch, produced two crescents, and put them down on the table. “Another beer for saving my life,” he said, feeling cheap for offering what he could for a deed worth all of his lunars. He went to turn, but Rive’s callous paw was on his wrist before he could.

      “Us green fuckers do not abide by the manners of civilization.” He forced the crescents back into Wish’s hand. “I am sure I will see you again, Djinn. The jungle has a funny way of throwing its morsels at the same rodents.”

      Wish nodded. The Fangkind let go. Wish pushed through the crowd, leaving his strange new acquaintance sipping from his beerand laughing. He arrived to the front of Lavender’s doors. The Gibbon had another person before him now, but afforded Wish a single glance.

      “I think you’ll find your friend at the pits. It appears they were too hot to ignore tonight.” Lavender smiled.

      Wish wanted to curse the man or threaten him for once more sinking his teeth into Moso’s pockets, but refrained as he noticed the four scribes staring at him again.

      He left the room and found Moso exactly where Lavender said he would: at the front of the largest of the Leg Holes, his tail wrapped around the tusk of a Boarling whore as he sat upon her chest, her left breast cupped in his right hand, a beer in his left. He was screeching his barely audible call amongst the rest of the ruckus, trying to encourage the painted beetle he had bet on. And thanks to his and the rest of the onlookers’ encouragement, the beetles scurried about in a frenzy, desperately trying to reach one of the cara cat’s eyes, things that looked like the fire berries the insects loved to eat so much.  But that wasn’t their only battle. They fought not only to survive the others of their kind, but the swipe of the cara cat dangling over the center of the hole.

      A fight with poor odds. One Wish thought Moso understood well. Still, it did not excuse his foolishness.

      Wish grabbed him by his scruff and yanked him down from the Boarling woman. The woman reared in surprise, saw who had done it, and stepped back into the rest of the crowd.

      What the fuck are you doing? said Moso.

      “What am I doing?” said Wish, furious. “You owe thirty-nine lunars and you’re back at it again?”

      Make that twenty-nine. I swooped in at the end and won the last run. To the Flaw with what Lavender said. I’ll be up on him by the time the great fire falls.

      “How many times have you said that before? By the end of the night you’ll be saying goodbye to your tail too. Twenty-nine lunars is good. Quit now.”

      The cara cat hissed.A beetle whose wings were painted purple had flown onto its neck and buried its needle-like feet into the cat’s fur to prevent it from being thrown off.

      Moso clapped, spilling some of his beer. Come on! Make it two in a row!

      “Moso—”

      I know what I am doing, Wish. Trust me. The Chassa looked up at him. Don’t you have things to attend to?

      “Not without making sure you’re safe too.” He reached again for his partner, but Moso retracted and pointed at a nearby thug. A Treeback overlooking the entire scene with an axe in his hands. Security entrusted to keep the pits in line. Not someone who would let another interfere with a high-betting customer such as Moso.

      “Really?” Wish chewed his lip, furious.

      The pits are hot tonight, I feel it. If you don’t feel it too, then Rogi here can show you out.

      The Treeback glared down at Wish from his height, a foot above Wish’s own. He was waiting for a reason to use that axe in his hands, and Wish wasn’t about to give him one. He had tried hundreds of time to stop Moso, but it felt that every time he did it only drove the Chassa further into his debts and addictions. Maybe it was the near attack on his life by the bearded thug. Maybe it was Moso’s brash attack on the trogi. Or maybe it was just that Wish didn’t do well with people, even the ones he cared about.Whatever the reason, he was done trying to help.

      “Don’t come whistling to me when Lavender’s taken your tail too. I’m through. You’re on your own.”

      Moso smiled. Lighten up, you trit! It’s only a little bet.

      Wish backed away.

      Moso held up his hands. When I see you in the morning, I’ll be jangling like bells with lunars.

      “Maybe I won’t be waiting for you in the morning,” yelled Wish over the din as he pushed his way through the crowd, not bothering to look back. If the monkey wanted to get himself killed then he was free to do so, just so long as it didn’t include his neck too. A neck he would no longer risk if he didn’t ally with such a fool.

      But even as fury blazed inside of him, and he heard Boz’s words uttered not long ago, calling him a fool for partnering with such a person as Moso, the thought of separating from him for good felt more painful than any anger the Chassa may have put him through.

      Who would he confide in? Who would he trust?

      He pushed open the double doors and escaped the oppressive press of the Lavender Light, breathing in the liberating, humid air of the Fangmoran dusk. The last glimpse of the great fire flared boldly behind the Knotted Mountains, a brilliant slice in the sky, dribbling a purple pus over the smattering of clouds that hovered over the Crone.

      And in that fresher air his anger lessened, and he knew that when his partner came knocking on his door, he would once more enter the jungle with him in search of their fortune, whatever that may be, his problems be damned just as Moso would say about Wish’s own.

      He sighed, his hand grabbing at the sack of coins on his hip as he stared at the fading light of the sky.

      If Wish hurried he could return to the Trough prior to the rise of the sister, the first moon, and deliver his lunars. And if it went quick enough, he could be back in the jungle before the canopy came to life with the lights of the dazzler wings and fire worms, a spectacle that outdid any skyline of the city at night. A sight that often let him close his eyes in peace and gave him dreamless sleep. Sleep where no one followed him into the darkness. Sleep where he did not see his mother, his father, Moso, the priestess, or her…

      He wasted no time.

      He stuck to the same alleys they had used to reach the Lavender Light, avoiding the drug dealers, thieves, and other manner of unsavory characters that swarmed to the shadows during nightfall like insects would carrion. Though the alleys were dangerous at this time, he preferred them to the onlookers he would find on the main streets.At least the alley-dwellers kept to themselves.At least they knew better than to attack a well-armed man like Wish. By these routes, he made it back to the southernmost part of Fangmora, the place where he and Moso had slipped into the city only hours ago.

      The Trough.

      The slums rose sleepily before him, a shadowy heap of homes tucked beneath the wall, some only discernible from the crumbling rocks that made the barricade by the doorways that pocked their faces. Fires flickered inside windows and just in front of stoops, small signals that civilization still survived despite the crush of darkness the encroaching jungle cast over the walls. Even from his distance Wish saw the Trough’s residents crossing in front of the lights like lost figures pacing about the flames in hopes of finding salvation. At the other end of the long row of houses there stood a single home whose walls were made of thorny bramblebush and whose roof was an amalgam of great nori and throb leafs. It looked as if a beast slumbered atop the dwelling, but was too big to clean its matted fur. A small sliver of flight flickered in its front window.

      He went to enter the Trough, but was stopped by the commotion in front of the nearest house. A group of four Green Men stood between the rest of the street and a pair of Fangmoran soldiers. A Treeback, a great gorilla whose fur was as brown as bark, was jabbing his finger intoa soldier’s golden chest plate. Though the soldier had his hand on the short sword that hung from his hip, he did not draw it, even as the Treeback berated him.

      “Why should you have a right to any of these people’s taxes when all you and your king do is standby and watch as the jungle tears down the walls and lets its creatures sink their teeth into them?” said the Treeback.

      “The jungle is it?” said the soldier. He was a Lemura, and his black snout moved beneath his helmet as he spoke. “How strange is it the last time there was a gantama to come over the wall there was a trail of bluis fruits leading out of the forest. Almost as if somebody was baiting it...”

      “Accusing us of evil acts, are you now? The king has been increasing his tax on the Trough for years. He’s hung debtors from the vines that dangle from the temple, yet he has done nothing with the money he’s gained from those taxes except purchase fine rums, exotic women, and pets. His evils and the evils of his lackeys know no end.”

      “Are you calling us evil?” said the soldier, laughing.

      The Treeback nodded. “Anyone who hangs onto his robe has no conscience. I’ve seen your type murder. I’ve seen them rape. I’ve seen his advisors come down from the temple just to have a go with some Trough girls. By the Flaw, even his botamancer was found guilty of capturing and torturing innocent folk who happened to step down the wrong alley. You are all a shadow swallowing this great city whole.”

      Wish listened with interest, but continued walking. What the Green Man said was true. Bones hung from the temple of Notha even now.The king’s cruelty and greed were renowned, but the Green Men’s wasn’t much better. They were just two scavengers fighting over the corpse of the Trough, snapping at each other to suck the last marrow of tax from its downtrodden citizens. Public spats like this were a common occurrence, yet they only ever led to one party walking away. He had no doubt that in a matter of moments, the soldiers would step down, as outnumbered as they were, and the Green Men would continue their rounds in collecting their own tax from the rest of the people in the Trough.

      Soon their voices were out of range, and Wish stood before the house with the shaggy top. The door was slightly opened, as if the place were expecting him. He slipped through it and found his father sitting in his chair, the one with the high back, the one when rocked squeaked like a scared rodent. The small flicker of light Wish had seen in the distance was a lit candle that sat on the sill of their home’s only other window, the one that faced the wall. The one that faced the jungle. Two shelves lined the closest wall.Upon them sat a box full of feathers his father had collected over the years, a human skull, and a collection of other bones.His mother’s.The result of an old Fangmoran tradition to keep the dead close.

      A blue akara bird fluttered beside the candle, taking seed from his father’s extended hand as he whispered to it.

      The door closed behind Wish as he entered, and the sound of it clicking shut made the bird fly away back into the jungle and made his father turn. A smile expanded over his face.

      “Isn’t that just like the jungle to never let me have more than one of its own at a time. It gives me you, but takes back the bird. It’s a fair trade, I suppose.”

      “I didn’t mean to scare him,” said Wish.

      “I am surprised it flew away at all.”His father scratched his beard in thought. “Akaras used to sit on our shoulders as we picked the bluis, waiting to pluck the rotten fruits that fell away from the limbs as we plucked the good ones. They are very friendly creatures.”

      “Perhaps it didn’t recognize me as a friend.”

      “Perhaps it would if you spent less time acting like a beast and more time acting like a man.”

      Wish shifted uneasily. Between the time it had taken to gather the contract from Boz, to finding the trogi, and then the journey back... It had been four days since he had been home, and each day he was away his father’s worry grew, even as old as Wish was. He supposed his father knew the jungle well enough to know that even Wish’s experience with it did not equate to safety, just like Boz. But it did equate to lunars.

      Wish pushed the two lunars he had earned from Boz onto the table beside his father. His father eyed them, and then laughed. “Did you have to skin a jagrall to get them this time?”

      Wish shook his head. “Have the Green Men been by yet?”

      “Those hoatzins? They’ve knocked twice today, scared away a redfoot the size of my hand from the windowsill.”

      “What did you tell them?” said Wish. He felt a knot grow inside his stomach. His father’s crassness never played well with outsiders, yet he never tried to correct it.

      “I told them to take the fist they used to pound on our door and scurry it up the tight caverns of their teekas.”

      Wish slumped. “Father...”

      “What? All they do is blabber. Their threats are as thin as a snake’s waist. Besides, what are they going to do? Coax a chimari through our window? They know my son is the great Wish Bibango.” He puffed out his chest and made his voice sound serious. “Didn’t you hear? He can make chimaris dance with a snap of his fingers.”

      “It’s not a chimari I am worried about. It’s the Green Men themselves. People have been winding up with their throats slit,” said Wish, recalling the body he had seen only two weeks ago slumped over the lone fountain that decorated the Trough’s main street. A person he had seen argue with the Green Men on many occasions.

      His father batted away his concern like one would a fly. He grabbed his cane leaning against the nearby wall and used it to sturdy himself as he came to his feet. With its help, he limped over to another table, where he lifted a pot of crown tea, a drink kept cold by the reaction of the dueling tea leaves sunk into water with a splash of snapper venom. His father balanced on his cane as he tried to pour the contents of the pot into a smaller cup.

      Wish went to help. “I can do that for—”

      “I am fine,” said his father. “Can’t earn lunars. Can’t waddle about outside. Can barely stand up on my own. At least let a man pour his own damn drink.”

      He took the cup and limped over to one of the two beds tucked into the corner. One with ragged thin sheets and a dirty pillow; the other was mostly clean and made as if done to tempt Wish into sleeping in it.

      His father sat down, a grimace coming to his face, before finding comfort on the mattress made of nori leaves. Across the small room, the lunars Wish had offered him still sat upon the table, untouched.

      “Next time they come, you’ll pay, eh?”

      His father took a sip from his cup.

      “Father—”

      “Pay with moons you’ve earned by spilling your own blood, yet again? Some father I am.”

      Wish shook his head. “There was no blood lost.”At least not his own. The sad visage of the dead trogi still lingered in his head. “I know what I am doing.”

      “No you don’t. I’ve never seen a more lost boy in all my life. What type of man spends his life hiding away in the jungle, swinging away in the trees like a primitive ape, sticking out his neck for the blood bats to suck like sap from a tree, yet runs at the first sight of a wall, of a crowd, of another person?”

      “I—” Wish tried to argue, but his father wasn’t finished.

      “I curse the damn gantama that pushed me from the tree and took my leg. It took me from the bluis trees, and worst of all, it introduced you to the jungle.”

      Wish still remembered that day. How his father screamed. How the gantama yelped with joy as it stole the bag of fruits his father had plucked that day. The dread Wish felt as he stared into the jungle, knowing he needed to face it in order to find his father’s bag and earn enough to pay off the Green Men, even back then. He never found the bag, but he found something even more important that day. A comfort in the jungle. A beauty in it. An ability to make sense of it and face the chaos it consisted of. That feeling, that skill, had been lucrative to him ever since, but it had also earned him the position of jungle-diver, an occupation that made the rest of the population uneasy. His father was no different.

      The jungle was a curse to civilization, and anything or anyone that came from it, the same.

      “The jungle isn’t as bad as you think,” said Wish.

      “No? Look what it’s done to you. Where is my boy hidden beneath all those scars? All that strange armor? All those weapons dangling from you like new appendages?” He took a sip of his tea. “It’s even taken away your name. Wish. Hmmmph. What happened to Ati?”

      “I am still Ati,” said Wish.

      “Are you? The Ati I once knew was a sweet, caring boy who clung to my legs like a spider would a tree when looking at the jungle. He used to appreciate others. He used to find comfort in the walls of the city. Now you run to the forest like a pup would its mother at the mere sight of another.”

      “That’s not true,” Wish argued weakly. As much as he liked to tell himself it wasn’t, the sight of the jungle peeking in through the window was giving him comfort even then, promising to silence all the noise of the city with the constant, wild din of the forest’s citizens. Promising to take him away from his father’s accusations.

      His father laughed. “Oh? Then why did you come here with these lunars and not the Nest?”

      Wish stood motionless. “She doesn’t want to see me.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Even if that was true it does not absolve you of your duty. I’ve heard the whispers about that place. It is crumbling just like the rest of this city. No one is finding use in their god. How can they afford to keep themselves alive?” His father pointed to the two lunars on the table. “Take it and give it to someone who actually needs it.”

      “You need it,”Wishsaid sternly.

      “Two lunars? All the Green Men ask for is a half. What am I supposed to do with the rest of it?”

      “Save it until the next time they come knocking at your door.”

      His father shook his head. “And let another starve while I sit on them? Take those lunars or else I’ll throw them into the jungle, back to where they belong.”

      Wish sighed. “She won’t accept it.”

      “Then donate it to her lady. They won’t refuse an offering to their goddess.”

      “Father—”

      “Do as I ask, for once!” His father’s voice boomed, and the strain that it caused him was visible as the rage in his face dissipated into exhaustion. “I’m...I’m still your father. Though you take care of me like a child, I’m still your father. I know what’s best.”

      Wish argued no further. As much as he wanted to tell him he was wrong, as much as he wanted to search out an excuse to not do what his father was telling him, he knew he had been cornered. He had money. They had a need. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to go to them, it was just that he didn’t want to be reminded of his rejection.He didn’t want to be reminded of their time together.

      He went over to the lunars on the desk and picked up one. “This is all I’ll take. The other you must give to the Green Men.”

      “I’ll see how far I can shove it into their lying, smug faces if that’s what you are asking of me.”

      “Father—”

      “Fine. So long as you promise me you’ll go there tonight.”

      “Tonight?” said Wish, hoping he could at least postpone the inevitable ire that was bound to infect him.

      “Why wait and starve them any further? Go tonight or I’ll give the coin to the next bird that lands on our windowsill and tell it to drop it on top of the Crone.”

      Wish chewed his lip, searching for a way out. I could always take the lunars and pay the Green Men myself, he thought, but quickly talked himself out of doing it. All that would lead to was more bickering with his father,and all that would do was stall his return to the jungle.

      “Fine,” said Wish. He placed the coin in one of his pouches and went back to the doorway, only stopping when his father spoke up again.

      “I have two more favors to ask of you.”

      “Yes?”

      “Sleep here tonight. At least let me have one night of easy rest knowing where you are and that you are safe.”

      “The other?”

      “Tell her I hate her for pushing you further into the jungle.”

      Wish exited the door and did not look back.
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        * * *

      

      Wish stood before the church doors soaking in the light of the first two moons, the sister and the brother. People still hurried along the Gold Row behind him, returning to wherever they called home in hopes of finding sanctuary there against the jungle and the city’s deviants that emerged with the shadows of the alleys as the night opened the gates closed by light and let the darkness spread like a flood along the rest of the streets. The cracks in the building before him looked deeper thanks to the shadows, as if the stress of the night somehow compounded the fissures that marred the structure, making it look as though if the wrong leaf were to fall upon its roof the entire building might topple completely. Wish’s hand shook as he pushed open the door.

      Inside he was greeted by a chamber filled with statues of eggs.Things as large as heads, they lay clustered together in threes as if put there to incubate in invisible nets. Candles sat atop the tallest of the three, allowing just enough light to see the various colors the eggs had been painted. Blue, brown, and gold, the hues of the three moons. The center of the church’s religion. Moans and whimpers emanated from the short hallways that ran from the main chamber. Wish always thought the noises made the place feel wild, like a swath of the jungle had found residence somewhere in the city. If not for what awaited him inside, he might have found sanctuary there like the others that called the place home or flocked to it to heal.

      Two figures at the far end of the chamber turned as he stood in front of the doors. The taller of the two touched the other’s chin, dismissing her, before turning and walking down the small path between the clusters of egg statues. From the way she sauntered, the long feathers that were sewn into the bottom of her robe and splayed like black daggers, the tall curves of her ears reaching out from her silhouette, Wish knew it was the Grand Priestess of the Great Bird, Risa Aragala, the Fossala woman said to be first in line to welcome the Great Bird’s progeny when they finally hatched from the sky and returned to Caldoon.

      “What can I help you with tonight, my hatchling?” said Risa. “Are you injured? In need of a blessing? Perhaps you wish to stand before the eggs and warm them awhile?” She came before the closest cluster of statues, where the candle provided just enough light to allow them to see each other.Her great, green eyes met Wish’s, and her tail swished with aggravation. “You again?”

      “I’ve come to make an offering to the Nest of the Great Bird,” said Wish, fumbling into his pouch and producing a single lunar.

      Risa looked from the lunar back to him. “Is that it?”

      He eyed the nearest hallway. “I think so.”

      She looked him up and down. “All your scars have healed, Wish. Why do you keep coming back here to open them up again?”

      “What do you expect me to do? Walk past her and ignore it?” He had tried to do that for months.He had tried to hurry by this place and pretend it was nothing but another run-down building filled with people he did not know and did not care about, just like she had told him to, but couldn’t. Despite what he told his father, despite what he told Moso, despite how sick he felt every time he entered this place, he felt worse walking by it.

      He felt worse trying to close down the path of his mind that constantly led him back here.

      “Countless others do without ever looking back. Perhaps you should use that lunar for a few good nights in a brothel. It could alleviate your suffering.”

      Wish shook his head, grabbed her hand, and put the lunar inside of it. “Take it. Make sure they are fed. Fix this place. This city is becoming worse. All it will take to tear these walls down is one good knock from the wrong person.”

      Risa smiled, showing her fangs. “Thank you for your offering, my hatchling. It will be put towards wherever the Great Bird wills it.” The way she said it Wish knew she really meant she would use it for whatever she saw fit.

      “Grand Priestess?”The figure of a lesser priestess emerged from one of the hallways. “He’s getting worse.”

      “I’ll be right there,” said Risa. She turned back to Wish. “Your lunars are always welcome here.You, however, are not. If she wanted to see you, no one is stopping her. Remember that.” Risa pointed to the door and entered the hallway from which the other priestess had come.

      Wish chewed his lip, fighting to restrain himself from yelling at the woman.Risa was the one who kept them in this cage. She was the one who’d cast her spell of religion over the others. That’s why they couldn’t leave. Or at least that’s what Wish told himself.

      He turned to push open the doors and return to the Fangmoran streets, but stopped when he heard the cry of a baby echo out from the nearest hallway.

      Just keep going, you fool, he told himself.

      But the baby wailed again, and this time when he heard it he was reminded of the time he stumbled across a potto trapped in the net of a hunter out in the forest. Normally he never interfered with another’s business in the jungle, but its cries were so helpless and loud that he could not just keep going. The potto seemed to call out to him, begging for him to help.Begging for him to release it from its suffering with its wild, wide, and panicked eyes.

      They were familiar eyes.

      They were the same ones he saw in his own reflection the night the illness finally took his mother. That night when he had slipped out of their home, wandering aimlessly, lost with sadness, until he found a corner of the Trough where only puddles from the prior night’s rain existed. There he let loose the emotions he had been holding onto, things he gripped tightly to keep away from his fatherand his dying mother, two people already suffering enough.

      That day he wanted nothing more than to escape. He wanted nothing more than to cry with someone. But there was no one except his own reflection in that murky plash, staring back up at him, helpless, weak, and lost.

      Alone.

      He couldn’t let the potto suffer the same way. So he cut it down and set the beast back on its way.

      The baby’s cry reminded him of the potto’s.

      He dropped his hand from the Nest’s exit and slowly crept across the main chamber, afraid that if he were too loud Risa would return and berate him for encroaching upon the inner hallways of her sanctum. He entered the nearest hall.Two adjacent doorways were built off of it. The dueling, flickering light of candles played strangely with the darkness, shaping it to look like figures transposed against the walls.He stood beside the doorway to the right and hesitated. His heart sped up to the point where he could feel it pounding in his head.The only thing louder than it was the small mumble of a child and a woman shushing it just on the other side of the wall. He clenched his fist as if he were about to engage in a fight, tried to swallow away the tightness he felt in his throat, and entered the doorway.

      A human woman sat in a chair with her back towards the doorway, topless, only the unclasped robe that lay puddled around her waist preventing her from being completely nude. Her long hair fell over her shoulders like black pathways set to take his eyes from her head to the small of her back, a place which made his throat feel even tighter. She looked out from the lone broken window onto the Fangmoran streets, which looked chaotic compared to the somber peace that radiated from her.

      There was a bed on either side of her.One was empty and unmade. The other was occupied by an old Lemura, his fur so white that even the black rings beneath his closed eyes were gone. Boils grew along the man’s pointy ears.He breathed shallowly.A pan filled with wretchedness lay beside him. A lone candle was placed atop it to help combat the dreadful, sour smell that emanated from it. Wish should have been distracted by the Lemura’s presence, but his eyes did not leave the woman in the chair with her back still towards him, yet unaware of him.

      And he was thankful for it.

      He stood there, content with the silence, appreciative of the extra moments where he could attempt to dissipate the nerves causing his hands to shake and enjoy the time in her presence where he wasn’t expected to produce awkward words.

      But that time was quickly over when the baby the woman held to her chest unlatched and cried, causing her to stand abruptly. She went to switch the baby to her other arm, but froze when she saw Wish standing in the doorway. Her eyes met his and at once he started to blabber.

      “I-I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have said something before I entered.”

      Marli Davi, minor Priestess of the Great Bird, brought the crying baby to her nipple, where it started to suck and quickly quieted. Thanks to the darkness and cloth she was wrapped in, the only feature of the baby’s face visible was her right ear. A coiled ridge of flesh. Perfect. Beautiful.

      “How...how is she?” he said, breaking the silence.

      “Why are you here?” said Marli. Her brow furrowed, but there was no anger in her voice. Only confusion. Only concern.

      It made Wish feel better. “I came to make an offering to the Great Bird.”

      “Oh?” said Marli, her great dark eyes widening like mouths ready to consume. A smile came to her face, an expression she had been trained to have anytime she talked to a potential follower of the Great Bird. It was a beautiful thing to look at it, but Wish hated it. “The Great Bird’s progeny will look kindly upon you when they are hatched and finally descend. Perhaps they will take you away during the Flight.”

      “Perhaps,” said Wish, agreeing with her only in hopes of breaking the strangeness that had settled in their conversation.

      “Perhaps if you sit round the clusters more and offer the eggs your warmth they will look upon you even fonder.”Marli sat back down, tucking the baby into her lap. “It is said that they will know their followers by their heat.”

      “Maybe I will,” said Wish. His nervousness was changing to aggravation. They both knew that his beliefs would never align with hers or the Nest’s. She was attempting to keep him at bay, attempting to protect him from the hurt he sought. He should have left then, but like a fool he lingered at the doorway.

      “If you would like me to take you to the clusters or call the Grand Priestess to show you where they are, I would be—”

      “You know why I am here, Marli,” said Wish, ending her ramble.

      Her smile left.

      “I don’t,” said Marli. Her voice sounded stern, fierce. It was the voice he first heard when she’d first approached him at the Lavender Light those many months ago. “There is nothing for you here.”

      “Nothing for me here? That’s my daughter.” He pointed to the baby still clutching her chest. The words my daughter trembled as they left his tongue.

      “The offspring of the Great Bird have no father,” said Marli, unflinching from his gaze.

      “Hoatzin mata!” swore Wish. The nerves were gone. Anger had replaced them. Though he had prepared himself for this type of conversation the entire walk over to the Nest, he still struggled to keep his voice in check. “Enough of your religious smook. She is mine. Look at her and tell me she is not.”

      Marli shrugged. “There are many mates who can fertilize an egg when the Great Bird’s disciples are nesting.”

      “Were there others, Marli? I remember those weeks. There was barely a waking hour we did not spend together. If you found another in that time then your Bird is really capable of miracles.”

      The old Lemura stirred and coughed, yet his eyes still did not open.

      “You’re disturbing my care,” said Marli.

      “Your care will be dead in days. How about attending to one who still has to live with your lies a little longer,” said Wish.

      Marli’s lips pursed. “I’ll ask you again, why are you here, Ati?”

      “I just told you. That’s my daughter.”

      “And what do you want to do with her? Stay with her? Raise her? Take my hand and circle her together like the countless others who pull up a child from the weeds of this forsaken place and try to get it to blossom in the dark? Her. Me. This place. This life you keep trying for. It isn’t for you. You said it yourself.”

      He remembered those words.He remembered telling her he didn’t understand how anyone could settle down in this place and not feel restless, not feel like they were wasting away. It wasn’t like the jungle, a place overflowing with life. But a lot had happened after he had said that. He pointed to the baby. “That was before I met her. That was before I met you.”

      “Who is living with whose lies now?” said Marli.

      Wish shook his head. “Does it even matter? You would never break your oath in the first place. All a lesser priestess needs is a baby in her belly to satisfy the sister moon, isn’t that what you told me? My purpose was served. You won’t have me even if you want me.”

      “The Great Bird only needs mothers to hatch her offspring. Not fathers.”

      “I hope these eggs of yours hatch soon enough. It seems to be the only thing you’re counting on to take you away from this place,” said Wish. He wasn’t even sure why he said it. He wasn’t even sure that he wanted what he was asking for.

      She leaned closer and smiled again. “Is that your plan? To take us away from here, my brave jungle-diver? What have you done to prove you can? What have you given up for her?”

      Wish clenched his fist to keep from flashing his five fingers and telling her to fuck off, but the baby unlatched and started crying again, undoing the ball of his anger as quickly as it had come.

      Marli held the child over her bosom and bobbed her, soothing her.The small wisps of the baby’s black hair looked like the legs of an insect transposed against the light that came in from the window. All Wish wanted to do was put his hand on her head and see if he could be a part of the reason why she quieted, but he didn’t dare take a step closer for fear of what Marli would do or say, or even worse, what it would mean if he made her cry harder.

      Instead he said, “Can you at least tell me her name?”

      Marli’s eyes left the baby, only for her to tell him, “No.”

      Though he knew she refused in order to keep any ties he felt with the child severed, he still didn’t understand why. Were the restrictions of her damned religion really that limiting, or did Marli fear that if Wish connected with her baby it would mean there was still a connection to her?He wished he knew. If he did, maybe he wouldn’t have felt as defeated as he did.

      Wish forced a smile to match Marli’s.“Then may the Great Bird’s progeny enjoy my offering. Perhaps they will tell me your secrets before they rip you away from here for good.”

      He turned from the doorway and bumped into Risa, who was just coming down the hallway.

      “How dare you disturb the inner sanctum—”

      Her voice became lost in the noise of the city as he exited the Nest and spilled out onto the Gold Row. A current of dark bodies filtered through the night, only unveiled momentarily by the austere illumination of the glow-blossoms blooming in the darkness. Their whispers and subdued voices sounded like a river tumbling over stones. The only thing to outdo them and drown out their murmur was the Singer, the shadowy, faceless Gibbon who took it upon himself to welcome each new night with his own songs and remind the Fangmoran citizens of Notha’s sacrifice, calling out from somewhere high on the city rooftops. That night he started with the song, “The Leaf with No Tree.”

      

      Was it the wind who took me?

      Or was it the breath of you?

      Here I am, on the floor.

      A mat now made for the capybara’s door.

      

      The words echoed down the stones of a nearby building, carrying the Gibbon’s voice straight to Wish’s gut as he lost himself in the nighttime tide of the Gold Row. Yet the street offered him no escape from his frustration and the tightness he felt in his throat. Still somewhere above the din, despite the Singer’s song, he thought he heard his daughter cry.

      He moved faster, pushing past people who walked in his way, ignoring their whispers and stares as he passed. But even though he hurried, he could not outpace the panicked wail that called out to him, asking him where he was going, asking him why he ran and didn’t stay and fight like he had with machete and spear on countless other occasions.

      He had no answer other than to run faster and put more distance between him and that cry.

      He was so bent on outpacing her cry that he barely noticed the crowd gathered beside a body on the corner of the Trough as he entered its main street. It was just another obstacle, just another thing standing in the way of his escape.

      Finally he pushed aside the door to his home and found his father asleep in his chair, snoring. The sight of him, the sight of his mother’s bones on the shelf nearby, should have quieted the clamor chasing him, but it didn’t. Marli’s words, and the baby’s cry lingered in his ear like a demon whispering curses.

      He climbed out the lone window still open despite the coming night and the supposed dangers that lurked just on the other side of the wall. He followed the small path that wound behind and through some of the Trough houses, staying out of sight of the others who still populated the nearby street, and crept through a fissure in the wall.

      He emerged into a small clearing, a place where the jungle had been hacked back as another line of defense, but was slowly reclaiming the territory by sending out its vanguard of vines and fronds and moss. Only yards away, the forest rose before him like another wall, this one more formidable and unconquerable than anything civilization could build.

      And even as loud as the city was at his back and no matter how insistent the cry of his daughter and the words of Marli replayed in his head, the jungle was louder still.

      It screamed.

      The voices of a thousand creatures melded into a maniacal yell that blared from the shadows concocted by the trees and the night. What sound could stand a chance against it?

      Nothing.

      He entered the place without fear of the creatures that lurked there or eyed him from the darkness, the ones sizing him up as a potential meal. If they attacked, he would face them like he always did, like he had for countless of years, and he would fight them as he knew how. For even though they stalked and preyed from the shadows, he understood their methods.He understood the reason for their attacks.

      They were much less frightening than those of the people at his back whose motives and moods were even harder to see than the nocturnal creature from the jungle.

      Thanks to a small shaft of moonlight that penetrated the canopy, he found a gulga tree with a sloping, wide branch and climbed it. Once there he settled into the nook where the trunk and its limb met and put his head against the tree’s smooth bark.

      And though there was a snake that slithered on the tree beside him, and he heard the fight of two rival cara cats below, and a black bee nest buzzed close by, he closed his eyes and relished the silence that clamor of the jungle gave him.

      In it there were no Green Men asking for money.In it there was not his father tapping his cane as he limped across the floor. In it there were no whispers of a thousand gossiping mouths telling false tales and tossing inaudible insults in his direction.

      And most important of all, in it he could no longer hear Marli’s voice telling him no as his daughter cried out with her questions, the ones that he could not answer.

      And in that silence he found comfort.

      In that place he found peace.
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        * * *

      

      Marli looked out the window from her seat in the chair.Her hatchling had finally fallen asleep after what felt like hours on her breast.Only after he had left.Only after he had spoken in his funny, rich voice that reminded her so much of a frog’s at night, calling feebly out into the darkness for companionship. The same voice that had tempted her the first time she heard it below the hoots and yells of that wild place Risa had sent her in hopes of finding her seed-bearer. The same voice that drew her towards him. A stranger more strange than any of the rest of the menagerie of miscreants and degenerates that occupied that place.

      The same voice that wouldn’t leave her alone now.

      Why couldn’t he just stay away like Risa and the other priestesses said normally happened? Why couldn’t he just go off to the jungle and forget their weeks together?

      “Because you found a manta bird instead of a radasa,” Risa had told her when she asked her the same question. “A radasa male will fly across the world once his duty is done in search of another, wanting to spread his seed as far and wide as he can, but a manta wants to mate for good, hoping to find something more out of its companion than just a bit of pleasure.”

      But what did he want? To be a father? A husband?

      The man she had come to know over those few weeks was neither of those things. He was likely to dash off into the jungle on some new quest or in search of some inner peace on a moment’s notice. He wanted nothing to do with walls. With people. With the bonds they formed.

      Or perhaps that was exactly what he wanted. A connection to someone other than those who would use him as anintermediary between them and the jungle.

      It mattered not. She could not give him what he was looking for, no matter how low she felt for treating him how she did. She was a priestess of the Great Bird, and if she were to be taken away from this horrible place she would have to remain faithful to the creature’s laws.

      She had already fulfilled the requirement of the sister moon by bringing a new life into the fold.She was just about to fulfill the requirement of the brother by caring for another until their death. All that remained was the requirement of the jackal, saving herself, and she would have achieved full priesthood and a position on the Great Bird’s progeny’s back when they hatched from the three eggs in the sky and carried their followers to where the Great Bird flew off to. Paradise. A place above this crumbling city with its murders, rapists, and criminals.

      That’s if it ever came.

      When she first met Risa on the streets as just another orphan of parents who had been lost to the jungle, she had been promised that in a few years’ time she would be taken away from the woes of her life.

      Those few years had come and gone a long time ago, and yet here they still were. Waiting.

      Risa told her the delay was only a test of their faith. That in order for the eggs to hatch all of the priestesses needed to have completed their three requirements. But during that wait the city had crumbled further around them. The Nest, the sanctuary that they called home, became more tarnished by the day. And the Fangmoran citizens more unruly.

      Three of the other lesser priestesses had been missing for weeks,perhaps coaxed away from the eggs by some sweet-talking seed-bearer, or perhaps stolen like refuse waiting to be claimed on the streets. It was hard not to doubt her choice, especially with him showing up to cast confusion inside of her.

      Every time he did she was immediately reminded of the parts of him she tried to forget. His voice. His dark, night-like eyes. The scars that ran over his body like mutilated markings intended to camouflage him from others’ eyes. The way his sweat traveled around those scars as if they were stones in a river as she coupled with him and she used him for what he was meant for...

      Every time she saw him she was taken back to those weeks they had spent together, weeks where the troubles of the Nest seemed to be distant and far away as they hid in the room she had rented with the offerings of the Nest Risa had provided her with. It was only supposed to be a temporary thing. It was only supposed to last long enough for her eggs to be fertilized, and then she would have been gone, and she would forget him. But the more time they spent together, the more they fucked, the harder it was for her to leave.

      The more she came to know the unique creature that was Ati Bibango, the harder it was to forget him.

      And there she sat now, their child in her arms, staring out the window at the world she had been a part of briefly, watching the street Ati had escaped down and wondering what would happen if she decided to follow him down it one day.

      A knock on the door startled her from her thought. She looked over her shoulder and saw Risa standing in her doorway. “How is your care?”

      “His breathing is slowing. He hasn’t woken since the great fire was at its highest.”

      Risa nodded. “It won’t be long now.” She pointed at Marli’s daughter. “And her?”

      “Finally asleep.”

      “He didn’t try to take her, did he?”

      This again? Ever since Risa saw Ati leaving her doorway earlier, she had been asking her questions, probing to see if she and her child were safe. She shook her head. “He would never try something like that.”

      “You don’t know the hearts of men.”

      “I know his,” said Marli.

      Risa laughed. “After just a few weeks? I think not. A man’s heart has a harder shell than an agasa fruit. It takes years to penetrate it. He is no different.”

      Her daughter stirred and she pulled her closer to her chest.

      “Keep faith, my hatchling,” said Risa. “The time is drawing near. It won’t be long now before the eggs hatch and you are taken away from him.We will be taken away from all of this.”

      “Yes, Grand Priestess,” she said, hoping that would dismiss Risa for good. Marli was tired. The times when both the baby and her care were quiet were rare. She needed those times to rest and be alone with her thoughts. But Risa walked to her side and put her finger to her chin to gain her attention. Their eyes met, and Marli felt like the grand priestess was attempting to gaze into her thoughts.

      “Do not let doubt creep into your mind, my hatchling.” When she spoke her ears flattened. “It is a weed that will only grow to tie you down and keep you from the Flight when the time comes.”

      “Of course, Grand Priestess,” she said, her eyebrows furrowing. She tried to swallow away her thoughts, feeling foolish for even having them. It was only Ati casting his spell of confusion on her. If he really wanted to be a part of their lives he would have fought harder, he would come by more often.Risa was right. Salvation lay where she had always suspected. In the Great Bird’s progeny. She nodded. “I still await the Flight, just as you.”

      Risa removed her hand from her chin. “Good. I’d hate to look back on the city from high above and see you both amongst its ruins.” She pointed to the baby before turning and walking out the door.

      Marli looked down at her daughter, so quiet and still at last. At peace. Unaware of the chaos that infected her surroundings. Unaffected by the disorder that crept through the windows and walls, attempting to find its way into her malleable, untouched heart. There was no one else to protect her from it besides Marli.

      Not the grand priestess. Not these crumbling walls. Not Ati.

      It was up to her and her alone to protect her and find their escape. And Marli knew too well what types of escapes the streets offered. Her years as an orphan had showed her every possible one.

      The Flight was their only chance, so why think of anything else?

      She rose from her seat, careful not to wake her daughter, and lay down on her bed. She turned her back to the window, refusing to look out of it anymore. But even as she did, the light of the nearby glow-blossoms still found their way through and shone against the cracked walls of her room, making false promises, telling her that in the outside she would find a way through the darkness.

      She closed her eyes, refusing to believe its lies.

      But in the back of her lids, where darkness should have been utter and complete, she still saw that light transposed against the blackness, a more brilliant blue, sparkling like the light of the unhatched moons that hung invincible, refusing to crack, refusing to take her away.
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      Wish stood before one of the cracks in Fangmora’s walls, trying to muster the strength to return through it, looking back at the jungle as the great fire took to the sky.There were a hundred mog beetles shuffling about the nearest tree, each of them flashing one of their different sets of colored wings to communicate to one another about whatever job they were up to at the moment. It was a beautiful show. One that Wish could have stayed and watched for the rest of the day if he didn’t have to return to the city.

      His night in the jungle had provided him a temporary relief from his troubles. In its darkness, its constant chatter, he had found comfort. But as the great fire rose, so did that familiar tug of his responsibilities, and soon that peace was torn away from him.

      There were more jobs to take. More lunars to be earned. More that needed to be taken care of. And the faster he took care of those things, the faster he could return to his true home.

      He sighed and reentered the city.

      He was met by the haze of smoke that still drifted off of the nighttime street fires lit to keep the jungle beasts away and the fog that often crept down from the mountains in the morning. It made everything feel eerie, as if the city were attempting to hide its true intentions for the coming day. He crept along the path he had used to exit his house only the night before, still deep in thought, still picturing Marli and his daughter juxtaposed against the window and what she had said, but was interrupted when he heard voices coming from his father’s house.

      “It’s a war,and the Trough is our kingdom. If you wish to stay within its borders, then you will pay.” The voice spoke softly for the harshness of the speaker’s words.

      His father’s tone was much less pleasant. “To the Flaw with you. I’ve lived here longer than any of you combined. You think I’ll move my wife’s bones just because of some trouble you started? You are greater fools than you look with those leaves behind your ears.”

      Green Men. Wish’s stomach plummeted as he came to the window and peered in. Two stood at the doorway, a pair of hulking Treebacks in plain brown robes, while a third, a human woman with a shaven head, stood in front of his father. She wore a set of fangwood armor, its jagged bark giving her body a broken, disorganized look. As she smiled at his father, she showed a single tooth painted green to match the leaf behind her ear. It was a smile that reminded Wish of Marli’s.

      “There is still room on that shelf for more bones, old one,” said the woman.

      Wish saw the look on his father’s face and slipped through the window before he could react. The two gorillas at the doorway unveiled machetes from underneath their robes, massive things that looked more like cleavers, but the woman only turned and continued smiling.

      “I am not a threat,” said Wish, holding up his hands to the Treebacks as he put his feet to the floor.

      “Gods know that you should consider him one,” said his father. “He’s faced creatures a hundred times more terrifying than the likes of any of you.”

      “I am sure the Djinn of Larmii has,” said the woman, and she put up a hand to the Treebacks. The gorillas returned their weapons to their robes.“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Wish Bibango.”

      Wish nodded, taking the woman in. He had never seen her amongst the rest of the Green Men’s crowds, but he wasn’t surprised. They recruited more followers by the day. She was probably just the newest scum scraped from the street and convinced that fighting the king was the only way to survive.

      “I am Trice Dira,” she said, putting her hands up as if to apologize. “That’s it. I have yet to receive such wonderful monikers as you have accumulated, but perhaps that will change in the weeks to come.” Her hand returned to rest on the head of a club that hung from her hip. A small totem of a shocked human face was etched in its wood. Wish couldn’t fathom what it did.

      “We can pay your tax,” said Wish. He glanced at his father. “Did he not give you the lunar?”

      “I gave them the damn moon,” said his father, “but now they want the great fire too.”

      Wish looked at Trice, his eyebrows raised.

      “He gave us the lunar, but I am afraid the tax has gone up significantly overnight.”

      “Why?” said Wish.

      Trice leaned against the table. “A Fangmoran soldier was killed last night. He tried to enter the Trough without our permission to collect taxes that were not rightfully his, and we were forced to prevent him from going any further.”

      Wish remembered seeing the body last night and the crowd that gathered around it. He’d thought it was nothing more than another unfortunate soul claimed by the jungle or one killed by the Green Men for not paying their debts. He’d never imagined it to be a corpse capable of starting a war.

      Trice continued, voicing his own thoughts. “The first blood of the long-gestating war against the king has finally been spilled. We require all possible resources of our citizens to win it. If they cannot pay it, then they cannot afford the right to live beneath our protection.”

      His father laughed. “What nonsense. The right to live beneath their protection? Don’t they know—”

      “How much?” said Wish, stopping his father before he could say anything else inflammatory.

      “Seventy-five lunars,” said Trice, as if the number was as common as a single crescent.

      “Did you hear that? Seventy-five lunars. Who do you think lives in the Trough?” His father slapped his cane against the wall in outrage. “You’ll be lucky enough to find that much amongst everyone combined.”

      Wish eyed the woman, hoping for some sign of a joke, but he quickly realized he was foolish to go searching for one in a woman as serious looking as her, despite her smile. There was no possible way they could have expected any of them to pay.

      “Then they will not be fit for our kingdom.”

      He didn’t need to ask to understand what they meant. “When do you need it by?”

      “You can’t be serious—” began his father, but Wish cut him off by raising his hand.

      Trice smiled at the interaction. “It seems that at least someone is listening in this conversation. We need it by the end of next week. Our efforts will have begun by then.”

      “You’ll get it,” said Wish.

      Trice nodded. “Finally, a reasonable, understanding spirit. We’ll see if the stories are right about you. We’ll see if you make wishes come true.”

      She turned towards the door and the two Treebacks exited before her, but not before Wish’s father had his say.

      “You are criminals. Thieves worse than the king. You should walk the darkness, same as him.”

      Trice stopped at the door. “Only more terrible defeats terrible. When he is ousted, then this city will sparkle once more and the dirt needed to make it shine will be swept out with the rest that pollutes it.”

      She exited and closed the door gently behind her.

      “Worthless trit,” said his father. He turned to Wish and shook his head. “Seventy-five lunars? Are you mad?”

      Wish kept his eyes on the door, afraid that Trice would come back in and raise the tax.“We can’t stay here anymore. We’ll need to move further into the city. Find a small room somewhere.”

      “And move your mother’s bones from her resting spot? You’re a fool if you think I am putting her down in the street without a roof over her head. She deserves peace, Ati. She suffered enough in the last year of her life.”

      “We’re not going in the streets.”

      “Then where? Last time I heard the price of a place upon the Striped Streets was triple the cost of anything in the Trough.”

      His father was right. Last Wish heard even a small room in a place was going for over eight hundredlunars, and to rent it, two lunars a day.At that rate they’d be out in the street in a week. Already his mind was churning, attempting to come up with jobs and higher pay. He could go to Vala and offer to catch her a live hollow monkey, or reach out to Bothi and see if he was in the market for woga fur again... Yet even if both agreed to his terms he’d have to find others jobs to even come close to raising that much in that time. And they would most likely be jobs that would get him killed quicker than if he were to try and face off against the army of Green Men that pervaded the streets of the Trough. He rubbed his brow, attempting to press away the ache that had accumulated behind it.

      “What? You’re not actually worried about them doing something, are you?”

      “Do you think the talks of those murdered on the streets are just rumors? I’ve seen the bodies.”

      “Then I’ll gladly be one of them. Either we find a new home for your mother’s bones or else I’ll join her. Then they can do what they want with this rubble.”

      “That’s what they’re expecting,”Wishsaid under his breath. Rubble is exactly what they would make of the Trough. It was nothing more than a barracks for them. A place for their organization to gestate. A larder for them to pillage in order to further their agenda, a thing no different than the king’s except for the good-willed notions they hid behind:protection of Fangmora’s citizens against the jungle and the king’s greed. It was a farce, nothing more. Wish had seen enough of their dealings to know they sought power and money same as King Rasha, and now they finally had an excuse to fight for it out in the open instead of sticking to the shadows and alleys.

      The Trough was nothing more than a stone to be stepped on to catapult themselves further. And if his father didn’t move out of the way, he’d be nothing but a splattered remnant beneath their footfalls.

      A knock on the door took Wish from his thoughts.

      “Probably the trit coming back to ask for a few more lunars from her willing participant,” said his father.

      Wish ignored him and pulled open the door. He was surprised to see Moso on the other side of it.The Chassa stood with his hand on his head, his eyes glossy and red.He reeked of beer, even from the distance he stood from Wish. But Wish barely afforded him a glance. Beside Moso stood a small Eclectun.His feathers were a brilliant blue, and his beak, an even brighter yellow.Most surprising of all were his wings. Vines had been tied over them. Long, thin leaves grew from the plants, making them look like green extensions of the bird’s feathers.

      Surprised you’re actually here, signed Moso. Thought you would be shitting in the jungle somewhere.

      “You still have your tail?” said Wish, glancing at the Eclectun who tottered behind Moso. Despite what he had said yesterday, he was glad to see the monkey alive.

      Moso smiled. I’m actually up. It’s amazing what a few good bets will do. Told you there was nothing to worry about.

      “You could have told me without the threat of a thug.”

      You’re a hard person to talk to sometimes, said Moso.

      “What do you want?”

      This one’s been looking for us. Said something about a box.Moso yawned. Says there’s a job involved.

      As if he knew he was being introduced, the Eclectun stepped forward and bowed. “Ati Bibango, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” He sucked at the top of his beak with his small tongue before talking again. “I must say that I thought someone with your reputation would be much easier to find.”

      Tough to find a man who hides in the jungle, added Moso.

      “Your associate, on the other hand, makes quite a scene,” said the Eclectun.

      Moso smiled.

      “Who is it?” Wish’s father yelled from the back of the room.

      Moso peeked around Wish and waved.

      “Moso, you blasted monkey. You better not be taking my son back into the jungle without at least bringing me beer—”

      Wish exited the doorway, closing the door behind him.

      Moso laughed. Why can’t you have more of your father in you?

      “Who are you?” Wish asked the Eclectun, once more ignoring his partner.

      “Call me Wings, my master does anyways.”

      “Your master?” said Wish.

      “The man interested in the box you found in the jungle yesterday. The one who sent me to find you. Do you have any idea what you stumbled upon?”

      Moso and Wish met eyes. The Chassa shrugged. Wish shook his head.

      “Exactly as we suspected.” Wings sucked at the top of his mouth. “It is said that you are both resourceful people, capable of finding things.”

      “I suppose one could say that,” said Wish.

      “Exactly as we had hoped,” said Wings. “My master would like to speak with you further this morning. He has work for you.”

      “What kind of work?”

      “The finding things kind of work,” said the Eclectun.

      Wish looked to Moso. Let’s see what they have to say.

      “You assume I still want to take jobs with you.”

      C’mon? Because of a little spat like that? I’m up. No more betting. Nothing else for you to worry about.

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Well?” said the Eclectun.

      Wish looked at his partner, smiling carefree back at him. He wanted to punch that smile off his face, but kept his hands at his sides.

      He sighed.“One moment.” He cracked open the door to his house. His father perked up at the sight of him. “I’ll be back.”

      “Where are you going? The jungle again?” said his father.

      “It’s about a job,” said Wish.

      His father slumped back in his seat. “Don’t do anything foolish just because of a veiled threat, Ati. If you jump every time the Green Men talk, you’ll hop right out of Fangmora for good. But maybe that’s what you’ve always wanted.”

      Wish went to close the door, but his father slapped his cane against the floor to regain his attention.

      “I’m serious, Ati! You think you’re helping me, but do you have any idea what you’re doing? Do you have any idea how hard it is for a father to sit back and watch his son spend his blood to keep his old bones attached to his skin? You think you’re keeping me alive, but you’re killing me.”

      Wish wanted to hear him, but couldn’t. What was he supposed to do, let his father die? What kind of son would he be? Wish shook his head. “Just stay put, and don’t answer the door unless it’s me.”

      “Stay put? I am in our home, Ati.Where else would I go?”

      Wish closed the door behind him, letting his father’s words chase him out.
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        * * *

      

      They followed the Eclectun out of the Trough, through the Gold Row, and into the Chatter District, a bug market given the name because of the constant clicking, buzzing, and clacking of the millions of live insects sold across the hundreds of stalls that occupied the cluster of streets that made up the place.

      Wish was thankful for the incessant din of the market. It allowed Moso and him to converse in private as the strange Eclectun waddled on ahead, his talons crunching the assortment of escaped beetles that scurried across the cobbled roadway. It allowed him to tell off his partner without showing a potential employer their discord.

      “You do that to me again, and I’ll take your tail myself.”

      Moso just kept smiling, as if he had heard the threat a thousand times before. There won’t be a next time, so there won’t be any reason for me to introduce you to Rogi.

      Wish grunted, refusing to believe his lie. “Well, when there is a next time, you can go to Lavender’s on your own.”

      Did you not hear what I said? There won’t be a next time. The smile left. His tail folded and twisted in quick, firm patterns, a sign of his seriousness.

      Wish peered down at him. “You’re really up?”

      Moso stared at the Eclectun ahead of them and nodded.

      “You’re really done?”

      Done, Moso’s tail flashed.

      Wish had seen Moso say that before, but never with such conviction. Maybe his partner had finally learned his lesson. Maybe after all these years it had only taken the threat of losing another part of his body to make him finally step away from the pits and the beer and the brothels. Wish exhaled. “Then maybe after we hear what this bird’s master’s job is we can celebrate properly.” He said it half-heartedly. There would be no time for celebration with the Green Men breathing down their necks, yet still, it seemed the thing to offer to prevent his partner from slipping down his self-destructive slope again.

      You mean with beer and betting?

      Wish shook his head.

      I am kidding. Moso wiped his nose. Maybe after we do their job we’ll have enough lunars to spare for some new boots.

      He pointed down to their mud- and bur-ridden pieces of footwear. They had seen miles of travel through the dense jungleand incurred rips and bites from creatures waiting in the underbrush. They were long overdue for new boots, yet anytime lunars were earned they were spoken for. Between paying the taxes from the king and the Green Men, providing food for his father, and the occasional donation to Marli and his daughter… He doubted this job would give them any sum of moons that would change that status.

      “Did he mention anything about payment?” said Wish as he stepped to avoid a Pangolian bug-monger chasing after a tarantula slowly making its way from its poorly made cage. The Green Men’s demand lingered in his thoughts.How would he raise seventy-five lunars in a week? Perhaps the Eclectun’s master was the serendipitous solution he needed.

      Moso shook his head. Not a thing.

      “How did you meet him?”

      At Lavender’s. The great fire was peering through the windows. I had just put down my last beer and what do I see waiting on the other side of the mug, but him. Says he’s been looking for me. Looking for you. Says his master heard from Boz. Says he has a job. That’s all I needed to hear. They walked beneath a break in the market stalls where the light of the great fire blazed. Moso put his hand to his eyes and shrunk from it as if it were a monster.

      “How much beer did you have?”

      Moso made a rude gesture with his tail.

      “That much, and you still had enough to pay off your debt with your winnings? You must have had some night.”

      Better than yours I bet. You saw her, didn’t you?

      Wish tried to look away, but he felt Moso tugging on his shirt.

      Look at all these burs on you, he said as he pulled away a small seed stuck on his jerkin. They weren’t there yesterday. What did she say to make you go running to the jungle?

      Wish chewed his lip.

      Or did she finally undo that robe again and scare you off with those—

      “She still won’t admit that she’s mine.”

      The baby?

      Wish nodded.

      Don’t blame her.

      “What does that mean?”

      Moso licked his hand and ran it through the fur atop his head. You spend more time in the jungle than you do in a proper bed. You run to it like a child anytime you get spooked or anxious or unsure. You’re about as pleasant as a mating broadback and wound tighter than a snake on a tree. No offense, my friend, but you’re not exactly father material. And if she tells you that it’s yours, then she’s stuck with you, a jungle-diver trying to cut his way through to her daughter’s heart like he would an overgrown trail in the bush.Not to mention one who could barely scrounge up enough crescents to keep plina on their table. She’s from the streets, yes? She wants security. She wants safety. And she’s not going to find it in a man who scrapes the forest floor for money. Who wants that for their child? Not even a religious trit like her. My advice? Take a hint and move on. I know plenty of women who would happily wet your member or play daughter without all the stuff that comes with it.

      Wish knew he was right. He didn’t do well behind walls, nor did he do well with the interactions that took place between them. He was no figure worth emulating, no person to count on. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t be that.

      For a brief moment in time, Marli had shown him what it was like to have a life like the countless others he had seen living within the walls of Fangmora. In those few weeks where she had seduced him, tricked him into thinking that she wanted something more than just his baby in her belly. Those weeks where they walked beneath the old patter trees, needles falling like strange golden rain onto their heads, as they talked and explored each other in ways Wish never knew were possible with another being. It was a short time, but in it she showed him what it was like to do things other than pillage the jungle and scrape up moons, what it was like to share things, what it was like to feel safe, a feeling he only felt in the jungle anymore, as strange as it was to say. And in that time he finally felt like something other than a jungle-diver. Something besides an outcast. Something like a true member of society. A person capable of being a lover, a husband, and a father.

      But that was all thrown away when she retreated to her church, and he found out the truth of her purpose with him only a year later when he saw her walking amongst the Gold Row, child in hand.

      Since then he had gone to her, trying find that elusive person she had once made him, only to return to the jungle more often than not, and find its welcoming comfort as it accepted him for who he was and not what he wanted to be. But even still, he knew he could still be that, if she would just be willing to give him a chance.

      Just say the word, and I’ll have someone in your hands in an hour ready to make you forget all about them, signed Moso, taking Wish from his thoughts.

      “I’ll pass,” said Wish.“Besides, I’d rather not be anywhere your doka has already touched, which I am sure it has with all these women you could find.”

      Moso smiled. What do you want from me? I like exploring. I’m a jungle-diver, remember?

      “You’re a fool who’s going to get his tail tacked one day if you’re not careful.”

      Moso’s smile left. Maybe one day you’ll be right, my friend. I just hope you won’t be.

      At last the Eclectun stopped at the edge of the Chatter District in front of a small hut erected next to a stand peddling full hives of juice wasps, insects with an abdomen full of sweet, syrupy liquid that could be sucked out once the stinger had been removed.The buzz of the creatures was so loud that it was difficult to hear when the Eclectun stopped and said, “We’re here.”

      Wish looked at the hut with surprise. Its black mud walls and its roof, a loose weave of snaghairs, gave the place a poor look, as if it belonged with the rest of the houses in the Trough and not near some mid-city market. It was a wonder that its occupant could afford an assistant. His dream of a big job with a big payday was quickly dwindling.

      The Eclectun pushed aside the door and revealed a poorly lit stairwell leading deeper into the ground, a strange piece of architecture unlike any place Wish had ever seen in Fangmora. He and Moso exchanged a look.

      “My master has hobbies that require low natural light,” said Wings before entering the hut.

      “What did you get us into?” said Wish.

      Me?said Moso. It’s your damn box that this is all about. Besides, I am okay with the lack of light at the moment. He rubbed his forehead.

      They followed the Eclectun into the hut. The warm, dry air of the outside was quickly replaced with a cooler, damp atmosphere. A sweet smell met Wish’s nose, one that reminded him of crushed froogoo fruits. When the door swung closed behind them, darkness momentarily enveloped them before a soft purple glow at the bottom of the stairs replaced it.The Eclectun stopped there, and brought one of the lights to his finger.

      It was a beetle the likes of which Wish had never seen before. It had large, serrated wings, and markings that looked like those of a dagger. Its thorax glowed purple, shedding a light strong enough to fill the rest of the stairwell.

      Wings waved them to his side. Once there they saw the reason for the structure’s subterranean construction.

      Night plants.

      A species of plant that thrived only in the dark. Countless examples of the vegetation hung or grew or lay in rows across the chamber. Wish could tell what they were by the dark veins that pulsed in their stalks and the even darker petals of their flowers. The various species coiled over rafters or rose up from pots, forming a small jungle for the hundreds of glowing beetles that flew about, casting their strange light like amethysts come to life.Only the small rows that separated the plants allowed for any movement in that room.And at the end of the closest one, plucking black fruits from a tree with leaves as dark as night, was a shirtless human man, a pair of beetles perched on his shoulder.

      “Master,” said Wings, and the man turned, revealing sunken eyes and ears pierced ten times over, each shining with a jewel, a cornucopia of wealth studded in his lobes. He nodded at the sight of them, as if their arrival was always expected and long overdue, and walked forward, the basket of black fruits swinging in his arms.

      “Wish Bibango. Moso Orini.”He bowed to each of them as he spoke their names.He produced two of the black, round fruits from the basket. “A star blossom to bid you welcome?”

      Moso grabbed the fruit without hesitation. Wish eyed it suspiciously, having never eaten anything grown from a night plant.

      “You live up to your reputation as a man of the jungle to hesitate in eating an unfamiliar fruit, but I assure you it is not poisonous. Only an offering of good faith in hopes of a business opportunity to come.”

      Tastes like sweet bark, said Moso.

      Wish took the fruit, but did not bite it. “And you are?”

      “Call me Dargu.Most people find that easier to pronounce than my full name, anyway.”

      “What do you do...here?” said Wish, admiring one of the nearby night plants.

      “I am a botamancer with a specialty in night plants, as you can see. I find this place, with little hope of light, to be suitable for their cultivation.”

      I thought night plants often feed on living things? said Moso. He must be a fool to trust these.

      “What did he say?” said Dargu.

      “He said that he thought night plants only fed on living things,” said Wish.

      “He’s right,” said Dargu. “And I am fortunate enough to be in good enough graces where they’ll refrain from attacking whoever I say.”

      “Your skills must be strong,” said Wish.

      Dargu shrugged.

      “Your assistant tells me you’ve interest in the box I brought to Boz,” said Wish.

      Dargu smiled. “Batting aside the pleasantries in honor of business—I appreciate it.”

      “I find myself short on time and in high need of work at the moment,” said Wish.

      Moso’s brow furrowed with confusion.What happened? You place a few bets last night without me looking?

      Wish ignored him.

      “I think our desires will align nicely,” said Dargu, and he waved them to follow him into the plant-made row in the room. They did, turning sideways to avoid the overgrown leaves and stalks from the night plants. Wish was surprised at how long the room was, and how many plants grew within it, both things he could not see directly when they’d first entered. It seemed that every step they took deeper into Dargu’s chamber revealed some new swath of vegetation. Plants with leaves that were shaped like claws, vines that expanded and contracted upon the rafters they hung from as if they were breathing, dwarf trees with sections of bark that protruded like spearheads... everywhere Wish looked was some new spectacle that he had never encountered throughout his countless years within the jungle.

      It made him feel humbled, in awe of the forest’s unfathomable ability to generate life and his inability to even know a fraction of it. For a brief moment it made him forget his troubles and his purpose for being in that room. For a brief moment he felt safe

      When they reached the back of the room the garden stopped in favor of a small study.A desk of dark wood rose from the corner, and upon it was a jar of the glowing beetles that fluttered about the room and a potted plant with flowers whose white spots looked like open eyes. But at the desk’s center was the box Wish had found in the trogi’s den, open, the scrap of paper on display. Dargu stood before it, running his finger over the edge of the box.

      “Do you know what this box is?” said Dargu.

      Wish shook his head. “I was hoping you could tell me that.”

      Dargu and Wings exchanged a glance. “Does the name Tabari Tree-Song mean anything to you?”

      Wish shook his head, but Moso intervened, surprisingly.

      Tabari Amisi Tree-Song, the greatest botamancer in all the Time of Twenty. She was responsible for convincing the jungle that once grew where Fangmora now stands into moving aside.

      “How do you know that?”

      I read, said Moso.

      “The Chassa is familiar then?” said Dargu.

      “He says that Tree-Song was the greatest botamancer out of all the Time of Twenty.” An impressive superlative if what Moso was saying was true. The Time of Twenty was the group of twenty botamancers responsible for helping lift civilization from the jungle by making the Star Road and keeping the forest at bay.

      Wings spoke up behind them. “She is the greatest botamancer who ever lived. It is said she could make plants grow to the size of mountains and make trees talk.”

      “She must have been some smooth-talker to convince plants to do that,” said Wish. He didn’t know much about botamancy, other than that when a botamancer spoke to a plant conviction and understanding of the language was paramount in getting it to do what you wanted. The greater the ask, the more control and relationship the botamancer must have or risk the plant’s retaliation.

      “It wasn’t how she talked, it was how she sang.” Dargu wiped his forehead as if the excitement of the conversation was causing him to perspire. “While the rest of the botamancers were grappling with how best to ask a certain genus of plant how to shed their fruit, she discovered the True Tongue, a language familiar to all plants, not some whisper limited to a specific type of vine or a unique flower. A language that when spoken, could grab the entire forests’ attention at once. But not only that—she figured out how to sing in this language. And don’t we all prefer a song to a boring demand?”

      I’d prefer he’d hurry up and tell us what he wants, said Moso.

      “So what does the box have to do with it?” said Wish. Moso was right. He was eager to get to the man’s proposal too.

      “Tabari, as great as she was, was a prideful person. Her success as a botamancer bred an army of others interested in learning from her, trying to replicate the incredible feats she was doing on a daily basis. But she refused, wanting to keep the knowledge to herself in order to keep her status as the greatest of all the botamancers. But that type of hubris and selfishness drew plenty of enemies. There were those who would kill her in order to get to her knowledge. Knowing this, rather than destroying her work for fear that all of her knowledge would be lost, she tore off the page of her notebook that kept the one song she had written down in True Tongue into six different parts and placed them into boxes that she hid around the city of Fangmora and its surrounding areas, hoping that people would follow the trail of the boxes instead of killing her.”

      Moso signed, and Wish translated. “The Botamancer’s Boxes.”

      Dargu nodded, lifting the piece of paper from the box. “Countless have gone searching for the boxes, and no one has succeeded. Many have called them myths, just a rumor spread by Tabari herself to throw them off her scent. And yet here is one of them, found in the nest of a forest lizard as if it were nothing more than common trash.”

      Wish licked his lips. It was an artifact, and artifacts were valuable. He tried to restrain his excitement. “How do you know it’s one of the boxes?”

      “It’s what’s inside.” He pointed to the scrawl on the paper. “I have never seen another plant language like this before in my life. The connection of the words, the flow of the lettering... this is a part of the song, that I have no doubt.”

      “What are you offering for it?” said Wish.

      Dargu smiled. “For this box alone? I’d give you two hundred lunars.”

      Wish’s eyes bulged. Moso’s tail dropped. “What did you say?” said Wish.

      “Two hundred lunars if this is the only box you choose to pursue, but if you choose to find the others for me, then I have more to offer you.”

      Find the others? said Moso. Wish was too stunned by the figure offered by Dargu to even acknowledge his partner. Two hundred lunars.With it he could pay off the Green Men’s tax and still have some left over to give to Marli and his daughter.The gods were rarely this funny, but sometimes they surprised him with how they answered needs in the darkest of times. He opened his mouth to tell him the sum for the one box would be plenty, but Moso insistently pulling on his shirt kept him from doing so. What does he mean find the others?

      “How can you find the other boxes?” said Wish, distracted. His mind wasso busy churning over the offered sum that he didn’t even think to argue with his friend about asking any more questions.

      “The boxes themselves.” Dargu flipped over the box and pointed to the inscription carved on its bottom. “Each box has a clue to where another might be written in one of the six original languages of Fangmora as a test of the seeker’s linguistic skills and intelligence.”

      Ask him how much he will give us if we look for the others?

      “What does it matter?” said Wish.In his head he already had the weight of two hundred lunars in his hands.

      Just ask, said Moso, squeezing the bottom of his shirt for emphasis.

      “How much are these other boxes worth to you?”

      Dargu scratched his naked chest, but Wings spoke for him. “If you were to find the five remaining boxes, then my master would be willing to pay you a sum of two thousand lunars.”

      For a moment, there was no movement in that place other than two beetles chasing each other from one plant to another. Finally Moso broke the silence by nodding his head vigorously in agreement.

      “Is that a yes?” said Dargu.

      “Let me talk to my associate in private first,” said Wish, and he dragged Moso away by the scuff of his shirt into one of the many rows that ran through Dargu’s garden.

      Get off of me, said Moso, shoving away Wish’s hand. Are you mad? Did you not hear him? Two thousand lunars to find some stupid boxes.

      “Stupid boxes scattered across the city. Maybe you forgot the title of our profession, but we’re jungle-divers, not city-divers.”

      What’s the difference except the thousands of trees are thousands of people?

      “Trees are straightforward. People are not.”

      Moso frowned. I am not going to throw away a fortune just because you’re scared of people.

      “We already have a fortune. Two hundred lunars is plenty.One hundred for me. One hundred for you.”

      Plenty for who? One hundred lunars would last me a year, at most.One thousand lunars could last me the rest of my life.

      “But who knows how long it will take to even find these things? I need seventy-five lunars by the end of the week.”

      Moso raised an eyebrow.

      “The Green Men are trying to make space in the Trough for their war effort against the king and have raised their taxes.”

      Do you think that will keep them at bay? The Green Men are hoatzins. Give them seventy-five lunars and the next week they’ll ask for one hundred and fifty. And what about the priestess and your daughter? Do you think what’s left will protect them? Twenty-five lunars will barely be enough to redo the walls to that place to keep out the jungle and the rapists and other criminals eyeing it like a piece of meat on a string. When the war erupts between the king and the Green Men, and it will, places like that will be the first to fall in its wake. Remember what I said? She wants security above everything. Come knocking on her door with a sack of moons and she’ll change her tone. One hundred lunars won’t do a thing, but one thousand will change all of your lives.

      Wish rubbed his head, attempting to keep Moso’s reasoning from finding its way in it. Deep down, he knew he was right. One hundred lunars would buy him time from his problems, but not freedom. One thousand, on the other hand, that would allow him to buy a place closer to the inner city and away from the conflict, a place large enough to house his father, his mother’s bones, and even Marli and the baby, if that would prove tothem that he could provide for them. Still, something didn’t feel right about the offer.

      “We barely know anything about this man. He cavorts with night plants and out of the blue offers us more money than many of our employers have ever seen. How do we know he can even pay?”

      Ask him then.

      Wish stared at his partner. The Chassa’s eyes did not look away from his own, as if he were trying to impart his decision by a look alone.Wish returned to the study and Moso followed.They found Dargu and Wings huddled together in hushed conversation.

      “I mean no disrespect by this question,” said Wish as he approached, “but two thousand lunars is a large sum of moons for anyone. How do we know you have the reserves to pay for such a job?”

      Dargu waved his hand, batting away the concern. “Wings.”

      The Eclectun bowed, then entered into the rows of plants.

      “A fair question,” said Dargu. A beetle had landed on his bare chest and illuminated his face. Wish noticed scars on his chin and jaw, running up and down his face like stripes.He wondered if they were memorials to the harsh lessons he had learned in studying to become a botamancer. “However, I assure you the offer is real.”

      Wings reemerged with a wooden chest.He dropped it onto the desk with a loud thud.Its contents jangled, and once more Moso and Wish exchanged a glance. Wings reached into the long feathers on his abdomen and pulled out a small key whose end looked like a spider. He unlocked the box and opened it.And there, shining back at them thanks to the purple light of the jar of beetles like small instances of twilight, were stacks upon stacks of lunars, all neatly aligned and positioned so that they would not topple or shift even with the chest being handled just as it was.

      Wish’s heart sped in his chest. All Moso could do was laugh.

      “I have the reserves”—Dargu traced the top of one of the lunars with his finger—“if you have the ability.”

      “Why?” said Wish, barely aware of the question he’d just asked until he realized Dargu and Wings were staring at him. “Why not do it yourself?”

      Dargu closed the chest. “I am not as resourceful as I once was, nor am I willing to trust something of this magnitude with anything less than a professional. I have heard you are both the best, and the best should be compensated as such.”

      At last someone who appreciates the fine work we’ve put in over the years, said Moso.If he wasn’t so ugly I might kiss this man.

      Wish scratched his chin. “How about two hundred for the first box now, and the rest when we find the others?”

      Dargu shook his head smiling. “And squander your drive? You’ll need that fire inside of you if you are to complete this job. If you want the two hundred lunars now, you can have it. But the rest of the job will be given to someone a little more… hungry.”

      Not sure I understand his reasoning. Either way, it was worth a shot, signed Moso.

      “What does hunger matter in any of this?” said Wish. “You said it yourself, we’re professionals.”

      Dargu scratched his naked chest. “I fear that even professionals such as yourself will need something else to complete this job.”

      Wish chewed his lip, trying to hide his frustration.

      “So, what is your decision?” said Wings.

      Wish looked from the chest back to the man and his assistant, his mind running with a thousand questions and concerns. Two thousand lunars meant this man owned them. It meant that they would crawl in dirt and shit for him.It meant that they would scrounge the bottom of this forsaken city for him and find all the nightmares and anxieties Wish knew lay waiting for him. But two thousand lunars also meant the only solution to all of his problems. A way to buy freedom from his worries.

      At last Wish nodded his head. “We’ll find all your boxes.”
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      Finally you got your head out of your own teeka, said Moso.

      Everyone was smiling, except for Wish. There were two thousand lunars on the table, but they still had to be earned and earned quickly.

      “So where do we find the next box?” said Wish.

      “Listen to the second song of the stones

      With the help of the city’s bones.

      They will show you how to hear,

      And find what I have found dear,” said Dargu.

      “Fine rhyme,” said Wish, annoyed by the riddle.

      “It’s what’s etched on the back of the first box in Old Hiss.”

      One of the first languages of Fangmora, said Moso. What does it mean?

      “What does it mean?” restated Wish.

      “Where do stones have songs?” said Dargu.

      “The Crone Stones,” said Wish, referring to the pile of rocks that slid down the Crone countless years ago and pummeled half of old Fangmora.Itwould have killed most of its population too,if not for Notha and her voice, a thing still cast about the now resting stones and ruins in the north of the city. A thing said to still be alive by Welkin magic, a wild power that is born into unlucky individuals from time to time around the world. A power that when released could reshape the fabric of the land to its unpredictable will. There were many examples of the magic’s ability throughout Fanglara, but the Crone Stones were the most recognizable of them all.

      “Exactly,” said Dargu. “I believe another box is hidden somewhere there.”

      “But where? What does the rest of the rhyme mean?” said Wish.

      Dargu shrugged. “That’s what I’ve hired you to figure out.”

      We’ll find a way to turn over every last one of those stones if we have to for those lunars. Come on. Moso was already halfway down the nearest row of plants.

      “There are many stones. It may take a while,” said Wish, already feeling the pressure of time on his shoulders.

      Wings stepped in front of Dargu. “Then I would get started immediately.”

      Wish tried to look past the Eclectun in hopes of seeing his master’s reaction, but found Dargu was already back to his desk, clipping the leaves from the plant.

      Wish turned and followed Moso up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      The Crone Stones lay sprawled before them like a heap of forgotten, giant’s treasure. The boulders that many years ago fell from the neck of the Crone, the part of the mountain just below its snowy, white-capped head, had taken on the lustrous hues of jungle moss and were overrun with patches of gold, green, and purple, like tarnished replicas of jewels. And still visible in the gaps between the stones or curling out from underneath them were the remnants of Old Fangmora. A piece of wall here, a shard of broken glass there, and even some fragments of the trees the stones had brought down with them during their descent down the mountainside made the area a reminder of the violence their coming wrought, and not the meditative place that so many Fangmoran citizens now used it as.

      Everywhere Wish looked there were people strewn across the Stones. Some lay upon them bathing in the great fire like they were breads being baked, others climbed them as if they were stairs that led to the altar of the gods, and there were even some who stood at the bottom, singing along with the song that emanated from them, a soft lilt that rose and fell, an undying recall of Notha’s voice echoing out of the stones to produce a tone that most people thought was the music that would save them from their troubles. Even from where he and Moso stood at the bottom of the Stones looking up, Wish could hear it.

      It truly was beautiful. It was the type of song that burrowed its way beneath his skin and made residence there, pushing up every pore before finding its way into his stomach, where it made him feel full. Satisfied.

      It was the same type of feeling he felt when he was with Marli...before she left him.

      Perhaps finding these stones wouldn’t be as unpleasant as he thought?

      “Out of the way, green-fuckers.” A man bumped Wish as he hurried down the path towards the stones, taking with him Wish’s brief feeling of hope.

      Watch where you’re going, you smook-soaked trit, swore Moso as he screeched and went for his dagger. But the man kept going, unaware or unconcerned with retaliation.

      “So certain about this job now?” said Wish.

      Moso smiled and ran a hand through the green fur on his head.Two thousand lunars and I won’t have to be offended by people’s lack of manners anymore, and neither will you.

      Wish scanned the hundreds of rocks that littered the slope. How were they supposed to find one little box in all of it? They would be here for days, excavating, searching, dealing with the countless others who flocked to the Stones. He was already starting to regret saying yes to Dargu’s deal, but the promise of two thousand lunars jangling in their pockets made him push past his worries.

      “Let’s get started,” said Wish. “You take the east and I’ll take the west.”

      Works for me. Listen to the song, I guess?

      “With help of the city’s bones.”

      They looked at each other, shrugged, and went off in opposite directions in search of the box.

      It was tedious work.Wish peered into every crevice created by the fallen stones, even lifting up some of the smaller ones only to unveil collections of bugs and salamanders that made the darkness their home and fed off the fingers of creamy fungus that grew on the damp underside of the rocks. He tried to listen to the song, but there were no words to it, only a long, drawn-out chant made from Notha’s hoots. How was it supposed to show him where the bones were?It wasn’t long before the great fire took its place high in the sky, hanging belowa string of choppy clouds, and poured its oppressive heat onto his back as he leaned over and dug.Soon sweat pooled in his shirt and drizzled off his face in salty currents. It was never that hot in the jungle, and he found himself wishing to be in the protection of its shadows as he peered between another set of stones with no result.

      After what felt like hours, he sat back on the rocks, halfway up the pile, wiped his brow, and took a swig from the water pouch that swung from his belt.He was exhausted and frustrated. There were still countless other stones to check and thousands of other places where a box could be hidden, if it was even still there. Who knew if someone had stumbled across it before just like he did out in the jungle? Perhaps they were wasting their time.

      It wasn’t long before Moso scurried up beside him, panting, his fur matted and shiny from his own sweat.

      “Anything?” said Wish.

      Next time you lift a stone, let me put my head underneath it before you put it back down. Anything to keep me from hearing this song anymore.

      Even as he spoke the song rose, a mocking crescendo reminding them that it was there like a piece of bait that could not be reached.

      Wish restated the first stanza of the riddle on the box. “Listen to the second song of the stones, with the help of the city’s bones...”

      By the Flaw, what the fuck are the city’s bones? The remnants of Old Fangmora? I’ve seen plenty beneath the rocks, but there’s nothing there. Only ruins.

      “The help of the city’s bones,” restated Wish, hoping that if he kept saying the words he would uncover some secret meaning beneath them.

      “City is full of bones.” A voice jolted them from their exhausted stupor. Sitting on a stone not far from them was a Pangolian crone, so old that some of her plates had fallen out and the ones that remained looked like rotted wood.With her tail curled around her legs, she watched over the Crone Stones beneath her.From the looks of her frailty, it was amazing that she was even able to climb as high as she did. “This city was built on bones—an endless amount of dead men and women erected everything you see before us. And now the jungle is trying to take back all that work, slithering its own bones beneath it to push out the rest of us, and the spirits of those who came before.”

      Wish raised an eyebrow. “Its own bones?”

      “The creepers. The lichen. The fungus. It’s everywhere, hiding beneath the flesh of this place.” The crone’s long tongue flickered out of her mouth. “Turn over any stone, look behind any wall, and you’ll see it.”

      “Say that again?”

      The Pangolian smiled, showcasing a gummy mouth. “Already said what I said, don’t have much time left in this life. Would rather not spend it repeating things.”

      Good, I’d rather not waste anymore of my life listening to her nonsense, said Moso.

      But it wasn’t nonsense. Though she didn’t repeat it, Wish was still replaying her words over in his head. Turn over any stone, look behind any wall, and you’ll see it.

      “The mushrooms,” said Wish.

      What? signed Moso.

      “Thank you, Mim,”he said, using a word of respect for a woman in Fangmora.

      But if she heard she didn’t show it, content to look up at the great fire and let its rays glimmer off her withering plates.

      Wish scrambled down to some of the smaller stones below, and Moso followed, screeching, no doubt trying to get Wish to turn around so he could sign some obscene gesture and ask him what he was doing.But he only stopped when he came to a stone no bigger than his foot, wedged between three boulders. He lifted the rock and a family of cocktailed newts squirmed away to avoid the invasion of light, their tails splitting and extending as they fled.And there, on the underbelly of the stone, grew exactly what he was looking for.

      A fuzzy, cream-colored collection of mushrooms, dangling like newly forming fingers.

      Moso caught up to him. What is it?

      “Do you know what kind of fungus this is?” said Wish. Moso was much better at remembering the name of plant life than him.

      He spelled out its name in letters. Baga fungus.

      “Baga. What language is that?”

      By the Flaw, I don’t know. Could be Squill. Could be Squawk.

      “Could be Old Hiss?”

      Could be, said Moso, the widening of his eyes saying he finally understood.

      “Could Baga mean bone?”

      Moso crept low, his nose coming to within inches of a mushroom’s head. So what? Do we talk to it? Sing to it? We’re not botamancers.

      Wish rubbed his head. “What do most people do with mushrooms?”

      Moso rubbed his belly.

      “Do you know if it’s poisonous?”

      Moso shrugged his shoulders. I’ve never seen it on anyone’s plate before.

      Wish plucked one of the mushroom strands from the stone, and a trickle of waxy, golden pus replaced the missing fungus. He held the mushroom up to the light of the great fire, where it wilted and bent like a crone. It was a strange looking thing, a fibrous tentacle with barely any features to indicate what it would do to him if he ate it. If it was poisonous he doubted that newts and insects would be sustaining themselves on it.

      There was always the chance they were immune to its effects.

      Are you sure about this?

      Wish shook his head. “Just be ready to put your fingers down my throat if I go under.”

      Moso smiled slyly. I’ve more experience with this type of thing. You sure I shouldn’t do it?

      “You’re small. If it is poisonous, it’ll affect you quicker.”

      This is the one time I allow for you to call me small.

      Wish surveyed his surroundings. Everywhere he looked he felt like people were glancing at them. The group at the highest point of the stones pointed down in their direction. A couple on a nearby stone gazed and whispered at them.There was even a man pacing the bottom of the pile, occasionally stopping to afford them a glance before carrying on with his redundant path. They were creating more stories, conjuring more lies about them and their profession, calling them monsters, feeding the ever-hungry rumor mill with bits of gossips too delicious not to digest and pass along to the next hungry ear. How was he ever expected to escape its oppressiveness and live a normal life between these walls?

      Two thousand lunars, he answered himself, whispering it in his head like a promise that had been made. A promise he planned on keeping.

      And then his thoughts turned to the jungle, like they often did, and he tried to imagine walking beneath the thick canopy, encased in shadows, the millions of eyes and mouths of the city, of its people and their unpredictability, turned away by the shield of darkness the trees provided. Safe. If he was lucky, maybe the mushroom would make him feel the same way. If not, two thousand lunars would eventually allow him to turn back there for good.

      He put the mushroom to his lips. “Here’s to changing our lives.”

      To changing our lives, old friend, said Moso, laughing.

      Wish bit down. An oily pus squirted into his cheeks. It tasted like dirt, like the bark worms he would occasionally sustain himself on when in the deep jungle. He swallowed it immediately to rid his mouth of the taste. When it finally passed his tongue, he coughed, his body trying to rid itself of the vile flavor, of the poison he was no doubt putting into it. He retched, but refused to let it go, tilting his head back.

      Well? he saw Moso sign.

      Wish spat,then looked around.Other than the wretched taste in the back of his mouth and the tears in his eyes, he felt nothing.He shook his head. “Maybe it takes some time?”

      Maybe. Or maybe we’re completely wrong. Moso started turning up some of the smaller rocks, his tail signing furiously with anger. Maybe we’re just supposed to keep turning up everyone of these damn things until we turn into bones.

      “Calm down,” said Wish. Though he felt the same frustration welling inside of him, he knew anger rarely led to the right solution. He had seen Moso act on it hundreds of times before and all it ended up doing was putting them further away from their mission or almost getting them killed.“There has to be something else we’re missing or—”

      A fleck of gold fell from the sky, floating down to the stones like a piece of ash kicked up from a flame. He blinked and it was gone.

      What?said Moso.

      “Did you see that?”

      See what?

      Wish opened his mouth to speak, but didn’t say a word. A thousand golden flakes trickled down from the clouds above, twirling, flowing with the light wind that passed down from the mountains, a precipitation of light as if the great fire were shedding its skin in hopes of becoming something even greater than it already was. Everywhere he looked the flakes fell, accumulating around the stones, the people, the nearby homes and beyond, forming an aura around their shape before disappearing and letting the new ones settle into replace them.

      “Moso,” said Wish. “Moso, are you seeing this?”

      Seeing what? When his tail flickered it tossed the flakes that had fallen upon it into the air, where they hung momentarily like minute fireflies before dying.

      Moso tugged on his shirt and shrieked to try and gain his attention, but his voice sounded muted, as if Wish were atop a mountain and Moso was calling up to him. So did the rest of the world. The voices of the others upon the stones, the sounds of the nearby jungle, all of it sounded so far away.The only thing that didn’t was the song, but not the song that normally rang throughout the Crone Stones. He didn’t know when it had happened, but it had been replaced.

      He could still hear the lilting, reverberating chant of Notha’s voice, but it too sounded distant. What rose in its stead was a haunting collection of whispers, almost like a thousand creatures were humming together, a tune that sounded like a bruisefoot bird trying to attract a mate. But in this song there weren’t just sounds, there were words.

      

      Step back.

      Open your eyes.

      And you’ll see.

      A tree. A tree. A tree.

      

      Beneath their roots.

      Beneath the stones.

      And you’ll discover.

      A lover. A mother. Another.

      

      “Can you hear that?” said Wish.

      Hear what? Are you feeling okay? Is the mushroom doing something?

      “It’s another song. The second song.”

      Moso perked up, and when he did, another pile of golden flakes fell from him before they could dissolve. What’s it saying?

      “Step back. Open your eyes. And you’ll see. A tree...”

      Great. More riddles.

      Wish looked around. There were only a few sets of trees anywhere nearby. The square nearby with a collection of threadleaf. The patches of forest that still grew on the face of Crone facing the city, far up and out of reach, and lastly a small grove of whiteseed trees growing beside a house nestled on one of the many streets that wound beside the Crone Stones. If Tabari wanted to make it difficult she would have hidden them high up the mountain, but there were countless trees there. She left clues for people to find these damn boxes. Specific instructions so long as people were willing and smart enough to look for them. Upturning every tree in a forest of that size would take longer than searching every stone. They had to be in the grove of trees growing along that house or in the square.

      Wish walked towards the closest of the two, the square. He didn’t bother waiting for Moso.

      A tree? Are these the trees?

      But Wish didn’t answer. His eyes were locked on the threadleaf trees and the spindly, knotted roots that were woven above and beneath ground like serpents moving upon the sea.

      “Beneath their roots. Beneath the stones.”

      It had to be there.

      He reached the square and fell to his knees, ignoring the golden rain dripping from the trees’ leaves and the small group of men gathered beneath them playing a game of rockturn. Wish wasted no time. The soil that made up the square’s floor beneath the trees contained fragments of cobbled stone. He plunged his fingers into it and started to scoop it out.

      It’s underneath there? said Moso, watching on, scratching his head.

      Wish kept digging, upturning more rocks, wiping away the pools of gold that would collect inside the hole before disappearing. He felt even hotter than being beneath the blazing great fire. Perhaps it was the excitement, or perhaps it was the mushroom’s effects. Yet he didn’t let it stop him from digging deeper.Every scoop he took, every inch further he went, he felt closer to finding the box.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” someone said, but Wish didn’t look up. The voice sounded miles away. The question wasn’t meant for him.

      He kept digging.

      “You’re putting holes in our field.”

      Wish was well beneath the roots now. How deep did he have to go? Besides, that was only one part of the roots. There were still dozens more.

      “Hey green fucker, we’re talking to you.”

      The boot sparkled, golden and beautiful, before it kicked up into his face. He fell back, holding his nose.

      His vision blurred. He could feel warm blood trickling over his cheek.

      “You trits,” said a voice. “Burrow your holes in the jungle where you belong.”

      Moso shrieked. Wish rolled over to his side,and he saw his partner facing a trio of men with his dagger unsheathed, daring them to come a step closer to Wish.

      “What are you going to do with that, little monkey?”The speaker was a Treeback. In the gorilla’s giant, fur-covered hand was one of the stones he was using to play rockturn. It was the size of Moso’s head.

      This little monkey will take your heart with this, signed Moso.

      Wish went to rise and pull the Chassa back, but froze as he came to one knee. The Crone Stones rose before them again, as gigantic and imposing as ever, yet this time they were different.

      The deluge of gold fell over them, but not at random like he had originally thought. In some places they fell like a pouring rain during the Season of Storms, and in others they barely fell at all. The results were a collection of gold tracing the spaces between the rocks, outlining distinct shapes amongst the calamitous pile that had lain strewn along Northern Fangmora for countless years.

      Three trees.

      Their tops filled and robust, their limbs drawn with golden clarity, their trunks long and beautiful.And their roots, three strands of gold dangling from their trunks, outlining three smaller pairs of rocks. Nine in total.

      “A tree. A tree. A tree.”

      Wish scrambled to his feet and hurried away from the square.Moso ran to catch up to him.

      “Come back here again and we’ll add you to the game.” The Treeback yelled after them, but Wish already felt like he was on the other side of the world.

      By the gods, what are you doing?I was ready to scrap with those smooks and you get up and leave?

      “I know where it is.”

      Where? Moso sheathed his dagger, looking over his shoulder.

      “Do you see those cracks in the stones? The smaller ones there, there, and there?”He pointed to the golden roots.

      I think so.

      “Somewhere beneath there.”

      Are you sure?

      “Check those ones.”He pointed to the stones on the far left of the Crone Stones. “I’ll check over there.” He pointed to the ones on the other side.

      Moso peered at him. You sure you’re alright?

      But Wish was already gone.He climbed the stones to where the flakes fell to create the roots. The breaks between the rocks glowed like veins of treasure waiting to be mined.He lifted the first rock and was surprised by how loud the song became.

      It’s the mushrooms, he decided. Even as they twitched from their perch on the rock it looked as though they were a chorus swaying in unison as they belted out the strange song.He looked beneath the stone, expecting to see the box staring back at him, but instead found a growth of ardent curls. The lover’s flowers.

      How could they grow beneath stones? he thought. Out of all the things the golden flecks congregated around, they swarmed the flowers, gathering upon their petals like a hive of insects insistent on tearing them down.

      He dropped the stone and climbed to the tree outlined in gold. His heart hammered inside his chest. His sight throbbed with each beat. All the while the song kept playing over and over again, a chant urging him forward, begging him to discover the secret it was so desperately hoping someone would find.

      When he arrived at the next set of stones it felt as though the mushrooms were screaming at him. Everything else was silent.Gold fell everywhere, blotting out his surroundings. There was nowhere else to look. All that existed was the tree. He pried upthe middle of the three stones that made the tree’s roots and suddenly the singing stopped. The mushrooms on the stone’s underbelly were stiff, as if each one were watching him in quiet anticipation.On the other side was a deep, waist-wide hole where no creatures dwelled and no gold fell. Darkness prevailed.

      He tossed the stone aside and climbed down. The hole was damp and smelled heavily of soil. It reminded him of a broadback’s nest without the millipedes that took residence there. He scurried deeper inside, going so far that only his feet remained on the outside. It felt as though the hole might collapse on him or that a flood of gold might pour in over him and never allow him to find a way out should he go any deeper. He reached out, pawed about the moist, dark soil, and felt things squirming beneath his hands.

      Worms. Grubs. Dirt spiders. He had no doubt that they all existed so far beneath the surface.He hated reaching in blindly. It was only a matter of time before something bit him.The box had to be there, but where?

      He thought he heard someone behind him. He was about to turn around to see if Moso had finally caught up to him when his finger brushed the corner of something hard.

      The second box.

      He lunged, secured his fingers around the edge of it, and pulled as he backed out of the hole. He emerged from the darkness and brought what he had in his hand before him. Covered in soil and a pair of squirming, aggravated worms was a box much like the one he had retrieved from the trogi’s den. He brushed aside the debris and brought it to the light.

      Carved onto its face was a forest of interlocking trees, their limbs tangled with one another like a group of fanatics praying with each other, their arms around each other’s shoulders.He flipped the box over and saw the lines etched into its wood, telling them where the next one waited to be found.

      He squinted, fighting with the darkness beneath the stones.He had just enough time to read it before a shadow cancelled the rest of the light.

      He turned as a stone came crashing into his head. When it connected the world seemed to shatter into a million brilliant flakes of gold.
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      He felt the pain before he opened his eyes. It radiated from the center of his head, down his nose, and into his jaw.All he wanted to do was return to that place of darkness and rest, but the small voice in the back of his head wouldn’t let him.

      There was still work to be done. There were still people that needed him.

      And as if that voice was preparing him for what he would see when he came to, when he finally pried open his lids he saw Marli standing over him, dabbing a cloth over his brow. Was he dreaming?

      “M-Marli,” he forced out. His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. The taste of the mushrooms still lingered in the back of his throat. He felt as though he might be sick if not for her distracting him.

      Her hair hung down both sides of her head, and her necklace dangled just over his nose. It reminded him of the nights they’d spent together when she would wrestle him down beneath her, laughing, thinking it a joke, unaware of what she was doing. Ignorant of the way she was subduing the monster inside of him, that creature that never let him be at peace around another. That part that always called him back to the safety of the jungle.

      It made waking up not so bad. It made the pain he felt worth it, even though he still wasn’t sure it wasn’t a dream.

      “What...what are you doing here?” he forced.

      She frowned. “This is where I live. Where else would I be?”

      “Perhaps his head was hit harder than we thought?”

      Wish turned and saw Moso and Wings sitting upon a bed adjacent to the one he lay upon. He could tell from the cracked windows that they were in the Nest. But why?

      Moso read the question in his face before he could even ask it.

      You were bleeding pretty badly. I didn’t have the money for a medicine man. This was the only place I could think of.Found the Eclectun hovering about the stones, probably keeping tabs on us. He helped me carry you. He paused for a second, glanced at Marli, and then finished by signing, Sorry.

      “What happened?” Wish went to put his hand to his head, but Marli brushed it away.

      “You fell, cracked your head open, and now have a threaded wound above your brow that should not be touched.”

      “Fell?”

      Moso nodded. Think the mushrooms might have gotten the better of you.

      Wish remembered the footsteps, the sudden appearance of the stone... “I didn’t fall. Someone hit me. I had the box—”

      Wings stood. “You mean you found the box?”

      Wish nodded. “It wasn’t there when you found me?”

      Moso shook his head.

      “We have to go back. There has to be some clues. We have to—” He tried to sit upright and felt dizzy.

      “Calm down,” said Marli, taking him by his shoulders. “You’ll go back under if you’re not careful.”

      A lone golden fleck fell from the ceiling and landed on the tip of her nose, where it stayed for a long time before fizzling away. Perhaps the mushroom wasn’t done with him yet.

      There was nothing there when I found you. Just you passed out beneath a pair of stones, your head split, a pair of worms crawling over your leg all pissed off from you digging in their dirt.

      “Who else could know about the boxes?” said Wish. He turned his attention to Wings.

      “Who else saw you walk into the city with the first box tucked beneath your arm?” Wings pulled at one of the leaves hanging over his feathers. “Just because you had never heard of them before doesn’t mean there are not countless others who have dedicated their entire lives to finding them. My guess is that someone saw you and has been tracking you ever since.”

      That, or perhaps it was those rockturn players looking to seek revenge on him for putting a rut in their field, said Moso.

      Wings sucked at the top of his beak. “Whoever it was, it seems the trail has run cold. My master will not be pleased about this.”

      The cry of a baby sounded from the corner of the room. Wish hadn’t even noticed the small crib tucked beside the other bed. Marli went to it and picked up his daughter. His eyes met Marli’s, and hers said everything that she would never say.

      She is not yours. I don’t care if she looks like you. I don’t care if you keep coming here, but she is not yours. Not yet. Not until you have proven to me that she can be.

      And with that look he suddenly remembered the words he’d read on the back of the second box.The words written in Lowman’s tongue. He said them out loud,

      

      “Far beyond the city wall,

      In a place where the fruits hang tall,

      You will find another piece of song,

      In the heart of my striped brother’s throng.”

      

      Moso tilted his head. You hit your head harder than I thought.

      “That’s it. That’s the clue that was on the other side of the box. I remembered it. It was in Lowman’s tongue.”

      Moso looked to Wings. The Eclectun’s eyes were wide with excitement. “That is one of the original languages of Fangmora.”

      “So what does it mean?” His thoughts felt fuzzy. It was a strain to even think, let alone talk.

      Where the fruits hang tall... I wonder if it means ash berries? said Moso.

      Ash berry trees were humungous growths, with wide, fat trunks and limbs that reached high above the rest of the canopy, offering their black fruits to the birds and other creatures who dared to live so close to the clouds. They were scattered throughout the nearby forest, but he knew of only one place where they grew in congregation.

      “The Black Orchard,” said Wish.

      “What’s the Black Orchard?” said Wings.

      But his question was lost upon the partners. Wish and Moso slumped as they looked at each other, both realizing what the second part of the clue meant at the same time.

      “What’s the Black Orchard?” repeated Wings, more sternly this time.

      “A collection of ash berry trees near the base of the Crone.It’s named that because of the color the berries turn the floor and trunks when they fall to the ground and are smashed or eaten.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Wings.

      “It’s not the berries we’re worried about,” said Wish. “It’s what lives there. Streaked ones.”

      “My striped brother’s throng...” said Wings, reaching the same realization as them.

      Wish nodded.

      Moso made a rude gesture with his tail, signaling the despair they both felt.

      Streaked ones.

      Sentient, primal creatures that inhabited the surrounding forest, hunting in clans for the meat of lesser creatures. Ferocious, savage things whose hunger and ways would never fit into the cage of the rest of civilization. Their villages were spread throughout the Knotted Mountains.They were a menace to the original tribes of Fangmora, and still were to the city’s citizens. If times grew desperate they would sometimes attack caravans on the Star Road, or even go over the city’s walls in search of prey. Wish had encountered plenty in his time in the jungle, always sure to keep quiet or hidden or out of the creatures’ way, except for the one time when they both sought the same thing.

      A bonebelly.

      A large forest bird with feathers as white as the head of the Crone. Wish had captured one with a snare trap in order to complete a job for some breeder in the city, a job he had taken alone before he met Moso. The ruckus the bird had caused drew the attention of a streaked one hunter.He remembered the look of its golden eyes as it emerged from behind the nearby trees, so still and wide. Those eyes locked on him and didn’t shift or stray. The midnight-black stripes that crowded its face looked like ragged tears in its orange fur, breaks in its brilliant coat made from the fierceness that brimmed inside of it. From a belt made of threaded vine it had drawn a curved sword, a weapon made to emulate the black claws that grew from the tips of its fingers.

      There were no noises made, no words exchanged, only the screech of the bird and the just audible pad of the streaked one’s feet as it moved closer. Wish knew its intentions, and he knew there was no hope in running, so he had drawn his machete, scared that if he tried for the short spear on his back the longer movement would give the beast an opening.

      And then it pounced, barking a growl that sounded like thunder. He could still remember its face as it leapt over the bird to reach him. How flat its ears were on its head. How its teeth were so stained and ridden with the flesh of some past meal, still hungry, still insatiable. And then its braided whiskers, flailing to either side of its face like small wings intended to propel him faster and stronger.

      Wish had brought up his machete just in time to turn away the creature’s own weapon, but the impact of its leap caused him to slam against a nearby tree.If it weren’t for the tree he would have been on his back and most likely dead, but it had kept him upright, and the jolt of the impact caused him to unexpectedly shoot back forward. There he brought his machete down upon the creature’s sword hand, the totem on his blade flaring, causing it to burn halfway down through the creature’s wrist. It dropped its sword, growling, but did not slow down. It swung its other hand, a massive paw with claws,down onto Wish’s shoulder, rending deep tears into his flesh as he was slammed to the ground. It was luck that saved him then, luck or the creature’s primal fascination with violence.

      It stared down in amazement at the sight of its dangling limb, put the barely connected hand to its mouth, and tore the rest of it away. He stuffed the leftover hand into a pouch from his belt, turned around, and walked back into the forest in the same direction it had emerged, perhaps too injured to fight anymore, perhaps satisfied with its collection of meat and seeing no need to get the bonebelly any longer.

      And Wish was left behind, out of breath, bleeding, thanking whatever gods were listening that the creature fled. He still had the scars to remind him of that encounter. He was in no hurry to do it again. Wings, on the other hand, seemed exhilarated by the discovery.

      “It is said that Tabari befriended one of the tribes.” The Eclectun paced inside the room, sucking at the top of his beak. “What’s a more difficult place to reach than that?”

      “Befriend?” said Wish.

      “They’re sentient, aren’t they? They can’t be all about meat and bone if you know how to speak their language.”

      “Well, we don’t know their language.”

      So what are we supposed to do then? Infiltrate their village, scour every last bit of it for the box, grab it, and get the hell out?

      Wings clucked his tongue. “You don’t know their language, but I know someone who does. Someone who has spent time amongst the creatures.”

      “Someone who is still alive?”

      Wings nodded. “Let’s pay him a visit, shall we?”

      He went to the door and Moso followed, signing along the way, At least we’re headed back to the jungle.

      Wish stood and felt woozy. He steadied himself against the wall. Marli eyed him, bobbing the baby against her chest. “You shouldn’t be going anywhere. You need rest.”

      “I need to finish this job.”

      She shook her head. “Streaked ones. Climbing beneath the Crone Stones. This work, it’s going to get you killed.”

      “What do you care? You’ve got what you wanted from me—at least if I’m dead I won’t be coming around here anymore.”

      She pursed her lips. He could tell she wanted to say something else, but whatever it was she kept it to herself.

      “This job, Marli. If we do it, if we find a way...” He swallowed. “I’m doing this for her. I’m doing this for you.”

      “Then you’re doing it for the wrong reasons,” she whispered.

      Wish took one last look at the baby, his daughter, and went to the door. “Take care of her. This city is crumbling by the day. It’s only a matter of time before it breaks for good.”

      If she said anything in response, he did not hear, as he was already out the door and entering the main chamber of the Nest, where Risa and a minor priestess lurked about the eggs. He glanced at herbefore he went to meet Wings and Moso by the door.

      “Back again?” said Risa. “How many times must you come back before you realize you’ll not find what you’re looking for here?”

      “Don’t worry,” said Wish. “This is the last you’ll see of me.” He pushed aside the doors and returned to the streets of Fangmora, his head swimming, his mind wounded, and not just from the stone.
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        * * *

      

      “This is the last you’ll see of me.”

      Marli heard him yell it through the thin walls of her chamber, and she was surprised at how much those words affected her.

      Did he really mean them? Was that really the last time she would see him?

      Good, she told herself. I’ve finally rid myself of him. She should have felt relieved, she should have felt elated, but instead she felt empty.

      Though she had told him countless times that he was unwelcome, and countless times more that their time together was nothing more than a way to an end, now that he was finally gone, she realized how little truth was in those words.

      Despite her need to fulfill the commands of the Great Bird and bring a child into the world, she had found something in Ati that she hadn’t known she was missing.

      Companionship. A confidant. Someone to help tease out the troubles crowding her head, the ones that had taken residence in there long ago, after her parents abandoned her in favor of the streets and what they offered, places that soon became her own home. Ati’s trust in her was something she had never had before, not during her time on the streets as an orphan, nor during the quiet seclusion of her time in the Nest.

      Emotions were to be suppressed until the Great Bird’s offspring were hatched and she was brought to paradise.Risa had told her that all they did was cause confusion and build barriers between her and those who meant to take her on the Flight.

      But when she was with Ati, and she was pretending to be in love as she was instructed, it was impossible to keep some of those emotions from leaking out. And during those few weeks she was finally exposed to things besides sadness and fear, anxiety and despair, those emotions she’d lived with constantly upon the streets. She felt happiness, wonder, and maybe even real love—emotions she’d never needed to survive, but things she had always sought. Things she wanted to hold onto and never let go.

      But those things were gone now, ended as soon as she fled the room at the inn in which they had stayed and returned to the Nest with their child in her belly.

      Not gone, she reminded herself. They were just in her room moments ago, and she’d tossed them out like they were garbage just as the Great Bird would have wanted.

      But when did the Great Bird and any of its teachings ever make her feel like that?

      What have I done?

      She felt a sudden tenseness crawl up her spine. She clenched her daughter to her chest and hurried out the door.She rushed past another minor priestess, not even affording her a glance.

      “Where are you going?” called the other priestess.

      But she did not answer. She entered into the main chamber, hoping to see him at the door, but instead found only Risa.

      “What is it, my hatchling?”

      Marli ignored her too. She pushed aside the main doors and was welcomed to the harsh twilight of the ending day. A thousand people crowded the Gold Row, and she was reminded of how beautiful the street looked bustling with bodies covered in an abundance of colors, hues often desaturated by the window she viewed it from in her room.

      But not one of them was Ati.

      She felt Risa come to her side. “Don’t turn to the streets. You called them home once before and what did they ever do for you? Turn to the sky, my hatchling.”

      “And what has the sky done for me?”

      “It’s given you a roof over your head, a full belly. A child. It’s given you more than the street ever could.”

      Her daughter mewed, and she wrapped the blanket tighter around her to break the light wind that swept down the mountains and into the streets. “But it hasn’t given me everything.”

      Risa laughed. “You ask for much for someone that came from so little. Be careful, girl, there is no room for greed in the Great Bird’s paradise.”

      “Is it greed? Or is it just what anyone would expect?”

      Risa’s whiskers twitched. “You’re tired. Your hatchling has kept you up for countless nights. Him coming around here twists your thoughts. But no longer. Return to your chamber. Rest. With your care passing on last night, you can be at ease. In the morning you will have a clear head again.”

      Marli dangled one toe off the step that led into the street. All she needed to do was place it down and she would be gone, back into the unpredictability of the city, once more just another speck of dust waiting to be riled up and kicked along to wherever the boots of the streets wanted to take her.

      The thought exhilarated her, but the questions stopped her.

      What then? Where would she and her daughter go? The bug markets? The brothels? Back to the Lavender Light? To Ati?

      The answer came as the first of the three eggs peered over the edge of the Brute, the westernmost of the Knotted Mountains. There the eggs smoldered with an orange light like torch fire meant to signal her solution.

      She inched her toe back over the edge of the stairwell and into the Nest. Risa put her callous claws onto Marli’s hand and removed it from the door. It swung closed with a creak, shutting out the disquieting vibrancy of the street and putting her back into the safe darkness of the inner chamber.
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        * * *

      

      Wish, Moso, and Wings stood before a shanty on the far east side of the city, a district known as the Holes because of the caverns put into the side of Young Nori, the smallest of the Knotted Mountains, due to constant mining for precious stones. The one-room house was built against one of these old holes, a miners’ retreat long abandoned after the vein’s resources went dry, and now converted into a dwelling, perhaps by purchase or perhaps by its current occupant taking advantage of its neglect. The jungle that grew along the mountainside had almost fully reclaimed it, covering the house in an assortment of creepers and moss.Wish might not even have thought it to be a house at all if not for the light emanating from its lone window.

      Though they had arrived minutes ago, they lingered outside while Wings spoke. “Let me do the talking. Agra has become a bit rough in his old age. Not to mention a little loose.” Wings pointed to his head. “Try not to take what he has to say too seriously.”

      And we’re to trust this man with helping us deal with streaked ones?

      Wings looked to Wish for interpretation, which he did begrudgingly. His head hurt, his vision swam. His conversation with Marli still tasted sour on his tongue— worse than any mushroom he could eat. He just wanted to leave the city and return to the jungle. All these conversations were making him feel dizzier by the second.

      “When it comes to the streaked ones, that is one thing he is serious about.”

      “Then let’s make it quick,” said Wish.

      Moso and Wings glanced at him.

      “If I’m not crazy and if it wasn’t the mushrooms playing with me, then someone really does have the other box and must be following its clue same as us.” It was a feeling that had been gnawing at him since he had left the Nest. If there was someone on the same trail as them, their paths would no doubt cross again.

      Unless of course they reached the box before he and Moso did, then the trail would be cold and the job would be over. Whatever they were hoping to gain from this man who knew the streaked ones, they had to gain it quickly and be on their way,and not just so Wish could return to the safety of the jungle.

      Wings didn’t dally any longer. He knocked on the moss-ridden door, the thumps of his feathered fists dulled by the plants that covered the wood.

      There was no one response.

      “Agra.” The Eclectun knocked again. “It’s Wings.”

      Still, there was no response.

      Maybe he’s not home. Moso licked his hand and ran it through the green fur atop his head.

      Wish translated.

      “He’s home. He’s just selective about answering the door.” Wings knocked again.“Agra, this is about your brethren in the forest.”

      There was a shuffle behind the door, followed by a grunt, followed by the click of a lock. The door swung open and behind it stood a Chassa just a bit smaller than Moso. His fur had been dyed a dark orange, a color that rivaled a fire, but his face was white, untouched by the dye as if to showcase his age. One of his legs was missing from the knee down.A wooden stick had been fashioned as a replacement. Totems had been carved into it, spiders upon webs, beetles scurrying out from holes, ants along tree limbs... it looked like a tribute to a bug-monger’s work. In his right hand he held a cane whose top had been made to resemble the tail of a scorpion. His eyes were like flies, never settling, stopping for a moment to rest on one thing before buzzing about to the next. It was as if they were always looking for something, but could never find it.

      “Sorry to disturb you, Agra, but I—”

      “You need me to lick the king’s own teeka? To burrow between his cheeks and kiss the cold, black ore that is his heart? Or perhaps you are asking me to do the same to you? My leg has been known to fit into hard to reach places,” said Agra, tapping his wooden leg with his leg.

      Moso was laughing as he spoke. I love this man.

      “And who are these two?” He looked Moso and Wish up and down. “Which garden did you pluck such horrid looking things from? I don’t like the way the tall one is looking at me. Perhaps he’d like to see where I can put my leg...”

      Wish chewed his lip, clenching his fist in case the old monkey should try anything.

      Wings shook his head. “Your leg can stay where it is at the moment. We’ve come to talk to you about your brethren.”

      Agra’s wild eyes settled on Wings before falling to his feet and then moving somewhere high above them all. “What about them?” The tone in his voice had changed. It sounded more serious.

      “We need something from them.”

      Agra smiled. “And what is that? A reminder of how weak you are? An example of how laughable our attempt at all this is?” He knocked his cane against the side of his house. “Or perhaps you just need them to strip a few strands of flesh from that feather-covered hide of yours? They’ve been known to be very helpful with that.”

      Wings clucked his tongue. “We’ve found that a certain tribe is hiding a very important artifact, something that my master has spent his life trying to discover.”

      “A box?”

      Wings nodded.

      Agra laughed, a wild haw that echoed off the side of the mountain, a sound that matched his eyes. “Still? After all these years Dargu is sniffing after them like a lost dog. He’s a fool for chasing myths.”

      “They’re not a myth. One, possibly two”—Wings glanced at Wish—“of the boxes have already been found, Agra.”

      The Chassa’s smile left. “By whom?”

      Wings made a gesture to indicate Wish and Moso.

      “Of course. Hire a pair of jungle-divers to dig in the dirt. Keeps anymore mud from falling on Dargu. He’s a hoatzin’s teeka, but hehas a way of getting things done. I’ll give him that.”

      Is he going to help or not? signed Moso, clearly as frustrated with the exchange as Wish.

      Agra’s eyes fell on Moso’s tail briefly. “What’s a matter my fellow monkey, lose your tongue to a trogi?”

      Moso opened his mouth to show the severed nub of his tongue that still existed.

      Agra laughed again. “You’d fit in well with my brothers, so willing to give up something so dear.”

      “Agra...” said Wings.

      “Come in, find a seat, just mind my pets.” He returned back into his cramped house, waving for them to follow.

      Wish sighed.Of course this wouldn’t be quick.

      The inside of the house was just as unkempt as the outside. The same moss that covered the exterior had crept its way between the boards, creating small gaps in the roof that must have caused countless leaks during storms. Vines crawled in from the lone window, tangling about one of the bedposts that held a thin mattress. But perhaps most intrusive of all was the elaborate nest of billow spiders that hung in the corners of the room closest to the mountain.The yellow spiders’ webs fluttered even in the still air of the house, twitching with sticky life in order to catch whatever unfortunate insect happened to fly into their trap.

      This is a first, signed Moso.

      Agra followed their eyes. “They keep the bad bugs out.” He sat in a rocking chair of bone and ordered the others to sit on a small, rickety-looking bench tucked in the opposite corner, but Wish could not, afraid that if they did they would wind up staying there for hours. Agra’s eyes briefly fell upon him. “I feel like I am looking at one of my brethren right now, too full of fury to even be still.”

      “We are in a hurry,” said Wish. It was already pushing into the second day of the week the Green Men had given him. Only the gods knew what had happened to his father during his absence. Perhaps the Green Men had decided to do their purge early, perhaps they had come knocking again and his father couldn’t resist igniting their anger.He tried to push those thoughts aside in favor of the job, knowing that distractions would only be another barrier between them and the boxes.

      “A hurry to get yourself killed? My brethren would skin you if they found you walking about their village.”

      Why does he keep calling them his brethren? Moso sat on the bench, digging his dagger underneath his claws.

      “Why do you call them your brethren?” repeated Wish.

      “Because they are. The only family I’ve ever known. Never had a father. Only knew my mother for a fucking blink. Raised me just long enough so I was big enough to make a thud when she threw me onto the street. The alleys raised me from there. Stole, stabbed, and skullduggeried until even they didn’t want me anymore. Then what was left besides the jungle? So there I turned and there I made a living. Alone. Doing work all around the city, even for the king from time to time. Filling my pockets so I could drain them at whatever tavern or brothel could still stand me, trying to kill myself in the slowest way possible.”

      “You were a jungle-diver?” said Wish.

      “Still am. You boys must know that the jungle never truly lets go of you.”

      Wish nodded, feeling as though he were listening to his own story voiced back to him.

      “I was well on my way to getting to where I wanted to be, just another piece of meat rotting on the jungle floor.But then I met them.” His eyes fell to the tip of his cane and he smiled. “On some job, trying to hunt a thorkin for some rich merchant who wanted its meat on his table to make some woman he wanted to impress quiver.”

      A thorkin? He’s crazier than he looks, signed Moso, and Wish smiled with the same thought. A thorkin was an angry creature, a giant of the jungle, a cross between a gorilla and a piranha. They were known to snap trees that stood between them and their prey.

      Agra continued. “Wouldn’t you know I found one. Drew it out with a bit of trechi wood.”

      “Trechi wood? Where’d you get that?” said Wish. Trechi wood was a slab of prickly bark that smelled strongly of bile and had been outlawed in the city because of the thorkins’attraction to it. The beasts sought it out to aid their digestion of the creatures they often swallowed whole like a snake.

      Agra smiled. “What? You boys never had a reason to go looking for the trees?”

      Moso’s tail flickered, Never wanted to lose our lives to a thorkin.

      “Can’t say we’ve come across too many employers interested in the creature’s meat.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me. No one is usually that desperate for an aphrodisiac to chomp down on something that vile. But this man was as old as the Crone and needed all the help he could get. So I got some trechi wood and lured the beast out from the forest, not to mention a few other creatures. Didn’t realize how many love the trechi.” Agra gave an untimely laugh, as if remembering something, but he didn’t share.“The thorkincharged me and I put a couple arrows into its head just as it was about to snap me up like a forest fish. Went about carving it up. No way I was going to carry that whole lug back by myself. Would have needed an army to do that. Blood leaked, created new rivers in the forest. Between that and the trechi wood, attracted plenty of predators, but I scared them all away.” He blinked, and his eyes fell to the floor as he recalled some unseen sight in his head. “But then they came.”

      “Streaked ones,” said Wings, sitting with his arms crossed as if he had heard the story before.

      “A whole band of them. They surrounded the thorkin and me, just staring, as silent as sleep. Everywhere I looked there were eyes. Hungry eyes. If I close my own I can still see them staring at me like fists of amber waiting to swing.” He shut his lids and smiled. When he opened them again he kept speaking. “Well, fuck them. They didn’t kill the beast. It was mine. I’d be a bongo’s teeka if I let them have it. So I stood my ground. Shot a few arrows their way.Thought it was finally my chance to speed up my death. They were closing in on me, tightening their circle.No way arrows were going to do anymore, so I brought out my machete. ‘Let’s bleed together,’ I remember shouting. ‘LET’S BLEED TOGETHER!’”

      Agra slapped his cane against the ground, imitating a swing of a machete. He was breathing heavy, his eyes wild with excitement.

      “But then he stepped forward.”

      “Who?” Wish leaned towards the Chassa. He was interested now. Despite the delay, he had never heard of such an encounter with the creatures. Besides, Agra was a storyteller. It was clear.

      Agra leaned forward in his seat. “The Red One.”

      Moso and Wish exchanged a glance.He almost smiled at how overemphasized the name was, but refrained. This man was a jungle-diver. There were truths in the stories others told from the jungle and reasons why certain things were emphasized.

      “Half the size of its kind. Its fur was as red as the blood that pooled around my feet. It just walked right through the others and stood before my kill, uncaring of the machete in my hand. And I was so shocked from his appearance that I just let him. I had seen a thousand things in the jungle, but never a creature as magnificent and befuddling as it. What was it? I asked in my head.And a moment later it gave me its answer. It showed me its teeth and I saw that they were fangs as black as night.”

      “A meat shaman,” said Wish. The mythical leaders of the streaked ones, creatures said to be willed to life by Welkin magic. Creatures said to be able to do strange things with the flesh of another... once they had tasted it.

      Agra nodded. “Picked up one of the limbs of the thorkin, bit off a nub of its finger, and the next thing you know the creature I killed was standing again, a hollowed-out version of itself.”

      Smook uta, signed Moso.

      “Eh?” Agra raised an eyebrow.

      “He doesn’t believe you,” said Wish.

      Agra laughed. “Really? After all you’ve seen in the jungle? After all the Welkin creations you’ve encountered... you still question whether a creature can bring another one back to life.”

      I’ve seen plenty of strange things, but nothing so powerful to reverse death.

      Wish translated for Agra and the Chassa responded. “That’s where you’re wrong. He didn’t reverse death as much as he stopped it for a while. The next thing you know the thorkin is looming over me and the streaked ones are all growling, shouting bits of thunder that sounded like they had fallen from a storm. I thought that had to be it.I thought one of them would lunge out from the forest and finish me off, or the thorkin would exact revenge and splatter me like a beetle, but instead the thorkin reached its massive paw down and scooped me up. The Red One had instructed it to. The next thing I know they are bringing me back to their village. What were they going to do? Roast me? Slowly pick me apart?” Agra scratched the fur under his chin and swallowed. “But they did neither. They spared me.”

      “I’ve never heard of a streaked one sparing someone,” said Wish.

      “The Red One later told me it was because of the way I fought, of the way I had defeated the thorkin and defended its meat so crazily. Whatever the reason, they kept me there as their guest. Showed me their ways. Learned from me as much as I learned from them. I hunted with them. Ate with them. Found something I had always been searching for.”

      Then why leave? asked Moso. Wish translated again.

      “The streaked ones have no use for those that can’t hunt, and I’m afraid the passing years will take away anyone’s skill no matter how good they are.” He pointed to the white fur between his eyes.

      “You said the Red One talked to you? How?” The creatures did not use words.They communicated in growls and barks, a harsh, terrible language that no one he knew could replicate.

      “He did, and I could talk to him.”

      “Can you teach them this language?” said Wings. “We need to get the streaked ones to give up the box, and it would probably go much better without having to fight.”

      Agra’s smile widened. “I can’t teach you that language, I’m afraid it’s much too difficult to understand.” Agra stood to his feet with the help of his cane. “But I can show you.”
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      The limbs of the jungle’s trees came together like interlocking fingers, blocking the morning light of the great fire, keeping the mist that traveled down from the mountains low to the ground with its grasp, at least until midday came and burned it away. Its shade darkened all things, making Wish feel less exposed. Safe. Even though he knew countless creatures watched them, he could sense what they were doing, where they would come from. He had spent too many years within the jungle not to know its plans for him as he walked through it. In the air, in the shuffle of the underbrush, in the creak of a tree branch, he could tell if there was danger nearby, just so long as he could listen, which was difficult to do with Agra constantly speaking.

      “How I’ve missed this place. Look at the colors. Smell it. It smells like a lover.”He hadn’t stopped smiling since they left Fangmora. Every step they took his eyes scanned the canopy, the bush, the ground before him as if he were reacquainting himself with every last detail of the jungle. Wish felt an affinity for the man, and couldn’t imagine being away from the jungle for as long as he had. Moso felt otherwise.

      Is this a glimpse at our futures? he signed as they walked. An old, jungle-drunk lunatic screaming at the top of his lungs that the jungle smells like something he’s fucked before?

      Wish shrugged. “Better than being stuck in that house of his.”

      Moso laughed. That’s where we differ, my friend. As soon as we find these boxes and get those lunars I am buying as many walls as I can between me and this place.

      “You wouldn’t miss it?”

      We risk our teekas every time we step in this place—why would I miss it?

      “Is it really safer in the city? Every week you’ve almost been strung up by Lavender and his men. The jungle didn’t take your tongue.”

      It didn’t, but stay in it long enough and it will take much more.

      Wish shook his head. “I’d rather take my chances here.”

      At least here you don’t need to think about the priestess.

      Wish glared at him.

      You can say thank you, you know. You fall and trip on some rocks, and I go out of my way not only to save your teeka but also make sure you wake up in the arms of your lady.

      “My lady? If you heard what she said before I left you wouldn’t be calling her that.”

      Didn’t need to. I saw everything I needed to see in the way she took care of you. By the Flaw, I’d pay half my take from this job for a night with a whore who’d give me such attention. She barely looked away from you while you were out.

      “It’s required of her.”

      Her bird god wants her to nurse the injured back to health, it didn’t mention anything about losing sleep over whether or not they’ll live. Moso ducked beneath a low-hanging branch. You weren’t her care in there, you were hers.

      Was he telling the truth? Was Wish really that obtuse to miss the signs she was showing him? But what she had said...

      I’ll tell you again, all she needs is a little assurance that you’ll be able to provide for her and your daughter and you can take her away from that religious smook.

      “I wish I had the faith that you do, old friend.”

      Trust. You should give it a try, maybe you’d have more reasons to stay in the city other than your father if you gave it away to others.

      “I do,” said Wish. “I trust you.”

      Moso licked his hand and ran it through his fur. You trust a gambler like me still? Even after all you’ve seen me do?

      Wish gave a half-hearted laugh. “You’ve saved my life more times than I can count. If that’s not a reason to trust then I don’t know what is.”

      Moso shook his head. I feel terrible that you should give me such a limited commodity as your trust.

      “Just don’t put on the Leg Holes, eh?” said Wish, stepping beneath a low-hanging branch.

      We get these two thousand lunars and I will never have a reason to go back to those holes. The jungle will be behind me, I’ll have paid… Moso’s tail curled to a stop.

      “Paid what?” said Wish.

      Moso looked ahead absentmindedly. Paid enough women to build a wall between me and any back alley betting shop.

      Wish eyed the Chassa, wondering if the monkey could really do what he said and walk away from the places he so often frequented. Maybe he could. Maybe now that his debts were paid he would really stay away. Maybe all he really needed was enough money to kill his addiction once and for all.

      Enough of this talk, said Moso. Let’s get the boxes in our hands first, and then we can start deciding how we’ll spend the rest of our lives.

      Up ahead Agra had pulled a lizard down from a low-hanging vine and was whispering to it as he hobbled forward. Do you think we can trust this man?

      “What choice do we have other than trying to sneak into a village of streaked ones?”

      Walking straight into the middle with a lunatic doesn’t seem much safer.

      “Wings trusts him.”

      And you trust Wings? Maybe I was wrong about your ability to trust... All that bird wants is for us to get the job done for his master. He doesn’t care about our safety.

      “I asked the same question before we took the job, and yet you didn’t stop to think about our employers.”

      Still don’t care about them. My only care is what they’re putting us through, and how we come out the other side. He licked his hand and ran it through his fur.We’ve done some crazy things in the past, but this might top the list.

      “Then let’s watch each other’s backs in there.”

      Like always, said Moso, adjusting the belt on his hips.

      They walked for most of the day, adhering to paths carved in the jungle by other jungle-divers and animals who had stamped down the bush on their way to hunt or mate or whatever other business belonged to them. They passed many creatures and plants and places that Wish had become familiar with over the years, all things that made him feel as if he were home. It made it easy to turn his thoughts from the worries that plagued his mind to the fascinating details the jungle put into all of its creations. The fire like pistils of the candle flower, the twisting, ornate horns of the clacking beetle, the way the eyes of the moon monkeys sparkled like stars in the canopy as they gazed down from their roosts at them as they hurried past. It was a fine, welcoming distraction, but it did not last long. Soon they felt the familiar squish of ash berries against their boots.

      “Here it is again!” cried Agra as he picked up one of the berries and placed it on his tongue. “The taste of home.”

      “How much further until we reach the village?”

      “Not long now. Another mile or so in and we’ll start to see the signs.”

      “And what are we going to do? Just go knocking on some doors?” said Wish. He had glimpsed plenty of the streaked ones’ villages before. They were foreboding places. Not the type of village where one could stroll in and start asking its residents where they could find their chief.

      “The Red One will know I am here.”

      “Is that so?” said Wish.

      “So’er than so,” said Agra, and he picked up a few more of the berries.

      I don’t know if I like this man anymore, signed Moso.

      “Just stay close.” Wish put his hand on his machete and left it there.

      The forest changed to live up to its name. Everything turned black thanks to the smudge of the broken berries that littered the ground. The bushes, the vines, the trunks of the trees, they all looked as though they had been burned but the fire had been too weak to turn anything to ashes. The residue even found its ways onto their clothes and armor, giving the three their own black stripes like a rite of passage to enter the streaked ones’ domain. It was an unsettling place, one that Wish rarely liked to go to. Mostly because it was dominated by the streaked ones, but also because of how it stifled the prismatic beauty of the jungle so completely.

      It wasn’t long before they started to see signs of their destination.The warnings of flesh and bone.

      Hanging from the low branches of treesand stuck upon pikes placed in the ground were chunks of meat, strangely undigested and ignored by the other creatures of the forest.The bloody hunks of sinew were meant to attract prey foolish enough to try and take the trap set by the great predators that lurked close by.

      I think that used to be a piece of a thorkin, said Moso, pointing to a large grey hand that dangled from a braid of onyx rope.

      Wish felt the scars on his shoulder tingle, and rubbed the hilt of his machete. “Two thousand lunars worth this?”

      I’d sell my life a lot cheaper than that. Moso smiled and playfully tugged on the finger of the dead thorkin’s hand as they passed.

      “Just up a little further,” said Agra. There was a new hurry to his step. An excitement. His wooden leg couldn’t move fast enough. He stumbled over stones and downed branches, but the obstacles were only minor. Wish and Moso had to hurry to keep up with him.

      “Shouldn’t we slow down?” said Wish. But Agra only walked faster. “If we come rushing into their village, won’t they be spooked?”

      “Just a little further,” repeated Agra under his breath. “Just a little further.”

      “Agra–”

      Agra stopped. “We’re here.”

      “Here?” Wish looked about them. There were plenty of the meat traps around them, but no sign of any village.He opened his mouth to ask him what he meant again, but swallowed his words when he noticed a pair of eyes staring at them from between two blackened stones.

      A streaked one.

      It stood there silent, its ears high and prominent like proud weapons on display. It wore a jerkin of ragged leafmail, a piece of armor crafted from the debris of some tree that Wish could not name. The black stripes that dominated its face made it difficult to see amongst the dark features of the Black Orchard.If it weren’t for its golden eyes Wish might have missed it altogether.

      Moso tugged on Wish’s pants and nudged his chin to the other side. Two more of the creatures stood silently watching, their eyes not leaving the three, one of them still with blood upon its maw from what must have been a fresh kill.

      Wish’s heart pounded in his chest. He gripped his machete, ready to pull it out should any of the creatures pounce, though he doubted it could do anything against three creatures of that size and ferocity.

      What do we do? signed Moso.

      And as if Agra had interpreted his fellow Chassa’s question, he spoke. “Move forward. Don’t do anything sudden. Take your hands away from your weapons.”

      “I thought you said they were your brethren,” said Wish.

      “They are. You aren’t. Now follow me.” The old Chassa waddled forward, holding his hands out to either side of him, no longer using his cane, as if to show the creatures he came in peace.

      Wish removed his hand from his machete, but Moso kept his on his dagger. He noticed the three creatures’ eyes shift.

      “Do what he says. Let go of your daggers.”

      Smook mada. His tail flashed a curse before he slowly removed his hands from his daggers and let them dangle at his sides.

      Together they walked forward,careful to follow Agra’s every step.

      They moved slow. They were careful not to trip over any of the downed limbs or pieces of meat that littered the ground. The further they went the more of the streaked ones appeared from behind the forest. Wish saw none of them arrive, none of them move, except for the rise and fall of their chests as they took slow breaths and the shift of their eyes as they followed the three’s movements like they were more prey that needed to be sized up and studied. Wish wondered how many times he had been watched by such creatures in the forest and never knew they were there.

      At last they saw the first sign of the village, a small hut made from the carrion of four large jungle deer, their skins gone, but their bones and meat still attached. Their bodies made up the roofs and walls, their antlers, makeshift doors into the abode.

      Wish could already smell the reek of the place. Rotting flesh. A stench so powerful it made his eyes water and bile rise in the back of his throat. He wanted to pinch his nose or stifle it in the crook of his arm, but dared not for fear of offending the creatures.

      Soon they were surrounded by houses like the first. A mass grave which no one ever bothered to bury. A celebration of the conquered and the dead displayed for all to see. Everywhere they looked there was some new dwelling made by the kills of a forest creature, a construction of carrion held together by ties of vine and gods only knew what else such brutes would use to make such huts.

      More streaked ones emerged from the dwellings the further they went. Women and children and elders, the littlest of them the only ones making a sound, mewls that sounded akin to the house cats that some took in as pets in Fangmora. Somehow those innocent noises only made it worse, as if they were there to emphasize the terrible silence the creatures looked upon them with.

      It didn’t take long to realize they were surrounded. A crowd of eyes and stripes had formed around them. It was difficult to discern between them.

      Every part of Wish thrummed with fear. Sweat dribbled from his body, no doubt creating a tantalizing smell to the many noses that inhaled his scent as he passed. He wondered how quickly that many mouths could devour him. The only thing that gave him any sort of calm amongst that place was Agra’s confidence. Up ahead the Chassa smiled as he walked forward.

      What the fuck are we doing? Moso’s tail twitched ever so slightly, just enough to tell Wish he felt as panicked as he did.

      He wanted to turn around. He wanted to confess to the creatures that they had made a grave mistake, and the thought of the box and what it would mean for them was the only thing that kept him from doing so. If they could just somehow survive this...

      A growl from somewhere behind the crowd of streaked ones in front of him broke his thoughts. The other creatures responded in unison, an ear-wrecking boom worse than any thunder he’d ever heard.

      Agra stopped. The crowd of creatures parted,and walking through its middle to stand before them was what could only have been what Agra called the Red One.

      Its fur was the hue of blood, the stripes that decorated it the color of midnight.And where the others’ stripes looked like scars, this one’s looked like lightning bolts, jagged etches of black stretching this way and that. It wore no clothes and walked with a staff made of one long bone. Atop of the staff was a tooth. Though the creature stood a foot shorter than the others of its kind, the size of its presence was gargantuan. The others gave it space as if it were a walking behemoth.

      It came before Agra and stood. Wish could see the old Chassa’s eyes. For once they did not move. The Red One put his claw to the monkey’s chin and lifted it. A rumble came from the creature’s throat, and as it did its lips and whiskers pulled back to reveal the set of black fangs that hung beneath them like rows of stalactites formed in a deep cave.

      “I... I have missed you, my friend.” Agra’s lips trembled as he spoke.

      The Red One sniffed him and grumbled.

      “I know, but I come for another reason too.”

      The Red One’s eyes fell upon Wish and Moso. Its ears flattened upon its head.

      “They... they come from behind the walls, but they are not of the walls—”

      The Red One growled. Agra turned to address them. “The Red One says he knows you. Says he has smelled you both upon the trees of his home. Says he has watched you walk beneath the roof of leaves as if it were your own.”

      I always knew we were famous, signed Moso. His own feeble way of breaking the tension.

      “Tell him why we are here. Tell him why you brought us,” said Wish. By the gods, he wanted to hurry this along. Everywhere he looked more of the creatures were appearing, creating an impenetrable wall of fur and fangs which would not have a way out.

      Agra said, “They’ve come—we’ve come for a box. One given to your ancestors many years ago. One given to you by—”

      The Red One snarled.

      Agra nodded. “Yes. Her. The wood-waker.”

      The creature’s tail swished. It emitted a succession of barks, a throatier version of a dog’s.Then it came towards Wish and Moso. It stopped before them, its great golden eyes dilating as if it were about to pounce. This close Wish could smell it, a potent stench of flesh, blood, and soil, stronger than anything in the village. The barks turned once more to a low, constant rumble in the back of its throat. Wish could see its teeth now.Each black fang looked like a sliver of night—he could not tell if it was the saliva that caused them to sparkle like they did or if miniature stars were trapped within their marrows.

      “The Red One says that the wood-waker entrusted them with her secrets.They had the same understanding. A respect, for each other, for the forest. Even with her power, they knew she would never do them harm, nor would they do her harm, even though her flesh smelled the strongest and sweetest they had ever smelled.”

      The Red One growled and Agra’s interpretation continued. “She knew that one day someone would come looking for her secrets. She said that it was up to us to decide who they are given to.”

      We’re excellent at keeping secrets, said Moso.

      Wish swallowed and spoke. “We respect your kind. We would never hurt—”

      The Red One roared, silencing even the birds that sang in the surrounding trees.

      For a moment nothing else sounded. Agra cleared his throat and spoke softly, as if afraid if he spoke any louder the Red One would roar again. “He says you’re lying.”

      “Lying?”

      “He says that you took the claws of one of their tribesmen.”

      The Red One scanned the surrounding members of its kind and pointed. One of the creatures emerged from behind the others, one hand on its curved blade, the other gone, his arm dangling at his side. Though he could barely tell the difference between any of the others, he remembered the creature.It was its eyes. A shade more golden than the rest.

      Smook, swore Moso.

      Wish scrambled to find the words to say. “It... it was my kill. It came after me first. I was protecting myself. Just like you did with the Thorkin, Agra. Tell him.”

      Agra shook his head. “That may be the case, but it wasn’t there like it was when I killed the Thorkin. It doesn’t know for sure, even after what my brethren has said.”

      The Red One’s eyes traced Wish’s.

      “How can it know then? That was years ago. There is no way of seeing into the past.”

      “No,” said Agra, smiling. “But there is a way of seeing into you.”

      The Red One roared, and the others of its kind responded. It raised its staff into the air and with each shake of it another round of roars boomed from the gathered crowd.

      Agra yelled above the rest, still smiling. “It wants a Tasting.”

      Of what? Rum? Wine? Moso’s head spun furiously.

      “Of you.” Agra pointed to Wish. The crowd quieted.

      “What does he want?” said Wish.

      “What all of my brethren want. Meat. A taste of your flesh. A piece of you to understand all of you. A way for you to understand each other.”

      Wish suddenly felt the hunger in the creature’s eyes. He was aware of every part of himself, the flesh that covered his bones. The sinew that held him together. His fabric. Pieces of him that made up all of him. Tissue. Muscles. Veins.

      Food.

      His heart pounded. He wondered if the creature before him could hear it and smell the blood it pushed through the rest of him. He wondered if it made him even more tantalizing.

      “The sacrifice is worth it. My own tasting changed my life.” Agra tapped his wooden leg, and Wish suddenly became very aware of what the creature wanted.

      Smook, cursed Moso.

      “What... what does he want?” said Wish. His mind ran over every part of his body, imagining what it would be like to lose it and how he could keep on living without it.

      The Red One looked him up and down. He rumbled.

      “It only ever wants a piece of what can tell him the most about you.”

      The Red One sniffed and made a purring sound.

      “It wants your hand.”

      He almost blurted out, “No,” but stopped.

      Wish brought his hands before his eyes, looking at them like strange artifacts that were no longer his own. Just things of value. Things that could be taken by the highest bidder. Currency. Could he still exist without one? Could he still climb trees and make a way of life by the jungle? He’d have to learn how to exist without one, but he could find a way.

      But would he be able to hold a woman?He still remembered the way Marli felt upon his fingers, a softness no tree could offer. He’d never have the experience again with just one of them. Could he hold a child? He still dreamed of picking up his daughter and talking to her. Could he do that without a hand? Could he walk through the walls of the city without having much attention given his way?

      No.

      Yet what good would it be if he never was able to see them again in the first place? Marli’s words replayed in his head.

      “What have you given up for her?”

      He surprised himself in that terrifying moment. He thought he was doing all of this to make sure his father was safe, yet Marli and his daughter kept cropping up in his head, even despite the threat that stood before him.

      Ask him if there’s another way, said Moso. Beside him his partner looked between the Red One and Wish furiously. There has to be.

      But Wish knew there wasn’t. The creature had said the box was important.They’d only give it up for the right reason, for the right person. How else would they see that?

      Wish shifted uneasily. He looked past the Red One, across the hundreds of its kind that crowded around them, past the meat huts, and into the forest. There was sanctuary there. If he just ran to it and kept on going he’d never have to make this decision. He’d never have to face this pain. He’d never have to worry about lunars, about his father, about Marli, about his daughter...

      Yet he would never again feel what they had given him. And in return, he would give them only pain.

      He met the eyes of the Red One, breathed in deeply, and nodded.

      The Red One raised its staff over its head and roared. The rest of the streaked ones joined, roaring one after the other, beginning a chant that did not end even after the Red One’s mouth closed.

      “They praise you for your courage,” yelled Agra.

      Are you an idiot? said Moso. The Chassa put both hands on his head as he shook it with disbelief. There are other ways to get the box. We can find other ways to get the lunars.

      “How, Moso?” There were not enough jobs to take, no scenarios he could conjure that would equate to the money they both needed. Moso knew that too. Wish could tell by the way he responded.

      Moso dropped his hands. At least ask to see the damn box first.

      “We want to see the box first,” yelled Wish, and Agra repeated it.

      The Red One pointed to its gathered brethren. Moments later a child emerged from the others. In its small, clawed hands it held a box of with a dark-wood finish.Even from a distance Wish could see the etchings on its face, pictures meant to represent some facet of the jungle. It was the third box.

      Moso’s shoulders slumped. They have it.

      Wish’s attention turned back to the Red One. The creature’s tail swished, perhaps with excitement, perhaps with hunger.He could not say.

      “What happens now?”He yelled above the roars so Agra could hear.

      The Red One snarled.

      Agra’s eyebrows rose. “Now?”

      For a moment Wish thought the creature would gnaw into his hand then and there, but the Red One turned his back to Wish and approached the old Chassa instead. He put a claw once more to Agra’s chin.

      Agra wrinkled his nose as if he were attempting not to cry. “I was not ready for such an honor so soon.”

      It looked as though the Red One nodded.

      Agra smiled, an expression so wide that it squeezed the tears caught in his eyes. When the Red One finally stepped away from the monkey he could finally speak, though his stare did not deviate from the meat shaman’s.

      “Revel in the pain, fellow jungle-diver. You’ll find nothing like it anywhere else in the forest.” He dropped his cane, gathered the bottom of his robe, and pulled it up over his head. He was nude beneath it, his orange-dyed fur faded in some areas to expose its true color, the same white that decorated his face. It made him look like a disgraced version of one of the creatures that surrounded them. He turned to Wish.“Do not be afraid. Your honor will be much more deliberate.”

      What is he doing? signed Moso, taking a step towards the Chassa.

      Wish went to ask him what he meant, but before he could Agra threw his hands in the air and growled.

      The chant stopped.The streaked ones pounced.

      The closest to Agra were the first to reach him. Their teeth and claws sunk into his limbs,and they pulled, peeling them away from his body like they were nothing more than petals on the stalk of a flower. And just as they pulled them away, others jumped in for his torso. Wish blinked and it was torn to bits. What came next was a festival of gore. The man’s body was passed from creature to creature, each of them biting into his flesh before relinquishing it to their awaiting, salivating and growling brethren, each creature devouring some portion of their former friend. The only part of him that survived that initial onslaught was his head, a thing that bobbed about the furious movements of the beasts like a totem lost from the rest of its wood. Still smiling. Not a single admittance of pain in its face.

      It bounced off the backs of the creatures and landed on the ground near the pile, and the children of the streaked ones, the ones not yet strong enough to compete for such a feast, started their own gore.

      Once those seconds were over, there was nothing left of Agra save for the small traces of blood that marred the finished creatures’ lips, stains they were licking clean even as Wish and Moso looked on in horror.

      Fuck, Moso signed stiffly with his shaking tail. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Wish’s own stomach turned. He had witnessed many gruesome sights in the forest—nature was a menagerie of violence—but even the natural order of prey and predator did not compare to what they had just witnessed.

      And though his people still chomped and growled over Agra’s bones, the Red One turned his back to them so he could face Wish.

      He knew by the way the creature stared at him that it was time for his own honor.

      Stay the fuck away from him, said Moso as he drew his dagger. If the Red One seemed threatened by it he did not show it.

      Wish felt the weight of his own machete, his sling, and the spear against his body, aware of how distracted the other creatures were. Could they defeat a creature of such power? Even if they could, could they grab the box and outpace a horde of such terrible things?

      He knew they could not. He knew there was no other way out now.

      “Moso”—he swallowed the lump he felt rising in his throat—“put it away.”

      And let him do that to you?

      “He’s just going to take my hand. Lucky for me, I have two of them.”

      You trust what Agra said? You trust he’s just going to take that?

      “A man crazy enough to let himself be ripped apart... I think so.”

      The Red One extended its hand and brought its claw to Wish’s palm. He fought the urge to pull away. His hand felt damp, gloved in a coat of sweat. The creature raised his hand to its mouth. It sniffed it. He felt its dry nose and coarse whiskers brush against his knuckles.

      Wish.

      He saw Moso sign his name out of the corner of his eyes, but refused to look anywhere except at the Red One. At its mouth. He braced for the creature to bite. The anticipation was unbearable.

      What are you waiting for? he thought.

      The creature gently opened its mouth and put the tip of his pinky to the edge of its black teeth.

      Wish bit his lip and reminded himself of all the pain he had felt throughout his entire career as a jungle-diver and the reason why he was about to let the creature do what it was about to do.

      It bit down.

      The crunch came first, followed by the pain. It shot up his arm, into his neck, and then into his jaw, where his teeth clamped shut to prevent him from screaming. His reaction was to pull away, but the Red One’s grip was too strong. He could not escape the creature unless he fought him, and that wouldn’t get them the box. So he clenched his other fist and bore it, attempting to put his mind outside the pain as the Red One continued to nibble and chew.

      Agra had been right. His own tasting would be much more deliberate.

      Moso approached with his dagger, ready to plant it into the back of the creature’s leg, but Wish shook his head, stopping the monkey before he could do anything foolish. Though he begged the gods for it to stop, he wouldn’t let anyone else answer his prayers.

      At last the creature’s head lifted from his hand. Wish glimpsed his fingers. Only four remained. His pinky was gone all the way to the knuckle, but he could still see it in the creases of the Red One’s teeth, a separated puzzle of meat that could never again be put back together.

      There was no blood on his hand, only a crimson bump.If it wasn’t for the pain still ringing in his head he might think that his finger was never a part of his body at all. Four fingers still shivered beside the wound, four boney paths that would bring him to more pain.

      Next was his ring finger. The Red One finished chewing and swallowed.

      “Hurry,” he whispered. He could no longer keep his words. The pain forced them from his tongue. And to his surprise there was a response.

      Your patience is part of the test. Wish blinked. The Red One grumbled, but he heard its voice in his head like a whisper, like a dream. It sounded deep. Strong. As if something inside the creature’s small frame magnified its power and sewed it into its words.

      Wish stared, amazed, his confusion distracting him from his missing finger.

      There is power in the fabric of another. It provides an avenue to a thing’s spirit.

      Wish’s lower lip quivered.

      Speak and I shall hear you as you hear me.

      He didn’t know what to say, so he blurted out a question. “Why did you do that to Agra?”

      Are you talking to me? signed Moso beside him.He shifted from side to side, watching the Tasting unfold like a spectator at some game.

      The Red One snarled and his words once more flooded into Wish’s head. All members of our people must be predators. If they no longer are, then they must be prey. Agra was given the choice to leave, but he was also given the choice to come back and be brought back to the soil like so many of our kind before him. In the end, he chose the way of our people.

      “The way of your people? That was murder where I come from,” said Wish.

      The Red One smiled. You come from the jungle, and you of all people know there is no such thing as murder underneath its ceiling.The only crime we hold to is dishonoring one another. Harming a fellow predator without just cause.

      “I harmed your brethren before he harmed me,” said Wish.

      Wait, you are talking to this thing? said Moso.

      The Red One barked, That remains to be seen. But fear not, I will see your intentions by the time I reach your wrist. The more I taste of you, the more I understand.

      “Can’t you see that I don’t lie?” said Wish, squirming in the creature’s grip.

      To his surprise, the Red One laughed. I can see that is a lie that you tell yourself. That you think there is only honesty within you. But that is not true. I can taste it like a fleck of dung still latched to an intestine. What remains to be seen is who you are dishonest with. Yourself or others?

      The creature put Wish’s ring finger to its maw. He closed his eyes as the Red One started to nibble, and a new pain erupted over his body. Sweat slithered out of his skin as if it were trying to escape his body. He clenched his teeth so tightly that he thought they might snap and he’d lose those too. Hurry, he yelled again in his head. Finish this!

      A roar sounded. Not from the Red One, but from one of the nearby creatures. The chewing stopped. Wish opened his eyes. The Red One’s head no longer faced him. He followed the creature’s gaze, and there, a member of its tribe floated a few feet above the rest, a vine strung around its neck, strangling it.

      Wish squinted,his mind still numb from pain and the shock of hearing the Red One’s voice. He didn’t understand what was happening till the Red One boomed.

      We’re under attack!

      Suddenly the village erupted. Vines shot down from the canopy, striking out like the stingers of scorpions, some snatching streaked ones by the neck, others strong enough to impale them straight through. In seconds there were dozens of the creatures dangling above the village, roaring, thunders from a violent, absurd storm.

      Defend yourselves! cried the Red One.

      And the streaked ones listened. With teeth, claw, and curved blade they cut back the vines that came for them, turning back the plants, dismembering them and letting them flop to the ground like severed limbs still twitching with life. Some even latched onto the feet of their dangling brothers to pull them away from the vegetation’s grasp. But that was only the first wave of the attack.

      There was movement across the shadowy underbrush of the Black Orchard. The bushes trembled everywhere. It looked as if a thousand creatures waited inside them, excited, ready to pounce. The forest seemed to be tightening around them, coming closer. By the gods, what was happening?

      Then the first bush entered the village, crawling upon its roots like it had the legs of an insect. There weren’t creatures in the underbrush, the creatures were the underbrush.

      An army of thorny, bramble-laden bushes entered into the streaked ones’ village, sluggishly marching towards the crowded creatures. A quarter of the size of any of the streaked ones, they looked like a feeble force to face such ferocious creatures, but then the plants struck out with their limbs of thorns like whips, tearing at the creatures as they combated attacks from the sky and now the land.

      No, whispered the Red One.

      And that was when Wish noticed Moso pulling on his side.Let’s get the fuck out of here.

      With the Red One distracted, he pulled his arm away from the creature’s claws.

      The Red One reared in surprise. You. You brought this upon us. I should—

      A vine shot down from the canopy, coming for the Red One’s face. The creature fell to his back, batting it away with his staff. Wish almost went to help the creature, but Moso’s screeches turned his attention.

      Behind them, a dozen of the walking bushes were coming closer, their limbs twitching like the tentacles of some probing creature of the sea.

      What the hell are they? Moso signed.

      But Wish had no answer. He unveiled his machete, aware of the pain from his missing finger and the one partially gone next to it as he held his weapon with two hands.Beside him, Moso had his two scarwood daggers out.

      I always thought I’d be a good gardener, signed Moso, his brow furrowed, his teeth bared.

      The first of the bushes lashed out. Its limb cracked the air between them as they dodged. Wish brought down his machete, the baboon totem flaring and setting a blaze of fire down to the bush’s core.It writhed and cooked, but it did not die like a normal creature of flesh and blood. Instead it lashed out again with a different limb, this one roaring with fire.

      “Look out!” yelled Wish.

      The limb struck the ground before them, spraying embers into the air.Wish jumped back, but a pair of thorny limbs caught his arms. Their barbs dug into his skin as he tried to pull away from them. He tugged and wrestled with the things, trying to work his machete into them, but couldn’t escape.

      Moso appeared beside him, and with two slices from his daggers, severed the bush’s limbs, leaving small nubs of them still dangling from Wish’s arms. There were too many others to worry about removing the barbs. More bushes were already marching into the village behind the others. An undying army coughed up from the infinite underbelly of the jungle.

      Another bush reared to strike. Wish lifted his machete ready to meet it, but the sudden thunder of hooves stopped him.

      A mass of pink flashed before them, taking one of the bushes with it.Then another, trampling three of them behind it as it galloped forward, stopping only once it cleared the line of bushes.

      Wish blinked.

      And there, rearing on its hind legs, was the reanimated corpse of an okapi, headless, furless, its muscles, veins, and bones bared for all to see like it had just escaped the house of a butcher. Wish thought for a brief moment that the pain he felt was causing him to hallucinate, but Moso signing beside him drew his attention.

      The village.

      Wish followed his gaze to the nearby huts.One by one the corpses they were made of rosefrom their piles and sprang to life, taking off towards the bushes that attacked the village. The bodies of okapis, jungle deer, cassowaries, ankas, king monkeys, and only the gods could tell what else entered the chaos. Everywhere they looked there was commotion, a bush being trampled by a reanimated body, a streaked one cutting down a vine, one of its brethren dying, impaled by the spear-like stick of their attackers. And at the center of it all was the Red One.

      There it stood, its staff raised above its head. Its eyes closed. Its teeth bared. Roaring. No doubt ordering the chaos to its own will, awakening an army of meat to add to its already terrible warriors.

      The world throbbed with violence. It would only be a matter of time before they were pulled into it and killed, Wish was sure of it.

      “We need to get out of—”

      A black stone fell from the canopy, striking his cheek, almost sending him to the floor.He put his fingers to the wound, sure that he was now missing his face, but when he brought them to his eyes he saw little blood and mostly an inky smudge.

      Another fell on his fingers, slapping them painfully away.The residue of the projectile stained his hand.

      “Ash berries.”

      Then a black rain fell. All around the village. An unforgiving downpour adding pain and disarray to the already manic scene, painting it black, making it barely possible to see or stand.

      Moso screeched beside him, and he could just make out the Chassa holding his daggers over his head like a shield against the falling fruit.

      Wish grabbed his wrist, the fruit falling all over his body, ensuring he would be a constant bruise should he make it out of that place.

      “Come on,” he shouted, attempting to pull Moso out of there. But the Chassa held his ground.

      The box.

      “Leave the damn box—” he started to say, but Moso scrambled away from him. His partner darted towards the crowd of streaked ones, the creatures corralled together like livestock as the rain fell and their strange vegetative enemies surrounded them.

      “Gaz mada,” swore Wish as he followed him like a fool.

      Fruit fell everywhere. A bush was flung over the top of the streaked ones and landed before them, flailing like a beetle turned on its back. They didn’t stop. A pair of reanimated meat creatures sprinted past them and they had to jump aside to avoid being trampled. A streaked one rolled between them, roaring as it wrestled with one of the bushes, its fur covered in the black juice of the berries as if its stripes had bled over the rest of its body. But Wish and Moso pushed forward, enduring the downpour and danger that unfolded around them, until at last they reached the crowd of streaked ones.

      Can you see it? Moso signed furiously. Cuts blossomed atop of his head, leaking blood into the stains of the fruits and what little of his green-dyed fur remained visible. Wish felt as his partner looked. It wouldn’t be much longer before they both succumbed to the constant barrage of berries and fell beneath the trample of the chaos that swirled about the village. They needed to find the damn box and get out.

      But in the crowd of the great creatures it was impossible to make sense of one from the other. Fur, stripes, and fruit combined to make an indiscernible wall that they would be fools to try to penetrate,as they’d risk ending up as shreds of debris like the bushes and vines that had already been destroyed.

      “It’s gone,” shouted Wish as another berry struck the back of his neck.His head swung. From every corner of the forest it seemed the bushes were advancing. “Let’s go.”

      Not without the box. Moso peered frantically into the fray.

      “We’re gonna get kill—”

      There. Moso pointed, and there amidst the fight he saw the child that held the box, clenching it tightly, mewling as the greater of its kind fought violently around it. Before Wish could stop him Moso rushed into the crowd.

      “Moso!”The black-and-orange curtain of fruit splatter and streaked ones closed behind his partner. Wish came to the edge of the streaked ones, hoping to find a way to pull the Chassa back to safety, or at least to a place safer than the one he’d just entered. But one of the creatures turned on him, counting him as an enemy just like the bushes and vines.

      It swiped and Wish fell back, its claws cutting the air in front of his nose with an audible whoosh. It pounced, forcing Wish down onto his back as its frame slammed into his own.It snapped at his face and all Wish could do to avoid its teeth was roll, bringing the point of the short spear that rose over his shoulder from its position on his back into the creature’s face. The streaked one stumbled backwards, holding its cheek, a piece of fur whose whiskers had been replaced with a deep, bleeding gouge from Wish’s spear.

      Wish hopped up to his knees and swung his machete into its leg, severing it just below the knee in a crackle of fire as the totem flared and theblade connected. The creature toppled, roaring.Wish came to his feet and was surprised to see the thing still reaching for him even from the ground. Enraged. Its eyes swollen with fury like the throats of a frog about to burst.

      Wish ignored it and stepped out of its reach. Moso was still in there. He didn’t have time to waste dealing with a downed streaked one.

      “Moso!” he screamed above the din of the battle, but only the roar of the legless streaked one answered. The Chassa was dead in there. Wish was sure of it, but he refused to believe it until he saw the monkey’s body himself. He raised his machete and went to slice his way to the center of the crowd, but something shot out from the bottom of the pile, stopping him where he stood.

      The box.

      It lay before him in the mud, covered in a mixture of blood and ash berry juice, scarred, claw marks running over the carvings on its face.

      Wish picked it up just as Moso scrambled out beneath the feet of the streaked ones. He sheathed his machete and grabbed the Chassa’s hand, pulling him to his feet.

      Now let’s get out of here. Moso wiped the blood running over his nose.

      Another roar boomed behind them. The Red One stood in the middle of the fray, its mouth open wide, pointing at the two. The meat creatures circling the village turned towards the center of the village, and the stampede began.

      Dozens of them sprinted towards Wish and Moso, some leaping over their own to reach the two, a storm of flesh threatening to pulverize them in a second’s time, the box in his hand be damned.

      A headless bongo was the quickest of the creatures, its skinless body rippling as it pounded the soil that they would soon join.

      Get ready to hold on,Moso signed frantically, and before Wish could even react the Chassa jumped onto his back and pulled his short spear from its sheath.

      “What are you doing?” screamed Wish as he reached for his machete again, ready to try and cut down every last creature that came for them.

      The bongo corpse pummeled through the trampled body of a bush. Moso threw the spear. It connected with the creature’s side, staggering it, causing it to change direction.

      Moso leapt onto the thing’s back as it scrambled to come fully upright again. He waved Wish onward.

      He had no time to question his partner or call him a lunatic. He grabbed hold of the spear with his free hand as the creature passed, regaining its footing,and swung his leg over its back just as the other reanimated bodies caught up and the piece of ground they were just standing on was trampled.

      The bongo corpse shot forward, sprinting towards the edge of the village with the others of its kind in tow like a strange, headless herd. All the while Moso and Wish grabbed hold of the creature’s tender meat below as the ash berries continued to fall.

      But their ride did not last long.

      A line of living bushes awaited them. They lashed out with their limbs, tangling their mount’s legs and bringing it to the ground.

      “Jump!”

      They leapt from the corpse’s back, vaulting the bushes. They crashed onto the forest floor, downed trees and fronds painfully breaking their fall. Wish tumbled through the underbrush, cradling the box in his arms as he did.A tree stopped him from going any further.

      He ached everywhere, but the adrenaline coursing through him dulled the sensation. There was little time to recover. A bush coiled its thorny appendage around his leg and pulled him back towards the village. Because of the way he lay on the ground he couldn’t reach his machete. Another bush snagged his wrist.

      “Moso!” he called, but the Chassa was still rising to his feet.

      The bushes dragged him closer. He turned and saw the downed bongo tangled in their thorns, his short spear rising from it like an unmoving limb of the bush. He pushed himself upright, lunged for the weapon, gripped its handle, and pulled it free before the bush could bring him back to the ground. He plunged the spear into the bush’s center, pushing it away from him until the limb snapped from his leg. Free to move, he rose, and using the spear, he hacked away the tangle still gripping his wrist.

      He spun, the box still tucked against his body, ready to impale any of the other creatures still ready to fight him, but they all were advancing towards the center of the village, no longer concerned with him or Moso. Instead, between the stampeding corpses and falling ash berries, he saw the Red One staring at him from across the battle.

      Thief. Murderer.

      Its voice roared inside Wish’s head. Wish wanted to yell back. He wanted to tell it that it was wrong. But with the box still in his hand and its dead brethren scattered across the ground, he felt foolish to try and argue the creature’s verdict.

      A vine dropped from the canopy to attack the Red One, breaking their stare. For a brief, insane instance Wish thought again about rushing back in to help the creature, but stopped himself. They weren’t allies. He was missing a finger to prove that. He turned just as Moso was coming to his side.

      What the hell are you doing? Waiting for him to finish your hand?

      Together they fled the village. They pushed into the jungle, soon escaping the falling ash berries and reaching a place where the roars of the streaked ones were barely audible. Only then did they come to a stop to catch their breaths.

      They looked at each other, their hands on their knees. Mud, juice, blood, and other debris caked Moso’s fur. He looked like a half-decayed body the scavengers of the forest had forgotten to finish. Wish had no doubt he looked the same. The raw, dull throb of his missing finger and fingertip reentered his mind. He lifted his hand and was still shocked to see them gone, even though he had watched the Red One nibble them away.

      Moso ran a hand through the fur on his head. And you say I am the crazy one. A hand for a box?

      Wish spat as a dribble of sweat brought blood and ash berry onto his lips. “I didn’t go diving into a pile of streaked ones for it.”

      I couldn’t let you waste a finger for nothing. Moso stood upright. The bushes. The vines. The berries... What the hell happened back there?

      A whisper rose from somewhere in the forest. Wish thought he was imagining things, but Moso’s ears perked up.

      What the hell is that?

      The sound of groaning wood drowned out the strange voice. The tree behind Moso swayed, and the Chassa jumped to Wish’s side. Together they watched in horror as it pulled its roots from the soil like feet stuck in mud and came to life.

      It was a massive gola tree with bark as thick as the trunks of some of the surrounding smaller trees.It bent, lowering itself down from the canopy and taking with it the limbs and vines of neighboring growths, and stood before them like a many-armed giant awakened by ants and furious.

      It swung down, a limb tangled with vines, broken limbs, and even some still chattering monkeys, like a mace built from an absurd smith. They dove as it came crashing between them, the limb itself breaking free of the tree from the impact. Shrapnel showered Wish. Some of the monkeys skittered over his back in wild escape.

      The tree groaned.Wish pulled free his machete expecting to see a new limb come crashing down on his head, but instead found its attention turned to Moso.

      His partner danced before the lumbering vegetation, striking out with his daggers at the lower branches that hung before him. His blades chipped away at the wood, but it was not enough to stop the tree from swinging down again.

      “Watch out!” called Wish.

      Moso jumped, but not far enough to avoid the tree’s swing. Though the main limb missed, the smaller ones that grew off of it pinned him on his stomach. With his one free hand he chopped at the limb, hoping to cut himself to freedom, but it was no use. The limb did not budge.

      More wood groaned overhead. The tree was bringing down another branch to finish the job.

      There was no time to free Moso from the limb. Wish charged the trunk, cutting into the wood with his machete. But even with the baboon totem flaring, shooting sparks into the wood, all it did was make shallow, inconsequential rends in the thick bark. It would take him an eternity to cut it in half.

      Moso shrieked. Wish scanned his surroundings, desperately hoping for a solution. And there, amongst the cries of his partner and the groans of the tree, he heard more whispers.

      As if he were hunting for a snake in a tree, he closed his eyes and listened to the way the noise moved through the forest like the current of a stream. He reached out and followed the noise upriver, navigating the trees, the underbrush, the other noises attacking his mind, circumventing all the things trying to stop him from finding what he searched for. But it was the jungle. He knew its currents. He knew the way sounds traveled along its chaotic landscape. He had been listening to them his entire life.

      He opened his eyes, and there, hiding in the near distance of the underbrush, was a man in a dark brown hood, his own eyes closed, his mouth muttering a constant string of whispers that no one could understand but the plants that surrounded them.

      A botamancer.

      The limb fell faster. Moso yelled louder. Wish dropped his machete and the box, and unraveled the sling from his belt. He placed a stone in its pocket and ignored the hundreds of distractions trying to call him away, attempting to misguide his aim.He wound the weapon. Once. Twice. Three times. Until the sound of it cut the air... and let loose.

      The bullet shot through the forest, leaving a trail of leaves in its wake as it crossed the distance and struck the botamancer in the head. He collapsed. The whisper stopped, and so did the tree, its limb hoveringmere inches above Moso’s head.

      He picked up the box and his machete and went over to the Chassa, cutting away the bramble that stood in his way. He hacked backthe limbs that caged Moso and pulled him free. Other than the new cuts added to his hide, he was fine.

      By the Flaw, that tree was alive.

      “It was talked into attacking us.”

      Moso raised his eyebrows.

      “A botamancer.”

      They approached the place where he had downed the whispering man, their weapons still drawn in case the entire forest decided to descend upon them.But they found him lying in a clump amongst a pile of fronds, a deep cut in his head dribbling blood onto the floor, perhaps unconscious, perhaps dead. It was difficult to tell in the shadow of the woods. A slight pang of regret filled him. He had killed others before, others that were trying to kill him just like this man had, but it didn’t make it easier. Every time he wondered if it made him closer to walking the darkness above, alone, without a fire to warm himself beside after he closed his eyes for good.

      All of that done by one man? signed Moso.

      Wish shook his head. “No botamancer is powerful enough to keep up all that. At least none I know or ever heard of.”

      Not even Tabari.

      “Tabari is dead.”

      But her language isn’t.

      “It’s better to assume that there are others.”

      Moso looked about the forest suspiciously. Then let’s getout of here before another tree decides to wake up.

      Wish turned to join him, but a brooch beneath the man’s hood stopped him where he stood. He nudged it with his boot until he could see it fully. It was a leafless tree in a circle of fire, with each limb coiling out like snakes, their mouths opened and their fangs exposed. He tore it free from the man and put it in his pocket.

      The roar of a streaked one in the distance took him from his thoughts. He turned and followed Moso away from that place, both beaten, bloodied, and bruised, but with the third box in their possession, a grip that felt impossible to keep.
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      The two limped back into Fangmora. Now that the adrenaline had worn off and the chaos of the forest had died down, the wounds they had received finally caught up to them. Every step Wish took hurt. Every movement he made with his left hand shot pain up his body, an anguishing reminder of what he had sacrificed to hold the box now tucked underneath his arm.

      Beside him Moso didn’t fare much better. Despite having all his fingers intact, the cuts and battering he’d taken from the streaked ones and the botamancer’s attack were deep and still bleeding.

      They sat in the crack of the westernmost wall of Fangmora, an entrance that allowed them to avoid the questions or improvised tax of the guards that manned the main gateways, an entrance close to the Chatter District, a step closer to Dargu. They caught their breaths, thankful for the slight reprieve.

      “Two thousand lunars,” said Wish, trying to remind himself of what they were doing as much as he was Moso.

      Two thousand lunars. Moso’s tail flashed lazily.

      “You better buy a bath of beer with it to wash away this day.”

      Moso smiled. And you better make a bed with it to lie in with your priestess. That’s the only way she’s going to rest her head next to someone as mangled as you now.

      Wish knew it was a joke, but he didn’t laugh.

      Do you think she could take care of us? Tie up our wounds?

      Wish shook his head. “We’ll find someone else.”

      Who?

      “They’re just scrapes. They’ll heal on their own.”

      Moso laughed. You just faced a living tree and yet you won’t even face her. You never cease to amaze me.He licked his hand and ran it through his fur. That red bastard, he was in your head?

      Wish nodded. Though the Red One no longer spoke, he still remembered the creature’s crude voice in the back of his head. An unwelcome intruder invading his thoughts, things he kept others way from. Well, at least most of them.

      What was it? Some sort of magic?

      Wish nodded again. “That’s the only thing I can figure. The capabilities of a Meat Shaman weren’t exaggerated.”

      Then let’s try to keep our distance from them, eh? I’d rather not have to trade body parts for a mental invasion.

      He stared back into the jungle. He had come back from it many times, but never so bruised or beaten. He felt like a child reprimanded for something he had done wrong. But what? he asked it.

      The jungle suddenly not as safe of a place, eh?

      Wish didn’t answer. It may have happened in the jungle, but the jungle did not cause this. It was the people that infiltrated it. It was the reason why he was there. For the other people. But even as he thought it, his hand ached, and he tried to remedy the feeling by imagining his fingers upon Marli’s hand. A callous thing, but still softer than the bark of the trees or the bite of the bush they constantly felt as he made his way through the jungle. He wished he was with her rather than feeling the pain he was.

      “We’re wasting time,” said Wish suddenly, turning his thoughts away from her. They’d not serve him on his path to the nextbox.

      Wish scrambled out of the crack and Moso followed. The alley they entered was quiet except for the faint drone of the nearby bugs captured in the mongers’ stalls. They had barely taken a few steps before Wings intercepted them.

      “Hide the box,” he said, waddling up beside them.

      Moso and Wish looked at each other in confusion. Wings unraveled a sack, pried the box from Wish’s underarm, and placed it inside.

      “How’d you find us so quickly?” said Wish, his eyebrows raised. He knew they stood out amongst the other city folk, but to pinpoint them amidst the crazed current that littered the street seemed impossible.

      Wings looked to either side of him, then pointed to the sky. “It’s much easier to see things from up above.” Finally his eyes fell upon the two fully. “The streaked ones weren’t willing to give this up?”

      They were happy to hand it over after taking a few fingers. The others who were there seemed to offer a much harder deal.

      “We weren’t alone. A botamancer attacked the village.”

      “A botamancer?”

      Wish fished inside his pouch and produced the brooch he had taken from the man’s robes. “He was wearing this.”

      Wings stared at it unblinkingly and then sucked at the top of his beak. “Just as we feared. Hurry.”

      This time the Eclectun shot into the air, the bag with the box trailing from his belt like a new tail. Three flaps of his wings later and he was soaring about the tops of the nearby buildings.

      Moso looked on in awe, his tail signing lazily. That’s the fastest bird I’ve ever seen.

      “Now we know how he got his name. Come on.” They hurried down the main street of the Chatter District, pushing past the people that crowded there as quickly as they could with what little energy they still possessed. They arrived at Dargu’s hut, but were surprised when Wings kept flying.

      Is he screwing with us? said Moso.

      Wish shrugged. They followed the Eclectun out of the Chatter District and crossed under one of the many arches constructed to signify the start of the inner city, a district also known as the Striped Streets because of the architecture and decor that rose on the other side.

      Maddening paintings covered every piece of stone and heavy wood the buildings were made of, each one a different color and representation, each one adding to the visual calamity of the place. A calamity done intentionally to confuse the thieves and the jungle predators who would dare make it that far in the city, like a camouflaged creature trying to stay out of a set of jaws.

      It gave Wish a headache every time he entered.

      There rose one building whose stones had each been painted with a different color frog like a shrine to the amphibians that inhabited the forest, its door barely discernible amongst the thousands of hues saturating its face. Next to it was another whose walls had been painted black and white to resemble the night sky. And across from it, there rose a house in which every board of lumber had been painted to look like a tree, with brilliant white monkeys perched amidst the canopy of its roof, always still, always watching as if frozen.Even the stones of the road itself had not escaped an artist’s brush, each one filled in with a different species of insect, at least for that portion of the street.And nearby, imposing its tremendous shadow upon it all, was the Temple of Notha, rising like the pinnacle of artistry with its brilliant green vines and the colorful flowers that grew from it.

      Wings squatted atop one of the arches that provided the gateways into the streets. “Head down the main street. I’ll let you know when you’ve arrived.”

      “Arrived where?” called Wish, but Wings had already taken off into the air.

      Fucking hoatzin, signed Moso. Our blood is dripping at his feet, yet he’s lashing our backs like we’re livestock. Moso glanced to either side of the Striped Streets. Whatever we’re doing here, let’s get out as soon as we can. This isn’t our place. Not yet.

      Wish agreed. Even as they walked people were glancing their way. Flocks of wealthy merchants, artisans, and retired soldiers all eyed them like presumed criminals only moments away from committing a crime. Looks that made Wish feel even lowlier than the general populace outside of the Striped Streets. Looks that he might someday avoid if they could earn the money promised to them and actually assimilate into such a place. But there were still more boxes to find. Still much more to risk.

      Whatever Wings wanted them in there for, Wish was in a hurry to leave the Striped Streets, same as Moso.

      No sooner had they made it a few hundred feet from the streets’ entrance than a Pangolian woman adorned in a red spider-silk robe left her seat upon a stoop and approached them. A rainbow viper slept coiled around her left arm like some type of expensive band.

      “Moso Orini! I’ve been looking for you!” the woman shouted, and those in her way parted.

      Moso squinted, realized who it was, and then fell sullen, an unusual emotion for someone as talkative and upbeat as him.

      Wish looked from his partner to the woman and back. “You know her?”

      Yes.

      “Who is she?”

      The woman arrived and folded her arms so she could pet the snake’s back as she spoke. “Go on. Tell him who I am.”

      Just some woman.

      Wish shook his head. That was all he needed to know. Some woman Moso had probably sweet-talked or drunkenly laid his tail next to on one of his many escapades in Fangmora’s underbelly, the places Wish normally refused to join him. Though Moso said he was done with such places, it appeared those places weren’t done with him.

      “Some woman?”

      Whoever she was, she had spent enough time with him to understand his language. A rare thing, especially when usually his only communication with women was lunars.

      “Is that all I am to you?” she continued.

      What do you want? Moso’s tail flicked quickly, a sign he was nervous.

      “What all women want of the nefarious Moso Mana Orini. A moment of your time.”

      Moso chewed his lip, contemplating. At last his tail signed, Give me a minute, Wish.

      “Our employer is waiting.”

      “Don’t worry,” said the woman. “This won’t take long.” She placed her hand, the one with the snake’s head resting on the back of it, on Moso’s head and walked him into the shadowy presence of a building whose face had been painted to match that of a merimic’s, a beast with a striped face that looked like shadowy river ways with lilypads of eyes set in their center.

      “You alright?” shouted Wish.

      I’m fine, flickered Moso’s tail. Wish watched them suspiciously as their conversation commenced. The woman stood in front of his partner, hiding the way his tail moved, keeping their conversation private, except for the raised tone of the woman’s voice.

      Wish didn’t need to listen to it to understand the basics of the exchange. Moso had broken another heart, and was now paying the price for leaving it in shambles. Wish looked down the Striped Streets and saw the others wandering down it, still glancing at him as if he were a spectacle that required gawking at. Their looks made his skin crawl more than any insect from the jungle.

      Is this what he was fighting for? To be amongst these people? No, not for yourself, he reminded himself. For his father. For Marli and his daughter. Despite the demeanor of its population, the Striped Streets were safe. They’d never have to live looking over their shoulders again, and Wish could spend more time in the jungle. More time away from this forsaken place. That’s if Moso would hurry up, and they could finish this job.

      Moso’s shriek echoed down the street. When Wish turned, the woman’s snake was biting down on Moso’s right ear, and the Chassa was trying to pull it away.

      “Hey!” Wish ran to his partner’s aid, but as the woman saw him approaching, she ran her finger along the snake’s back, causing it to retract with the fragment of Moso’s ear in its mouth. She raised the serpent in Wish’s direction, causing him to stutter in his steps. To his surprise, she bowed, tucking the serpent beneath her bosom.

      “Carry on, Wish.”

      So shocked was he by her casual response, and the way she turned and walked away without fear of retaliation, that Wish froze and stared, dumfounded.

      Let her go, Moso signed beside him, grabbing his ear as blood trickled from it.

      “Let her go? She just took your ear, and you want me to just let her go?”

      That’s what I said.

      The woman kept walking, sauntering away into the crisscrossing crowds that eyed the commotion as nothing more than another misadvised escapade of those who weren’t apart of them. Moso would normally have drawn daggers upon someone who did that to him, lover or not. Why not her?

      “What did you do to her?” By now the woman was completely out of sight. She and her snake were gone, Moso’s ear now in their possession like some keepsake.

      Moso winced as he pawed at his ear. When he pulled away his hand, Wish saw the ragged remainder of it. It looked like a leaf gnawed on by canopy moths. Nothing, signed Moso.

      “Nothing?” said Wish, eyeing his partner suspiciously.

      Nothing I haven’t done a hundred times before.

      Wish scratched his head. “Well, whatever you did, you struck a chord with this one. Maybe next time you pick a less prickly woman?”

      Wish waited for a quip in response, but instead the Chassa just stared down the street.

      “You going to be alright?”

      Moso blinked, as if waking up. I’m fine. He removed his hand again, and the tear in his flesh shone crimson beneath the great fire.

      “Now we’ve both given a body part today.” Wish turned his attention back down the street. “Come on then, the bird is waiting.”

      He started walking, but stopped when he noticed that Moso didn’t follow.

      “What is it?” said Wish.

      There. That’s the place. He raised his finger and pointed to a building up the street. It was wide in comparison to the others. Sturdy. Built of thick stone the size of Moso himself. And painted upon its side was a mural of a hundred nude women, of each species and color, all tangled about in vines as if the jungle were desperately trying to make up for their lack of garments.

      “What about it?”

      That’s where I’ll bury myself when we finish this job. With walls so thick that a jagrall couldn’t knock them down, and with a thousand women helping to bolster them up. That should do it. That should hide me.

      Wish stared at his partner, amazed at how such an interaction with a woman could affect him. He had seen him argue with dozens over their years running together, and yet he bounced from one heartbreak to the next with a smile that suggested it was all part of the way he wanted to live his life. An appreciator of all the opposite sex, one who used his previous lover’s fury as a catalyst to propel him onto the next, or sometimes back to an old flame, one that was no longer so fiery. Perhaps it was the attack. Perhaps it was their current job. Perhaps it was him finally trying to retire from the life he’d built. Whatever the reason, Wish had never seen him so sullen.

      “Agreed,” said Wish. “That should help you forget her, whoever she was. But we still need to earn them, right?”

      Right. Moso finally started moving, though his gaze did not leave the building covered with women. When at last it passed from their gaze, Moso’s smile returned. I think my ear stopped bleeding.

      “Good,” said Wish, happy and relieved to see his friend looking like himself again.

      Together they continued down the Striped Streets, avoiding the crowds where they could, glancing up to the sky in hopes of finding Wings.

      At last they saw the Eclectun circling above a building made of stones that been painted to each have a different eye on them. When they arrived, Wings swooped down, his head swinging to either side as he stood in front of a slight indentation in the building’s side. He put a key to a knob that also looked like just another eye.

      “Took your time,” said Wings.

      “We ran into some complications.”

      Wings eyed Moso’s ear. “Complications? What sorts?”

      Moso’s tail stayed still, so Wish spoke for him. “Personal.”

      Wings clucked his tongue, annoyed.

      Where are we? signed Moso, and Wish translated.

      Wings checked to either side of the street once more and opened the door. An impressive interior awaited. A shining floor of polished stone sprawled across a spacious chamber with a staircase spiraling along either side. Hanging from the second-floor balcony that overlooked the entrance were a hundred drooping plants, dangling just over the floor, hiding whatever lay behind them. Inside, the same mural that coated the exterior continued. Countless eyes stared back at them, unblinking. An incalculable collection of black pupils drowning in small pools of radiant color.

      “Due to recent events, we’ve had to change our location.”

      “Recent events?”

      Wings ushered them into the building and hurried to close the door behind them. He clucked his tongue and then squawked as if he were calling to someone or something deeper in the building.

      “There are eyes everywhere, eyes looking for the same thing you are now. We must take precautions if we are to succeed in our mission.”

      He does realize where we are, doesn’t he? said Moso, pointing at the walls.

      Wish ignored him and said, “Precautions?”

      There was a rustling amongst the vines. They parted, and emerging from behind them was Dargu, clad in a tunic made of roseleaf, a pink flower that smelled like honey. Though his assistant’s voice dripped with anxiety, the look on Dargu’s face said it even more. A sheen of sweat sat on his forehead. He searched the corners of the room as if Wish and Moso had brought in trouble with them.

      “The box, do you have it?” he said.

      Not even a what happened to you? signed Moso.

      Wings reached into the sack and produced the third box. Dargu hurried to it greedily, snatching it from his assistant’s hand and opening it to reveal the piece of parchment resting inside.

      His shoulders slumped, relieved. Finally Dargu’s attention fell on Wish and Moso.

      “What happened?”

      Wish held up his hand. “The streaked ones had a steep requirement for the box, one I was in the process of paying before the village was attacked.”

      “Attacked? By who?”

      “Show him the brooch,” said Wings.

      Wish took out the wooden pin of the serpent tree encased in flames and held it out for the man to see. Dargu’s brow furrowed.

      “It’s just as we thought. They’ve picked up the trail,” said Wings.

      Who’s picked up the trail? said Moso.

      “They’ve picked it up,” said Dargu, taking the brooch from Wish’s hand. “But they’ve left one of their own. We know for certain they’re after it too, and knowing our competitors is the battle, Wings.”

      “Who is they?”

      “The Limbs of Voshi,” said Dargu.

      Wish and Moso exchanged another glance. Moso shrugged his shoulders.

      “And who are they?”

      Wings shook his head. “After all the work you’ve done across this city, you’ve never heard rumors of them? Never came across tales of their deeds? By the Flaw, never was employed by them?”

      Wish shook his head. “Gossip isn’t our profession.”

      “The Limbs are a society of botamancers,” said Dargu. “They are said to be the progeny and students of those botamancers who meant to kill Tabari for her secrets. For years they have existed in the underbelly of Fangmora, practicing dangerous botamancy, experimenting in hopes of discovering Tabari’s language, doing anything they can to find the boxes that her apprentice hid amongst the city and beyond. It appears that others may have seen your entrance into the city with the first box. Or perhaps your friend Boz may have let this secret slip to ears besides my own. The wrong ears.”

      Great. So you mean we have an army of botamancers hunting for these things too?

      Dargu looked to Wish for translation.

      “He’s just concerned. This job is getting more dangerous by the moment,” said Wish. Eating poisonous mushrooms, facing off against streaked ones, and now a group of botamancers on their tail... What good were two thousand lunars if they weren’t alive to use them?

      “What? Did you think it would be easy? Did you think you could just pick up some boxes along the jungle and walk your way into a pile of lunars?” said Dargu. “These are some of the most prized possessions across all of Chilongua. I told you that. Of course there would be others chasing after them like starved jagralls. It’s part of what you signed up for. Two thousand lunars is enough to change anyone’s life, but to earn it you must be willing to sacrifice your own.”

      Moso laughed. By the gods, what a speech. It’s no wonder he can get plants to do what he wants. I wonder if he’s ever talked them into dying for him like he’s done to us. Moso ran a hand over his head. But he’s right. We should have known it wasn’t going to be easy.

      “I hope this revelation of added difficulty does not change our arrangement?” said Dargu.

      Wish glanced down at Moso. Of course it doesn’t. A couple more tree-talkers will just add to the fun. Tell him we’re still in. Besides, you’ve already invested a few fingers into this job. No use in letting your pinky fester in some striped one’s scat for nothing.

      Wish hesitated, but the thought of Marli and his daughter still stuck in the crumbling walls of that church and his father beneath the boot of the Green Men kept him from saying no.

      “Of course not,” he answered.

      “Good. Both men true to your reputations.” Dargu flipped the brooch back to Wish. “The intervention of the Limbs at the Black Orchard was a blessing. If what you said was true, if you were attacked back in the Crone Stones, then they’ve just told us where to find the second box.”

      Wish’s stomach dropped. He wanted to argue with the man. He wanted to tell him to fuck off. He wanted to escape to the jungle and never again return to the dealings of men, but didn’t because of the same thought that had kept him from ending their arrangement only moments ago. He knew what Dargu was telling them to do. He swallowed. “Where are they?”

      “An excellent question,” said Dargu. “That’s the thing about existing in the underbelly of the city—it’s hard to reach unless you’re willing to crawl through its smook to find it. And Wings and I”—Dargu rolled up his sleeves—“have preferred to stay clean.”

      He doesn’t know? said Moso.

      “You don’t know.”

      Dargu shook his head. “There have been rumors for years about secret entrances and paths that lead through sewers and doors inside trees... but no one knows for sure. At least no one I know. But perhaps there is another way of finding out?”

      “What do you mean?” said Wish.

      Wings spoke for his master. “You will be followed now. You made it away with the third box. They have no other way of finding where the fourth might be except by finding us, which should be rather hard to do with our change of location, or by following you.”

      He wants us to set a trap. Bait them into revealing themselves. Follow them.

      “I know what he wants.” Wish scratched his forehead, his mind already trying to come up with a way to fool the botamancers into making a mistake. “The fourth box. Where is it?”

      Dargu flipped over the box in his hand and ran his fingers over the carving. “It’s in Swallow. I can’t read it.”

      Moso shook his head with frustration. If only botamancers knew how to speak to actual people.

      “We can take it to the Word Halls, try to find one of the old books and translate it—”

      “That will take too long,” said Wish. “I’d rather bring it to someone who knows the language directly.”

      Boz, signed Moso.

      Wish nodded.“In the meantime, we’ll need to borrow that sack and a box, if you have one.”

      This time it was Wings’s and Dargu’s turn to exchange a glance. “Bait?”

      “The best way to catch a beast,” said Wish.

      Hopefully the same principles apply to people.

      Dargu nodded to Wings. The Eclectun half-jumped, half-flew into the barrier of vines, parting them like an arrow through the underbrush.

      “Some flier,” said Wish.

      Dargu spoke absentmindedly while he examined the third box. “It’s the windleaf harness I’ve crafted for him. Helps cut the air like no other.”

      A moment later Wings returned, a plain box in one hand, the sack in the other. He handed them over to Wish.

      “The sentence on the back of the box,” Wish said. “We’ll need a copy of it to bring to Boz.”

      Dargu nodded and reached into his tunic. He revealed a small book and a stick of blackbark. He tore out a page, placed it over the carving on the box’s bottom, and traced out the lines with the stick of blackbark. Once he finished, he held it out for Wish to take. “Be careful with this. You lose this, and our one step ahead on this trail is gone.”

      “Give it to him.” Wish pointed to Moso.

      Smart move. That way you can’t lose it when you go running off to the jungle or something stupid like that.

      Wish smiled. “It’s not because of that. It’ll be safer with you.”

      That can’t be a compliment I just heard from you. Moso took the folded piece of paper and put it into his pouch. What’s the real reason?

      He put the fake box in the sack and hefted it over his shoulder. “Because I’m going to be the bait.”
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        * * *

      

      Wings had snuck out through the top window of the structure and flown around the nearby street to ensure no one was watching. Satisfied, he gave the signal, and Wish and Moso hurried away from the structure, walking side by side for the time being.

      Are you sure about this? signed Moso. The blood and debris of their tangle with the streaked ones still mottled his fur as it did Wish’s skin. A perfect way to draw more attention to themselves. A perfect way to speed up the process. They were three days into this endeavor. Four more days and his father would be out on the street or worse. I could ask around. I’ve spent plenty of time in the underbelly of this place, and know those who have waded even deeper in the smook of it.

      “And risk putting you back before the Leg Holes so soon?”

      Moso licked his hand and ran it through his fur. Why the hell not?

      Wish shook his head. He knew his partner well enough to know that he couldn’t say no in such places. His new resolve would be whisked away, and then they would be dealing with his debt as well as the job.

      “We stick to the plan.”

      Moso shrugged. It’s your teeka or mine.

      Plans were rarely his talent, especially when dealing with creatures as shifty as people. A simple plan was the best he could do. So be it if it put him in danger.

      Moso was right. He had lost a finger already for this, he might as well risk his life.

      The two meandered down the street of the inner city, where individuals strolled in pairs, gossiping and laughing, careless.Then they would see the two walking towards them, adorned in their strange armor and ragged clothes, their equipment extending from their belts and backs like new appendages, the burs and other forest debris that decorated their attire, and realize they were jungle-divers.  Quickly their demeanors would change to looks of disgust and they would hurry on forward as if they were scared the two would infect them with some disease of the jungle. Was this really the future of his father? A place as pompous as this?

      It’s safe, he reminded himself. Besides, it wouldn’t be his home, so what did it matter? The jungle would always be there for him in its chaotic comfort, willing to welcome him back with its unaccusing eyes and welcoming embrace. And if he finally knew his father was safe, then maybe he could stay there for longer. Weeks maybe. Perhaps months. He could lose himself in it, discover every last detail of it, and hide so deep in it that the shine of the city could never think of reaching him.

      But what if Marli actually ended up accepting him like Moso said she would after this?

      Wish rubbed his forehead with his left hand, his missing finger and fingertip throbbing as he did.

      You alright? said Moso, his eyes already shooting to the windows of the nearby buildings and the alleys that ran between them.

      “I’m fine,” lied Wish. They had a job to do. The last thing he needed getting in their way was his own anxious head.

      We’ve been in some smook before, but this already seems to be the messiest of it, eh?

      “We’ll find a way to come out clean.”

      Like we did when we escaped those mold men? Moso smiled.

      “Something like that.” Wish smiled back, recalling the time they were surrounded by darsanai and how they’d had to cover themselves in mushrooms and raw mold to slip through their circle.

      I’m worried these stains will be permanent, said Moso, and the Chassa suddenly looked sad, as if there was regret hidden beneath the smile he held onto. It was the same look Wish had seen on his face only a little while ago when the Pangolian woman attacked him. But it was quickly erased as Moso forced a smile.

      Their arrival at the Gold Row stopped their conversation. Through an archway carved to look like the maw of a thorkin, they could see the main street alive with evening traffic. The colors of the Striped Streets ended, and a more mundane decor expanded out before them. The shops were closing. Their owners and the people who bought from them were now hurrying to bury themselves in the sanctuary of beer, flesh, and other substances. Any coffin that could keep the oppressiveness of the jungle away and bolster their hopes. It wouldn’t be long before the Singer took up his residence upon the rooftops of Fangmora and started his songs. A group of revelers passed beneath the archway, already singing. Drunk. Attempting to guess what songs the Singer would sing that evening.

      The street always made Wish sweat, but even more so at night.

      So many people. So many eyes. The dark emboldened people. The stuff they took to alter their minds even more so. He and Moso would attract more attention, which was good for their current plan, but it would wound him further, creating deeper rends in his already tattered spirit.

      Are you ready? Moso adjusted his belt.

      Wish nodded.

      Then let’s make a scene.

      They crossed beneath the archway and entered into the commotion of the Gold Row. Immediately Wish felt as if a thousand sets of eyes had turned on them. Moso went first, pushing past a Tortallan merchant with a sizeable load of goods strapped to his shell. Once in the center of the street, he stopped, waiting for Wish to catch up to him. There they stood like a stone in the middle of a strong current, letting the rush of people pass around them.

      Moso’s tail swished furiously, like a flag attempting to cast a signal. This is where I leave you. I’ll let you know what I find.

      “We’ll meet up soon,” said Wish loudly.

      They nodded to one another and went opposite ways. Wish turned to face the Gold Row and its crowd. A dozen people passed by, and it felt as though every one of them glanced at him. Were they just more individuals appalled by the sight of a jungle-diver, or were they his enemies, the Limbs of Voshi, attempting to walk by as if they were nothing but commoners in order to lull him into a false sense of security?

      Everyone is an enemy now, he reminded himself.

      They would need to prove themselves otherwise as he walked and tempted his pursuers with the sack and fake box slung over his shoulder. Only then would he be able to distinguish the truth. Only then would they be able to tease out the Limbs from the crowd and follow them back to their own hideout.

      He adjusted the sack over his shoulder, glanced to the top of the closest building, and saw a black smudge upon its roof.

      Moso’s tail waved from high above. Get moving.

      Wish started walking, sure to keep to the middle of the Row, sure to expose himself to as many eyes as possible. People bumped into him as he pushed along, aggravating the countless injuries sustained during their visit to the streaked ones’ village, but he just kept going, watching the people’s hands as they passed, wary of any that might pull out a weapon, gut him, and take the box.

      On one occasion he saw a Boarling mercenary clad in scarwood armor reach for the axe on his belt as he approached. Wish reached for his own weapon, ready to meet the Boarling’s challenge, but instead the man’s hand crept past the axe and into a pouch along his belt. He produced a pinch of marrow mane and snorted it loudly, leaving a purple stain upon his nose. Wish exhaled.

      I’ll gut half the people here before any of the botamancers expose themselves, he thought, trying to steady his nerves. He glanced up to the rooftops, where he saw Moso perched, surveying the crowds, his tail as still as a dead snake.

      Nothing.

      Where were these trits? He peeked over his shoulder and saw nothing but heads bobbing back and forth, one long line of disinterested faces carrying onward like worker ants sent from a faceless queen. The only thing that people did was glance at him and keep going. And those glances were painful. A thousand tiny, glistening claws tearing away pieces of him for their minds to digest like terrible stomachs whose juices would turn and regurgitate malformed reports of him. The predators of the jungle weren’t even that cruel.

      How was he supposed to suffer this? His skin crawled. His heart hammered in his chest. He felt his stomach tighten into knots. He felt as though he would faint. And if he did, that would be the end of it. Just another creature beneath the thousands of pounding boots, trampled and crushed and forgotten, finally returned to the soil like they all wanted him to be in the first place. Like his mother.

      He veered from the center of the road, pushing past people to make it to the market stalls that lined the buildings, escaping the mad press in favor of the lesser crowds that stood in front of what few shops were still open at that time of the day.

      As he rested with his hand against a pole of a stall of a closed bird-seller’s, the hundreds of caged creatures hidden beneath blankets to quiet them suddenly awoke and sang. Wish caught his breath as the current of people passed by.

      He heard whistling from above. Moso peered over the edge of the building that overlooked the stall, his tail visible so Wish could interpret it. What’s a matter?

      Wish rubbed his forehead, trying to subdue the panic he felt coursing through his blood. He wanted to tell Moso that it was impossible. He wanted to tell him that there were too many people and that they would have to come up with another plan, but as he turned to do just that, the shudder of a flower drooping in a pot beneath a nearby stall caught his eye. The three blossoms, all of varying shades of white, each had their black center turned towards him like dilated pupils, and when he met their gaze, they turned slightly as if pretending that they weren’t looking in his direction in the first place.

      They were just plants, yes, but having seen what he had seen in the Black Orchard, plants could no longer be just plants. They were watching him, he was sure of it. He surveyed the surrounding stalls and found other forms of vegetation hung about their poles and canvases. A set of vines were pointing at him like accusing fingers before falling back limply to dangle from the stall’s table. Next to it, a small potted tree bent in his direction. When he looked at it, it stood upright, a weak attempt at becoming inconspicuous.

      “Moso. The plants,” said Wish, just loud enough so it would travel up to the monkey’s ears.

      I see them.

      “They’re out there. Look for a few fools mumbling to themselves.”

      And tell them apart from the drunks and lunatics? You give my abilities too much credit.

      Moso was right. Dotted throughout the crowd were handfuls of stumbling people, with too much beer in their bellies or gods knew whatever else in their blood, muttering to themselves or shouting obscenities to whoever happened to pass by. More spectacles for the rest of the commoners to gawk at along this menagerie of a street. How could they tell the difference between the ones whispering to plants and the ones spouting nonsense?

      A tap atop the building recalled his attention. Just keep moving, I’ll sort it out from up here.

      Wish nodded. He tightened his grip on the sack with the fake box and took a deep breath. He closed his eyes, trying once again to dissipate the anxiety he felt. Behind the veil of his lids he imagined himself in the jungle, amidst a stretch of thick forest so full of life that he couldn’t even hear the fall of his own feet. He held onto that thought and once more entered the current of people.

      “Watch where you’re going, gaztanga!” A Treeback cursed at him as he rejoined the street and bumped into the passerby’s elbow. Wish barely afforded him a glance. Addressing him would only lead to a fight, and a fight would only create more chaos to throw them off the scent of his pursuers.

      He scrutinized the crowd as he walked, staring down the few that meandered lazily along, their lips moving, their eyes empty as if looking at something far away. They were not botamancers, only distractions. A sprinkle of deterrents cast upon the street by the city, a place that seemed to thrive on the chaos it sowed within Wish. He hated it and its trickery. All he wanted to do was unsheathe his machete and cut it all away like a vine, but where would that get him? His father was latched onto that vine. Marli and his daughter too. They would be nothing but debris trampled beneath his boot if he were to do that. He reminded himself of his purpose and once again pushed against his own urges to throw it all away and flee into the jungle for good.

      And as he waged his own mental battle against the crowd, the throng of people parted, shuffling aside as if a beast charged down the center of the street. Wish stepped back with them, half expecting to see a broadback had found its way through the wall, but quickly realized the cause of the commotion was an animal of a different sort.

      “Move!”

      A dozen well-armored soldiers hurried down the Gold Row, their armors glistening like oily scales shucked from a serpent as they wound their way through the street. Each had a spear raised as if they were ready to skewer anyone who stood in their way. Wish wondered where they were headed in such a violent hurry until he heard someone next to him speak.

      “Headed to the Trough. Finally trying to weed out the Green Men.”

      The words rang in Wish’s ears. The Trough. His father was still back there, and only the gods knew what the king defined as weeding out.

      He dropped the bag and pushed through the reorganizing crowd to follow the soldiers. Gone were the thoughts of botamancers and boxes. They were all distant things compared to his father. Over the din of the street he thought he heard Moso’s screeches sounding from the building tops, but even his partner’s frantic cries were nothing but distractions to ignore.

      He ran as fast as he could, shoving away those who happened to walk in his way. He left a wake of curses and confusion and even some death threats in his path, but soon he had passed even the battalion of soldiers that trotted down the street, heavy and slowed by the armor that weighed them down.

      It didn’t take long to free himself of the Gold Row’s busyness, and with a few cuts down familiar alleys he stood at the edge of the main street of the Trough only to realize he was too late.

      Another battalion of two dozen soldiers lined the small houses of the Trough. In front of them stood the Trough’s citizens, a collection of ragged and unkempt faces, their eyes swollen with fear or fury, some shouting obscenities at the soldiers for the roundup. They were faces he had seen his entire life. Faces he knew. Faces that had looked at him with similar fear and anger as they watched him mature into a strange, jungle-loving boy. He knew he should have felt sorrow for those faces, but he didn’t. There was only one person he cared about. His father.

      He stood at the front of the group, leaning on his cane, shaking, no doubt not from fear, but from the strain standing put on his body. Sweat shone on his forehead like a badge showcasing to all the fight he endured to stand as long as he had, but telling even more how quickly he would drop if they made him stand any longer. It wouldn’t take long. Especially with the soldier captain screaming into his face.

      “Absolve the rest of your neighbors,” yelled the captain, a Pangolian with a silver ring pieced through his snout.He wore little armor compared to the other soldiers, letting the plates that ran over his body serve as a natural defense against those who would dare harm a member of the king’s service. Spittle from his long tongue splattered over his father and the others nearby as he raged on. “Come clean as a member of these Green Men and you shall save hundreds.”

      His father folded down his ear. “Does it look like we stuff leaves back there? Maybe if your king ever paid attention to something besides his own pockets he’d know there’s a very clear way of telling who is a part of this rabble you’re looking for.”

      The captain smiled. Wish knew what would happen next. He was already in motion as the captain kicked the cane out from underneath his father and sent him crumpling to the ground, landing painfully on his arm with a loud crack.

      “You hoatzin loving trit!” cried his father, holding onto his wounded arm.

      The Pangolian unsheathed a nightbark dagger, a black weapon made from poisoned wood, and brought it to Wish’s father’s ear.

      “Perhaps your leaf is only hiding, and if we just dig a little deeper we’ll find it.”

      Wish burst through the soldiers before they knew he was upon them. He pushed away the captain, sending the Pangolian to the ground, dislodging the dagger from his hand.

      Wish helped his father to his feet and steadied him on his cane. “Get back to the house. Now.”

      “Ati?” His father looked him up and down, uncaring of the soldiers that surrounded them. “What...what happened to you?”

      “Get back—” Wish heard the soldiers’ footsteps and brought up his short spear. The two who charged him skidded to a stop, no longer certain of their attack. Wish met the eyes of the closest one, a Gibbon with irises as red as blood. He could tell he wanted to fight, and Wish was more than willing to, but the captain’s words halted their bout.

      “See?” With the help of his tail, the captain returned to his feet. “Shake enough bushes and the Green Men scurry out. They’re nothing but mice. Dumb, fucking mice—”

      A voice came from behind the rounded-up Trough-dwellers. To Wish’s surprise, it sang the first line of an old Chilonguan lullaby, a song he remembered his own father singing to him many years ago. “Look down the small hole and what do you see? This small family looking back at me.”

      Heads turned, but there was no one there. Only the empty street and the bend in it that hid the rest of it from sight.

      “A small family beneath small me. Made smaller only by the old great tree. Look up and what do you see? Its great leaf falling down on we.”

      The voice came louder. A chorus of footsteps followed. Then the clang and thuds of weapons slapping against armor.

      “What is that?” said one of the soldiers.

      He had his answer when from around the curve in the street came an army. That was the only way to describe the force that emerged. Though they did not wear matching sets of armor or handle similar enough weapons to be divided into specific battalions like the Fangmoran soldiers, their size alone earned them the description. Wish estimated three hundred, with even more marching out from behind the small houses hiding their true numbers. And there, behind each of their ears, the green leaf symbol of the Green Men sat proudly like incomplete crowns for royalty.

      The captain gasped. “Ass-assemble! Full vanguard.”

      “There’s too many of them,” said one of the soldiers.

      “You heard what I said. Full vanguard, behind the rest,” said the captain, pushing some of the soldiers into position in behind villagers as if they were trying to create a living barricade to defend against the swelling number of Green Men.

      Wish grabbed his father’s uninjured arm and went to pull him back to the safety of their hut, but the Green Men had already passed it. To reach it they’d have to interrupt an army. Instead he pushed him into a nearby doorway, putting himself between the two forces. He tried the door, but it was locked.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” snapped his father. “I’ll not stand by and watch my son be gutted—”

      “Quiet.” Wish gripped his short spear tight, his injured fingers shooting sharp pain up his arm. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, dulling his exhaustion. With his father at his back, he felt like a cornered prattle rat protecting her young. Fierce, but terrified. Desperate, but cautious. Wild, but calm, as if he had been in this situation a thousand times before and through the chaos he found clarity.

      “Stop where you are,” said the captain. His voice sounded shaky, as if it took all his will to keep it from squeaking. “By order of King Rasha, you are under arrest for murder, treason, and terrorism—”

      “By the order of the king?” A strong voice cut the captain’s, stopping the words on his long tongue. It was Trice Dira, the woman who along with the twin Treebacks had confronted Wish’s father only days ago. She shook her club, the one with the totem of a shocked human’s face, as she spoke. Beside her the two massive Treebacks stood motionless in their robes like pieces of the forest content to watch the petty things that happened at their feet. Neither had drawn the great machetes that Wish knew they hid beneath their clothes. It was as if they wanted to keep them hidden and unveil them at the perfect time to increase the horror already visible in the soldiers’ eyes. Trice continued. “What does that mean from a man with a tongue as limp as his cock? For years he has spouted promises from the same tongue, saying he would rebuild the walls and protect Fangmora’s citizens from the terrors of the jungle that surround us. Behold the fruit of those promises.” She pointed to the crowd of Trough-dwellers cowering between the two forces. “Food for the forest. Forgotten corpses left for the scavengers. By order of the king... only fools listen to such things.” Trice danced her fingers along her club. “It’s by order of we, the Green Men, those few who will no longer stand by and wait for our idle king, that you are accused of ignorance and neglect. Stupidity of the highest degree, for which there is only one verdict.”

      Trice picked up a loose stone the size of her fist, tossed it into the air, and swung her club. The totem crackled into life and the sound of thunder boomed as it connected with the rock. The stone shattered, its fragments spraying out like bullets shot from slings. Wish extended his arms around his father, protecting him from the initial spray. Cracks and knocks sounded all around him, but none of the stone pieces hit them. For a moment after, silence prevailed, until there were two screams.

      The first came from the villager who stood closest to the Green Men. Beside him a Kodo woman flopped over, bleeding from a wound on the side of her head. The second came from a soldier. He grabbed at his throat as blood gushed out around a nugget of grey stone sticking out from his neck.

      “Guilty,” shouted Trice.

      Chaos erupted. The Green Men charged, with Trice and her two giant protectors leading the way. The villagers between the two forces were nothing but a mat, a floor to step on and trample. The Trough-dwellers threw up their arms or dove to protect themselves from the rush, but they could do little to stop the falling boots that sprinted towards the Fangmoran soldiers.The soldiers met the Green Men in a throng of yells and clinks as weapons met armor, and beside it all, Wish pushed his father further into the safety of the doorway. Together they watched the violence unfold.

      The soldiers thrust their spears, impaling the few unlucky Green Men who could not raise their defenses in time. But while their comrades squirmed weightily upon the end of the soldiers’ spears, the other Green Men snuck between them, taking advantage of their enemy’s compromised position. One of the Green Men shoved a ganta blade, the dried, curved leaf of a tree, into a soldier’s neck. The soldier’s head lolled back like a limb snapped in a storm. Beside them a Chassa jumped upon a soldier’s legs, hacking into the small opening between the armor that covered his torso and his greaves. Even closer to Wish and his father’s view still was the work of Trice. Her club fell, connecting with a soldier’s chest in a loud boom. The man’s armor shattered as he tumbled backwards into the lines of his comrades, creating a gap in the soldiers which the Green Men quickly penetrated and filled.

      “Such savagery on our own doorstep...” his father whispered, cradling his injured arm.

      A projectile ricocheted off the top the doorway. One of the Green Men fell at their feet, dead. The press of the fight backed them further into their corner. Wish tried the door again, this time lowering his shoulder. For something that felt so flimsy, it did not budge.

      “Look out!” shouted his father.

      A Boarling Green Man wrestled a soldier to the ground before them, landing upon the dead body already there. The Green Man raised a machete over his head in hopes of plunging it into the soldier’s own, but the soldier unhitched a dagger from his side and planted into the Boarling’s side. The Boarling’s tongue curled out over his right tusk, dead, before the soldier pushed him away. The soldier scrambled back to his feet and Wish saw it was the same Gibbon who had confronted him moments ago.

      Their eyes met again. The same willingness to fight burned between the two.

      Wish had just enough time to bring up his short spear as the Boarling soldier swung down with his dagger. He turned away the blow, but the Gibbon brought the weapon back up beneath his defenses, sneaking behind his two-handed grip on his spear. Wish kept the dagger from sticking his ribs by grabbing the Gibbon’s wrist. The Gibbon’s other hand went to Wish’s own, the one that held his spear, keeping it from descending on his head. Together they danced along the doorway, jockeying for a way to lose the other’s grip.

      “Green fucker!” snarled the Gibbon, and he threw Wish into the fray.

      “Ati!” he heard his father cry.

      Wish caught his balance, rebounding off the back of an engaged Green Man just as the Gibbon approached. The Gibbon soldier bent down and picked up the machete from the Boarling he’d killed, and with blades in both hands, made wild slashes at Wish. The machete cut the air an inch from his neck as he dodged, but he could not avoid the dagger. He felt the blade cut his thigh, but never saw it. The Gibbon was already rearing to strike again.

      An opening arose as the Gibbon raised his weapons. Wish shot forward with his spear, sticking the soldier in the exposed area where the armor of his shoulder and torso met. The spear stopped the blades from falling, and its point struck deep. Wish charged forward, driving the Gibbon back towards the side of the house where his father still hid. The Gibbon yelled as he crashed into the wall, and the impact made the spear dig in even deeper.

      Desperate, the Gibbon threw his dagger with the one arm that wasn’t pinned. The blade nicked Wish’s shoulder, but his grip on the spear still held. The Gibbon dropped his machete and brought both hands to his spear.

      “Bastard,” he snarled as he began to pry the spear’s edge from his shoulder. As strong as Wish was, the wetness of the blood slipping from the soldier’s wound and the Gibbon’s own strength allowed him to inch the weapon out of him.

      But before he could finish, Wish swung his spear to the side, taking the Gibbon to the floor, the spear slipping out. Wish hurried to finish the fight, but the Gibbon kicked out, hitting Wish’s ankles and taking him to the ground, causing him to lose his spear. He turned over onto his back just as the Gibbon scrambled atop of him.

      The soldier had recovered his dagger and brought it down towards Wish’s throat. Wish caught the man’s wrist just before the dagger’s tip entered his flesh. It was so close to him that he couldn’t even see the blade’s edge below his own chin. His body screamed. Everything hurt. Everything was tired and overworked. All it wanted to do was give up and let the dagger finish him for good, but he wouldn’t let it.

      “Come on!” he yelled as if it were the sound of the last reservoir of his energy breaking open and flooding his muscles with adrenaline. He pushed the dagger back and turned it aside. The Gibbon’s red eyes widened with surprise, but they were quickly taken away from Wish’s view as the blow connected with the soldier’s head.

      A shadow fell over them, followed by a loud crack. The Gibbon’s helmet fell off, but the next blow caused him to crumple atop of Wish. Wish pushed the unconscious Gibbon aside and saw his father standing over him, his cane raised over his head.

      The sound of hooves down the road stopped Wish from uttering any thank you. Arriving down the street by the same way the Green Men had come were six soldiers mounted upon armored thrigs, massive warthog-like creatures with shaggy manes of coarse fur and tusks as long as lances. With the Green Men already engaged with the set of other soldiers, not one was paying attention to the new force. The mounted six charged, ready to impale the treasonous uprisers and anything that stood in their way.

      Wish, his father, and some of the other villagers lingered in the street like fools. He glanced at the doorway they had hidden in, but his fight with the Gibbon had pulled them too far away. They’d never reach it in time. He grabbed his short spear from the ground and sized up the nearest thrig. The size of the beast and its rider looked incredible from his weak position on the ground. The only part of the creature exposed beneath its armor were its eyes, things sparkling like the backs of black beetles sunbathing beneath the great fire. The soldier atop the thrig lowered his spear, and Wish stood in front of his father and the other villagers.

      Wish raised his spear, prepared to hurl it at the creature before it reached them. But just as he reared to throw, a figure jumped from the top of a nearby hut and grabbed hold of the soldier.

      “Moso!” cried Wish.

      His partner clung to the soldier’s helmet, yanking his head back, forcing the soldier to pull up on the thrig’s reins. The thrig crashed into the mounted soldier beside it, steering them away from Wish and his father. The thrig thundered by them, brushing against Wish’s shoulder just as Moso dismounted to the ground before them.

      The mounted soldiers didn’t have time to turn around and face their attacker before their thrigs plowed into the backs of the Green Men, trampling some unlucky villagers along the way.

      You always have a way of attracting the attention of beasts. Perhaps you should bath once in a while, signed Moso.

      Wish grabbed his father by his shoulder. “Help me get him back to the house.”

      “I don’t need your help,” shouted his father, but even as he spoke his leg gave way. Wish held him upright, and Moso steadied the man by the waist. Together they helped him down the Trough’s main street, the cries of battle urging them onward like macabre music.

      They reached the hut and pushed aside the half-broken door, the boot mark from where a soldier had kicked it in still muddy upon its frame. They helped his father to his seat by the windowsill.

      “You’re both mad to go attacking soldiers like that. They’ll hang you from the jungle like the rest of those fools,” said his father.

      “They’ll hang everyone,” said Wish, realizing what would eventually happen once the dust settled from the war unfolding only yards away from his own home. He went to the doorway and peered out. The mounted soldiers had been defeated as quickly as they had arrived. Groups of Green Men stood upon the conquered corpses of armored thrigs like men who’d just climbed mountains. Dozens of bodies lay scattered around them like miniature versions of the Crone Stones that had slid and fallen from its great slopes. The last of the soldiers fled back towards the Gold Row, limping and bleeding. For every dead Green Man there was a handful more of the king’s men.

      Wish was wrong. It wasn’t a war. It was a slaughter.

      As the last soldier’s head was pummeled in with a concussive boom thanks to the club of Trice Dira, the Green Men celebrated, raising their bloody weapons above their heads and yelling. When the raucous cries quieted, Trice parted the crowd of her own people to face the villagers still alive.

      “The king brings violence to your doorstep. It will only be a matter of time before they bring an all-out war. You sit inside the keep they wish to storm. In order to prepare it, in order to stay within it, we require what has been asked, and we cannot wait for your response. The timeframe has been changed. You have two days.”

      Two days. The words reverberated in Wish’s head over and over again. Two days to get his hands on seventy-five lunars and pay off the Green Men. And then what? Hand it over to the Green Men only to have them up the tax again? Moso was right, there was no way of saving his father here no matter how much he paid. The only out was to gain enough lunars to move out of that place altogether. He had two days to find four of the most impossible artifacts in all of Fangmora.

      In the meantime, he needed a place where he knew his father would be safe.

      Moso joined Wish at the door.

      “Thanks,” said Wish.

      For what? Choking a soldier? The pleasure was all mine to see one of those trits squirm.

      “Did anyone follow me?”

      Moso licked his hand and ran it through his fur. I thought I saw someone pickup the sack you dropped after you ran off, but I didn’t wait to see.

      “They know we’re trying to bait them then.” Down the street the Green Men hurried to rummage through the downed soldiers’ pockets before hauling them away down allies, ridding the Trough of the evidence of their victory as quickly as they could. When the last of the bodies was cleared, Wish noticed how close the battle had come to the doorstep of the Nest. The blood that stained the streets just yards ahead of it gleamed like a dire reminder of what was coming, of how soon the violence would come knocking upon Marli and his daughter’s door.

      What now? said Moso.

      “Help me find another box?”

      Why? You just said they know we’re trying to lure them out—

      “Not for that.”

      Then why?

      “To move my mother’s bones.”
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        * * *

      

      They helped his father down the Trough’s main street, careful not to jostle his arm. All the while, his father could not take his eyes off Wish, examining every one of the new injuries he’d sustained during his pursuit of the boxes. “What...what happened to you, Ati?”

      Wish didn’t answer. He was too busy meeting the glances of the other villagers huddled in their doorsteps, some nursing injuries, while others clung to their loved ones like totems that would protect them from the violence they had just witnessed. They have every right to be scared, thought Wish. It’s only a matter of time before this war truly erupts.

      “Ati, are you listening to me?”

      Of course he isn’t, signed Moso on his father’s other side. He’s too busy dreaming about the jungle.

      Wish snapped back from his thoughts. “I’m fine.”

      “That’s not what I asked,” said his father. “What have you got involved with this time, eh? Wrestling a thorkin? Trying to skin parthis?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” said Wish. His eyes met that of a small Chassa child clinging to the leg of her father. She looked at him with the same horror one would a jagrall, even though he’d intervened with the soldiers about to cut every last one of their necks. Was there nothing he could do to escape the horrible picture the people of the city had painted in their heads of him and his profession? Of course not, thought Wish.

      “Ati,” his father said sternly.

      “I’m trying to make you safe,” snarled Wish, when he could stand his father’s pestering no more.

      His father spat out, “Making me safe? That’s what you’re trying to accomplish by letting yourself get chewed up like a bone for cat cubs? I told you a thousand times I don’t need your protection. When will you finally listen?”

      “You don’t need my protection? Those soldiers almost cut your throat.”

      “They were all jabber. They would have roughed me up and then moved along to whatever tavern they prefer to drown themselves in.”

      Your father’s optimism is impressive, said Moso, suppressing an untimely smile as Wish and his father continued to argue.

      “You’re a fool,” said Wish to his father. “You’ve spent too much time in that house by yourself and have forgotten the way the world works.”

      “I’m the fool? You’re the one so deep in the jungle that you can barely see the light of the city. I know what I need, and your protection isn’t one of them.”

      Wish hurried him forward, not even mindful of the stress he was putting on his father’s injured arm as he did.

      “Damn you, boy. If you’re in such a hurry to get rid of me, why even bother protecting me at all?”

      Wish tensed. Did his father really want an answer? He felt his jaw tighten as he tried to come up with something with substance, but found nothing. And the fact that he could find nothing terrified him.

      Why did he still help his father? Out of duty? Because he was family and that’s what families were supposed to do for one another?

      Those were answers, but answers that felt hollow. Untrue.

      He shook his head in disbelief with himself, amazed at how cold he had become. At how foreign feelings were. Was his father really nothing more than a chore to him that needed to be dealt with before returning to the jungle, like a child would wash a floor before going out to play?

      How would he feel if he just let go and left him for good?

      Free, he answered. Finally free.

      He grimaced, trying to rid himself of the thought.

      You’re a monster, Wish, he told himself. A beast of the jungle just as they say. No wonder children look at you in horror. No wonder Marli wants you nowhere near your own daughter.

      But if he just let go then he wouldn’t have to deal with them either...

      They arrived at the Nest just in time to save himself from his own thoughts. The door stood chipped, its two handles bent and worn, as if the moonlight beating on its face were attempting to break it open.

      “You call this place safe? A jagrall’s fart would crumble it to the ground,” said Wish’s father as he readjusted the box that contained his mother’s bones in his hand.

      “It’s safer than the Trough,” said Wish.

      Are you sure about that? From the way you act, the Green Men and the king’s soldiers seem less frightening.

      He knew he was a masochist for putting himself in front of Marli’s words again, but he had no other choice. The Trough would implode within days. His father wouldn’t last long in the harsh streets of Fangmora, nor would he survive the jungle. Wish was not fool enough to think that others felt as comfortable as he within the forest, beneath the eyes of its creatures. To survive it a person must know it, and the only piece of the forest his father ever understood was the grove of bluis fruit trees that he once picked as a job before he fell and broke his leg, and that was relatively safe. Besides, his father’s arm was injured. It would heal as crooked as his legs if it wasn’t tended to properly, and he couldn’t afford to go to a medicine man who’d charge lunars for tinctures and rare remedies.

      Marli and her people were his only hope at keeping him safe until he and Moso could finish this job. Once he did that then maybe he wouldn’t need to worry about his father any longer if that’s really what he wanted.

      Wish pushed aside the door, ignoring his partner’s comments.

      He found Risa and two of the minor priestesses kneeling before a cluster of eggs, humming a song that sounded like birds from the deep jungle. Risa signaled for the song to stop as the three entered the main chamber.

      As soon as she saw Wish her brow furrowed, and she had to fight to keep from baring her fangs.

      “You brought others to ensure you haven’t misheard the priestess’s words? I assure you they will hear no differently—”

      “It’s not that.” Wish cut her short, hoping he could keep the woman’s anger from spiraling into a tirade. “It’s my father. He is injured. He needs the care of the priestesses.”

      Risa ran a claw over the longest of her whiskers. “You and everyone else who just survived that massacre outside our walls. Just because one hobbles on a cane doesn’t mean they are wounded.”

      “Show her.”

      “You should be the one begging for their help. Why don’t you show them your fingers? Your cuts? Compared to my—”

      “Just show her.”

      Wish grabbed his father’s arm and rolled up his sleeve. The bruise that took up the majority of his elbow had already started to darken and swell.

      Risa poked it, and his father swallowed a yelp. “A minor injury that should heal up in a week’s time.”

      “A minor injury? His arm is clearly broken. Surely the Great Bird can see that from its perch high in the darkness.”

      Risa smiled, glaring at Wish. “The Great Bird sees everything, including those who use his name in jest.”

      You were right about this woman being shoulder-deep into her own teeka, signed Moso as he stared at the two other priestesses, who lingered at the end of the chamber.

      “Please, Risa. This isn’t about Marli. It’s about him. See to it that he heals, and in the end I’ll make a large enough donation to you and your cause that you’ll be able to rebuild these walls from the bones of jagralls.”

      “I doubt the pockets you’ve sewn into that ridiculous outfit are deep enough.” Risa sighed. “But it is the work of the Great Bird. We will help him. We will ensure that he is well, but it won’t be her that does it. Hatchling Inga.”

      As one of the minor priestesses walked down the center of the chamber, Wish’s father whispered to him. “They don’t seem like the type to be lied to. You better come through on that donation for your own sake.”

      “I will.”

      “Yes, Grand Priestess?” said the one Risa had called Inga.

      “Escort this man back to your chamber. He is now your new care.”

      “As you wish,” said Inga. The minor priestess hooked his father’s arm. “Come with me, father. With the help of the Great Bird we shall ensure that your arm is back to normal within days.”

      “Surrounded by women and yet my heart still flops in the filthy pit of my stomach,” whispered his father to Wish and Moso as he followed Inga down the chamber. “You think I’m going to willingly let you leave me here while you throw yourself into the jungle again on my behalf?”

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      “Says who?”

      “Your legs.” Wish snatched his father’s cane from his hand, holding onto his shoulder to keep him from falling.

      “Damn you!” cried his father.

      Wish handed the cane over to the priestess named Inga. “Make sure he gets this back only when he’s in your room. He’s senile enough to think it’s a machete. Only the gods know what he would in such a dense place as this.”

      Inga nodded as she received the cane. She started to pull his father away, but his father’s grip on Wish did not lessen.

      “You are saving no one, Ati. You think you’re doing this for me, but you’re not. You must see that.”

      Wish shook free of his grip and turned his back to him.

      “If you want to stay blind, then promise me this.”

      “What?” grumbled Wish, annoyed, in a hurry to leave.

      “Live, Ati. Make a father’s heart finally feel safe inside his own chest and live. Make sure that he does, Moso.”

      Moso tail flickered, Enjoy the company.

      Wish watched his father go as Priestess Inga pulled him away, whispering to him softly. Whatever she said, he did not listen. He kept his eyes on Wish’s as if afraid if they left him he would never see him again.

      Fool of an old man. There’s nothing to fear in the jungle, Wish thought as he stared back.

      Soon the same hallway that held Marli and his daughter took his father too. It was a place that was only a few steps away, but a place that felt like a dark void he could not enter easily for fear of his soul never returning. He just hoped that same void would keep them safe.

      “Heal him. Protect him,” said Wish to Risa hastily.

      “It’s not us who do such things, it is the—”

      “The will of the Great Bird. Yes, I know. But when the predators come knocking and this bird of yours decides to stay perched, it will be your hands that they’ll look to.” Wish turned before she could respond and exited the doors. Moso followed.

      It’ll only be a few days. By the end of the week he’ll be sipping rum from a bowl made of charmwood, forgetting all about that nonsense he spit at you.

      Wish looked south down the Gold Row. The head of the jungle rose over the distant wall. A soft wind was rolling down the Knotted Mountains causing the treetops to sway as if they were green hands waving him back. All he wanted to do was answer their beckon and hide in its darkness from the choking complications of the city and its people, and let the chatter of its creatures drown out worries that rattled in his head. Soon, he thought. One more job and then there’ll be enough money that everyone will be safe and I can just walk into the woods without worry whenever I please.

      Moso continued signing, And you, you’ll still be drinking from the fight-fish-infested streams of the forest like a hoatzin.

      Moso’s comment snapped Wish from his temporary dream. “Sorry.”

      Moso shrugged. Nothing to apologize for. Look at you. Can’t imagine how much blood you lost during our last escapade. Can’t imagine the last time you slept either. You’re just as exhausted as I am. So, what’s the plan to finish this up and finally get some damn sleep?

      Wish rubbed his brow. “I’ll go to Boz, see if he can translate the next riddle. You take the brooch, ask some of your associates. I know it’s a bit of a stretch, but the people you run with have a tendency to incorporate themselves with secrets.”

      Attack this thing from two fronts, I like it.

      “Stay away from the Leg Holes.”

      Nothing to worry about here.

      “Moso, I’m serious.”

      The smile left his face as his tail flickered. And so am I. As soon as this job is done, you’ll never see me near those places again.

      “Then let’s hurry up and finish it.”

      Works for me. Moso fished into his pocket and handed over the traced sentence of the box, and Wish handed him the brooch. Moso tossed the thing in his hand like a lunar. Wonder how much this would get me at the pits?

      Wish knew he should have been amused, but he couldn’t muster a smile, not with the shadow of the Nest looming over him like a stalking monster. “Find out where its owner’s hideout is and you’ll be able to fill those pits with moons.”

      Moso stuffed the brooch in his pocket, licked his hand, and ran it through his fur. I’ll bet you a lunar I’ll find my information first.

      “Boz is an easy conversation. I’ll have the whereabouts of the next box within the hour.”

      And I’ll have the Limbs’ hideout in half the time.

      “How is that?” said Wish.

      Because you move too slow.

      Moso leapt to a nearby building, climbed up its side, and scurried along the rooftops to avoid the traffic of people clogging the Gold Row, leaving Wish standing in place.

      Wish put his hands to his mouth and yelled up to his partner. “Meet back here when you’re ready to hand over that lunar.”

      Moso flashed his five fingers, Fuck off, before disappearing over the rooftops.

      Wish was once more left to face the tide of people rushing down the main street, threatening to sweep him away and cast him out with the rest of the jungle’s debris kicking about their feet.
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        * * *

      

      Marli watched him standing upon the steps to her home, blinking, looking far down the street into the head of the forest peeking over the walls like a curious giant. He looked like a child who had been lost or abandoned, thrown into an unfamiliar world with no one to guide him or tell him the rules. But his scars, the ones that healed ragged on his skin and the new ones, still fresh, red, and raw, which he had no doubt obtained from some new excursion or adventure, were the marks of no lost boy. They were the lines of a man who knew his place in this world, a man committed to violence and all it did to further his purpose and the jungle’s own. He did not stand idle, waiting for some god to swoop in and solve his problems. He raised his spear and unsheathed his machete and cut them down until they were nothing but trampled scraps beneath his boot.

      If only he was willing to eventually put down those weapons, then maybe there would be a place for him by her and her daughter’s side. But would that ever happen?

      She heard his father’s voice coming through the walls. It sounded so much like Ati’s, except gruffer. Wiser. And as she held her daughter against her chest, and the questions stormed her mind once more, she found herself tired of trying to answer them herself.

      She put her daughter down within her crib and peeked her head into the hallway. There she saw Minor Priestess Inga helping the man down the hallway, his balance poor, the cane in his hand a weapon against the travesty his crooked legs were looking to cause.

      “I suppose I should say thank you for all this...” he was starting to say to Inga when he looked up and saw Marli staring at him.

      Her throat went dry. His eyes were as dark as Ati’s, things barely discernible from the shadow. His cheeks too, though wrinkles ravaged them where scars marred Ati’s. It was as if she were looking into her own imagination at a time when she and Ati were together. A time when she had daydreamed and saw their future as one of the old couples she’d sometimes see wandering about the inner city, holding hands, carefree, knowing they’d beaten back death for long enough and no longer feared it coming too early. She’d pictured him with wrinkled and grey hair. She’d pictured him bent, relying on a cane. But then she’d pictured him stuck in a chair beside her, and that image was chased from her mind from the absurdity of it. But now here it was again, alive and huffing to stay upright as it walked towards her.

      “Good evening, my sasa,” he said, an old term for daughter in the Holler tongue, a language popular amongst the farmers of Fangmora. She wondered if he knew the acts she and his son had committed, but soon realized it was nothing more than a formality as his attention turned back to Inga. Before their conversation could recommence, Marli intervened.

      “Good evening, pagi,” she answered in Holler tongue. It was a language she’d picked up from the fruit stands she’d hover about and wait for scraps from when she was on the streets. “It seems the Great Bird has plucked us a person with manners from the garden of cruelty that propagates these streets.”

      “It seems your Great Bird has been fooled. I’m nothing but a rotten fruit that’s learned to pose as a ripe one.”

      Marli laughed. “Inga, you look tired. Your last care only left last night. Allow me to take this rotten fruit from your basket.”

      “Priestess Marli, Grand Priestess Risa insisted that I be in charge of him.”

      “She also insisted that we stop seeing our seed-bearers, yet the creak of your window and the squeaks of your bed say otherwise.”

      Inga smiled back, her lips quivering. “If you would like the added responsibility, then by all means. The Great Bird will look favorably upon you.”

      “Responsibility? More like pleasure,” said Marli, looping the man’s arm with her own. Inga bowed, glared at her, and turned away.

      Wish’s father laughed. “And here I was thinking I’d never have women fighting over me before I die.”

      “Tell me, pagi,” said Marli, trying to keep their immediate comfort with one another, “where does it hurt?”

      He chuckled. “A man my age? Everywhere. My leg cries every time the clouds crawl down the back of the mountains. My knuckles and fingers feel like harga beetles have burrowed between where they bend. My back too. Now my elbow has swollen like the throat of a frog all because of fools with too much anger and not enough sense.”

      “The story of many injuries we see between these walls.” She guided him through the doorway to her room and pointed to a bed standing against the wall. “Here will be our quarters. I shall attend to you, nursing you to full strength like the Great Bird has done for his own progeny.”

      “What fine accommodations. Perhaps I should not have been so quick to chide my son for leaving me here like—”

      “Like what?” she said, but the man’s face was frozen. She followed his gaze to the corner of the room where her daughter lay asleep in the crib. Ati’s father removed his arm from hers.

      She had her answer then about Ati keeping that part of his life secret.

      “It’s you, then,” said Ati’s father.

      Marli did not know what to say. She hadn’t thought further than trying to figure out what Ati had told his father. Now that she had her answer, she wasn’t prepared to answer his questions. “You’ll have to be more specific than that,” she said, hoping if she played coy perhaps he would think he’d confused her for someone else.

      “It’s you who tore away the last finger I held onto my son with and cast him into the jungle.” It was clear Ati’s father was a man to hunt down and tear apart cowardice with his bluntness just like his son.

      “He was lost to the woods long before I met him. I simply found him and gave him shelter for a while.”

      His father clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Not lost. There were still times when he would crawl back through our window and lay his head upon our family’s floor before you and your demonic hands wrapped around his soul.”

      “Demonic hands? That is a harsh description for what men and women have been doing since before we walked out of the jungle.”

      “Seduce a man, make him fall in love with you, take his seed, and deny him the result? That isn’t some common, misshapen relationship. That is the work of a monster.”

      The baby isn’t his, she wanted to say, but it would only be more coyness. She decided to try a different tactic. “It’s what the Great Bird requires.”

      His father hobbled over to where her daughter slept. A prickle ran up Marli’s spine. If he raised a finger she would take it and more from the old man, but all he did was speak and look down

      “Religion is one of the few things my son has gotten right in this life. I asked him once what god’s fire he thought his mother sat along when he was still a youth, and do you know what he said? He looked at me with his eyes as empty as the darkness itself and told me, ‘Gods. The Darkness. Heavens. Hells. Does any of it really matter? None of them are here.’” He sat down upon the stool by the lone, cracked window and continued staring at his granddaughter. “This Great Bird requires that you fill your belly with my progeny? Why?”

      She fumbled through the litany Risa and the others had been feeding her since she’d joined the Nest so many years ago. “As a way to honor his own progeny. So that we may bring life into this world to warm just like they.”

      “And once they are warm, what then? The Great Bird will swoop down and take you away from all this?”

      Marli nodded.

      “A fine plan. I hope it works out for you.”

      “You sound like your son,” said Marli. “Or perhaps he sounds like you.”

      He peered into the crib. “She looks like him.”

      Marli nodded again.

      “My son is many things, but he is not a fool.”

      “I know he isn’t.”

      “Then why do you treat him like one?”

      Marli thought for a moment and then sat down on her own bed. “It’s not my intention. It’s one of the many defenses I have tried to use against him.”

      “Defenses are only needed against enemies, and in a city full of people constantly making new ones, I assure you he is not one.”

      “He is an enemy against my faith.”

      “Everything around you is an enemy of your faith. These walls. The jungle. Your own priestess. All of it is a reminder that this Great Bird of yours has not come yet. My son, the father of your daughter, is not your enemy. He is your ally. Your enemies keep you within your walls.”

      Marli sat there wordless, hearing exactly the words she was afraid to tell herself. The ones that stewed in the back of her head, always threatening to boil forth should she come across a thread of doubt or frustration. There was a chance the Great Bird would come and take her and her child away from here, but there was a greater chance he wouldn’t and she would reach old age with nothing to show for it but wrinkles and regret and a child stuck in the same trap.There were thousands of years of examples where this Great Bird had never shown. Why would this one be any different?

      Wish’s father must have seen the confusion in her face, for he quickly continued. “My intention was not to speak as a heretic, only as the father of a son whose heart has been stolen by a woman who does not know what to do with it.” He leaned over and put a hand on her knee. “He is a good man. Despite his hardheadedness, despite being as skittish as a forest bird. He would be willing to leave the jungle. He just needs a hand strong enough to pull him away.” He raised his own hands. “And look at mine. They surely aren’t the ones to do it.”

      “If he’d leave the jungle, would the jungle leave him?”

      “Yes,” his father answered without hesitation.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because of her.” He pointed to her daughter. “I once had a little bit of the jungle in me, believe it or not. But that all changed when he came into my life. Children have a funny way of healing the rends in your soul. Tell him the truth. Tell him that she is his, and that part of him will go running past the mountains and never come back.”

      Marli brushed back her hair. Perhaps there was truth in the old man’s words. Perhaps the tender parts of Ati she’d witnessed when they were together were the real him trying to be set free, and all he needed was the right reason to undo the locks long ago tied upon his soul.

      “I’ll stay here with you if you’ll have me. It will help him do what he thinks he needs to do and feel better about it. Besides, I refuse to let my wife’s bones lie beneath the sky without a roof. So long as you’ll still have me.”

      “Of course I will,” said Marli.

      “Good.” He ran his hand over his head. “Just promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?” said Marli.

      “You’ll do something while you still can. While you’re still young, with muscles and flesh and bones that will allow you to. Otherwise, you’ll be trapped before you know it. A prisoner without any hope of escaping.” He looked down at her daughter. “A slave to the world, just like me.”

      He limped over to the bed and fell onto the mattress, the material crunching beneath him. For a moment Marli stayed seated, watching her daughter sleeping quietly in her crib, breathing in and out, a hypnotic rhythm she had succumbed to on multiple occasions when there was nothing else to do but look out the window and observe life. It was an easy, happy way to spend the time while waiting for the Great Bird. But what did it do for them? How much further did it take them away from their current situation?

      “Sit back,” she said suddenly.

      The old man grunted, “Huh?”

      “I’m going to heal that arm.” And before the man could respond she was off her bed, her state of waiting broken, grabbing cloth and other tools needed to mend his injuries.
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      Wish stood before Boz’s doorway, looking over his shoulder. People hurried along the street behind him, some stealing glances, others continuing without interest. He kept waiting for someone to pull a dagger and try to stick him. He had always felt on edge in the city, but now the feeling was unbearable. He felt like a worm beneath a boot, squirming to escape, but knowing it was impossible against the weight bearing down on him.

      Up above, Eclectuns noisily swarmed overhead, squawking about some disturbance that ground-dwellers would never understand. He wondered if any of them were Wings, observing him from high above, keeping tabs on their every move. His head hurt. His body even more. Moso was right. He was exhausted and hungry. All he’d sustained himself on over the last few days were the few insects he’d foraged in the forest. It made it difficult to concentrate. It made it difficult to think and process everything flooding his mind. His father’s words kept stumbling in his head.

      Why was he doing this? Did he even care?

      Of course I do. He is my father, he answered.

      Then why did he spend so little time with him? Why did he run to the jungle like it was his parent? Because the jungle never criticizes me. But he was his father, and he loved him. He was the man that had worked hours upon hours to put a roof over his head and food on the table, as meager as they both were. He was the one who’d stepped into the role of his mother when the fever took her, and offered him an affection rarely given by most men to their children. And yet this is how he repaid him, shoveling lunars at his feet in order to keep him quiet and out of sight. Perhaps his father was right. What kind of son was he? What kind of person? Perhaps he was no longer either. Perhaps he had become the animal that he had always been called.

      But what other choice did he have? They needed the lunars now, nothing was going to change that. Maybe after the job was complete he could try being the son he was supposed to be.

      He took a deep breath, trying to clear his mind from the worry, and pushed aside the door, thankful for the shadows that reached out to engulf him and protect him from what lurked at his back.

      But that feeling was quickly erased as his eyes adjusted to the lack of light and he stared at the gory scene at the back of the store.

      Boz lay upon the ground, his eyes closed, his long black tongue lolling out of his snout and onto the ground like a spill of ink. A stream of blood flowed out from his neck, winding around his hut’s floorboards, seeping into the cracks, where it pooled like rivers swollen with rainwater.

      And above him, sitting upon the dead Kodo’s desk with his legs dangling over the body, was Rive, the Fangkind jungle-diver that had saved his life back at the Lavender Light.

      “Ah, the Djinn of Larmii, it is good to see you again.”

      Wish went for his short spear, but Rive held up his claws and rotated them back and forth. There was no blood on them. “I know what you think, but I assure you I am not the culprit here. I came here only minutes before you and found him sleeping in his own blood.”

      Wish eyed the jungle-diver, but kept his hand on his machete. “What are you doing here?”

      “I assume the same thing you are doing here, following the jungle’s demands.”

      Wish glanced from the jungle-diver down to Boz’s body. He had considered Boz to be a friend, but now he lay in his own blood. An employer he would never work for again. One of the few in this godforsaken city that gave him and Moso any respect. He collected his thoughts and said, “What does the jungle demand?”

      Rive stepped off the table, careful not to put his boots in the blood of the dead shop owner. “At the moment, boxes.”

      Wish chewed his lip. “How do you know about the boxes?”

      Rive shrugged. “This city scurries with secrets like termites inside a tree, does it not? I think it might be one of the reasons why it’s turning to dust before our eyes. There are many who seek the boxes, and they have offered exceptional rewards for finding it.” Rive slapped one of the pouches along his belt. “I couldn’t care less about the moons. I care more about fulfilling the jungle’s desires. And right now, the entire jungle cries out, demanding that these boxes be found. You hear it, don’t you?”

      Wish thought he knew what he meant. It seemed the entire world revolved around the boxes. It was all-consuming. Perhaps it really was what the jungle wanted.

      “Then let us help each other in finding them.”

      Wish thought for a moment, then shook his head. “A third partner doesn’t figure into my employer’s equation.”

      “Fuck our employers,” snarled the Fangkind. “The jungle calls for us to join together on this race. To reach its end, we need to help each other. Once we’re there we can decide who will cross the finish line.”

      Wish’s hand still hadn’t left the spear on his back. “What are you doing here?” he repeated, still unsure of why he was at Boz’s.

      The smile on Rive’s face fell away. He turned serious. “What did I say about secrets? They poison this place. Whispers slipped through my ears that the great Djinn of Larmii had been seen bringing a box to an experimenter near the Gold Row. I came here in hopes of catching your tail only to find it had already been clipped.”

      Wish swallowed. The hammerwings still hanging on the door slapped angrily against their jar prison. “Who did this if not you?”

      Rive shrugged. “I do not know. I have found no sign of anyone else here besides the wounds in the Kodo’s chest. I am sure the culprit will reveal themselves along the path to these boxes.”

      Wish’s throat felt dry as he continued to look at Boz.

      “Let me help you,” said Rive.

      Wish searched the Fangkind’s eyes, looking for any falsehood in them. They were wild, full things, large enough to hide truths for certain, but what he said next tore away his distrust for good.

      “I saved your life.”

      It was true. If not for him Wish would have had a dagger in his back and be just like Boz. If the Fangkind really did mean him illwill, then he would have let it happen.

      Wish removed his hands from the spear and reluctantly nodded. “You-you’re right.”

      Rive smiled.“And I will save it again if it comes to that. We creatures of the jungle must stick together if we are to obey its mission.”

      Sensing no threat, he let his attention turn back to Boz. He raised his body and found four stab wounds in the man’s chest. They were not deep. Wish stepped away, shaking his head.

      “Who could have done this?” he said.

      “Another who wants the boxes. Maybe to send a message. Maybe to stop you from coming back, for whatever reason you would.” Rive licked his lips. “What reason were you coming back?”

      Wish unveiled the tracing of the next riddle from inside his pocket. “In hopes he could translate Swallow.”

      “Go golp bog glum?”said Rive.

      For a moment Wish thought he had misheard him, but then he realized he had just spoken in a different language than Lowman’s tongue. “You speak Swallow?”

      Rive nodded. “Swallow. Scamper. Holler. Squawk... just to name a few.” And when Wish continued to look at him with his mouth open, Rive continued speaking. “It’s amazing what different parts of the jungle will teach you.”

      “Can you translate this?” Wish handed over the tracing.

      Rive held it close and started to read.

      “Where a mother lost her child,

      There is a pond that has been defiled...”

      It didn’t take long for Wish to understand what was being said. “Poor Mother’s Pond.”

      Rive glanced up from the tracing. “Eh?”

      Wish sighed, hating to describe one of the most despicable places in all of Fanglara. “Only a few miles west of the city there is a cesspool said to be spawned by Welkin magic. It is said that a chatokin mother dropped her newborn child from high up in the canopy.”

      “A chatokin?” said Rive.

      “Perhaps you know them as limb walkers?”

      Rive nodded. “The wingless beasts of the high canopy who make avenues by way of the branches. The jungle has only shown me a few.”

      Wish glanced back at Boz’s body, wondering who he should tell and how he would want his death commemorated. His eyes did not leave the dead experimenter as he said, “They are bashful, fearsome creatures. They prefer to be solitary for the most part, except for their families.”

      “Her heart must have broken to lose her one form of companionship.”

      Wish nodded. “She tried to bring it back to life. She tried to feed it. But when it wouldn’t rise, she was so overcome with grief and disbelief the pond rose from her. As a memorial, as a way to nourish the child that would no longer take its food, so at least the story goes.” He ran a hand over his head. “Any good jungle-diver knows to stay away from there,” said Wish.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because it’s made of the mother’s milk. One big, festering, spoiled pool of it. It’s one giant attraction for millions of insects looking to glean something from the nutrients that still bubble forth even today. No reason to go there unless you want to be chewed apart... Or if you want to catch some frogs.”

      “I think that’s what this next part is referring to,” said Rive. “Feed her new brood, a desired, four-legged food.”

      Wish leaned in closer as the man spoke.

      “One of the red rain, one with unrivaled pain.”

      Wish scratched his chin. “I wonder if she means a splatter frog and a spider back. A splatter frog uses its own blood to spit at bugs that hang from low-hanging branches, and a spider back’s poison creates a rash equal to the worst bite of any arachnid in Chilongua.”

      Rive nodded. “There’s more.” He cleared his throat, but just as he went to speak there was a sudden groan above the roof.

      They glanced up, wondering if an Eclectun had fallen from the sky. For a moment, there was only silence. Rive opened his mouth to speak, but a tearing sound interrupted him. Suddenly they were drenched in the light of the great fire.

      The roof was gone.

      Wish stumbled back, falling upon the sticky, blood-ridden ground beside Rive. A throng of vines cascaded over the side of the walls and into the workshop like an army of worms plunging into a hole. Rive dropped the tracing and reached for the axe hanging on his hip. Wish unveiled his own machete, but before he could bring it up a vine had wrapped around his wrist.

      Rive snarled beside him, hacking into the flood of vines, but it was no use. They slithered over Wish’s arms and tied him tighter, stretching him, ensuring that there was not a single muscle that could squirm away from their grip. Wish scanned his surroundings, hoping for some salvation to present itself. But the only thing he could see amongst the strangling vines was the lone piece of paper that held the next box’s location. He reached out with his fingers and grabbed hold of it. The next thing he knew, descending down from the sky like a lost star forgotten from the night was a yellow flower. It curled within inches of Wish’s face. It smelled of fire and smoke. Wish had just enough time to wonder if he was dreaming before it squirted a gust of pollen at his face.

      The fire roared in Wish’s eyes. It went up his nose and into the back of his throat, burning. His sight blurred. Tears streamed down his face. He was barely aware of the sensation of being pulled free from Boz’s floor.

      Rive’s roaring was the only other thing he could comprehend before the fire consumed him completely and everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      When Wish awoke it hurt to even blink. His eyes burned. The back of his throat felt as if a thousand bees had stung it. It was a feeling of pain even greater than the dull one that still resounded from the wounds upon his fingers. Darkness surrounded him. Only the phosphorescent light of a glow-blossom illuminated the stone floor. Other than that there was nothing.

      He tried to move, but couldn’t. A rope, or perhaps a vine, had been tied around his arms and legs. He tried to break free, pushing out with his arms and feet, but his bindings barely budged. Where was the tracing he had clutched so tightly in his hand? He cleared his throat and spoke, but when his voice came out it sounded hoarse, a lesser, crackled version of itself. “What do you want?”

      He waited for a response, but when there was none he forced himself to speak louder, despite the stress it put on his throat. “Why am I here?”

      And to his surprise, there was a response. “Do you need to ask that?”

      The voice that answered was female. Hard. Impatient. There was no room for nonsense in it. A figure hovered beside the light of the glow-blossom. The only thing he could see of it was the shape of a hood rising over her head to eliminate any hope of seeing any features of who the voice belonged to.

      “Where are the other boxes?” the voice asked.

      “What…what?” Wish’s head still swam.

      “Where is Dathi?”

      “Wha-what is Dathi?” Wish had never heard the name.

      Whispering emanated from the darkness. Four heads leaned into the light, each with a mane of a spiky protrusions surrounding it. They came closer, and Wish saw they weren’t heads at all, but four large flowers, each a different color. Purple, black, white, and red.

      “Have you heard of Grala’s bouquet?” said the voice.

      The flowers coiled closer, hovering just inches from his face. “N-no,” managed Wish.

      “Finally an answer that isn’t another question. Answer what I ask or else you will soon have a deep understanding of what it is.”

      The smell of the flowers reached Wish’s nose. Their stenches were all potent, all different. A scent of rotting flesh. Another of fiery spice. Another of sour milk. Another of blood. It made his stomach turn.

      “The fourth box. Who else knows where it is?”

      “The Fangkind.” Wish swallowed, knowing he could only name the other culprit caught inside of Boz’s shop. “The other jungle-diver. That’s it.”

      “Who else did you show the tracing to?”

      “The tracing?”

      The black flower shot forward. Its petals flexed. A shimmering powder of pollen was sprayed in Wish’s face. The rotting flesh smell engulfed him, and then came the pain. It felt as if his skin was falling away from his skull, raw and painful. He cried out, fighting against his bindings to free his hands and claw away the feeling, but couldn’t.

      “The flesh flower is the first of Grala’s bouquet. It gives the sensation of your skin peeling away from your bones. The next will feel as though acid has been added into the rawness of your skin. After that, needles. And finally, it will attack your mind. This is only the beginning of your pain, but it need not go any further if you cooperate. Now, who else did you show the tracing of the third box’s clue to?”

      His mind churned up names as the pain continue to radiate from him. Moso. Dargu. Wings. They all saw it. But if he said their names then they would end up here too. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to say, “No one else.”

      More whispering. The black flower faded away in favor of the purple one. This was the one that smelled like strong cinnamon or trip pepper. Its petals were long and thin like the fingers of a Gibbon. Wish opened his mouth to argue, but the flower’s petals clenched into a fist. A sticky wetness sprayed out.

      The voice’s comparison was right. It felt like acid being slathered over his raw face. The sensation of burning was unlike anything else he’d ever felt before, even compared to the touch of the flower they had used to subdue him in Boz’s workshop. It felt as if someone had left a torch on his face, and all he could do to combat the pain was cry out louder, an inconsequential noise with his throat as ruined as it was.

      Finally the flower’s spray stopped.

      “Lies will do no good here, either,” said the voice. “I’ll ask again. Who else knows the location of the fourth box?”

      And this time Wish spoke the truth, anything to avoid the touch of the flower. They already knew about the others, they had to. At least that’s what he told himself. “Moso.” He swallowed, and spat out the other names, each move of his lips sending waves of pain along his face. “Dargu. Wings.”

      “Dargu and Wings?” said the voice, and Wish thought he heard the voice snicker. “Where are they hiding?”

      “I…I don’t know.” The red flower took the purple one’s place. “Wait! It’s the truth. I’ve met him two different places. Once in the Chatter district, the other in the inner city.I don’t know which one they are in now.”

      “Were the other boxes there when you saw them last?”

      “I don’t know,” said Wish.

      The red flower shot forward, brushing his face like hair in the wind. When it pulled back, it felt as if a thousand bees were stinging his cheeks and chin, digging their weapons beneath his raw and burning flesh. He cried out again, tears squeezing out from his eyes as he did. “I don’t know!” he yelled. “I don’t know! We delivered the boxes and we haven’t seen them since!”

      His muscles bulged against his bindings. He wanted nothing more than to burst through them and tear away the pain covering his face, but they were too strong. All he could do was scrunch his nose and bite down to bear the feeling of needles entering his skin. Finally, the feeling started to subside, and he heard the voice speak again.

      “We believe you.”

      “Then why did you use the fucking flower!” shouted Wish.

      “Because the flowers are as effective in wringing out the truth from spoken words as they are at getting you to speak in the first place.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “Ah, there is the emotion. Anger. Fear. Buried deeply beneath that thick bark you call skin. The bouquet is always able to find it.”

      “Let me out of this and I’ll show you all the emotion you want.” Wish clenched his fist, imagining what he would do if he were to escape this prison.

      The red flower retreated, the white one taking its place. Wish’s lips closed. The smell of sour milk combined with the pain made him queasy. He swallowed down bile.

      “We have one more question for you.” If the voice had any concern about his threat, Wish did not hear it. The white flower twisted and turned, rotating like a hand trying to unscrew the cover to a hot-top bowl. “Do you have any idea what you’ve become involved with?”

      Wish furrowed his brow. What kind of answer could he give that would free him from the pain? “It’s … it’s just a job.”

      The voice snickered again. “Just a job, you say, as if it’s as common as running dung from a stable. Those boxes are priceless. Not just some job to earn moons from. They are power beyond any that you will ever know.”

      “I need the lunars. What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to understand.”

      The white flower shot forward, a thorn elongating from its middle like a fang. It pricked his cheek before pulling away in a strand of blood, nothing but a slight pinch compared to the pain the other flowers had just caused. The flower recoiled, returning to the shadow with the other plants like beasts resetting their ambush. And as he watched them retreat into the darkness he felt himself follow, stumbling forward into the tangle of their limbs, his bindings falling away. When he came to his feet he was in the jungle.

      The four flowers were gone, returned to the underbrush that lay knotted to either side of him. A dull light pierced through overhead, failing to illuminate the forest’s colors that Wish knew existed somewhere beneath the grey veil the lack of light cast over the canopy.

      Wish stretched, running his fingers over the nearest bush just to make sure he could still feel. The bush’s leaves prickled his fingertips. How had he ended up here?

      It didn’t matter. The pain was gone. So was the city and all of its disorder. He felt relieved. He felt safe.

      He walked along the path laid before him, breathing in deeply, trying to fill his lungs with the sweet smell of the boko plants that hung from the nearby trees like sapphire bracelets gifted from a lover, attempting to rid himself of the stench of the flowers. It didn’t take long. Before he knew it the torture he had endured seemed like a distant memory, a suffering that belonged to another person.

      He kept walking, losing himself in the jungle’s knots and tangles like he so often did, allowing himself to be swallowed by its shadow so he could hide away from the prying eyes of the city somewhere at his back and all the problems that infested it.

      He forgot about the boxes. His father, Marli, his daughter... they existed in the same place as the torture. A distant worry, one that could not find him this far out in the jungle.

      All that mattered was the beauty of the place. The simplicity of it. A place where everything made sense. A place where he knew its inhabitants and what they wanted and what they would do. Even the creatures he’d never seen before. Their fur, their horns, their tails—all the features of their bodies—gave clear signs of their intention and how they would react if he came too close or made the wrong move.

      And just as he thought those thoughts, a pair of blaze birds chased each other across the trees, their small orange wings gleaming like fire as they chirped and whistled. Wish stopped to watch them play, enamored by their brilliant colors and how they juxtaposed against the grey light of the jungle. They hopped from branch to branch, there only long enough to squawk at one another and pluck at each other’s feathers, before racing to another rung of the ladder of trees that seemed to grow forever into the hidden sky above.

      He marveled at how easy and carefree they played. Even surrounded by so many predators, they unabashedly trounced through the forest, daring a snake to strike or a spider to try and catch them in its web. He wondered how they could do that. He wondered how difficult it was for them to cast aside their fear in favor of their game. But even as he asked that he knew it was easy for them. Creatures never complicated things. Their emotions and thoughts were always much more straightforward.

      It was a welcome reprieve from the pain he had just escaped.

      He stood and watched the birds climb into the canopy, mesmerized by their movements and simplicity, wondering to himself if he should even bother moving on in the forest or if he could just exist there in that state for days like he wanted to.

      He almost did, but the lingering thought of the people he cared about still bit at the back of his mind. As much as he tried to subdue them, as much as he tried to distract himself with the beauty of the birds and the forest, he couldn’t completely forget them. They still needed him. He supposed there was still some part of him that needed them too.

      He turned and started to wander back into the forest, but stopped when he heard one of the blaze birds let loose a loud squawk.

      They were higher up in the canopy now, but he could still make out their orange feathers. To his surprise they were no longer playing. One of the birds stood upon the other’s body, pecking at its neck, the one beneath it dead. And with each violent strike, a flurry of feathers fluttered down over the forest, resting upon leaves and vines. Smoke rose from where the feather settled.

      Wish squinted, unsure if it was just the dark haze of the forest playing tricks on him. But beneath the smoke rose fire, small tongues of it flickering out of the feathers like demons breaking doorways into the world. The tongues lashed out, sending spittle of embers onto nearby leaves, causing new fires to sprout. Soon the entire canopy was full of dancing flames, a tribal celebration of smoke and scorch up in the sky.

      Wish stared in disbelief. How could the bird’s feathers have caused such a catastrophe? The entire jungle was burning and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He searched his surroundings, trying to find a way to stop the flames, but there was nothing.

      Soon the entire canopy was shedding ash and ember. The fire raced down the trees, taking the underbrush in its embrace, trying to surround him and burn him along with the rest of the jungle. There was nothing left to do except run.

      He charged back the way he came, breaking through the thick knots of bush that stood in his way, tearing his skin on thorns as he did. But as fast as he ran, the fire moved faster. It swept in behind him, filling in the path he created with roaring flames that snapped and growled like orange fangs of a predator in pursuit.

      He ran and ran, not knowing how he would escape, or in what direction he was headed, but there seemed to be no savior ahead. It would be only a matter of time before the fire took him.

      Until he reached a clearing in the forest. Rising from its center was a giant wall of wood with dribbles of water seeping over its top like small waterfalls falling down mountainsides.

      It was a reservoir, one big enough to wash an ocean over the fire turning the jungle to ashes and prevent it from burning anymore of it. A large lock hung from a handle. An axe lay next to it. All he needed to do was break it and the water would flood the jungle.

      He ran to the axe, but just as he was about to pick it up, he heard his father yell his name.

      “Ati!”

      Wish turned. His father hung at the edge of the forest, the part that the fire had yet to burn, his wrists bound with vines, dangling from the canopy like a monkey without another branch to swing to. What was he doing here?

      Wish eyed the fire. It would only be minutes before it took his father, but if he could just release the water in time then he could save him and the jungle.

      He lifted the axe and swung. The blade connected with the lock, barely leaving a scar. He swung again, harder this time. But there was only a scratch.

      “Come on!” he yelled, swinging again and again, but every time he hit the lock it barely made a single dent in its stubborn construction.

      “Ati! The fire!”

      The blaze roared. The trees beside his father crackled with flames. In moments they would jump to him, and when they jumped to him they would jump past the point where he could still save the jungle with the water in the reservoir.

      Wish looked from the lock to his father and then to the jungle, his home crumbling to ashes, and froze.

      “Ati!” his father screamed. “There!”

      He followed his father’s eyes, and there, huddled in a cage made of wood beside the forest was Marli, their daughter held closely against her chest as she stared at the coming fire in horror. Beneath the scream of the fire and his father’s calls, he hadn’t even heard them.

      Marli’s eyes met his. They swelled with tears, something he had never seen in her face before. And when the fire’s chaos dimmed, he thought he could hear his daughter’s cries. A wail that seemed to call his own name.

      The fire was atop of them too. If he saved his father, then he couldn’t save her or the forest. If he saved Marli and his daughter, then he wouldn’t save his father or the forest. And if he stayed to break the lock then they’d all burn, but the forest might still survive.

      Wish gripped the axe, his hands sweating. The heat of the fire reached across the gap in the forest to engulf him in its hungry jaws. His mind drowned with hesitation, trying to imagine a life without any of them, and failing.

      And as he stood there motionless, the fire marched forward.

      It reached them both at the same time, and above the crackle and barks of the flame, he heard their screams, terrible yells that spoke of a pain he’d never know, noises that seemed to call out his name in blame. He closed his eyes, unable to watch them burn, but the blackness of his lids could not hide him from those sounds.

      And as the fire flared around him and took the rest of the forest, the trees cried out too, calling his name in the pop of their wood and the crumbling of their leaves, asking him to open his eyes. Asking him to save them.
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        * * *

      

      Wish awoke sweating. His face felt raw as if he still stood in the middle of the burning blaze. He swung his head, expecting to see the fire roaring on either side of him and the ashes of his family caught in its wake, but there was only darkness. The lone light still lingered further away, but there was no one behind it, no flowers to infect him with pain. He was alone. Safe. At least for now.

      But no sooner had he thought that did he hear a pitter-patter at his back like tiny feet tiptoeing against the floor.

      “Hello?” He winced. When he spoke his face still hurt.

      The shuffling grew louder.

      He turned his head as far as he could in his bindings, but saw only darkness behind him. What new creature was his captive unleashing against him? He tried his bindings again, but found them to be as strong as ever. He was exposed. There was nothing he could do to protect himself against the new threat except bite and spit.

      The sound came closer and then stopped. Wish could feel the presence of something or someone behind him. It was the same feeling he felt when he stared into the darkness of a bush mouth or the impenetrable shadows of the forest and wondered if something stared back at him. He always knew when there was a living creature nearby. It was another sense. One he’d earned from his long years of surviving in the deep bush of the forest. It wasn’t just his imagination. There was something behind him. The only question was what it would do to him.

      He gritted his teeth, ready to bear another round of pain. What else did his captives want from him? What other questions could he answer? Why did they even bother to keep him alive any longer? Perhaps they didn’t intend to and the creature at his back was sent to finish the job the flowers had started.

      He felt something brush against his hands. A fang? A nose sniffing its prey? Whatever it was, he could still wiggle his fingers despite the vines tying his hands. If he felt it again he would grab hold and at least make the creature work for its meal.

      Something prodded his wrists. A furry claw. Slowly it worked its way down the rest of his bindings, coming to his palms— Wish clamped down his hands like a trap, squeezing as hard as he could.

      There was a familiar screech as he felt a fist pound against the back of his neck.

      “Moso?”

      He gave a yip of affirmation. Wish let go. The silhouette of his partner came into view as he stood before the light. His tail flickered like a black snake in the shadow.

      You goddam hoatzin, he swore. You nearly broke my finger. I should just leave you here—

      Wish stared in disbelief. Was he still dreaming? “Where … where is here?” he fumbled to say.

      Stay quiet, will you? Moso cut away at the bindings on his feet. You’re in the hideout of the Limbs.

      That’s what he’d suspected. “How did you find me?”

      Turns out some of my associates did know a thing or two about where to find them. Went to our meeting spot, waited for a while. Got impatient. Wish’s bindings snapped. He had use of his legs again. Moso hopped on top of his lap to saw the vines on his chest. Went to Boz’s and saw the mess that waited there. Between the petals left behind and the reports of a few locals it wasn’t hard to figure out what happened. The Limbs took you. Decided to have a look in here myself. The vines on his chest fell away. Moso went to his back and sawed the bindings on his hands. Wish felt a snap and he was finally free.

      “I owe you one,” he said as his partner came back into view.

      You owe me more than one, and believe me I am keeping track. Debts are my specialty.

      “What is this place?” he whispered. Everything was still so dark.

      An old bulb garden beneath the temple.

      Wish glared into the lone light and thought he could make out the snaking roots outside the hallway. Bulb gardens were things cultivated by older tribes who depended on the trees of the forest, tunnels made to help maintain the great growths and glean the resources that grew at the tips of their roots that lay buried deep underground. Wish could only name two that were still active around the city, but knew there were still others that lay forgotten or filled in as above ground farming became more favorable and less dangerous than dealing with the things that would seek the same root fruit as those who dug the tunnels. It was no wonder it felt so dank and dark.

      “By the Flaw, how did you get in here?”

      Moso turned to look at the light, but kept speaking. Getting into hard to reach places is also one of my specialties. You know that. Turns out there are holes in the roof of any root garden that are not well guarded. A hatchway buried beneath moss. I had to slit a throat to sneak in. He wiped one of his daggers on the ground.

      “I’ll have to hear more of the story after.”

      Right. After we get out of here.

      “After we find the second box.”

      Moso peered up at him.

      “What? We’re already here, aren’t we? Besides, I’d like to pay them back for the treatment and for killing Boz.” He still felt the flower’s sting on his face. He could still see the jungle and his family burning. He could still see Boz lying dead in a pool of his own blood. All were pains he would not easily forget. Yet, even as he suggested it to Moso, his father’s words sounded in his head. Was he doing this just to get his hands on enough money to buy his freedom from his father?

      They killed Boz? signed Moso.

      “Must’ve been watching him, watching us. Knew I was coming to ask him some questions and decided to prevent me from doing so.”

      That mean you didn’t get the third note translated?

      “No, I still did. At least partially. There was another jungle-diver there. A Fangkind. He could speak Swallow.”

      Moso raised his eyebrows. Are you cheating on me?

      “Never,” whispered Wish, eyeing the nearby light. “Well?”

      Moso laughed. Why the hell not. Let’s go find the second box. We’ve never risked our lives in the den of powerful botamancers before. Let’s give it a try. Two thousand lunars, right?

      “Two thousand lunars,” said Wish. He surveyed the shadows. “First I need to find my gear.”

      Right. Hopefully it’s not far. Moso handed Wish one of his daggers. Lose it and I’ll put the other one in your back.

      “You’re too kind.” Wish took the small blade and flipped the handle in his palm. He wasn’t used to a weapon so light, but he’d manage.

      Without another word they crept towards the light, Moso taking the lead like always in situations that required a quieter approach. Despite his knack for aggression, he also had a knack for sneaking up on people and things when absolutely necessary. And with the prospect of a group of expert botamancers wandering these unknown halls, Wish thought his sneakiness was worth the risk of him putting a blade in someone’s back. If they were going to fight, he’d rather be the first to attack than clumsily stumble into an enemy and have them shove a tree limb down their throats.

      They found the light coming from a plump glow-blossom that hung from the top of an earthen doorway. There was no door in its frame. It led to a lit corridor covered with roots. Down each side more glow-blossoms grew from the tangled veins of exposed roots that grew out from the walls and ceiling like tentacles of a creature trying to emerge from an abyss of soil. At the tips of the roots there hung a variety of root bulbs that looked like skulls with their strange indentations and the way the light and darkness played over their skins. It made it look like there were a hundred men waiting in the shadowy tangles of the roots, waiting for someone to sneak by and spring their devious traps. It was an unpleasant prospect to think they’d have to navigate such a place, but they had no other choice. They needed the other box. They needed to find the location of the fourth one. Both lay within those menacing halls.

      Moso went left.

      “Why this way?” whispered Wish.

      It’s not the way I came in. All there is that way is a bunch of gardens and uninteresting flowers. Though I did find someone’s pack to rifle through. He shook the pouch at this side. It jangled with moons.

      They crept forward, trying to stay to the shadows, the trees’ moist roots brushing against their skin like prodding slugs.

      They heard feet shuffling further down the hall. Moso slipped into the root dangles and Wish followed. Together they stood still, silent, blending into the walls as if they were just another assembly of roots. A shirtless human man walked past them, his head in a book, the brooch of the Limbs visibly latched onto his pants. Moso lifted his dagger. Wish put his hand on the monkey’s shoulder, halting him from doing anything stupid.

      What? I want to see what he’s reading.

      Wish shook his head and pointed down the hallway. They arrived at another doorway not long after. A similar glow-blossom hung from its frame, allowing a clear glimpse inside as they peered around the corner. A Kodo male busily pruned a warty plant, its stalk looking infected from the bulbous protrusions that rose from it. In his hand was Wish’s machete. The rest of his gear lay sprawled out along the wall, neatly arranged as if the Kodo in the room were taking inventory.

      I’ll take him, flashed Moso.

      Wish shook his head. “Keep him alive. He can show us where the other box is.”

      Fine. Moso waited for the Kodo to kneel before the plant to reach a low-hanging branch and then hurried forward, his feet falling so softly that the lizard man never heard him coming. In one smooth motion he slashed the Kodo’s hand, causing him to drop Wish’s machete, and clambered up his shoulder, where he clamped the botamancer’s mouth shut before he could scream or whisper some order to any of the nearby plants. Wish was at the man’s side in seconds, putting Moso’s dagger to the Kodo’s throat.

      “Not a word or else we’ll cut you.”

      The botamancer’s golden eyes bulged. He nodded. Moso let go and went to watch the door.

      “Where’s the box?” said Wish.

      “How did you get out? You’ll never leave here—”

      Wish pressed the dagger to his throat. “The machete at your feet was never meant to prune trees, but rather necks. I’d be happy to show you.”

      The botamancer glanced at the machete, the one given to Wish long ago by a totemist he had done a dangerous job for. Its totem had saved his hide more times than he could count. He would be damned if he left it to the hands of a botamancer who used it for pruning.

      Take his tail, let him know you’re serious.

      Wish ignored his partner. “Now where are you keeping the other box?”

      The Kodo swallowed, his black tongue flickering out of his mouth nervously. “It’s in Pasa’s quarters.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Further down the hall. Two rights. It’s the room with the yellow glow-blossom.”

      “Show us.”

      “You’ll never make it.”

      “With your help we will.” Wish waved Moso over, and the Chassa took over the duty of putting the blade to the botamancer’s neck as Wish gathered his things. A few moments later he was reequipped. He flipped his dagger back to Moso.

      You finally look a little more like yourself.

      “I finally feel it.” He grabbed the Kodo by the back of his robe. “Remember, not a word.”

      Wish took the botamancer’s robes in his hand and put his machete to his back. Moso led the way back into the main corridor. They tiptoed onward, the Kodo stumbling forward adequately enough to not slow their progress or cause attention. Wish thought he felt the lizard’s throat rumble, as if he were trying to whisper under his breath, but a bit more pressure of his machete’s tip and the noise stopped.

      Eventually the hallway ended and they were presented with an intersection. They peered around the corners and saw a pair of botamancers speaking down the corridor to the left. Not the direction they needed to go according to the Kodo, but there was still a chance they would see them as they hurried down to the right.

      I could sneak up on them.

      “There’s two of them,” reminded Wish.

      That’s why I have two of these. Moso twirled his daggers.

      “Don’t kill them,” pleaded the Kodo.

      “Quiet.” Wish shook him, reminding the botamancer of the machete at his back. “Unless your plants can think of a better way, that’s our only option.”

      “Let…let me speak to them.” The Kodo pointed to the roots.

      Wish and Moso’s eyes met. If a root comes near us, then gut him.

      “Go on,” whispered Wish.

      The Kodo whispered in a strange, inaudible tongue that sounded like leaves rustling on wind. Further down the roots shivered awake, stretching out like silent fingers beside the talking botamancers. Slowly the roots closed together, creating a wall that blocked any view of their direction.

      Perfect, now they’ll know something is up.

      “But at least it bought us time. To the other box, hurry.” Wish shoved the Kodo forward, and they hurried down the right of the hallway just as they heard the two botamancers raise their voices in surprise. They reached the second intersection, took a right, and found the room with the yellow glow-blossom hanging in front of its doorway like a miniature version of the great fire.

      Inside they found three other botamancers, two sitting around a table, a Tortallan with withered grey skin and a fat Gibbon whose throat bubble sagged like a tumor below his chin. A human woman with three rings piercing her right eyebrow stood over them, speaking. Wish knew her voice. It was the same one that had tortured him with the flowers.

      “...The jungle-diver might be there already.”

      “If he is then we’ll dispense of him. He was lucky to have escaped the experimenter’s laboratory.”

      So Rive was still free? Perhaps he was already at the pond, looking for the box, one step ahead of the Limbs. That was good, so long as he was on their side as he had said.

      At the center of the table Wish could see the tracing of the third box’s clue that he had foolishly grabbed while he was being pulled from Boz’s shop.

      “Do not underestimate jungle-divers. They’re a resourceful bunch. Kahn learned that the hard way near the streaked ones’ camp.” She leaned over the table. “Send as many as we can spare to the pond. The rest must keep looking for Dathi.”

      “Pasa, we’ve already looked everywhere,” said the Tortallan, slowly rubbing his head.

      “Keep looking. The other jungle-diver knows more—I am sure of it. A little more time with the bouquet and we’ll have some answers.”

      Wish gritted his teeth. He hated how casually she talked about his torture, as if it was something she practiced on a daily basis.

      Moso tapped his hip, gained his attention, and pointed to the corner of the room where the second box, the one he had found beneath the Crone Stones, sat upon a raised altar like a holy item.

      Wish eyed the thing, taking his attention from the Kodo only for a moment. It was all the botamancer needed. He shot forward, his robe slipping from Wish’s fingers. “Pasa! They’re here!”

      Before he stumbled any further into the room, a dagger was in the back of his scaly head. He dropped on the floor in front of the three botamancers, and before the other two could rise from their seats Moso was atop the man’s back, retrieving his dagger. Wish rushed in behind him.

      Pasa’s eyes widened. “You.”

      The box, said Moso as he hopped atop the table and put his daggers to the necks of the Gibbon and the Tortallan, his arms outstretched, while the woman named Pasa just stared coolly down at the Chassa.

      Wish stepped over the Kodo’s body to grab the box, but a root shot down before him like a spike. Moso and Wish stared in awe.

      “How did you think this was going to end, Wish?” said Pasa. “It is clear to me that thinking things through is not one of your strengths.” She whispered and another root shot down behind him. “Do you think you can just walk into a den of vipers and not get bit?”

      Moso turned his daggers to the woman, but had to leap out of the way as a root slammed down in the middle of the table, impaling the wood straight through. Moso landed on his feet and threw his dagger at Pasa’s head, but the Tortallan spoke and a fruit fell from one of the roots to intercept the blade, sending it careening into the corner.

      Panic flashed on Moso’s face. Grab the damn box.

      Wish obliged, severing the root in front of him with his machete. He grabbed the box, but not before another root came out of the side of the wall and grazed his cheek with its pointy, rough edge. He rolled away, box in hand. When he came to his feet two other roots were already coming for him. He cut them down, slashing the tips of the roots so that they were nothing more than blunt battering rams. He ducked one, but the other slammed into his chest, sending him sprawling into the center of the room. He looked up and realized he was at the Gibbon’s feet.

      The Gibbon pulled a knife and tried to plant it in Wish’s head, but Wish shifted and the dagger’s point stuck harmlessly in the ground. Wish brought his machete up and cut the man’s leg at the ankle, his totem flaring to sever his foot clean off. The Gibbon fell back, howling in agony. Wish barely had time to stand to his feet before another root emerged from the ceiling. Wish ducked, bringing the box over his head. The root hit the box, splintering upon impact against its hard, cured wood.

      Somewhere above the Gibbon’s howling, Pasa’s whispering, and the roots bursting through the walls, Wish heard Moso screaming. He scanned the room and saw his partner atop the Tortallan, riding the turtle’s shell as he tumbled into the walls in an attempt to shake Moso. But Moso would not let go. He had wedged one of his daggers into the creature’s back, using it as a way to steady himself as they chaotically walked around the room. But as he watched the two dance their violent dance, he could not see Pasa. He followed her whispering, and saw her at the doorway they had come in from. She stood there, muttering such a terrible language that it sounded like the forest burning and popping in Wish’s dream.

      Just as Wish was about to charge, a crowd of roots snapped in front of her. They broke over the side of the doorframe, flinging themselves inward like the pocket of a sling just shot. Wish had just enough time to realize what was happening before dozens of root fruits shot across the room.

      “Moso!” he shouted as he dove behind one half of the fractured table. The root fruits ricocheted off the table in deafening cracks, sending splinters into the air as they connected. Beside him, Moso had taken cover behind the Tortallan’s giant shell as the turtle retracted its limbs and head in preparation for the shower of root fruits. Together they cowered as the fruits crashed and the debris they kicked up fell all around them.

      Across the room Moso tried to sign something to him with his tail, but a fruit cut the air inches from where it flickered, causing him to retract it instantly. Instead, he pointed to the ceiling. Wish looked.

      Small holes had appeared above where the stretched roots now dangled, windows to the outside world opened from the shifting soil as the botamancers called in their army to attack.

      Moso pointed to Wish’s machete and waved it over. Wish didn’t ask questions. He tossed his weapon. Moso grabbed it, sprung up from the protection of the Tortallan’s shell, hopped onto his back, and jumped onto one of the dangling roots as Pasa continued to fire more fruits all around him. He stuck the blade into one of the openings and slashed. The totem flared, and a gout of soil and root sprayed onto the floor like innards as if he had just gutted a thrig. The natural light of the three moons poured into the room. An opening the size of a keg glared at them from the ceiling.

      Moso had just enough time to smile before a fruit connected with his back and sent him crumpling to the ground in a hard thud. Wish watched his partner’s limp body slide into the center of the room in horror.

      Wish called out in anger, lifted the half of the table, and tossed it at Pasa. The botamancer ducked, but it gave him a minor reprieve against the fruit storm. He grabbed Moso and leapt onto the Tortallan’s back just as the turtle’s head reemerged. He tossed the box out of the hole, and with his partner still firmly in his grasp, he jumped to the nearest root, which he climbed out of the root garden and into fresh air.

      Pasa screamed below, her rage chasing him out of the hole as he scrambled to his feet and grabbed the box. He barely had time to take in his surroundings before he started running. They were in a grove of some sort, with well-kept rows of trees lining either side of him. He could see the twinkle of nearby buildings alive with torchlight and glow-blossoms. To the other side, the Temple of Notha rose high above, imposing and impenetrable.

      But just as soon as he took notice of where he was the ground started to shake and cave in beneath him. He glanced below. The grass and bushes that surrounded him were folding in on themselves. The roots of the trees were curling inwards, taking great swaths of soil as they did, like the webbed claws of some subterranean monster.

      Pasa was ordering the trees to crumble the entire underground bulb garden in hopes of taking them down too. Yards away the grove ended in favor of a cobbled streetway. He was sure if they could make it they would be safe. He sprinted and screamed, hoping the shout would release some hidden surge of energy, but between his injuries, exhaustion, and the weight of his partner and the box, he wouldn’t be able to outrun the violent swings of the trees as they tumbled nor how quickly the ground gave way behind him. They would be crushed or brought back into the grasp of the botamancers and their terrible magic.

      “Wish!”

      Someone shouted his name. He looked to either side, half expecting Moso to have miraculously found his tongue, but he was still unconscious or worse, and there was no one else.

      “Up here!”

      He looked and saw Wings soaring across the air overhead, keeping pace with a few simple flaps of his wings.

      “Take Moso!” shouted Wish as he felt the whoosh of air slap behind him as another tree fell in.

      “The box!” shouted Wings, pointing with a blue finger.

      “Moso!”

      “The box first!”

      Wish snarled and obliged, tossing the box into the Eclectun’s clutches. He secured it on his back, then he reached out for Moso just as Wish felt the ground shift beneath his feet. Wish handed his partner to Wings, and with both weights lifted from him, charged for the cobbled street up ahead.

      The ground crumbled beneath him. He saw darkness appear beneath his feet. With no other option, he jumped and grabbed hold of Wings’s feet just as the Eclectun was starting to pull away.

      He squawked and dropped. Wish’s legs dangled over the crumbling root garden. For a moment he thought he had doomed all three of them, but Wings’s wings snapped, and Wish felt them start to rise.

      “Damn you!” cried the Eclectun over the sound of the falling trees.

      Wish looked down again. The cobbled stones appeared beneath him. He let go and met the hard ground, tumbling end over end until he lay on his back, staring up at the night sky, breathing in and out.

      The sounds of falling trees had stopped. Only the whispers of shifting soil still settling from the great disturbance sounded behind him. He found it peaceful there as he rested his exhausted mind for a moment. But it did not last.

      He heard Wings fussing nearby, and immediately thought of Moso. He sat up and saw the Eclectun in the middle of the street, the box open, the piece of paper inside already in his hands. Moso lay beside him, a pile of fur like a piece of dead game being handled by a hunter.

      Wish rushed over to them.

      “Is he alive?” he shouted.

      Wings glanced at him and nodded. “He’s still breathing.”

      Relief flooded Wish as he reached the Chassa. He turned Moso over and saw his chest rise. Suddenly the monkey coughed and his eyes fluttered open. He forced a long, drawn-out mewl.

      “You alright?” said Wish.

      Moso’s tail weakly fluttered. That’s another one you owe me.

      Wish smiled, glad to see the Chassa’s sense of humor hadn’t been hurt with the blow. Wish helped him upright, and Moso grabbed his ribs.

      “Broken?”

      Moso nodded and held up his fingers as his tail swished. At least two.

      “You can still perform without ribs,” said Wings, clamping the box shut. “Nothing more than a minor pain.”

      Wish’s fist clenched. “What is wrong with you? We were about to be a part of that bulb garden and all you can ask for is the damn box?”

      Wings sucked at the top of his beak. “You are tools for the job. This box”—he gave the box a gentle shake—“is the job.”

      I have to appreciate his honesty.

      Wings stood and surveyed the streets, his eyes dancing to the shadows as if he was expecting predators to shoot out from each and everyone of them. “The Limbs will not dally for long. They will recover from their loss and return. I would suggest we keep moving.”

      Moving where? said Moso.

      Wish rubbed his brow. “Poor Mother’s Pond.”

      Moso slumped. That’s what the third box said?

      Wish nodded.

      “Tabari was said to frequent there because of the unique plant life that grew from the milk.” Wings adjusted the sack with the second box on his shoulder. “Well, it looks like you gentlemen will need protection against the creatures that call that place home.” Wings stretched his wings. “If there is another already on the hunt, I suggest you hurry. The deal was all the boxes, remember?”

      And without another word Wings took to the air and left them in the street, the broken grove at their backs like a disastrous metaphor for their bodies and what they’d done to find the damned boxes in the first place.

      Wish watched the Eclectun go until the buildings took him from sight. “What kind of people have we gotten ourselves mixed up with?”

      The same kind of people we always do, said Moso. Idiots trying to make something for themselves. He grabbed his ribs. The same kind of people as us. He’s right, though. No way we’re going near that pond without protecting our teekas.

      “I-I thought you were dead,” admitted Wish.

      No reason to celebrate yet, said Moso. Save it for when I can no longer wag my tail in your face. Then you can finally call quits on me.

      “You’re a fool,” said Wish. “But you’re a damn stubborn one.”

      Isn’t that why we work so well together? Our stubbornness?

      Or was it their foolishness? Their own damn stupidity to not know when it was time to quit? But even with their bodies calling out for them to stop. Even with what felt like the entire world conspiring to prevent them from succeeding, they kept on.  Like always.

      Like the stubborn fools that they were.

      Who knows, maybe Poor Mother’s Pond will be the place where that finally happens? He stretched his side and winced. Shall we find out?

      Wish brushed at the soil caking his skin and nodded, hoping he would never have to find out. Hoping that despite the odds, they’d keep finding away to slither through the hole they were constantly put in.

      And with that thought in mind, together they limped back into the city.
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      They walked through the jungle, the morning light piercing the canopy pink and raw like a missing piece of skin. Its harsh rays made Wish squint. It was a constant nag just like the rest of the aches and wounds that decorated his body.

      He and Moso had taken the rest of the night to patch themselves up. They took turns sewing each other’s deep cuts, using leaves to dull the pain and the hair of a lactus to close their wounds shut. Ragged work. Poor in comparison to what they could get from the priestesses of the Nest or a medicine man. But it stopped the bleeding. After, they purchased as many nets as they could from a general goods stall still open and peddling fresh mountain water to the drunks wobbling about the streets.

      “What are you trying to catch?” said the grey-skinned Tortallan as he handed over a stack of twelve expertly woven nets, things that had cost them half a lunar, money they’d had to scrounge by selling some of the other items on their person and using the crescents Moso had stolen from the botamancers.

      “It’s what will be trying to catch us,” said Wish as he stuffed the nets beneath his arms. And it was true. The closest he had ever come to Poor Mother’s Pond was just to brush up against the strange, ghostly vegetation that grew out from its edge. The trees had looked pale and lifeless, as if a bat had sucked them dry of their life. The smell that emanated from the place was barely endurable. But it was the nearby forest’s denizens, the things that the pond had attracted, that sent him running. He had only lingered there for minutes before a swarm of nipper flies and kunga mouths were fluttering about him, taking small nibbles of his skin. He left as fast as he could, the itchy and painful bumps decorating his hide all he needed to know the strangeness of Poor Mother’s Pond.

      Yet there they were, headed back to its grotesque edges like fools.

      Each of them looked like an abomination conjured up from the jungle in the layers of nets they had covered themselves in. Nothing but walking, nondescript creatures that moved along the forest floor like blobs bent on collecting as much of the debris as they could.

      He supposed it was better than what lay beneath the nets.

      They had glimpsed each other before they had adorned their new protection with strange sadness and awe. They looked like poorer versions of themselves. In their profession, they were prone to scars, but never so many so quickly.

      The higher the payout the higher the cost, Moso had said after they had each taken a swig of rum to burn away the previous few days’ pain, a drink the Chassa had gotten his hands on thanks to the help of someone that owed him a favor. Or so he had said. Wish wouldn’t have been surprised if he had swiped it from some unsuspecting distillery stall along one of the markets they had passed through.

      Wish had grunted a laugh. “I just hope it doesn’t ask for too much.”

      And if it does, what’s the alternative?

      Wish thought, took another swig of rum, and then spoke. “You can still walk away at least. You don’t need the money like I do. People are counting on me. Your debts are paid.”

      Moso laughed, took the bottle from him, and swilled two gulps.

      “Hey. Take it easy. We don’t want to arrive to the pond swaying.”

      Moso put the bottle down and wiped his mouth, the scent of rum wafting out from him like the familiar perfume of a courtesan. The normal half-grin on his face was replaced by a rare look of seriousness. You ever wonder if what they say about the jungle is true and not just some superstition?

      “What do you mean?”

      That the jungle will come for you if you take from it too much.

      “I think we’ve been around long enough to know that it is true.”

      Moso nodded. We’ve tried to account for everything we’ve taken. Maybe we’ve slipped up here and there, but we’ve been good about it, right?

      “I think so,” said Wish, recalling the many occasions he had taken too much, grabbing an extra fruit here, killing a bird there because of the value of its feathers in the market.

      But what about the things we haven’t accounted for? What about all the dirt we’ve taken with our boots? What about all the bugs we’ve crushed as we sat on a log? What about the stories of things we’ve seen that we’ve told others that were never supposed to leave... We’ve thought we’ve been good, but perhaps we’ve taken more than we could ever make up for. Maybe our debt is so high that the only way we’ll ever pay it off is by giving this place our lives.

      Wish eyed him, suspicious. He had rarely seen the monkey so glum. Especially so often over the last few days. “What’s a matter with you? Too much rum?”

      Moso looked at the bottle in his hand and poured out the remaining contents onto the ground. Too much rum, his tail flickered lazily.Too much time stuck in the shit of this place.Too exhausted from trying to squirm out of it with every last piece of me and still hold onto some shred of who I am.

      “Hey.” Wish grunted, pulling his partner’s attention from the ground. “Two thousand lunars, remember,” he said like a speech meant to inspire him.

      Right, right. Two thousand lunars and then freedom. He nodded as if in agreement, as if just then remembering why they were so tired and down and out in the first place.

      “Then let’s get the next box.”

      Moso tossed the bottle of rum, letting it smash against the wall of the building they slouched in front of, and together they rose to face the jungle.

      That was many hours ago. They hadn’t slept. The fugue caused by the few swigs of rum had turned Wish’s mouth dry and his tongue rough. It had been stupid of them to imbibe, but they’d needed something to stop the pain and give them a brief reprieve from this hellish job.

      He was thankful to be in the jungle again. The familiarity of it, the comfort it offered, rejuvenated him in a way that no rest could. He felt awakened within it, even more so after seeing it still intact. The dream the botamancer had put in his head still lingered painfully, and deep down there was a fear that he’d enter it and find only ashes remaining for him.

      But even with that surge of relief gifted by the jungle, other thoughts kept plaguing him. Was his father alright? Were Marli and her people treating him well? Were she and his daughter okay? The botamancer had said the last flower would attack his brain—what did the dream mean? Was it nothing more than a way to strike fear into him, or was it trying to tell him something? Was it trying to say that he would never be enough to protect everything he cherished?

      You smell that? Moso’s tail flickered ahead of him, recapturing his thoughts.

      He sniffed. A faint miasma of bile snuck between the underbrush. It was the same smell he remembered smelling those many years ago when he’d dared come close to the pond in the first place. The further they went, the more the stench crept into their noses like burning mites meant to set ablaze their lungs and turn their minds to ashes. They tried to disguise it, plucking sweet petals from vines they passed and stuffing them atop their lips, but soon even their sugary scents were not potent enough to stop the stench rising from deeper in the jungle. Wish plugged his nose, daring to breathe through his mouth and letting the vile scent dance upon his taste buds.

      Moso stopped and retched. Remind me to come here next time I need help getting a good night at the taverns out of my stomach.

      It didn’t take long for the bugs to get their scent. First came a family of trader moths, big furry things that ferried pollen between flowers. They were harmless save for the impairment they caused on their vision as they settled happily on the front of their nets, thinking they were some new plant to explore. But then came the dagger lips and the winged fires, annoying creatures who desperately tried to burrow their way through the tiny holes in their nets. It wasn’t long before they were overrun.

      By the gods, this is terrible.

      Wish glanced at Moso’s tail flicking beneath the nets, the outside of him alive with wings and legs.

      Not long after they heard a buzzing. The buzzing grew louder, and croaks soon joined in. Together they formed one incessant ramble. A relentless murmur of a thousand madmen all going on angrily about a thousand indiscernible things. A lost mob whose true argument had been forgotten. It was a disquieting thing to approach. It took their concentration from the smell. It filled in the stories they had heard of the place with a noise, the tales in which there were only visions and no sound. But now those thoughts had a chorus to accompany them. And soon they would have a sight.

      The forest changed the closer they came. The wide, moss-ridden trees and tightly coiled vines were replaced by maligned vegetation: Trees with trunks curled disjointedly like broken spines. Bushes with spiky limbs which never curled or bent. Vines so thin and white that they looked like old spider webs almost done over by time, the feathery leaves flapping from their sides the only things to keep them from wholly looking like the work of an arachnid.

      What the hell was that mother trying to do? Poison her kit? Moso batted away a giant carrion beetle fluttering in front of him.

      And as Moso asked the question they stepped through a tangle of bushes and saw the pond.

      A white pool spread out in the middle of the jungle like a place infected by another world. The cream colored liquid looked ridiculous against the brilliant greens and browns that dominated the jungle beside it. A yellow crust of fat curdled along its edges, bunching itself into strange soil which grew reeds and flowers with heads like small children, their petals and burs forming barely recognizable facial features. Further in, dotting the steaming liquid, were lonesome curdles floating atop the steaming liquid like lily pads, with a lone white flower growing atop of each like skinless hands. The only things that enhanced its absurdity even more were the creatures that called it home. The things that had made the noises in the first place.

      The frogs and the insects they feasted upon.

      The amphibians lay strewn across the pond’s edges, some sitting atop the fatty lily pads, others perched along the ruins, a rainbow shattered and brought back to life in a thousand, ridiculous forms of scales and bulging throats. And yet buzzing around them, no doubt feasting upon the nutrients constantly bubbling within this strange plash, were the insects. Everywhere Wish looked he saw mosquitoes and hot-wings, biliths and snocks, orange arrows and wood walkers, all of them hopping along the milky plash, each trying to stay one step ahead of the frogs making meals out of them in hopes of taking one nourishing, revolting sip from the spoiled milk that still persevered below them. His vision felt distorted and blurred, not because of the intoxicating fumes that emanated from the top of the pond, but because of the restless swarm.

      From what he could see, the pond itself was larger than he’d imagined. It stretched to the size of a small village, the other side maybe reachable by a strong throw of a rock. A pile of pale ruins grew out from the liquid’s center like a massive ladle stuck in stew.

      It was maddening to stand beneath such a disarray of life where it seemed everything was in motion, trying to untangle the fabric of the world with each swift movement. A hundred insects settled upon their nets, and he was thankful that they kept the creatures off their skins when their long snouts and stingers probed outwardly, curious and hungry.

      Explain to me then why the bug-mongers don’t come here to make a fortune?

      “I hear a few do,” said Wish, having heard stories of a few in the Chatter District before.

      Why not more? Seems like easy pickings.

      “Because of them.” He pointed to a small, shadowy figure he could make out across the pond. It had long, thin fur that dangled from a grey scalp and eyes that glowed yellow in the shadows cast by the nearby trees. It wore a jerkin made of Binturonga fur, a shaggy, thick piece of hide most likely crafted to deal with the insects. The rest of its body it did not seem concerned with covering up. It lifted a cup made of bone from the pond and to its thin, fang-filled mouth and drank, its eyes not leaving Wish and Moso.

      A chatokin. A dweller of the upper canopy. A bashful, fearsome creature who, despite its lack of long limbs, tail, or wings like the monkeys and birds, made a way of life in the highest reaches of the Fanglaran jungles. There were few reasons they ever left the high reaches of the canopy. To drink from the pond of milk that one of their own females had made long ago must have been one of them.

      “They say it’s bad luck to cross paths with one of the creatures. They say once they’ve laid eyes on you, they’ve marked you for the upper canopy.”

      I’ve heard the stories, said Moso, batting aside another onslaught of bugs. Just what we need, more bad luck.

      The chatokin rose from its squat along the edge of the pond and slowly returned its cup to somewhere within its jerkin. It grabbed a pronged spear from beside itself and faded away into the jungle without its eyes leaving the two. Eventually the shadows dissolved all the light from its eyes as it disappeared into the forest.

      Wish and Moso watched it go, more distracted by the sight of it than the abundance of creatures that flittered about right before them. When they could no longer see it they finally broke free of their trance.

      You think we’re the first ones here?

      Wish surveyed the ruins rising from the middle of the pond. They looked empty save for the countless frogs that perched and croaked along their ledges. He paced the pond’s edge, batting away a large pink buzzing beetle that flittered in front of his face as he strived for a better view. He almost turned away, satisfied that they were alone, but stopped as he saw a piece of wooden debris floating amongst the milk.

      He would have called it just that, another piece of the broken forest fallen into the spoiled liquid, if not for the shape of it. It was a cluster of limbs tied together by vines. An improvised raft, similar to the ones he and Moso had crafted many times before when dealing with the many waterways that crisscrossed the surrounding jungle of Fangmora.

      “Looks like we’re late.”

      Moso squinted, batted away a few of the flies hovering about his face, and saw the raft. You think that belongs to the other jungle-diver?

      Wish pulled the bug net tighter around his skin. “You think we could make something similar?”

      You want to make the old boot boat special? signed Moso. It was a name given to the rafts because of the materials they used, things they found kicking about their feet.

      Wish nodded.

      Moso tightened the nets around him. He reluctantly spoke. Fine, but I’m staying put and covering our teekas. You can go splashing about the milk.

      Wish raised his eyebrows, never knowing the Chassa to refrain from an adventure. “What for?”

      I’d rather not have a horde of botamancers sneak up our backsides, nor do my ribs equate to safe swimming. Besides, I hate milk.

      “Really?” said Wish, already scrounging the ground for loose debris to make the raft.

      It spoils too quick. Why put something so weak into your bones? I prefer rum. It lasts forever.

      Together they hastily put together the raft, brushing aside the constant barrage of bugs that swarmed in front of their faces, occasionally cursing when one of them found a way beneath their nets and bit. Soon after they put the boot boat into the milk pond, where it floated upon its surface, a misplaced lilypad without a flower. Wish climbed aboard, steadying himself with the help of a makeshift paddle made from a downed frond found within the nearby forest.

      Remember, if you start to drown just drink your way out.

      Wish pushed himself away from the shore. The milk below him gurgled as small curd divided in the wake of his paddle.

      “Yell if there’s trouble.”

      Do you really think you’ll hear me? If there’s trouble, perhaps then I’ll have a reason to dive in.

      Wish nodded, not expecting anything else. Slowly he paddled his way towards the ruins. Occasionally frogs would pop their heads up from the white depths of the pond, their colorful and metallic scales gleaming like curious, unblinking eyes as the milk slipped from their skins. Some even hopped aboard his raft, mistaking it for a perch they could hunt from or as a way to achieve relief from the milk.The smell did not cease. Though he had become accustomed to the sour stench, it did not make it any easier to stomach. It invaded him, occupying his mind, making his innards roil with revulsion. He tried to push it aside and concentrate, but it was impossible to do.

      Find the fourth box and you’ll be out of here in no time, he told himself, and he was able to bear it a little longer.

      Finally he made it to the ruins and docked his raft on one of the larger blocks of stone leading towards the center construction. The stone itself was sticky and covered in a barely visible fuzz, as if it were fledgling beast still growing its first coat of fur. He ran his fingers over it. It seemed to be a fungus or a moss that used the constant dampness of the milk to flourish. He looked back and saw Moso along the pond’s edge, furiously batting away insects.

      Hurry the fuck up, he signed angrily beneath his nets.

      Wish swallowed the urge to sign a rude gesture back at him and returned to the task at hand. He climbed the ruins, nudging aside the dozens of fat frogs that called the stones their home, all angrily croaking at him as they slipped back into the milk or waddled out of his way. He made it to the stone where the other boot boat had been tied up.

      Through the frogs and the curtain of bugs swarming about his feet he was able to see slight depressions in the fuzzy growths of the ruins.

      Footprints.

      He followed them with his eyes and saw that they led along a path into the center of the old stones, climbing the toppled ruins as if they were steps made for a giant.

      Wish followed them, having to push aside an old, yellow-eyed bullfrog to crest the top.

      A hole waited for him there, a vertical shaft in the center stone like something big had burrowed through the rock centuries ago and time did not have the tools to fill it. A rudimentary ladder had been carved into its side. Wish could tell by the fuzz that grew along the indents that it too had been there for a while.

      Croaks emanated from the shadows. Perhaps it was only the shape of the tunnel and the way noise traveled within it, but they sounded larger than anything he’d heard before, as if the frogs down there were kings and were letting the other lesser creatures that surrounded them know who ruled.

      He glanced once more back at Moso, and thanks to the volume of the buzzing nearby, needed to make a gesture that he was going inside.

      Moso’s tail flickered, I’ll be waiting.

      He nodded, took one more glimpse at the surrounding forest, and started his decent. Darkness took him. The light of the great fire above could do little to follow him so deeply into the ground. Though the stench of the milk pool still lingered heavily down in the tunnel, a new smell of dankness and mildew came stronger. It was only thanks to the phosphorescent snails that littered the ground that he was able to see when the ladder ended at all. A corridor awaited him.

      Its ceiling hung low, and he had to bend slightly to prevent his head from hitting it. The snails inched lazily along the walls, leaving green, glowing traces that faded the further their trail went. It made it seem like the tunnel was alive and pulsating with veins of life.

      Small frogs lined the corridor’s path, things only as large as his thumb with backs the color of gold and silver and bright blue, all frogs he knew from the jungle, but had never seen living together in such close quarters. They all shuffled to the side and peeped as he advanced, like commoners parting ways for a ruler. But they were not the culprits of the loud booming croaks. Those came from still further within the tunnel.

      He went deeper.

      Soon the peeps and croaks were replaced by a murmur. A few steps further and he heard a familiar voice echoing from further down.

      “Which ones could they be?” Rive’s whispers found him at a bend in the tunnel. “What would happen if I were to guess wrong?”

      Either the jungle-diver had an accomplice or he was madder than he originally looked. Wish crept forward, putting his hand on his machete out of habit, and saw the end of the tunnel.

      A chamber grew out from the corridor, exchanging its cramped architecture for a large room made of stone. White dribbles of milk flowed through some of the cracks, pooling upon the earthen ground. A cluster of blue moths frolicked near a lone white plant that grew from one of the cracks. At the room’s center was Rive.

      The jungle-diver stood with his arms crossed. Blood matted his fur, no doubt from injures he had sustained in his escape from the botamancer’s attack at Boz’s shop. He had not bothered to clean himself or bandage the wounds, probably in too much of a hurry to stay one step ahead of the Limbs just like Wish and Moso were. A small sack squirmed at the side of his belt, as if he held something live within it.

      But Wish’s attention was quickly taken away from him in favor of who he directed his questions to.

      A plant, if that’s what one could call it, grew out from the stone walls, its stalks coiling over one another, bending and stretching to form a skeleton of green. Wish squinted with disgust and horror. There were its ribs, a collection of leaves bending back in towards the long, main stalk that was its spine. There were its legs, two thin roots burrowing into the floor bending inwards halfway down like crooked knees, its feet tangling together to form a nest. And there was its head, a tired looking flower with two limp pistils like eyes, its purple petals like withered flesh sagging on its face, with other, whiter pistils flowing off its top like hair. But worst of all were its arms, four long, winding stalks stretching out into leafy cradles, beds of vegetation that held four of the largest and strangest frogs he had ever seen.

      They were mounds of black flesh, with golden eyes that shone brilliantly despite the darkness. Their uncontainable girth expanded into warty protrusions on their backs and sides like bubbles on the brink of bursting. When their throats swelled they filled with the same golden light as their eyes, a clever ploy no doubt used to attract the millions of meal-worthy things that found their way into the tunnel.

      One of the frogs belched a tremendous croak, and the snails crawling overhead retracted into their shells. It only made Rive’s smile widen. “Yes, yes, you are hungry, I know. But what to feed you, my fat little children?”

      Wish shifted within the tunnel, holding his machete tighter, preparing to show himself to Rive, but four pairs of golden eyes turned towards him along with the pistils of the old looking plant.

      Rive turned to follow their gaze, his arms never unfolding, his eyes falling upon Wish unsurprised, as if he’d always known that he would arrive.

      “Ah, Djinn. I should have known you would pop out of thin air like that.” He snapped his fingers and it made all four of the giant frogs twitch. “You are more resourceful than I would have guessed to be able to find your way out from a nest of botamancers. Though it looks as though you’ve taken their vines with you with all those nets you’ve thrown over yourself.”

      Rive’s attentions fell upon Wish’s machete and his hand that lingered there.

      “Planning on planting that in my back? I thought we had come to an agreement.”

      Wish dropped his grip from his weapon and stood fully in the chamber. “It’s just precautionary habit. I thought you might not be alone.”

      “I’m not. This mother and her children have been here to keep me company for the many hours I’ve spent in this stinking place trying to figure out our friend’s riddle.”

      “No luck finding the frogs?”

      Rive raised the pouch alive with commotion from his belt. “I found the splatter and spider frogs easily enough. But our fine wood-whispering friend Tabari has made a deal with this plant that will feed all four of her children, I’m sure of it. Once we find the other things the riddle is requesting...”

      “What else does it say?” Wish drew closer, and as he did he could see the frogs more clearly. The plant had sewn its limbs into each of the creature’s backs, tying them tightly in place so they could not escape their leaf-made cribs. Rive was right. They were a brood of made-up children, things captured or made to replace the one the plant creature had lost. Things that would never leave the plant’s side. He could see a white liquid oozing down the semi-translucent limbs. A milk meant only for the plant’s children.

      “Look at them. What else could they possibly need?” said Wish, surprised the frogs could even eat anything else without bursting.

      “They are greedy, spoiled little things. They may have milk, but look at them. They are not children anymore. They all need meat.”

      Wish clenched his injured hand uncomfortably, wondering if the other part of the riddle would ask for a part of his body to appease the grotesque frogs before him. He swallowed and asked, “What kind of meat?”

      “More frogs,” said Rive. He unrolled a parchment, cleared his throat, and read the last line of the riddle.

      “A black tongue, a willy song sung...”

      Wish opened his mouth to speak, but caught himself. Wish knew the frogs the riddle mentioned instantly. He’d spent enough time around the Fangmoran waterways to pick up the common terms for the creatures that often littered their edges. But could he really trust the man?

      He saved your life, he told himself. If you can’t trust him, then who can you trust?

      He heard his father’s voice next, begging him to take a chance and embrace other people.

      Besides, what was the alternative? Fight? Spill each other’s blood over the boxes? Wish was exhausted and injured; if they were to fight he would surely lose.

      Rive scratched his head, restating the last line of the riddle. “A black tongue. A willy song sung... Do you know what we’re looking for? I’ve snatched dozens of frogs and haven’t found a single one with a black tongue or that sing songs I would call ‘willy.’”

      “She’s referring to a silver-toe and a lover’s aid.”

      Rive smiled. “Look at what the jungle has taught you.”

      “It wasn’t the jungle. It was the fisherman that I used to take jobs from around Ilonga Lake. They used to skewer the silver-toes when they popped their heads up and flashed their black tongues out, thinking they were cursing them, but used to catch the lover’s aids. They said their song would attract a thousand females when sung.”

      “So that is what is meant by willy?”

      Wish nodded, already searching the tunnel for both species.

      “Hmmm a strange term for something I would call a pimp.”

      “Language is funny like that.”

      “Can you find these devilish things?”

      “I think so.”

      “Allow me to help.”

      The jungle-diver removed a net from one of the packs along his hip, unfurled it, and put himself beneath it.

      “What?” said Rive, catching Wish staring at him. “You didn’t think I’d let this pond’s army feast upon me without a fight, did you?”

      “You seem crazy enough where I thought you just might.”

      Rive laughed. “Crazy, yes. Stupid? No.”

      Together they backed out of the tunnel in search of the frogs. They reemerged into the infestation of insects. Back on land, Moso was still pacing the pond’s edge impatiently. Wish couldn’t blame him, though. The insects, the stench... it would infect even the most impenetrable of nerves. He clapped his hands and snapped his fingers, hoping to gain his partner’s attention over the din.

      Finally Moso looked up and saw Rive standing beside Wish. Why didn’t you just kill him? his tail flashed impatiently. Beneath his nets, Wish could just make out what he was saying.

      Wish shook his head.

      “Ah, your partner. The infamous Moso Orini.” Rive emerged behind him. “He looks angry.”

      “That’s not uncommon,” said Wish.

      Hurry the fuck up, said Moso, slapping at more bugs.

      “He doesn’t like waiting.”

      “Then let’s not make him wait any longer, eh? I’m sure his debts are doubling as we speak.”

      Rive started down the ruins.

      “How do you know about his debts?” Wish followed.

      “I’ve spent enough time at Lavender’s and heard enough whispers through the constant grumble of that place. Heard he is beneath water quite deeply these days. Or should I say beneath milk?”

      Wish brushed the edge of the pond with his toe, hoping that the current would stir up a new frog from the milky depths. Nothing. “Was beneath water,” said Wish. “He had a run the other night, put all his debts behind him. And if we do this job, then he’ll be able to build a wall of lunars so high he’ll never be able to see the Leg Holes again.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Rive knelt over the pond and snatched a frog from the milk. The thing squirmed and croaked, but Rive just squeezed, forcing the creature’s mouth open. He squeezed harder until there was a crunch. He tossed the creature’s limp body back into the milk, where it rose to the surface like a colorful error upon the pond’s white skin. “No black tongue.”

      “What do you mean?” said Wish, still churning over what Rive had just said.

      “Its tongue was pink like a flower. Not this silver-toe we seek.”

      “Not about the frog. About Moso and his debts.”

      Rive rose and looked out at the rest of the pond. Rive shrugged. “I do not wish to become the peeper monkey in the canopy, ratting out a jungle cat before it pounces on a mouse.”

      “Speak,” said Wish.

      “I was there long after you left that night we met. There was still more music to be heard, more beer to be drank. It was a raucous evening. It reminded me of times in the jungle when great migrations of creatures would converge upon a forest stream and life exploded like a maelstrom out in a place that should never have seen so much of it.”

      “What about Moso?” said Wish, impatiently. His attention was no longer on the frogs or the boxes.

      “I saw your partner’s luck change. I saw his celebration decline into one of inebriation and disappointment and desperation. I saw him go back to Lavender’s room, beg for lunars like a deviant, only to lose those same lunars as quickly as he came across them as the wrong beetle plucked out the eye of that poor, captured cara cat.”

      Wish chewed his lower lip, still hoping that Rive had misheard or been too drunk to remember correctly. “Maybe he made it up later in the night.”

      Rive shrugged. “Perhaps. I eventually retired to the jungle, where I slept like a primate beneath the highest, most comfortable limb I could find. But before I left, his debt was so high and the loans he was getting so small that I would be surprised if he could ever dig out of such a hole...”

      Wish peeked over the edge of the nearest ruin to see his partner swinging one of his daggers at a beetle that hovered in front of his face. Was this new debt the reason why he had been acting strangely? Why hadn’t he told Wish? Was he too scared of his reaction? Was his debt so deep this time that there was no way he could recover it? They had faced the results of his bad bets many times together and they had always defeated it. Shouldn’t that have earned his trust, no matter how steep it may be?

      And if it was that bad, why hadn’t Lavender taken something else?

      The questions poured into him as he stared at his partner, but Rive’s voice quickly pulled him back. “We should not dally. It is only a matter of time before those botamancers arrive and pull a tree onto our heads.”

      He was right. Later, after they had the box securely in their hands, then he and Moso could have a long discussion and get to the bottom of the truth. For now, there was a job that needed to be done, and quickly. He doubted that it would take the Limbs long to dig themselves out of the mess they’d created.

      He renewed his attention to the search. Wish went to the edge of the ruins and looked out across the pond. A thousand frog heads floated atop the surface. Silver-toes and lover’s aids were among them, he had no doubt, but it was difficult to tell which were which due to the glare of the great fire on the white liquid. He looked about the others that were perched upon the stone, but saw neither species. He needed to fish them out.

      He climbed back aboard the boot boat, knelt, and started to use the makeshift paddle as a makeshift net, scooping out the well-fed frogs onto his boat and sorting them like he’d seen children do with stones collected from the bottom of Young Nori.

      “What do they look like?” cried Rive as he continued to pluck out the frogs.

      “Silver-toes have round red eyes, black skins, but feet as silver as rings. Their tongues will be black too.” Wish leaned over the edge and snatched at a black frog lurking near the surface, but when he pulled it onto his raft he could see the speckles of purple running down its back. He threw it back. “Lover’s aids have a pink belly, and have a song like they’re playing a fiddle.”

      Rive’s ears perked up. “I think I can hear them over the din of this place.”

      “Follow it and you’ll find one.”

      Together, they pulled up dozens and dozens of brilliantly colored frogs, each croaking or singing their discontent with being disturbed from their feast. But the inconvenience didn’t last long. They threw them back and left them to resume their easy existence. Well, at least Wish did. For every frog he pulled up and let go, Rive broke one’s back and let it float to the top of the pond as if it were an offering to the bugs of that place. A chance for them to feast on the creatures that so easily feasted upon them.

      The work was agonizing, not because of the tax it put on Wish’s body, but rather thanks to the constant swarm he had to contend with. Every direction he turned there was some new pack of bugs coming to investigate him, landing on his nets, impeding his vision until he would brush them away and once more return to scooping up the pond.

      Sweat accumulated heavily on his brow, only attracting more curious insects. Though he had only been on the pond for minutes, it felt like hours. But at last he scooped up a new batch of six frogs and saw one stick its black inky tongue at him as if it was telling him to fuck off. He jumped on the creature, almost sending himself into the milk, but steadied himself before he did. With the frog’s two legs securely in his hands, he placed it in an empty pouch and continued to looking for the lover’s aid.

      “I’ve got the silver-toe,” he said to Rive.

      “And I think I have the lover’s aid.” Rive plunged his hands into the pond and plucked out a large frog with a pink belly. It squirmed angrily, peeping a noise that sounded like a song the Singer would sing on a cloudless night.

      “That’s the one,” said Wish. Rive stuffed it into his pouch, and they reconvened on the ruins. They stood together without words, catching their breaths, letting the droplets of soured milk pour off their nets and limbs. As they did, Wish glanced over at Moso, whose tail flashed angrily at him.

      You’ve had enough rest, he said, rolling his finger as if to indicate him to hurry.

      Why are you really in such a hurry? thought Wish. Is Lavender coming for you even now?

      “Come, we’ve greedy children that need to be fed,” said Rive.

      They climbed back into the tunnel, a series of loud croaks bellowing up through the darkness as they did like a welcome back. They scurried along the cramped corridor only to find the plant and frogs exactly as they had left them.

      “What now?” said Wish, looking over the frogs.

      “Let’s let these hungry mouths feed,” said Rive.

      “No, not that,” said Wish, suddenly coming to a realization. “How will we decide who gets the box?”

      Rive crept towards the plant, his hand on his pouch. “My employer doesn’t care so much that the boxes are in my possession at the end, but rather that the boxes have just been found and accounted for by someone.” Rive pulled a red frog from his pouch. The splatter frog spat a dribble of red blood onto the face of one of the giant bullfrogs as if in some form of minor defense. “The box can go with you so long as you let me have its tracing so that I may help along the next one.”

      Wish thought for a moment. “That seems like a fair deal. Who is your employer?”

      “Confidentiality is another part of my contract.” Rive raised his eyebrows. “So a deal?”

      Wish nodded. “Deal.”

      Rive brought the splatter frog up to his mouth and whispered, “Excellent. I knew the jungle put you and I together for a reason. Shall we feed these starving creatures?”

      “Go on,” said Wish.

      Rive turned back to the bullfrogs. “Alright, my children, who’s hungry?” He dangled the splatter frog in front of the greater frogs like Wish had seen owners do with meat for pets. The greater frogs watched the morsel that swayed in the jungle-diver’s hands, shifting anxiously, croaking loudly. Rive tossed the splatter frog to the nearest one and it snatched the frog out of the air, choking it down its gullet with two chomps of its gumless mouth. It squirted the last of its blood as it was gobbled down, a fruit squeezed of its juice. He quickly took out a small spider frog and repeated the process, not letting the thing dally in his hand long enough to be affected by its poison. The second of the great bullfrogs swallowed it whole.

      The two fed frogs quieted, burying their faces into their forelegs as if preparing for a nap. Behind them, the mother plant unfurled its petals, as if relieved. Some of its children were finally satisfied. She could finally rest.

      “See? Well fed and happy. Well, almost.” He took out the lover’s aid next and fed the third.

      Wish stepped forward, undid his pouch, and pulled out the silver-toe. The poor creature stuck out its black tongue like one final curse before he tossed it to the last of the unsettled bullfrogs.

      The greater frog swallowed it down, and it too settled along with the rest of its brethren, burying its face deep in its cradle where it would sleep for only the gods knew how long and give the eternal mother her rest.

      Wish and Rive watched with anticipation, waiting for something to happen. At last, the mother plant’s flower rested its petal head against the stone. Its entire stalk seemed to relax, and with it, the cluster of roots at its bottom untangled. A box lay at its bottom, one whose cover was filled with etchings of large leaves that looked like wings and thorny branches whose prickers looked like beaks.

      “There she is,” said Rive, licking his lips as if he was just presented a meal. He caught Wish looking at him. “What are you waiting for? After you.”

      Wish stepped forward, knelt, and lifted the box away from its nest. As he had with the others, he marveled at its craftsmanship, at how well preserved the wood was even after the years it was probably kept in such conditions. He ran his fingers over the etchings, the wood so soft it felt like skin. He carefully picked it up, relieved that he had it in his possession without trouble from botamancers or anyone else who wanted his blood. He exhaled as he stood. He went to turn, but tripped, his feet suddenly stuck to the ground. He collapsed, the box skidding from his hands as he collided with the cavern’s floor.

      His eyes swam as his jaw clacked, but as they realigned he saw the culprit.

      Rive lifted his axe from the cavern floor and snatched the box from Wish’s hands before he even realized what had happened. He ran a finger over the spider totem etched into his axe’s side and pointed to a string of web stretching across stones like a white infection.

      “I would say I’m sorry, Djinn, but you of all people know the jungle does not issue apologies.”

      “You trit!” snarled Wish, trying to move his boots. The web on the ground was too strong. Despite how hard he fought he could not peel his feet away.

      “Call me what you will, it still doesn’t change the fact that I’m the one with the box.” He flipped the box in his hand, and Wish lunged, toppling into the string of web below him, his elbow connecting with the sticky substance. He tried to move, but his nets were stuck to the ground. He tried to scurry out of them, but they quickly turned into a tangled knot amidst the web below. Soon he was wrapped in the nets. Trapped. Rive knelt to look him in the eyes. “You are far too trusting to be an agent of the jungle. Perhaps the reason the forest put me on this mission was to wash you away from it.”

      Wish swiped out with his one free hand, and Rive simply backed away. The Fangkind stood and swung his axe into the side of the tunnel. A piece of old stone shifted, letting in a dribble of milk.

      “You dokaless hoatzin!” shouted Wish as the milk began to fill in beneath him. He tried to pry his arm away, but couldn’t. He was pinned to the ground.

      “Ask the jungle for your escape, Djinn. We’ll see if you really do make wishes come true.” He swung his axe again, and this time an entire piece of the wall broke. Milk flooded the tunnel. It rushed over Wish’s head like a spoiled fall, coating him in its stench as Rive hurried down the hallway, leaving him to drown beneath the milk.

      Wish fought against the spray, putting up his one free hand to try to stop the thousands of gallons of milk pouring in. It did little to stop the fall. He sputtered and retched as frogs, from deep beneath the surface, came with it, flopping into the tunnel.

      Wish yanked at the totemic web, his skin threatening to peel away from his body if he pulled too hard. The milk filled in around his ankles. It wouldn’t be long before the entire cavern filled with it. Wish grabbed hold of one of the stones, propped himself upright, and pushed as hard as he could. It wouldn’t budge.

      And when that wouldn’t work, he unsheathed his machete and hacked away the nets. The flood of milk washed away the chopped up fabric, leaving only tendrils of it still clinging to his body, yet his arm and boots were still stuck. He scurried free of his boots and put his bare feet into the ankle-deep muck. He tried to pull away his elbow, hoping the gush of milk would easy the stickiness, but it wouldn’t budge. He had to turn his face so the horrid milk didn’t enter his mouth. With no other choice, he put his machete beneath the white liquid and pressed its tip into where his arm and the spider web met. He wiggled the blade, felt it go hot and the burning sting of it against his skin. He would have cried out, but the milk filled the corridor, and he had no choice but to hold his breath and plunge beneath its surface.

      The world became white and thick. He felt things scurry by him, using his back as a platform to skitter about the new world the creatures had been sucked into. He jammed the blade further beneath his arm and pumped it like a lever. He felt it burning, he felt it loosening, all the while the milk pooled around him. At last he tore his arm away and fell back. He staggered upright, coming to stand within the chamber, the milk now up to his chest.

      In the madness of it all he glimpsed the four bullfrogs and the mother plant, still and silent, relieved and content even as the pond came to swallow them.

      That will not be me, he yelled inside his head as he dove down into the cramped corridor, the white liquid coming up to his neck as he knelt, an army of frogs and snails floating atop its surface alongside him like debris after a storm. He swam, pushing against the stone with his feet when the current didn’t sweep them away. The ladder was feet away but it felt like miles. Soon the milk was so high that it flirted with his mouth again.

      He swallowed a deep breath, droplets of the sour spoiled substance coming with it, and plunged beneath the surface once more. He pushed forward, using his injured arm to navigate the white world he was in, every so often slapping a submerged frog as he did.

      His lungs burned. The flavor lingering on his mouth was unbearable. He fought harder than he ever had in his life to reach the end of the tunnel. When at last his hand brushed the rock of the corridor’s end, he swam upright. He burst through the surface, gulping in fetid air. Croaks filled his ears. Everywhere he looked there were the colorful heads of frogs, riding the rising milk to the surface. Above their heads he saw the indentations of the ladder cut in the stone and lunged. He grabbed hold of holes and rose from the fast-rising milk.

      It didn’t take long for it to catch him. Stones crumbled all around him. The milk poured in from everywhere. He had just reached the top when the pond caught up with him.

      It spilled out over the edge as he perched there, taking his feet with it. He slipped and fell onto the lower stones. The slight reprieve was short lived.

      Without the nets, the bugs descended upon him, savoring the opportunity to sample his salty flesh now saturated in the sickly sweet marinade of milk. He batted them away, but could do little against the swarm that came for him.

      He regained his footing and dove back into the milk, the substance he’d so recently feared now his only safety. He swam forward, staying below the surface as much as he could, only coming up for a small gulp of air, giving the bugs a chance to nibble at him before going back under. He kicked and thrust, doing anything he could to get closer to the edge and remove himself from the awful substance and the creatures it brought.

      At last he climbed atop the pond’s edge and sputtered, catching his breath momentarily before feeling a hundred insects land upon his skin. He gathered himself, ready to come to his feet, but the sound of hooves on the ground stopped him

      Scattered along the pond’s edge were at least a dozen armored okapi, their orange, striped skin draped in thick leaf armor that looked like green spears upon their bodies. Atop of them, their riders did not look much different. Instead of nets, they wore pieces of armor crafted with red and white leaves, things that looked like broken bones, unfixed and unattended to. If it weren’t for the golden brooches upon their chests, Wish might have thought them a member of the tribes that inhabited the jungle.

      The Limbs.

      Pasa sat upon her okapi, glaring down at him through the slits in her armor. “You are a slippery thing, Wish Bibango. But I’m afraid our hold will be tighter this time.”

      “You truly think you can get your hands on a djinn?” Wish followed the voice and found Rive there, his hands bound by a tie of vine. He did not have the box.

      The now one-legged Gibbon did, the one Wish had maimed during his escape from the bulb garden. The Gibbon sat above Rive, a staff in his hands, glaring. But that was the least of his worries.

      “Where is Moso?” Wish sputtered, a horde of flies landing on his cheeks. He could not find the Chassa between the hooves of the okapi, nor hiding in the anemic tree limbs. His partner was gone.

      Pasa shrugged her shoulders. “Not here.”

      “Gone back to save his own hide,” shouted Rive, before a botamancer kicked his throat. The jungle-diver lay on the ground, laughing.

      “Worry not,” said Pasa. “We will find him too, along with Dathi and Gasini and the other boxes.” She leaned over the side of her okapi. “But first you will finish answering our questions.”

      Wish saw it in her eyes. If he was taken back into their clutches, he would not escape them again.

      He felt cornered. Trapped. A prey without escape, a thing he had seen countless times in the jungle. There were two choices: die or fight. The first had never been an option for him. Not when his father’s leg was broken and they’d had no way to survive other than for him to enter the jungle. Not when he’d faced the streaked one. Not when he’d stared down the eyes of a jagrall once long ago. All he had done his entire life was fight, and he wouldn’t stop.

      He planted his hands upon the spongy grass and rose. Blood, let loose from the bites of the countless bugs, and milk trickled down from him, mixing together to form dark falls over his skin. His wounds cried out, begging for him to stay down and let them heal, but he ignored them. All wounds ever did was nag. He drew his machete. It felt like he was lifting a mountain from his hip.

      The botamancers looked to each other, smiles forming on some of their faces as if the whisper of his blade leaving its sheath was a joke told in the language they shared with their trees.

      “What do you want to do here, Wish?” said Pasa. “Chop us all down like lumber? Look around you. An army surrounds you.” She pointed to the trees. “You are but one.”

      He opened his mouth to tell her what she could do with that army, but found something else enter his brain.

      I can feel your fear. It wriggles inside of you like a worm plucked from soil.

      Wish’s eyes widened. He knew the voice instantly. The Red One.

      You have something of ours.

      Wish whirled, expecting to see the streaked one standing behind him. But only the milky pond glared back, the ruins in its center now mostly submerged. “I don’t have it anymore.”

      “What?” Pasa sounded nearby, confused. But the Red One’s voice inside his head overtook any other distraction.

      Then we will take it from your sinew.

      Growls sounded across the pond, emanating out from the forest as if the shadows it created were angrily coming to life. The okapis stepped nervously. The botamancers exchanged worried glances and whispers. Wish searched the darkness, wondering if he was imagining the whole thing.

      Rive stopped laughing. He knew what made the noise, and named them. “Streaked ones.”

      I’ve been hunting you. As soon as you entered the forest, I knew, said the Red One.

      “Perhaps we should go, Pasa,” said the Gibbon.

      “Not without him,” she answered.

      The growls grew louder.

      You will not leave it again.

      And there, emerging from the shadow on the other side of the pond, were eyes as golden as the great fire above, tiny sets of fires defeating the darkness to stare out across the milk at Wish, their desire, their prey. Stripes flowed out from them, ragged black patterns connecting them to the shadow of the forest. The only other things visible were what appeared soon after, their claws and teeth, stained and tainted from the countless meals they had devoured with them. Everywhere Wish looked they were there. If their numbers had dwindled since the attack, it did not appear so now. And at the center, stepping out of the shadow and into the light of the pond’s edge, was the Red One, its fur as dark as blood, its tail swishing in mute anger.

      “Pasa...” whispered the Gibbon.

      “Wake the trees!” she cried, but before the whispers could even leave the botamancers’ tongues, the streaked ones began throwing their spears.

      The lances careened over the pond, cutting the air in high-pitched screams thanks to the patterns etched into the tips, a feral racket that roared compared to the croaks and buzz of the creatures that surrounded them. The spears fell onto the other side of the pond. Wish dove beneath Pasa’s okapi, braving the creature’s plodding hooves rather than the weapons crashing down all around him. The okapi mewled. Pasa cursed. Beside them the Gibbon fell to the ground, gurgling, a spear straight through his chest, the box flung from his hand as he fell.

      Pasa’s okapi bucked and then fell, throwing the botamancer to the ground nearby, but exposing Wish to the fall of the spears. He rolled, the spears pocking the ground all around him, kicking up specks of dirt. He grabbed the box, and then grabbed hold of the dead Gibbon’s okapi, snatching the creature’s reins before swinging his leg over its side. It was only once he was upon it that he noticed the spear sticking out from its haunch.

      “That’s my box, djinn!” cried Rive over the chaos. The jungle-diver had come to his feet and was wielding one of the streaked ones’ thrown spears, sawing his bindings against its sharp tip.

      He didn’t bother to answer him. He slapped the okapi’s hindquarters with the flat part of his machete, sending it frantically into the forest.

      We will hunt you wherever you go, the Red One yelled in his head, and growled, rumbling over the forest behind as if his voice itself was trying to catch up to him.

      Spears crashed through the forest, snatching leaves as they fell, grazing the air about his face. The okapi lumbered forward, the spear in its leg barely slowing it in its frantic state. All that mattered was surviving. The only way to do it was to escape the slaughter.

      The animal sprinted through the avenues in the forest, navigating the roots and stones and vegetation that stood like hurdles meant to prevent them from escaping.

      It didn’t take long to put the noises of the fight behind them, but that safety lasted only moments. The roars started not long after.

      They boomed in succession. Claps of thunder lost in the forest. Wish dared to look behind. Three of the streaked ones charged behind him.

      They navigated the wiry jungle floor so effortlessly, it was impossible for the wounded okapi to outrun them. One of the creatures heaved its spear. The polearm fluttered just over Wish’s shoulder as he ducked. Another sprinted and lunged for the okapi’s backside. Wish swiped down with his machete, the totem flaring to cut away the creature’s right cheek, taking away its fur and whiskers in one stroke.

      It tumbled away in a roar, but it was not done. It scrambled to its feet and reconvened its chase, its fangs now exposed as if it had a permanent, wicked smile. Not far behind, its brethren homed in on him.

      Another sprinted just inches behind him. Wish slashed down with his machete over and over, trying to keep the creature from lunging. The okapi jerked, shifting to avoid a fallen tree. Wish had to put both hands on the creature in order to avoid falling off completely. His defenses down, the streaked one jumped. It dug its claws into the side of the okapi, clinging onto its massive hindquarters like a monkey would a tree.

      With little room to swing, all Wish could do was bring the handle of the machete into the creature’s face, smashing its black nose over and over again as it gnashed out with its fangs. It tore one of its claws free of the okapi. The mount screamed and stumbled, nearly taking them all to the ground, but Wish pulled up on its reins, keeping it level as it staggered through the forest. The streaked one tore into Wish’s leg, all five claws finding the flesh of his thigh.

      He growled, twirled the machete in his hand for an overhand grip, and thrust backwards. The tip entered the creature’s neck, forcing its great pink tongue out of its teeth. It went strangely cross-eyed before his claws loosened and it fell away from the okapi.

      He glanced down at the open wounds on his leg, saw the fresh blood pooling there, but quickly turned his attention back to the two remaining streaked ones still in pursuit.

      They were only yards away, leaping over the bramble and broken logs, their brilliant eyes never leaving Wish’s own, as if they could read his thoughts by looking down his pupils. The okapi was snorting, struggling to go on. Another attack like that and they’d surely be brought to the ground. He had to keep them away.

      He swung his head in desperation, hoping for some salvation in the forest. But all that surrounded him were the trees and vines and bushes...

      He realized then that his salvation was everywhere.

      With his grip still backwards on the machete, he slashed the nearby trees and creepers, the totem roaring as the blade hit the wood, severing the trunks where they stood.

      The trees groaned as they fell, but the streaked ones roared louder. The trunks shifted, sliding out in front of the creatures, creating obstacles of such size that even things as graceful as they were unable to navigate them. They were falling behind.

      Finally, Wish slashed the trunk of a knot-long, a tree with bark like tied rope, and it fell into three other trees behind him already on the brink of collapsing. The great tree took the others with it in a deafening swoosh. The two streaked ones’ eyes finally fell away from Wish’s as the tangle of branches came crashing down on their heads. They disappeared amongst a tangle of wood and leaves, and a rent in the canopy tore open, letting a flood of light into the shadowy bosom of the forest floor as if to wash away the dark intent of the creatures that pursued him.

      Wish tucked his machete into his side, swallowing, staring at the path of destruction he’d created in his wake. It was one jagged wound along the forest, the place he loved so much, to save his own skin. The forest would have its revenge, eventually. He was sure of it. He just wasn’t sure how or when.

      He bit his lip, the nagging scream of his injuries superseding his thoughts. He looked down at his leg. His pants were shredded. A dark stain crept out over the cloth like spilled ink, but it looked paltry compared to the wounds of his mount.

      Blood fluttered out of the creature as it sprinted nosily through the jungle, strings of it falling to the ground as if it were some strange new function to mark its territory. The spear still lay lodged in its fur, broken now from the wild rampage through the forest.

      “Just a little longer,” he whispered to the okapi. If he were to atone for the violence he caused within the forest, forcing one of its creatures past its limits was only another minor transgression. The streaked ones were still back there. So were the botamancers. Rive too. And though he could no longer hear the Red One’s voice in his head, his last words lingered in it as freshly as if the creature was whispering in his ear.

      I will find you.
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      Wish and the okapi limped towards the walls of Fangmora. He could no longer ride the beast. Its leg had begun to shake. Its breath became watery. They had been going for hours, and the bleeding hadn’t stopped. If he forced it any further he had no doubt it would drop. So he had dismounted with bare feet, and with no sign of the streaked ones for some time, took the risk of walking the rest of the way back, the gods, if they existed, kind enough to keep the other creatures of the forest from investigating the blood they leaked upon its floor.

      Now they stood before the northern cut in the wall, a path that led out from the city and into the Knotted Mountains. The broken stone stared back at him, crooked and maligned, an incomplete smile with teeth missing and poor green moss hanging like replacements to make up for them. He stayed in the shadows of the cut in the wall, catching his breath, thinking, turning over every possible outcome of what would come with the deliverance of the fourth box, trying to work up the courage to face the city and the great fire pouring down over its intimidating peaks like acid to burn away the impurities that hid in the shadow underneath. Impurities like him.

      He reeked. He bled. He hurt. The taste of the milk still on his lips threatened to bring the bile lingering in his throat up for good. His bare feet were blistered.

      He rested his head against the stone, and thought, Fool, this is what you get for putting your trust in something as slippery as people.

      Rive had saved his life. He had spoken with such certainty and belief, yet now Wish knew his words were nothing more than lies. Baits used by a predator to lure prey into the dark cavern of his intent.

      And what of Moso? Where had he gone off to? Was what Rive said true, or was it only more lies to throw him off balance and keep him off his own trail so Wish couldn’t read his intentions?

      But what if he was telling the truth? What then?

      Then who is left to trust besides my father? he thought. He gazed back into the forest, and despite the violence he had just escaped, found it to be a welcoming alternative to what lay on the other side of the broken wall they huddled within.

      He shook his head as thoughts of his father returned to it. He wondered if Risa and her people were taking care of him like they promised they would, or if they were treating him as nothing more than nuisance, a piece of a trash left by a wandering jungle-diver who annoyingly kept showing up at their doorstep. He wondered if he and Marli had met. Why did he still care? All he needed to do was enter the forest for good and he’d never have to deal with lies or deceits. He chewed his lip, staring down the pathway he had just come, but turned away, unable to explain why he couldn’t just leave.

      Instead, he grabbed at his wounds. They were deep, but not deep enough that they would be mortal. Some of the gouges had already stopped bleeding. He wished he could say the same for the okapi. The beast would be dead soon if he didn’t bring it to a stable, but getting to a stable was risky. He’d have to cross too many streets to get there, stay in too much of the light to find one. There were too many eyes in the brightness of the city looking for him. He’d have to stick to the shadows, make it back to the inner city, and hope that Dargu and the Eclectun would be able to repair the creature.

      He patted the okapi’s neck, and it gave a watery snort in return. “Hang in there a little longer.”

      He pulled the creature’s reins, and together they reentered the city.

      An alley that outlined the Crone Stones and the square nearby took them by the busy streets filled with people coming to pay their respects to the singing monuments or bath in the stones. A few times people stole glances into the darkness as they sauntered past. He hoped all they saw was just another merchant walking his wares to a stall somewhere further in the city, using the alleyways to avoid the thieves that picked their wares from their beasts’ backs or the crowds that slowed everything down, and not the paltry silhouette of a jungle-diver wanted by too many for the damn box he had tucked beneath his arm and the other ones he had found across the city. At least the reek of the pond still upon his skin would keep them at bay.

      Slowly he meandered his way towards the colorful streets of the inner city. He kept glancing up to the sky, hoping that Wings would see him and save him the need to try and find Dargu’s hideout again. But the only things above were the blue whistle-tails trilling in the air as they migrated east to pick the shores of Dust Break of the devil crabs that washed up there, and the drum-bellies slapping their tummies as they hopped from building to building, having their own ridiculous mating party up there in the sky. Nothing to prevent him from taking that next step forward and putting his painful feet down on the hard ground.

      Soon he arrived at the northern archway of Sagwa, an underpass whose curve had been carved to look like the fanged overbite of a Kodo and whose stones were made to look like the scales of the same, the lizard responsible for defeating the argalash that tormented the mountains many Moon Sheds ago, another construct meant to separate the inner city from the rest of Fangmora.

      There was no avoiding it. The Striped Streets had barely any alleys. The buildings were built atop of each other, one long cluster of stones without cracks in between. Another form of protection. Another way to prevent pests from climbing inside.

      He passed through, leading the limping okapi behind him. The street sprawling before him had stones painted blue to make it look like a river. A trio of regally dressed women turned their heads at his approach, scrunching their noses as he passed, commenting on his stench and his appearance. He glanced at them, their eyes more painful than the open wounds on his skin. He turned down the street that held Dargu’s hideout and froze.

      Only a few yards away stood Rive and a half dozen men behind him, all gruff looking and scarred just like him. Ruffians and thugs, people pulled out of the muck of alleys and the places attached to them. Blood glinted in trails along Rive’s right arm as if his veins were on the wrong side of his fur. He had been wounded in his escape from the botamancers and the streaked ones, same as Wish, yet he had still arrived much faster.

      “Hello!” shouted the jungle-diver, smiling, raising his uninjured arm to wave. The looks on those who surrounded him told Wish he didn’t intend to ask for some truce. “Look at you, Djinn. I couldn’t have caused all that blood on you, could I?” He pointed to Wish’s trousers. “It seems like it’s a race to see who can nip away the other the fastest. At the end of this I think we’ll both be nothing but nubs, still alive carcasses cursing each other like deer done over by dogs.” His smile left. “I must say how infuriating I find it that the jungle keeps finding a way for you to escape my grasp. That’s why my employer has given me more hands.”

      Some of the thugs took out their weapons. A machete, a dagger, an axe... The wooden and plant-based blades shone back at him like glistening, saliva-ridden teeth.

      “Who is your employer?” said Wish calmly, trying to downplay the fear coursing through his bones.

      Rive ignored his question and nodded to the box in Wish’s hand. “That’s mine. I would like it back.”

      Wish eyed the thugs. Seven against one. He’d never be able to defeat them all in his condition. Even if he was healthy, he’d still have to find a way to single them out. One of the thugs nocked a bow with an arrow with a head shaped like the jaw of a crocodile. Wish swallowed, almost disbelieving the words that came out of his own mouth. “It’s yours if you can get it.”

      He shoved the box into one of the packs on his hip.

      Rive smiled wider. “As the jungle would prefer.”

      The thug with the bow let loose. He dove, and the arrow shot past his head. The okapi screamed. Wish looked up to see the arrow wedged in the creature’s chest, its fur falling away from the wound as the skin beneath it dissolved, unveiling its sinewy muscle and further. The arrows were totemic. He looked back and the archer was nocking another arrow while Rive and the others were stampeding towards him.

      “Gazon!” he swore as he scrambled to his feet and hurried down the street.

      “Finally, a proper hunt!” Rive cried at his back. He heard the twang of a bow being shot and lowered his head. The arrow struck a building beside him, dissolving the stone. He frantically turned down the closest street and came face-to-face with a small crowd watching a street performer do tricks with a trained fiend ape, a mounted primate captured from the Knotted Mountains and tamed. Wish plunged into the people as the performer balanced atop the creature’s palm, releasing, catching, and swinging hundreds of colorful butterflies in a giant net.

      Wish emerged into the center of the ring, hesitated, and saw no other option.

      “Hoatzin mada!” shouted the performer. “You’re ruining it!”

      Wish charged the fiend ape. The creature’s great green eyes widened, and it gave a small, confused hoot before Wish lowered his shoulder into the thing’s stomach. It crumpled. The performer fell. The crowd yelled. A thousand butterflies burst into the air, creating a colorful distraction as the thugs rounded the street behind him.

      Another twang of the bow. An onlooker held her face, an arrow sticking out of it. Wish saw the outline of her teeth as her skin pulled back, just as he ran to the other side of the crowd.

      He came to another intersection, turned left and passed a dozen people coming to investigate the commotion he’d created on the other street. He limped on, glancing behind him to see Rive and the others coming around the bend. Up ahead there was a man making junk totems out of wood scraps, shouting promises for his wares that would never be fulfilled. Wish grabbed hold of his table and turned it over, hoping that some of the totems were just close enough to the real thing to activate and end disastrously. The man swore at him, but Wish could barely hear him over the crackle of the junk totems flaring, bursting into sharp shrapnel thanks to the poor craftsmanship. The closest thug crumpled, yelling about his eye, but the others still hurried after him.

      “You’re full of tricks, aren’t you!” cried Rive, laughing a crazed laugh over the yells of everyone else. “Do you think you can hide? The reek of the mother’s milk has stained you.”

      The street went uphill as they broached the Knotted Mountains. The incline put hell into his legs. He fought on, turning over barrels of food that lined the buildings, ignoring the curses tossed at him by passersby in hopes that the contents would trip up Rive and the thugs, but they were nothing but minor obstacles. A few slips, but they kept after him.

      He came to a realization in that mad scramble that he’d never outrun them like this. They were gaining on him. It’d only be a matter of time before he was caught or one of those devilish arrows struck his back.

      When he turned onto the next street, he found a storefront that sold exotic jewels gleaned from the Knotted Mountains. He pushed past the white rogus hide serving as its door and into the store. The store’s owner, a Boarling with jewels incrusting his tusks, and a Fossala customer startled in surprise as he burst in. Shelves full of sparkling stones lined the walls, casting strange lights in the store as if a rainbow shattered and its pieces were slowly twitching to come back together.

      “What is the meaning of this?” shouted the owner.

      But Wish ignored him, searching for some place to hide. There was none except for a doorway leading to some back room. He hurried towards it, but the owner stood in his way.

      “Are you looking for some—”

      Wish shoved past him, and the Boarling fell into one of the shelves, spilling his wares across the floor and causing the Chassa to scream.

      “I’ll get the guards! Thief! Thief!” The Boarling’s yells followed Wish into the back. On the other side of the door there were barrels of rocks, some nothing but plain river stones, others glittering miacrite. In the middle there was a worktable full of paints, hammers, and crushed-up rock. If it weren’t for his pursuers, Wish might have laughed at the owner’s scam, but instead he searched desperately for some new escape or place to hide.

      The barrels? Behind the table? The absurd thought of dousing himself in paint and blending in with the fake jewels even crossed his mind, but he knew none of them would conceal him completely.

      Feet shuffled into the front of the store. “Come out, little rodent,” said Rive above the store owner’s screams.

      Wish noticed the emblem on the bowls of paint. A fiery lizard with four eyes.

      It was made with a base of trogi oil...

      Wish grabbed the bowls and tossed them beneath the space in the doorway. Their contents splattered, flooding over the floor.

      One of the thugs laughed. “I didn’t know a critter could piss itself so colorfully.”

      Wish tossed the last of the bowls and kicked open the door. Rive’s and the others’ eyes sharpened. The archer raised his bow, but before he could fire Wish swiped down with his machete. The baboon totem flared, heating the blade as it engaged with the ground. Sparks flew and flames sputtered into life where the paint had fallen. The closest thug ignited, unaware of the paint speckling his boots.The others reared, shocked by the sudden appearance of the fire.

      Surrounded by fire himself, Wish grabbed the worktable, put it in front of him, and burst through the wall of flame he had created. He felt something land into the table as the fire slipped around him. A hole opened up in the wood where his head was, an arrow falling away to allow a view of the archer reloading his bow. With the fire at his back, he tossed the now burning table at the archer, causing the man to jump. Wish spun just as a thug’s axe came for his head. He grabbed the man’s wrist and pulled him forward, using the man’s momentum to send him tumbling into the fire. Another came rushing towards him, jumping across a small hurdle of flames, two machetes in hand. He slashed both downwards, and Wish brought up his, the totem flaring. His own machete cut through the thug’s poorly made weapons in one swipe, leaving him stunned, and Wish’s next swipe took the man’s throat.

      By this time the fire was roaring. The flames jumped to the shelves, rising to where some of the stones sat, and the jewels being the painted stones that they were, started to catch fire and pop, bursting off the shelves like bullets in some strange reaction just as Rive emerged from the flames. The lights from the stones dancing upon his fur made him look ethereal.

      “You truly are a djinn to bring forth such wonders,” said the Fangkind as he brandished the axe in his hand. “It’s no wonder the jungle favors you so. But now I will make sure you bleed just like I did your friend the lizard.”

      Wish bared his teeth. He’d been a fool to think it was someone else who had killed Boz.

      Rive smiled. “Come and burn with me.”

      He swung his axe into the ground, shooting a web down the plank of wood Wish stood upon.Wish danced off of it as a stone bullet shot past him and crashed through one of the storefront windows. Another thug charged, this one with a gasha, a fanged mace made from the teeth of a rip cat. Wish ducked beneath his swing. Rive’s axe fell. Webs overtook the plank of wood. Wish jumped, but the thug wasn’t as lucky. He tried to move forward, but with his boots stuck, he clumsily fell into the nearby flames, crying out as the fire overtook him.

      Rive almost charged, but three bullets blew out from the shelves, crossing the distance between them, smashing one of the corner pillars that kept the store’s ceiling in place. The pillar crumbled. The ceiling opened up, dumping boxes and dust and even a strange, caged bird from the floor above that maniacally called out like a creature finding hilarity in the situation. Rive was hidden in a cloud of smoke and junk. Wish needed no other opportunity. He rushed out of the store, a cloud of smoke trailing him.

      “My store! My jewels!” The Boarling was beside him, crying out in horror, his eyes watery. “Arrest him!”

      Boots crunched the ground behind him. Before Wish could turn he was forced to the ground, his hands pulled behind his back and bound. Wish glanced over his shoulder to see the helmet of a Fangmoran soldier looming over him.

      “Like starting fires, eh?” said the soldier, his hot fetid breath gusting into his face. “We’ll find a place for you to cool off.”

      The soldier brought him roughly to his feet. When he stood he saw other soldiers surrounding him. Four of them clenched spears as they watched the fire roar in the storefront. The one holding him pushed him forward and away, and as he did Wish saw Rive and two of the other thugs climb out the window and run as the other soldiers chased after them. But before Rive was completely out of sight, he turned, met eyes with Wish, and pointed with his claw as if to say they would finish their duel soon.
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        * * *

      

      “What was that all about, anyways? This box on your back?” said one of the soldiers, as he rifled through his packs, thankfully not taking any of his possessions. At least not yet.

      Wish didn’t say a word. He had had enough interactions with Fangmoran soldiers to know they were a prickly bunch and would freely look for excuses to brutalize prisoners and common citizens. Wish had a feeling that anything he said would be one of those excuses.

      “Perhaps a few days in the dungeons will loosen your tongue,” said the Lemura soldier. They crossed into a great shadow. The temple of Notha rose before them. Its feathery, moss-ridden garden hung over them like a cancer of the forest, maligned and out of place. They approached one of the many sets of steps leading out of the statue’s feet.Two other soldiers awaited them there.

      “Another one of the Green Men?” said one of the soldiers.

      “A jungle-diver from the looks of it. Lit some poor trit’s store on fire.”

      “Hmph, he reeks,” said the other soldier, looking Wish up and down with disgust. They pushed aside the great, barred doors with a creak. The insides of the temple were made of deep green stone, as if the walls themselves were hewn from the forest. The only lights that illuminated the place’s hallways were candles made of paka wax, a substance squeezed from the stalky plants that grew along the rivers that surrounded Fangmora, giving the halls a smell like sugar. The tiny lights cast strange shadows against the walls, making it look like spiders crawled along them. It didn’t take them long to reach the dungeons.

      It was a long corridor filled with barred rooms, the cages made from stained, totemic wood, each of the bars staring back at Wish as they passed with the eyes of beasts and bugs and men. At the far end of the hall sat an obese Lemura woman, her fur long and unkempt, a bucket of frogs croaking at her side.

      “Another one?” she said, her ears flattening at the sight of him.

      “He’s no Green Man from the looks of him.”

      “Oh? Just another piece of litter dancing along the streets?” The Lemura reached into the bucket and popped a silver frog into her mouth, breaking the thing’s back with her sharp fangs, stopping its legs from shivering.

      “Where do you want him?” said the soldier.

      She tapped on the cage beside her. “Right here. Right across from the other one.”

      “Why? So you don’t have to move to keep an eye on them?” The soldier laughed.

      “Why make life harder?” The Lemura pulled the frog’s bones from her teeth, stood up, and unlocked the cage. The soldiers pushed Wish inside.

      “Enjoy the company,” said the soldier.

      Wish scrambled to his feet and charged the cage, his hands still bound, but the Lemura was waiting on the other side, a new silver frog squirming in her hand. “No, no, no, my little pet. I wouldn’t tangle with these bars unless you don’t want to keep your clothes. They’ve been known to throw people straight out of them.”

      Wish eyed the strange totems. He couldn’t name a single one, nor could he determine what type of wood the bars were made out of. The gods only knew what they would do if he were to grab hold of them. He decided he’d rather not test to see if she was telling the truth.

      “So what now?” said Wish.

      “Now you wait until the king makes a decision on you.”

      “The king?”

      The Lemura bit into the frog, a speckle of its blood squirting onto Wish’s face. “That’s what I said.”

      “When will that be?”

      The Lemura jail-keep shrugged and went back to her seat. Waiting across from him in another cage was another human man. He wore a torn jerkin and had a ragged patch of hair down the middle of his head. He had a brown, crumpled leaf tucked behind his ear. “The king is never in a hurry. I’ve been in here for weeks without an audience.”

      “The king is busy,” said the Lemura.

      “Busy what? Watching his kingdom crumble beneath him?”

      The Lemura laughed. “Doesn’t look like it’s crumbling from here.”

      “Hard to see anything with your snout down a pond-bucket.”

      “What else do I need to see?” The Lemura laughed harder.

      Wish and the other man met eyes. “You a Green Man?” said Wish.

      The man nodded. “They took my leaf, but I found a replacement.”

      “I wouldn’t trust a replacement from the floor of a jail.”

      “I’d pull a half-digested petal from a pile of dung and place it there if it meant showing the world what I am.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Someone who will stand up to a king who treats the nation like a mat to wipe his feet upon.”

      Wish laughed.

      “What?” said the man.

      “You Green Men are all alike. You call the king a demon, yet you don’t see the horns growing from your own heads.”

      “Sometimes demons are needed to defeat evil.”

      It was the Lemura’s turn to laugh. “Demons aren’t real, you fools.”

      Wish and the other man ignored the jail-keep’s foolery. He shook his head. “Funny how the only bodies I’ve ever seen in Fangmora were put there from your hands.”

      “And there will be many more. As many as are needed to stack them up tall enough to cut off the king’s head and free this city from his coil.”

      Wish shook his head. He was dealing with a madman. There was no arguing with someone whose mind was lost.

      “Do not worry, jungle-diver. We are almost tall enough. After tonight we’ll be at eye’s level with that throat of his.”

      “What’s tonight?” said Wish.

      The man smiled.

      “What’s tonight?” Wish repeated.

      “Tonight is a night where the both of you will keep your mouths shut so Alanda can get some sleep.” The Lemura stretched out her legs and spat out bones onto the floor beneath her, but Wish didn’t look away from the man as he slunk back into his cage, still smiling.
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        * * *

      

      The hours went by and Wish paced his cell impatiently. The Lemura had fallen asleep a while back. A few of the remaining frogs in her bucket had escaped and now hopped along the dungeon floor, croaking loudly. The man across from him sat upon the floor, occasionally whistling or laughing to himself. Between the jail-keep’s snoring, the frogs’ croaking, and the man’s incessant noises, it wasn’t easy to think. The wait was infuriating. He kept wondering what was happening outside. About all that still needed him outside, about Moso and his debts.

      He kept wondering how long he would have to stay in this place. Every minute spent inside the cell felt like there was some new plot unfolding he could not see, could not stay ahead of. There were moments when he thought about trying his luck against the totemic bars, thought about attempting to pry them apart with the help of his anger, but a more rational part of him talked him out of it. That was the jungle in him speaking. The part that thought most solutions could be solved physically. Instead he resigned himself to sitting upon the floor, thinking about how he would get the box that was just taken from him back.

      Sneaking through some botamancers’ lair was one thing, but the idea of sneaking through the temple was laughable. Yet he could see no other way, unless he could beg and plead with the king when he met him. Whenever that would be.

      Eventually the sound of boots down the hallway snapped him from his thoughts.The Lemura snorted awake. The Green Man came back to the bars. Two soldiers came to stand in front of the cages.

      “Which one?” The Lemura yawned.

      To Wish’s surprise they nodded in his direction. “This one.”

      “Him? I’ve been here for days!” cried the Green Man, and as he did one of the soldiers reached through the bars and grabbed the man by the collar of his shirt, yanking him into the bars. The totems flared. The man was shot back into the wall, where he crumpled, dazed.

      The soldiers laughed. “Good distance this time,” one said.

      The Lemura stood, fumbled with her keys, and opened the door to Wish’s cage. “Good luck with your demons,” she said as he passed into the soldiers’ clutches. The reek of frog and swamp emanated from her mouth. Wish was happy to put her and the cells at his back.

      They led him through the corridor without a word. They turned down an adjacent hallway and ascended a set of spiraling stairs. Halfway up, the dark walls changed in favor of sprawling, colorful murals. Pictures of mountaintops and seas and twilights. It felt like they were emerging from beneath the ground to finally breathe in the fresh air of the outside world, yet still the dank haze of the candles and windowless temple filled his nostrils.

      The stairwell ended. They walked along corridors with doorways, some closed, some open. In the ones that were open, Wish saw assortments of collections. Some of plants like that of a botamancer’s study, others of skulls of creatures as if collected by hunters. All were testaments to the rumors of King Rasha’s opulent desires, but perhaps none more so than his appointment room.

      The soldiers pushed aside two heavy doors made of stained agassi wood, some of the rarest and hardest to find wood in all of Chilongua, its lumber as soft as the back of a young potto. Inside there were rows of trees outlining a cobbled walkway. The stones used for the path each had been individually carved to match the face of a king or queen that had once ruled the nation of Fanglara, a road of dead and tired faces forever captured in black, polished rock. The trees themselves were rogue roots and royal bendas, both plants renowned for their scents and succulent, refreshing berries that grew only for one week at a time throughout the year. Amongst them fluttered dozens of tiny, colorful birds, singing playfully as they chased one another across the treetops, occasionally dropping red speckles of defecation upon the ground, where a servant waiting along the wall would run forward and clean it up before returning back to his waiting spot. At the end of the row, flanked by four guards on each side, sitting in a chair made of jagrall bones, was King Rasha.

      The old Gibbon sat proudly, his legs crossed, his long arms resting comfortably on the chair’s armrests. He wore a suit of sour mail, a near impenetrable set of yellow armor crafted by what must have been both woodsmiths and botamancers of the highest degree. Upon his black furred brow sat the berry crown, a name given to the circlet because of the purple jewels that looked so close to the fruits that dotted the many bushes dominating the underbrush of the Fangmoran forest. His throat bubble swelled impatiently as he waited for Wish to stand before him.

      As Wish approached he noticed the box and his other possessions in the hands of the guards.

      “The renowned Ati ‘Wish’ Bibango, finally standing before me. Bootless, battered, and reeking.” The king folded his long fingers across each other. “I must admit that I am surprised it has taken this long for our paths to cross, what with all the deeds you’ve done. I am surprised we have never required your services before.”

      Wish swallowed. “It is a pleasure, my king.”

      “Your king? My, isn’t that a welcome sound to my ears. Too many people from the part of the city you hail from say they have no king, say they want no king.” King Rasha’s black eyes squinted. “Turn your head.”

      Wish raised his eyebrows.

      “Do as he says.” One of the soldiers nudged him.

      Wish did as asked, looking to the left.

      “Now the other way.”

      He looked right.

      “There is no leaf tucked behind your ear.”

      “No,” said Wish, not knowing what else to say.

      “Why not?”

      “They do not serve the people as they say they do.”

      The king laughed, a throaty grunt that made his throat bubble pulsate. “Yet still people flock to them, begging to put a leaf upon their heads like a crown. Why is that do you think?”

      Wish teetered uneasily. Was he to be sentenced or interrogated about the Green Men? “Because they don’t have any other choice. Because there is safety in the numbers they’ve created. Because joining them means they no longer have to worry about the taxes from both sides.”

      The king grunted. “It is difficult upon the fringe of the city. The jungle tightens its coil around this place by the day. My resources are stretched so thin that the foot of a fly would tear a hole through them. Of course a rebellion would arise amongst such chaos.”

      “It appears your resources are all kept in storage,” said Wish boldly. He was exhausted of listening to people tell him things that weren’t true, their position be damned.

      One of the guards gripped her spear. The king raised his hand to keep her from doing anything. The smile was no longer on the king’s face. “What good do fruit pickers and beggars provide the city? As far as I’m concerned they are just another barrier keeping the jungle away from the true citizens of this nation.” He uncrossed his legs and leaned closer. “If only they were more like you. If only they did not fear the jungle. If only they embraced it. Then perhaps we wouldn’t have this unfortunate uprising.” The king shrugged. “It matters not. They will have their wish soon. There are plans in motion to help turn the tide of the jungle and once again put me in the good graces of these people. Perhaps then they won’t have reason to rebel any longer.”

      “What plans?”

      “Do not overstep your boundaries too far, jungle-diver. I am still very capable of trimming back the forest.” He patted the armrest of his chair, where a long sword rested, sheathed in a hollowed-out bone. He leaned back against the chair. “I understand that there was a bit of an incident involving you and fire and bloodshed.”

      “I was being chased.”

      “Sounds like the typical day for someone in your line of work. I appreciate the dangers you are willing to take to earn a lunar. I would appreciate it even more if you kept your line of work away from the inner city and out in the jungle where it belongs.”

      Wish nodded, wondering what would come next.

      “The fire. The general disruption... consider it forgotten as a favor from an admirer.” The king nodded, and one of the soldiers came forward and cut his bindings. He flexed his wrists, reveling in the freedom of his hands again. The king continued. “You play an important part in keeping the jungle at bay, though you may not see it. You will eventually.”

      The king pointed to the guards at his side. Two of them came forward to give him his possessions, including a new set of boots.

      Wish took the new footwear, and felt something heavy inside of it. He looked and saw the box wedged inside. He hurriedly opened the box and ensured that the fragment of Tabari’s song was still there. To his relief it still sat in its cushion of purple cloth.

      “An interesting box you have there. An artifact of the forest?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I was close to adding it to my own collection, but alas, I find my storage is rather full at the moment.”

      “Thank you,” Wish forced out.

      The king swiped his hand, brushing away his manners. “Come before me again and the favor may not still stand.”

      “Understood,” said Wish.

      The king crossed his legs again. “You are free to go, great jungle-diver, but go with caution. The jackal looks angry tonight. There are rumors that blood will be spilled in the streets, make sure that you are not washed away with it.”

      Wish nodded and the soldiers guided him away while a flurry of birds crossed overhead, a jubilation of flight celebrating his fortune at least for the time being. A fortune he always knew was fleeting when dealing with people.
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        * * *

      

      The soldiers led him out another doorway to the temple. Outside there were battalions of soldiers tightening their armor, sharpening their weapons, prepping their mounts...

      He leaned closer to the soldiers that guided him and whispered, “What’s happening?”

      “Just gearing up for patrol,” said one of the soldiers.

      “This doesn’t look like patrol. It looks like war.”

      “Perhaps it is,” said the other soldier. “Perhaps you should take the king’s advice and avoid the streets this evening.”

      Wish swallowed and went to open his mouth, but the soldiers pushed him away. “Move along while you still can. You reek.”

      He needed no other encouragement. He hurried away from the temple, his hand on his machete as the twilight settled in overhead, washing the sky in a dark red stain. Immediately his thoughts turned to the Nest and his father, Marli and his daughter. He hoped to the gods that he’d reach them in time before anything unfolded.

      The streets of the inner city were strangely quiet. They should have been alive with revelry just like the Gold Row and outer markets, yet there was barely a soul amongst them other than a few stragglers hurrying to doorways. It was as if they had been given a message that no one else received.

      He hurried down a street that had been painted to look like a flock of birds. The box slapped at his back like an annoying reminder of the caution he should have kept for those that sought it, but he couldn’t think of anything else but his family. Those thoughts carried him all the way to an archway that was shaped like a bow with an arrow carved in its middle, and into the Gold Row.

      The nearby markets made up for the lack of people within the Striped Streets behind him. Thousands congregated around street performers and small stalls selling hot foods as the city once again turned over with the ending of day. Whatever the message given to the inner city, it was not received from the rest of Fangmora. Everyone carried about their business as if it was nothing more than another normal night, a time when the people’s only jobs was to try and find happiness beneath the dire circumstances that encroached the city. For a brief moment Wish thought that maybe there was nothing to worry about, but his thoughts quickly changed as the Singer sounded from somewhere closeby, howling a dreadful song that Wish had never heard before.

      “The bones are coming down the hill.

      The blood is flooding the streets.

      The heads are rolling one by one.

      The bodies are coming undone.”

      And as that verse finished, roars sounded down from the southern part of the city. Savage screams that drowned out the commotion nearby and silenced the crowd.

      The horns of war followed, blaring like strange animalistic calls into the sky.

      “What is that?” one of the people started to say. But then screams rose up from amongst the crowd, and people started running.

      Wish ran towards the crowd, taking out his short spear. He watched a horde of terrified faces rush past him. “What’s happening?” yelled Wish to a Fossala, huffing, his eyes wide as he looked back over his shoulder.

      “The Trough,” said the Fossala. “It’s under attack.”

      “Move aside!” A battalion of soldiers shouted as they rushed the other way, their weapons drawn.

      Wish followed.

      “Where are you going?” shouted the Fossala.

      But Wish was already moving, his heart hammering inside his chest, his hands wrapped tightly around his spear.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you really think it looks better that way?” She held back her daughter’s hair, a ribbon of black fur tied around it to keep it in place.

      “With what little hair she has, yes.” Ati’s father leaned closer, cocking his head to both sides in order to get a better look. “She looks fiercer, and that is never a bad thing.”

      Marli agreed. Fierceness and strength ruled this world. The more she showed of them, the more likely her daughter was to survive it. That’s if the Great Bird didn’t come along and take them before she grew older. But that was looking less and less likely, especially with this man constantly reminding her how wasteful her faith was.

      He had definitely been a welcome change of care compared to the near dead ones that were carried through her door. His attitude, his energy, his laughter, all of it helped to brighten the dullness that constantly plagued her when she was stuck to her room, now that they had gotten past their initial awkwardness. The more time she spent with him the more he reminded her of Ati. His mannerisms. The way he spoke. The way he would look into her eyes when she spoke in return as if there was nothing else more important than the words leaving her tongue. It was like having Ati beside her without all the darkness and desire to see the jungle. If he wasn’t so many years her senior perhaps she would have run off with the man from all of this.

      Her daughter let out a playful squeal and smiled. She seemed to be enjoying her new hair.

      “May I hold her for a bit?” asked Ati’s father.

      Marli handed her over, thankful for the reprieve, happy to see the man smile as big as she when he took her. It had taken some time to trust him with her, but when he had made the point of being nothing but an old cripple that posed no threat, Marli eventually conceded.

      Now they played together constantly, and Marli was happy to see someone else receive the same joy from her daughter as she did. It was a thing meant to be shared, not locked inside a dark room.

      But it wouldn’t last much longer. The man’s injuries were almost healed. Risa would be by soon, do her own check, and force the man out just like she’d wanted to do as soon as she found out Marli had taken him as her care. That had been an argument, but eventually Marli had won it by convincing the Grand Priestess that she was just doing the work of the Great Bird. Still she had been keen on checking on her, constantly eyeing the man and looking for any reason she could to kick him out onto the streets, which was beginning to look more and more likely if Ati didn’t return soon.

      Marli cleared her throat. “Have you thought anymore about where you will go?”

      Ati’s father clucked his tongue at her daughter, only briefly taking his eyes away from her to address Marli. “Don’t concern yourself with my safety. You’ve a much more important one to take care of. Isn’t that right, shasala?”Little light. A playful term he had given her daughter the second day in Marli’s care.

      Marli shifted uncomfortably. “The streets are unkind. Trust me I know. They’ll not be helpful to someone like you.”

      “What’s that? An aging cripple?” He smiled. “I’ll manage. Where do you think my son gets his resourcefulness from?”

      She smiled and looked out the window. The great fire was falling behind the mountains, landing on the tops like a featureless head upon spikes, bleeding a soft red across the rest of the sky. The streets seemed quieter below it. An unusual thing for that time of the day. It almost seemed like the city was preparing for something. A celebration? A storm? She never knew. “Do you think he’s alright?”

      He laughed. “Careful, you almost sound like you care.”

      Marli gave a half smile, trying to show that she didn’t. “Are you worried about him?”

      The man looked at her daughter as he spoke. “Worrying about him is all I would do if I didn’t keep telling myself he’s alright. It’s the disease of a parent. Worry. You’ve only just the beginning of its infection. Give it time and it’ll worsen enough to keep you up at nights long after you are overtired. That’s just the way it is. That’s just the way it will always be. And eventually, when it’s reached the worst it will ever get, you’ll find remedy in giving up. You’ll find a way of sleeping once more when you realize that there’s nothing you can do and your children are your children and the world is the world. Try as you can to shape both, our hands are nothing but bone and flesh, meager substances against will. Only then, only once you realize this, can you truly overcome that illness.”

      And Marli thought she knew what he meant already. The worry for her daughter was already there and growing. Everyday, every new ability her daughter showed added some new complexity to Marli’s thoughts. A new thing for her to think about and wonder what would happen if she were to do something wrong. What if she climbed out of her crib and Marli was not there to catch her? What if she walked out into the street or into the jungle? What if she spent her entire life in this room just like Marli had?

      The questions flooded her, drowning her in a sea of doubt and anxiety, and from what Ati’s father had just said, it sounded like it would only get worse. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps the sooner she brushed away those thoughts and just gave up on them, the sooner she could move past her worries and start to truly appreciate her daughter and her own life.

      “It must have been hard to give up,” she said.

      “It was. It still is. Maybe I’ve never actually done it. I still feel that sickness in the back of my head, constantly wondering if I’ll ever see him again, and if I do, what will have happened to him.” He looked up from her daughter, and his smile left. “It’s a much more terrible sickness when you’re the reason for him being in harm’s way.”

      “He would be in the jungle with or without you.”

      Ati’s father nodded. “I agree, but he wouldn’t be in there for such dangerous reasons. He raises the lunars because of the other’s fear of that danger. No one wants to go into the jungle even if they need what it has to offer. They’re terrified of it. But Ati will gladly face it in order to earn the lunars to keep me out of danger... Well, that, and to help keep this place upright and a roof over your heads.”

      Marli looked out the window, afraid to meet the man’s eyes and see an accusatory look.

      “No,” said Ati’s father, resting a hand on her knee, “I do not blame you.”

      “You don’t?”

      He shook his head. “I did. After what you did to him he would spend days within the forest trying to forget you. And I cursed you for that.” His gaze returned to her daughter. “But now after meeting her. After meeting you. I don’t think you’re the reason he went deeper into the jungle. I think you are another reason pulling him away from it.”

      Marli shifted in her seat. Did he know how hard she had tried to push his son away? Did he know what she had said to him? How greedily she grabbed for his heart when they were together, and how easily she’d thrown it away when she obtained what she needed from him? Perhaps if he did then maybe he wouldn’t have forgiven her.

      But maybe he was right. Maybe after all her attempts at pushing him away, the bond they had created in those weeks together was still strong enough to keep him from the jungle for good. That, and his daughter.

      Ati’s father leaned closer to Marli. “Have you thought anymore about where you will go?”

      Another topic of conversation they had had over the last few days. He loved nothing more than to remind her of all the time she wasted within this room waiting on a god she had never seen and maybe never would, a suspicion she had held in silence for years. But his question brought all the fears that came along with it. Where would they go if she were to leave the Nest? What would she do? The same worry that plagued her about her daughter, also plagued her about their future. She wanted to go, but she wanted to know there was some place to go to.

      “I’m still thinking,” she admitted, and turned to look out the window so she didn’t have to face his gaze.

      “Think for too long and you’ll have thought your life away.”

      “I know,” she said. “But it’s not that easy. Facing the streets by yourself is one thing, but facing it with an infant is a new task entirely.”

      “Better than raising her in a cage, right, shasala?”

      Her daughter cooed as Ati’s father bobbed her on his knee.

      “Fine,” said Marli sternly, frustrated from his constant advice. As much truth as there was in it, it was redundant. A constant scraping against her peace of mind. “Maybe I’ll go give the jungle a try. It seems to suit your son.”

      “Please. You are much less desperate than that. The jungle is only a place for tangled souls, and my son’s, I am afraid, has been knotted ever since his mother passed away.”

      She looked down the street to where the Trough met the walls and at the canopy rising over it. The treetops swayed lightly from the lesser creatures playing within them. Flowers blossomed beneath the falling great fire, shining golden, red, and purple. It didn’t look dangerous from where she sat, but what did she know? The closest she had ever come to it was the time she had spent sleeping inside one of the cracks in the wall to avoid the dangers of the drunken celebration that impeded upon her usual sleeping spot when she was still an orphan on the streets. Maybe all she needed to do was take a walk with Ati and she would understand why it meant so much to him.

      She started to turn back and ask Ati’s father about his wife when movement at the top of the wall caught her eye. A woman hurriedly climbed over its edge, dragging with her a rope tied with three chunks of spiky wood. She stood, jumped off the edge, and left the rope on the ground as she sprinted into the Trough.

      “What is it?” said Ati’s father, probably noticing the concerned look on Marli’s face.

      “I... I don’t know...” she started to say, but the smell of bile rose to her nose from the wood dangling on the nearby wall. She sniffed, and went to tell Ati’s father what she smelled, but before the words could finish on her tongue a set of claws appeared on the edge of the wall. A monster’s head followed it. It had three horns, long pronged things that looked like blades coming from its nose. Its eyes were black as if infected by the shadow of the jungle from which it came. Its ears were large and jagged like a pair of leaves.

      It climbed to the top of the wall, where it perched for a moment, a gigantic thing, an ape gone wrong, a mammoth given fangs and teeth and claws. It jumped down to the ground and gathered the rope in its mouth, quickly devouring one of the pieces of wood attached to it. Marli watched breathlessly as it swung its head, still hungry, still angry, but she swore when she saw another five peer over the edge.

      “Marli. What is it?”

      She rose to her feet. “The... the jungle. It’s here.”
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        * * *

      

      Wish sprinted towards the commotion, pushing aside the crowds of horrified people as he did. By the time he reached the midpoint of the Gold Row, bloodshed had already begun.

      A thorkin stood in the center of a square, its teeth red, a mangled body in its claws as it roared, a path of blood and destruction behind it. Stone lay strewn across the ground. Market stalls were toppled. Bodies of the injured and dead littered the streets, as if the creature had sampled every bit of the city before ending up at the square for its main course.

      The city’s soldiers.

      An entire battalion surrounded the creature, throwing spears, blowing darts, shooting arrows, but the thing’s quickness and ferocity was too much for the soldiers. It charged forward, slashing them where they stood, gouging them with its horns, all the while the soldiers’ projectiles hanging from its back like bloody quills sprouted unintentionally.They’d bring it down, but not without losing a dozen lives in the process.

      Roars cried from further out in the city. Wish kept on, leaving the chaos at his back, keeping his distance from the creature and the soldiers, but his attempt was short lived. The further he went, the more of the destruction he saw.

      Thorkins and other creatures were everywhere. Some chased after fleeing citizens. A broadback, a giant four-legged beast who used its size to pulverize its victims, trampled three men as they tried to stand against it with spears and machetes. Not much further away a pair of amber monkeys dug into the head of an unlucky fool who tried to combat them, searching his innards like they were checking each other for lice. And just up ahead, there was a spear snake, coiled around a tree, plucking out people as they ran. Still there were other things hanging from the side of huts and buildings, tearing away the mud and stone walls as if they were attempting to unearth a rodent from its burrow, things Wish could not identify because of the way their faces were hid in the shadow of the architecture or masked in gore. Somewhere in the back of Wish’s mind during that mad dash, he couldn’t fathom how so many creatures could have entered into the city at once, but the answer came as he rounded the next street corner, the one that would bring him to the edge of the Trough, the one that would bring him to the Nest, and saw an army of Green Men marching down the Gold Row.

      In the short time since Wish had seen them last, it looked as if they had met an armorer. Gone were their rags and piecemeal armors, replaced by full plates and leaf mails, real suits that would stop spears once they met for war. Even from his distance Wish could see Trice and the twin Treebacks at the front of the pack, their weapons raised, a mad gleam in their eyes. From the back of their ranks came sacks of meat and fruit, trechi woods and alagasa spice, beetle musks and replicated perfumes of creatures in heat... all of it was thrown over the walls and then upon the nearby buildings, a manmade downpour of bait sprinkling the city. And even as Wish stopped in his tracks to watch it unfold, a spider ape climbed over the edge of a pile of stones to investigate the blood sack dangling from the side of the Nest and what remained of the western wall it had leaned against.

      It had been decimated. Rubble and disarray lay strewn across one of Fangmora’s main entrances, partly from the wall itself, the other part from the Nest. A gaping wound had been rent in the building’s side, and it now looked as if the wrong breeze would send it crashing to the ground for good. Above the wild din of the creatures, the people, and the Green Men in front of him, he thought he heard screams echoing out from its innards.

      “Bastards!” shouted Trice from the front of the encroaching line, and for a moment Wish thought she was yelling at him, but the yells that came from behind him told him otherwise.

      “Distance! Distance!”

      A group of soldiers equal to the size of the Green Men’s own marched down the Gold Row. Their weapons and armor gleamed bloodily beneath the new moonlight and the just blooming glow-blossoms, announcing to all the fights they had already won along their journey to arrive to the city’s edge.

      The soldiers fanned out, forming rows, their shields out as those in the back unfurled their bows and blowguns.

      Before they could fire, Trice screamed, “Give them the jungle!”

      The Green Men charged. Wish realized too late that he was stuck in the middle. “Smook,” he muttered to himself.

      “Fire!” yelled the soldiers’ commander. The bows twanged and the blowguns puffed. Wish fell to the ground, throwing his hands over his head as hundreds of projectiles cut the air above him. A few of the Green Men dropped, but it was not enough to stop them from coming. Boots stampeded towards him, and as the body of a Green Man skidded to a stop at his side, a dart between the poor Fossala’s eyes, he sprang upright as to not be trampled by the oncoming horde and unsheathed his machete.

      A few of the Green Men reared in surprise at his sudden appearance, as if in gazing across the Gold Row at the hundreds of soldiers that waited there they had looked past him as nothing more than another body on the street put there by way of the creatures they had unleashed as their vanguard.

      Wish tried to put his palms up to show that he met no harm, but the others attacked all the same, too set on fighting to think otherwise or perhaps ordered to cut down anything in their way that didn’t have a leaf tucked behind its ear.

      A human and a Pangolian charged him with pronged spears. Wish cut down, his totemic machete trimming down the points of the polearms to nubs, but it did not stop the Pangolian from dropping his shoulder into him and sending him bouncing into the side of a sprinting Treeback. The gorilla swung out with a mace the size of Wish’s head. He ducked and thrust upwards, connecting with the Treeback’s elbow. Behind him the Pangolian still came, but an arrow struck his eye, sending him falling beneath his rushing comrades.

      Wish barely had time to react before another’s machete came for his head. He leaned back, but the tip of the blade still reached beneath his eye. He grunted, and saw his blood leave with the blade as it was retracted back to its owner, a Chassa whose fur had been died purple like a bruise. The monkey hissed and went for Wish’s chest, but he bumped into someone else, pushing him away from the monkey’s attack. He would have fallen to his feet if not for someone else brushing into him, turning him around completely.

      In that mad spin, he glimpsed the dozens of Green Men that had already rushed past him and were engaged with the soldiers. The Green Men flung themselves wildly into the soldier’s shields, as they in return lashed out with spear, lance, arrow, and dart, dropping some midair as they lunged, but even their effort was not enough to stop the wild attacks of the rebels. For amongst the soldiers, breaking up their ranks were a few Green Men, hacking wildly, trying to undo the knots of golden armor that impeded their advance. It was a torrent of violence, and Wish was caught trying to go upstream of it.

      Wish had just regained his footing when a dart fluttered through the bobbing heads, landing in his shoulder. The impact sent him reeling, careening into the terrible current of boots and bodies at his back. He bounced off armor and slipped between the cracks of the Green Men’s force, landing painfully upon the ground, joining the dozens that already littered it. Someone’s barefoot landed on his face. Another kicked his side, and yet still another put all its weight upon his ankle. Somewhere amidst that chaos his shoulder cried with agony and he was aware of the dart still lodged within it, and he prayed to anything that would listen that the dart wasn’t poisonous.

      With fury and adrenaline coursing beneath his skin, he tried to rise, but a body fell atop of him, a screaming Gibbon with an arrow stuck in the side of her face. The Gibbon hollered and yipped, tearing at him and the ground to once more stand upright and fight against the death that was no doubt descending upon her. Wish slipped his arm around her neck and used her mad throes to come to his knees. But as he did another’s knee connected with his face, landing in the same spot where the Chassa’s machete had sliced him.

      He caught himself from going back to the ground with his machete, and then with a yell of fury, swung out in a wide arc, severing three legs that stumbled towards him. Three Green Men collapsed into others, creating a momentary reprieve from the stampede. Wish used it to once again stand upright. He had just enough time to pull out the dart from his shoulder before a Boarling with two leaves stuffed behind his ears saw his comrades flopping on the ground, legless, and came at him with an axe. Wish lunged into the Boarling, sneaking inside the man’s cramped swing and jabbing the dart into his neck before the axe could come around. The Boarling’s tongue flopped out between his tusks. He dropped his axe, grabbed hold of Wish’s neck, and squeezed. Despite the man’s dying strength, his fingers were strong enough to take Wish’s breath. Wish’s eyes bulged as he stared into the Boarling’s own furious pupils, his blood dribbling out over Wish.

      Die! Wish screamed in his head, but when the man’s grip wouldn’t lessen, Wish brought his machete into the Boarling’s gut. At last his fingers loosened on his throat, and his eyes stopped their twitching before falling away from Wish completely.

      As the Boarling fell away, Wish caught a glimpse of the other side, of the Nest and the wall and what felt like salvation from the chaos. There were only a few lines of Green Men left, perhaps if he just pushed himself through...

      No sooner did he devise his freedom from the battle, than a massive hand found the back of his shirt. Suddenly he was lofted into the air, swung high over the fight where the tips of spears and arrows dominated like some violent canopy. He met the ground once more in a hard thud and came face-to-face with one of the Treeback twins that protected Trice Dira.

      Wish couldn’t fathom how the machete-wielding gorilla could have seen him from the front lines of the chaos, but he must have been making enough of a commotion amongst their ranks to have garnered his attention.

      “Green fucker!” snarled the twin in a strangely high-pitched voice, the first thing he had ever heard one of them say. His honey colored eyes narrowed and he brought forth his machete the size of a cleaver. With no other option, Wish brought his forehead into the Treeback’s nose.

      The gorilla stumbled, but didn’t lose his grip on Wish’s shirt. Wish reeled, coming back around into the Treeback’s thigh, bringing down his machete into his massive leg. The Treeback roared as the blade went straight through just above his knee. He flung Wish, who still gripped his machete tightly. The burning blade left the Treeback’s thigh awkwardly, tearing a jagged wound within him that almost severed his leg for good. Wish landed upon one of the men with a sack of meat over his shoulder throwing it out like bait. He rolled free, his new wounds along with his old ones screaming to let him know that they were still there. The man holding the sack cursed him and went for a dagger, but Wish grabbed his hand before he could unsheathe it and bent it back. He brought up his machete, unaware of where the bladed side faced and brought it to the man’s head. He hit him with the flat part of the wooden blade, a thing still burning hot from the baboon totem. It singed the man’s face, causing him to cry out. The man pushed the blade away with his other hand, it burning his fingers as he did. He gritted his teeth, a new patch of raw skin replacing the place where his fur once was. He snapped out, snarling, threatening to tear Wish’s own face away.

      Wish let go of his other hand, snatched the man’s own dagger, and shoved it into his eye. The Green Man squealed, but that was the last noise he made. Wish scrambled beside the large sack and waited for the last of the Green Men to shuffle forward and engage completely in the battle.

      He gathered his breath for only a moment, listening to sad sounds of the dying and the cries of the beasts that had been drawn over the walls, a noise to fill in the constant yammer of the fight. The Gold Row was no longer the same lustrous hue that gave it its name. It was red. Every stone for what seemed like a mile was speckled with blood.

      He only had a brief moment of astonishment before the cries nearby took him from his respite along the street.

      He pushed aside the sack of meat and his vision refocused on the catastrophe that was left on the other side of the fight.

      Buildings had been toppled. Bodies lay in the streets. Citizens ran chaotically through the city, fleeing creatures that chased after them hungry, or scared into violence. Yet even amongst the terrible scene, there were groups of looters pillaging the leftovers, turning over houses, taking anything they could, yelling about how they were claiming the territory for their own.

      He hurried towards the Nest, and from his new vantage point saw the gaping wound exposing the now empty rooms that once held its priestesses and their cares. The hallway to the main chamber still stood intact, the shapes of the eggs in the doorway visible like curious heads peeking out to see what would come next. Three looters stood amongst the rubble, flipping away stones, rummaging through the small chests that the women who called it home used to keep their minimal possessions. Yet they looked cautious, constantly stealing glances into the chambers deeper within, places where strange noises emanated from

      Wish leapt up the front stairs, taking three steps at a time, and pushed aside the loose door.

      A type of creature Wish had never seen before stalked the main vestibule. It was bipedal and scaled, each segment of its skin curved and thin like hooks fit together to make chainmail. And between those cracks were pulsating lights, as if the thing’s heart pushed out polychromatic blood into its long, boney stature. The effect was immediate. It disoriented him, causing his eyes to water. He could barely see when the thing turned its face to address his arrival.

      It had two pink eyes to match the twilight-rich sky overhead. Its teeth were hooks too, silvery promises screaming out that if they caught him they would never let go. A fleshy beard hung from its chin, making it look old, as if it had been around since the jungle itself was created.

      He wondered how such a thing could have been wrangled from the forest to stand before him then, and realized that this was the jungle’s revenge. Its redeemer. The thing it sent forth to punish him for all his transgressions upon it.

      “Come down, come here. Come take us, stay fear...” Through his blurred vision he could see the Grand Priestess, Risa, huddled in the corner, a staff in her bloody hands, her tail missing, the side of her face raked, praying, begging the bird she devoted her life to come and save her from the demon that was attempting to devour her.

      Wish went for his short spear, and the creature’s light flashed blue. A wave of panic came over him. His heart clenched shut. Cold sweat poured from his body. Images rambled into his head.

      His mother’s death. His father’s broken leg. The gantama that broke it. Marli. The first time he saw his daughter. A thousand eyes staring at him, throwing their disgust at him, conjuring from him a thousand countless lies...

      All he wanted to do was run. All he wanted to do was crumple into a ball. All he wanted to do was to escape into the jungle where he could hide away from the creature and its terrible visage forever.

      But the cry of a baby in a nearby room broke the creature’s spell. The grip of fear he felt was replaced by a more primal one. One he had yet to experience. The fear of losing his child.

      He came to just as the creature lunged. He brought up the spear and impaled the thing’s shoulder, keeping it at bay as it swiped out with its claws and snapped. Its colors changed to green, and he suddenly felt cold, a feeling he rarely felt in Fangmora except for the strange days in the Season of Storms when snow would crawl down from the mountains. He could see his breath. His muscles cramped and his fingers felt numb. He lost control of his spear and the creature lunged.

      It landed atop him, putting one of its claws straight through Wish’s other shoulder, the one that hadn’t taken the dart, as if the thing wanted to match the wound Wish had given it. Wish bit down, the curse on his tongue stifled by his clamped jaw. He swung his frozen fist into the creature’s head, slapping it away before its jaws sunk into his face.

      All it did was make the thing angrier. It forced its jaws down despite the useless strength of his numbed hands. But just as its jaws opened and Wish thought for sure his cheeks would be torn away by its many-hooked teeth, its face was swiped away from him. Risa stood in its place, her staff in hand. The feeling of cold left.

      Wish came to his feet.

      “It’s like some sort of totem magic,” huffed Wish.

      “But for the eyes.” Risa leaned on her staff, but she looked ready to use it again as she started to pray. Wish had been wrong. She didn’t pray for saving, she prayed like a battle cry.

      The creature scrambled back to its feet and screamed, the cracks between its scales flashing a dark red. Pain shot through him as if every vein in his body filled with fire.

      “Close your eyes,” shouted Risa, anguish in her voice. “I’ll be your sight.”

      He dared to take Risa’s advice and close his eyes. The pain stopped, but now he was fighting blind.

      “It’s crouching,” shouted Risa.

      Wish took out his machete and held it in front of him, trying to imagine the creature in his head.

      “It’s going to pounce.” Risa’s voice crackled with pain.

      Wish raised his weapon. The creature roared. He heard stone shift.

      “Now!” shouted Risa.

      Wish swung down, and he felt his blade crack down upon the creature, and the thing screamed in agitation. Wish dared to open his eyes and saw a gaping slash down its chest, where a new color poured out of it.

      Purple.

      As soon as he opened his eyes he felt the intense urge to vomit. His skin crawled. Juices flooded his mouth. He shut his eyes again.

      “Take two step forwards!” shouted Risa before retching.

      Wish did, trying to remember the image of the main chamber and the creature in his head before moving.

      One, two, he counted as his feet hit the ground. The creature hissed.

      “Duck!” cried Risa.

      Wish opened his eyes to see its claws cutting the air, but could not react in time to avoid its strike. It slashed his arm, raking from his shoulder down to his elbow. He stumbled backwards and the creature flashed blue again. With the wound in its chest, the color dazzled unabated, an empowered defense mechanism.

      His head swam with horrors. It was as if he were in the dream the botamancer’s bouquet had put him in again. The jungle burned. So did his father. So did Marli. So did his daughter. Everything he cared about and loved sizzled to ashes. And he was helpless to do anything about it. He cried out, tears streaming from his eyes as he slammed them shut again.

      “Watch out!” yelled Risa.

      Wish swelled with anger, an emotion that mutated from the sadness the creature put inside of him and that feeling of helplessness. He stood his ground and thrust. He felt the machete plunge into something soft and gritty, as if he had just stuck a bag of sand. He felt two sets of claws limply fall on his arms and then heard a gurgle.

      He dared to open his eyes again.

      The creature stood impaled on the other end of his machete. Its eyes and colorful cracks dissipated into a woeful black, as if the great fire had set and only midnight prevailed within its spirit. Its tongue lolled out of its mouth and it hissed its final hiss.

      Wish kicked it off his weapon, unsheathing it from the thing’s gut. Its body crumpled to the ground in a thud, and then came only silence, a brief reprieve from the chaos. But voices from the eastern hallway broke the peace.

      He turned to Risa, whose large Fossala eyes were still wide with horror. “There... there are others still here. Marli—”

      Wish didn’t wait to hear anymore. He pushed past her and into the hallway, his mind and body preparing to meet a dozen Green Men attempting to pillage the rest of the Nest and do the gods only knew what else to those who hid there.

      His father’s voice echoed down the hallway. “Let them go.”

      He heard the smack of a fist and his father cough.

      “Fuck you!” cried Marli, but her voice was stifled too.

      Wish rounded the corner to Marli’s room, the pit in his stomach he’d felt the times he’d been there before replaced by an all-consuming fear. And there, inside the room, were his father and Marli, bound next to one another. Between them stood Rive.

      The Fangkind smiled as he entered the room. “Amazing. Truly impressive. I must admit that I was surprised when my associates said they saw you leaving the temple. The will of the jungle must be strong to have you escape the dungeons of the king and have us meet here.”

      Wish looked from his father and back to Marli. His daughter cried hysterically in the crib, an ear-shattering noise that added to the calamity.

      His father’s eyes softened. “Ati! Look at you. Are you—”

      “Quiet,” said Rive, and he put the blade of his axe to his father’s neck. To the other side, he had put his totemic claw to Marli’s chin.

      “Let them go,” said Wish.

      Rive laughed. “So soon? After we just became so acquainted? I was looking forward to having weeks with them tied up and waiting for you like bait until you arrived to give me what I wanted. And yet here you are. Well ahead of time. A wish granted.”

      Wish took a step forward, and Rive’s claw went to Marli’s neck. “All it takes is one flick of my wrists and they’re both gone.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You know what I want. The box.”

      Wish eyed him, trying to find a way to the wolf before he could make a move, but there was nothing he could do. The box on his back felt heavy. A weight grounding him to his problems, a thing he could not shake even if he wanted to.

      “I give you the box, and I’ll come after you,” said Wish.

      “You’re right, this is never going to end until one of us is no longer able to serve the jungle.”

      “Give him the box,” said his father suddenly.

      “No.”

      “It’s just lunars,” snapped his father.

      Rive laughed. “Your father is much smarter than you. Listen to him.”

      “It’s not just lunars. It’s our life,” said Wish, his hand tightening around his machete. He surprised himself when he said it, but his father’s eyes had made him understand everything he needed to. Despite a blade to his neck, despite a war surrounding him, they still looked at him unlike any other eyes. There was no disdain in them. There was no disgust or laughter. There was no hunger. There was only concern. Only love. They were the same eyes that always looked at him from atop the bluis trees to make sure he still sat safely below, looking up, watching his every move. The only other eyes that had ever looked at him like that were his mother’s and Marli’s, for a brief moment in time. There was nothing in the jungle that did. Nothing in the city. Nothing else in all the world. And if he were to lose him, if he were to turn his back on him and leave for the jungle like he always wanted, then he’d lose that look for good.

      “Fight me,” whispered Wish.

      “What did you say?” said Rive.

      “Fight me!” he screamed again so that the entire city might hear. “They’ve nothing to do with this. Fight me.”

      Rive’s smile widened, and his tongue unfurled out of his mouth as he yipped like a hyena with delight. “A fine idea. One we should have concluded on a long time ago. One that the jungle has been aching for. Don’t you hear it even now? The birds? The monkeys? The cries of the city? It’s the jungle’s applause.” Rive switched his axe to his other hand and showed his totemic claw. “Perhaps I’ll graze you with this just to see how strong you are, Djinn. Just to see how long it takes for your life to slip away.”

      “Stop, Ati!” cried his father above his daughter’s crying. “Look at you, you can barely stand.”

      Wish gritted his teeth, ignoring his father’s yells, and put both hands on the handle of his machete. There was no pain. There was no fear. Only a stillness as he and the other jungle-diver’s eyes met. “Come on then—”

      “No, Ati!” shouted his father suddenly. “No more!”

      Ati’s father grabbed the Fangkind’s claw and plunged it into his neck, grabbing hold of the jungle-diver and not letting go.

      Wish shouted, but it was too late. The Fangkind’s claw entered deeper into his father’s skin, and he was so stunned that he couldn’t move. Only when his father pulled Rive downwards and Marli plunged her own fingernails into the Fangkind’s neck did Wish snap into action.

      He sprinted forward and brought the machete down on the jungle-diver’s arm, severing it at the elbow. The Fangkind snarled as blood smattered the ground as he fell back, rearing from the new wound. Rive yipped and growled, hurrying away from Wish as he kept after him. But the man escaped out the door and only Marli’s calls kept him from following.

      “Help me!” she shouted over the yells of their daughter. She was at his father’s side, applying her hands to his neck, trying to prevent his blood from spilling any further. “Get me my needle.”

      She pointed to a small box on the window sill. Wish fumbled to open it, his hands shaking and wet from sweat and blood. He pried it apart and found small needles and long strands of hair. He brought over the box to Marli, whose own hands were covered in gloves of spattered blood, barely able to grab hold of the needle. Wish helped her pinch a piece of thread and fumble to pull it free. Together they brought it up and snuck the strand of hair through the needle’s head. Marli pinched the wound shut, and Wish’s father gurgled.

      “Why?” said Wish, unable to comprehend what his father had just done.

      And as Wish struggled to talk, his father’s hand found his own. “Ati. It’ll be okay, Ati. Now, it’ll be okay.”

      Marli pressed the needle into the skin at his neck and pushed it through to the other side, pulling the skin tight together, but blood still flowed from it.

      Wish watched on in horror. It was like watching his father suffer his broken leg again, except this time Wish knew what the future held even though he didn’t want to believe it. The Fangkind did not lie. A wound from his claw could not be fixed. His father was going to die.

      “Why?” Wish questioned, horror flooding his body.

      “Ati, look at me.”

      It took all of his willpower to do it. He looked and saw the water welling in his father’s eyes, drowning the last bit of safety that existed for him there.

      “Promise me you’ll take care of your mother’s bones. Promise me you’ll make sure mine are there with hers.”

      “You still have time to take care of them yourself,” he said. A foolish thing to say. A lie he was telling himself in hopes of making it come true. But despite what everyone called him, he was no maker of wishes.

      Marli sewed the final bit of wound, but blood didn’t stop flowing. It was as if the thread that now closed it wasn’t even there. “I don’t understand, it’s closed tight.”

      Wish’s father shook his head. “You’ve done marvelous.” He coughed and blood sputtered out of his mouth. “Take care of my shasala. Take care of him.”

      Marli looked on, stunned. She nodded.

      His father pulled Wish in closer. His face was ashen. His body felt cold, and all Wish could do was stare at him helplessly. There was nothing else he could do, except ask him, “Why?”

      A bloody smile came to his father’s face. “You’re free now.”

      And those words broke him. Snapped him in two. The thing he had fought for so long to obtain was staring back at him in the form of his dying father. A freedom he always thought he wanted, but now realized he never did. This wasn’t a dream come true, it was a nightmare finally emerging from his fears and into his life.

      “Promise me one more thing,” his father struggled to say.

      “Anything,” answered Wish, feebly.

      “You once feared the jungle like you do others now.” He swallowed, then sputtered. “Don’t... don’t be afraid.”

      And with his lips still on Wish’s ear, a final pass of breath gusted out of his father’s mouth. His hand went limp. Wish stood up in disbelief and looked on as his eyes stared back, lifeless and empty.

      His father was dead.
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        * * *

      

      They stood at the edge of the forest, just outside what remained of the southern city wall. The great fire was just rising over the Runt, the smallest of the Knotted Mountains, chasing out the last sliver of the jackal on a field of deep blue that was the sky. A family of trill-tails played in the canopy, monkeys who sang beautiful songs like birds. The two gasha trees growing before them stood in a knotted embrace, their limbs twisting over each other like lovers who never wanted to be separated. It was the place they had laid his mother’s body to give her back to the jungle. It was the same place he would lay his father’s.

      Wish stood beside Marli. Their daughter was in her hands, happily cooing a noise more beautiful than anything the jungle could conjure. Together they looked down at his father’s body.

      He was a shriveled thing, tapped of life. He looked like a date left out in the sun too long, nothing like his former fiery self. The only thing that reminded Wish that it was really him was his smile, a smirk that fell naturally as they laid his body to rest upon the ground. It seemed even in the darkness there was still a place for humor. If it weren’t for his eyes he might have found comfort in that smile.

      But they were closed for good. Walls sealed tight to never again allow him that feeling of safety, a feeling he never knew he depended on until it was too late.

      “I am sorry, Ati,” Marli whispered and grabbed his hand. They hadn’t separated since yesterday. After his father had passed they had stayed huddled in that room with Risa and a few of the other surviving priestesses like rodents in a burrow, hoping to stay out of sight as the predators lurked about. It took the entire night for the soldiers to restore order, but eventually they did, driving back the Green Men into whatever holes and hideouts they’demanated from and slaying the creatures the Green Men had lured out of the jungle to help with their attempt at taking the city. Afterwards the other priestesses had emerged from the rubble to pick over what was left of their home, leaving Marli and Wish and the child Wish thought was his daughter to themselves.

      And through that night, with their daughter sound asleep, Marli had tended to his wounds, stripping away his bloody clothes and armor like they were patches of debris, and finding the soil of his body beneath. She put her needle to the wounds that would not close on their own, and ointments and extracts to the ones that would. They spoke barely a word to each other, perhaps too exhausted to fight for the right ones to say. Perhaps knowing there was nothing to be said then. And when morning came and the cries from the city died, their daughter rose and cried and signaled that it was time to start living again.

      Marli had offered to prepare his father’s body for burning, but that was not his family’s way. They adhered to the older traditions. The ones of the tribes. The way of the jungle. So instead she helped him thread hell vine beneath his father’s flesh and into the man’s bones, so when they reached the jungle and left his body to the forest, its creatures could take every part of him back in the woods they had come from and leave the bones, things Wish would eventually come back and collect, and add to the box slung over his shoulder. The one that held his mother’s bones.

      Marli hadn’t left him once. And though they rarely talked during that time, he remembered why he was so enamored with her during the weeks they spent together and forgot the disdain and frustration he had built for her in his heart. The woman he fell for was still there, all she needed to do was be found beneath the rubble of her home. It just took the death of his father for him to see that.

      Looking over his father’s body, he could no longer keep his words in. He shifted uncomfortably. “He died for me.”

      “Isn’t that what parents are supposed to do for their children?” said Marli.

      “He died because of my stubbornness. He died because of what I do. If I just did something else besides all of this.” He pointed to the jungle. The place he had given all his life to. The place that had become his home. The place he’d used to escape everything at his back, including his father.

      It put a knot in his chest that nothing could untie. All he wanted to do was run. All he wanted to do was put himself beneath enough shadow so that he would never be seen again.

      But Marli squeezed his hand, and it sent a warmth up his spine that didn’t untie that knot, but loosened it.

      His mind was still swimming when she leaned her head on his shoulder and spoke into the forest.

      “She’s yours.”

      “What?” said Wish, startled by her words.

      “She’s your daughter.” Marli bobbed the child in her arms, and she let out a muffled cry.

      Wish stared blankly, numb from the emotions that overtook him. “Why are you telling me this?”

      Marli sniffled. “Because I can’t stand seeing you like this. Because selfishly it’s a burden I no longer want to carry. It’s hard to hold onto a lie, especially when you know it is causing someone to suffer.”

      “That sounds like the words of a priestess.”

      “No, that’s just me.” To his surprise she handed the child into his arms, and he took her awkwardly. He was surprised at how light she felt. At how delicate. She was a thing much easier to hold than a machete or spear, than a box. It was a welcome change. It was the only remedy that existed in the world for the way he felt then. It was funny that he should find it as easily as he did.

      “Her name is Lasa,” said Marli. “Lasa Bibango.”

      “Lasa.” The name came off his tongue like a serum, flooding his body, washing away the bark in his bones, the edges inside of him that he constantly cut himself upon.

      “Lasa.” He said it again like it was a drug he could never have enough of, and as she looked back up and smiled he drowned, falling deeply into the sea of her, caught in the tides she cast by a simple movement of her face, things so powerful that he’d never hope to come to shore again. He was powerless. Defenseless. Defeated.

      And he happily surrendered, a thing he’d never done. A thing he never thought he would do. A thing he was happy to finally do.

      Their eyes met, and Wish saw hers fully for the first time. They were brown creatures scurrying within the perfect den of her face. Skittering about, running across his own face like they were in search of something that all creatures desired. Safety. Freedom. Love.

      And as he looked back at her, he hoped that she found within his eyes what he’d always found in his own father’s. And if not, he would make sure that the next time she looked it would be there. A care that nothing else could rival. A protection that she would find nowhere else except in her mother’s eyes. Except in Marli’s face.

      He kissed her head and when he leaned back there was the smallest tinge of grime left on her skin. Dirt and blood he had not washed away, the forest’s costume. A thing he forgot he still wore. A wardrobe not easily cast aside.

      He tried to wipe it away with his thumb, but only left more of the same in its wake.

      “Give her here.”

      Wish obliged, and Marli rubbed the filth away with the cuff of her robe. All Wish could do was keep staring, in awe of the power of a creature so small. He had faced thorkins, streaked ones, broadbacks, jagralls even, but none were as strong as her. He would have stayed there forever, lost at the sight of her, but Marli’s words saved him from his own exile.

      “What now?”

      Wish blinked, as if suddenly awakening from a dream. “What now?” he repeated.

      “What now for you?”

      “I... I don’t know,” he said, still scrambling to recover. “What will you do?”

      Marli shook her head. “The Nest needs to be rebuilt.”

      “How? With what?”

      She shrugged her shoulders.

      “You still want to go back there?”

      “No, but where else will we go? All that’s left is the streets, which it looks like we’ll be living in for a while until it’s reestablished. In the meantime, I’ll think of something. I’ll find work.” She looked over the wall. “This city is crumbling by the day, but we’ll find a way to stand beneath its rubble.”

      And as she spoke Wish felt the weight of the other box on his back, the one not holding his mother’s bones, but the one that led to the need of getting his father’s. The answer to both of their questions still lay there. The one that would help his daughter find the safety she searched for.

      “I’ll think of something.”

      “I’m not asking you to,” said Marli, not harshly.

      “I’m not doing this for you and me,” said Wish. “I’m doing it for her. Lasa,” he said, and her name once again gave him reprieve from the harshness. It was temporary, but it was enough.

      “What will you do?” said Marli.

      “Find Moso. Figure out what this other box means. Complete the job.”

      “Your father died so you didn’t have to do this anymore,” pleaded Marli.

      Wish shook his head. “He died so I didn’t have to do it for him anymore. He didn’t realize there was another reason to keep at it.”

      “I won’t let you tear yourself apart on our accord,” said Marli.

      “Just one more job and then I’ll be done. I promise you. I promise him.”

      “One more job, or one more reason to go back into the jungle?”

      He glanced at his father’s body and then at the forest beyond. It called to him, reminding him of the sanctuary that lay within. All he had to do was run and he would be free... Lasa gave a playful squeal and he closed his eyes.

      I’ll be back for you soon, he said within his head to his father’s body.

      He turned his back to the jungle and walked back towards the city.

      “Ati? Where are you going?” Marli hurried to catch up with him.

      “How did the jungle-diver know you and my father were there? How did he know about you at all?”

      Marli shook her head. “Maybe one of the other priestesses told him?”

      “The other priestesses are so caught up in the wings of the Great Bird they’d never see a way out.”

      “Then who?” said Marli, bobbing Lasa on her shoulder.

      “Who was the only other person that knew about you? About where I put my father?”

      Marli thought for a moment and then whispered, “Moso...”

      Wish nodded. He was starting to believe the jungle-diver more and more. He wasn’t sure what hole the Chassa had gotten himself into, but he was going to find out, and either try to pull him out of it or keep him in there. “I’m going to try and kick some of the dirty dens around here, see if he scurries out. I’d rather not to do this alone if I don’t have to.”

      They walked across the tear in the southern wall. What was once a slit was now an avenue, a wound created by a thorkin or some of the other greater beasts that found their way into the city. On the other side he found a dozen other commoners still picking through the rubble, some in tears, some calling out to the missing in hopes of finding them amidst what remained.

      He had not taken five steps within before a flutter from above sounded and Wings dropped down in front of him. “There you are.”

      “I could say the same thing.”

      “My apologies, we ran into some complications...” And as the Eclectun spoke, Wish noticed the wound upon his chest. Feathers were missing. A puncture wound had been sewed shut.

      “What type of complications?”

      “None to concern you with at the moment. Do you have the box?”

      Wish took it out of his pack and handed it over to the bird. “You haven’t seen Moso, have you?”

      Wings greedily turned over the box, examining the nooks and indentations of the carving with great interest.

      “I said—”

      “It’s not on me to keep track of your partner,” said Wings, not looking up from the box. “No, I haven’t seen him.”

      Wish brushed past Wings.

      “Where are you going?” squawked the Eclectun.

      “To find my partner,” said Wish. “Come find me when you’ve deciphered the fourth box. You seem to be good at keeping tabs on us.”

      Wings sucked at the top of his beak. “I already have.”

      Wish turned. “Huh?”

      “It’s in Squawk.” The language of the sky, a tongue familiar to any creature that made their way by the clouds.

      “What does it say then?”

      “At the top of the knot,

      Where the hair has gone wrought,

      You will find another there,

      Within the blackest strand of hair.”

      “The Tresses?”

      The Eclectun smiled. “It would seem so.”

      Wish looked past Wings up at the Crone looming over the city like a giant. Running over its side were dark veins, thousands of stripes of bush tunnels. The Tresses. A fathomless series of caverns formed by the unruly growth of underbrush and trees that strangled the mountainside, a pathway for countless creatures and monsters, some, Wish had no doubt, that civilization had never seen before. One long maze, where every turn could mean coming face-to-face with the jungle’s vengeance. The fifth box was at the top of it. Somewhere just below the white, snowcapped head of the mountain, the part that gave the great rise its name.

      Wish and Moso had flirted with the tunnels before, but only taking feet inside, never fully climbing so high to where it ended. It would be a long, dangerous expedition. It would take them days to find the box. Perhaps weeks. Who knew if Marli and his daughter could even survive in the city for that long. But what other option did he have?

      The Crone glared down on him, a menacing creature threatening to devour him completely.

      Marli came behind him. “Is everything alright?”

      He turned and there was Lasa, her arms twitching in the air like she was celebrating, welcoming the world and thanking it for all it had done for her so far. A feeling he’d never had, or a feeling he’d lost a long time ago and didn’t remember having.

      “Well?” said the Eclectun.

      “For two thousand lunars,” he said to himself, and this time it was no longer just a thing to say, but a promise. One he had made to his daughter. Words that would induce his dreams and give her eyes the thing they sought. One that would fulfill his own.
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      The second and final book of the Jungle-Diver Duology, The Mountain of Blood and Bone, will be available soon!  Keep going to the end of this book and you will find part of the sequel, and continue with Wish’s quest to find the boxes and save his family.

      

      Sign up for my mailing list at www.hallwaytoelsewhere.com and receive a free novella, Tilonga, the original story that inspired the world of Chilongua, and receive updates on when you can get your paws on The Mountain of Blood and Bone.

      

      Lastly, thank you for following me into the jungle, Fellow Creature!  I would greatly appreciate if you left an honest review of The Crumbling Kingdom and let others know what you thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Glimpse at The Mountain of Blood and Bone:

          

        

      

    

    
      Wish climbed the thin stairwell to the sound of splashing and a woman yelling.

      “By the Jackal’s fangs, Craz! You touch those fish one more time and you’ll join them at the tank’s bottom.”

      When he rose to the top of the stairs, the owner of the gruff voice was a Pangolian hunched over a ledger upon a table of polished, berry-bark wood, her claw black with ink as she scribbled numbers onto the pages with it. The only light in that place was a glow-blossom that grew up through the floorboard beneath the table and wrapped around its leg, providing a green light for her to see. It accentuated the golden chains that had been threaded beneath her plates, things that jangled as she wrote furiously into her book.

      She didn’t raise her head as Wish reached the top step, but next to her, the sleeves of his white shirt wet and dripping as he stood over a barrel of living gush fish, her adopted son stepped back at the sight of him.

      “M-Mim,” whispered the human youth, his long hair dangling in front of his face as if to hide him from the newcomer.

      “What now? I’m trying to—,” but her chiding ceased when she saw the boy’s face. Instead, she followed the direction of his eyes and at last saw Wish standing there. Her violet, jewel-like eyes narrowed as she took him in.

      “Is that you, Wish? Buried beneath all those wounds? All that blood and dirt?”

      “Far-hand,” he said, addressing the Pangolian lady by the name she had become known by thanks to her prowess as a merchant and her influence across Chilongua.

      “Has the jungle finally betrayed you? Or did you betray it? It’s a stubborn trit, that place. You break its heart and it will make you pay. My caravans have known that for years, it’s about time you’ve learned.”

      Wish brushed aside her comments. “The jungle is full of lessons. That one, I’m afraid, I learned quite early.”

      “Mim?” The youth came to the Far-hand’s side.

      “What is it?” she snapped, annoyed.

      The boy leaned closer and whispered something into her ear. And she laughed, her long tongue slipping out of her mouth like a worm would its hole. She pointed her black, ink-ridden claw at Wish.

      “You scare my boy. He thinks you are a leftover from the attack on the city. Something the soldiers forgot to cast back into the forest.”

      Wish chewed his lip as he eyed the boy through his hair. The youth tried to meet his gaze, but quickly turned as if afraid if he stared too long Wish would poison his spirit, or worse.

      “He’s no monster, Craz. He just sometimes forgets the proper ways of civilization. Things like bathing and sleeping or letting his wounds heal so his blood won’t dirty people’s floors when he unexpectedly walks in, unannounced.”

      “Far-hand, I have needs.” Wish grew impatient. There were forces conspiring to find the next box even now, he was sure of it. If he didn’t move quickly then everything he had sacrificed to reach that point would have been worthless.

      “Oh?” said the Far-hand, running her hand through her child’s hair as if he were a pet. “Tell me of your needs, great jungle-diver.”

      “I need equipment. Fire-bellies. Baits. Rations. Traps.”

      “Quite the expedition I see,” she answered. “May I ask where your adventures take you this time?”

      “The Tresses.”

      The Far-hand threw her head back with laughter, slapping her belly, making the chains that outlined her scales jangle and chime. “Everyone is trying to get as far away from the jungle, yet you’re headed right up its teeka. I admire you, Wish. I always have, but I can’t tell why anymore. I first thought it was bravery, but now I think its stupidity.”

      “Do you have the supplies or not?”

      The Far-hand folded her arms on the table and leaned forward, a serious look coming to her face. “I always have the supplies.”

      “Then I need them. Everything you have. Everything I can carry without slowing me down to the pace of a Tortallan. And I need it all on credit.”

      “Credit?” said the Far-hand. “Does this look like some under-city tavern you’ve stumbled into who deals with credit and loans? I run a respectable operation here.”

      “I’ll pay you double what it’s worth. All of it.”

      “I don’t bet,” said the Far-hand.

      “I will get you the money. When have I ever not delivered for you?”

      The Pangolian scratched her chin. “What about the time when you were supposed to deliver me a living vein-mire bush?”

      “It was half-alive,” said Wish. They had pulled it from the mud of the Dead Pits that surrounded Ilonga Lake, areas where the red apes of the water buried their dead and unfinished meals. Wish and Moso had unknowingly severed a root removing it from the soil, and the plant had bled its translucent blood until it was a withered husk of its once plump self when they delivered it to the Far-hand’s doorstep. An error they hadn’t realized until it was too late.

      “Half-alive isn’t living,” said the Far-hand.

      “What did you expect from us? We’re not botamancers,” argued Wish.

      “Nor are you a sure thing.” She leaned back in her chair, and her child stepped to be closer to her.

      “I will deliver.” When Wish spoke, he allowed the anger swelling inside of him to seep into his words. It made him sound more forceful than he wanted. The Far-hand’s boy yelped, and scurried behind his mother.

      The Pangolian reached behind her seat and wrapped the youth in her arms and tail. “There, there, little moon. Mim is sorry. I told you there was no monster here, and yet I went and found you one. I dug too deep, poked too hard, and what do you see, but a beast.”

      “I-I’m sorry,” said Wish, but it was too late. He could already see the fear in the child’s eyes. He was a monster, and his own daughter would see that too someday, so long as they were both alive to reach that point. He exhaled, trying to allow the frustration to escape. When he spoke next, he ensured that his voice was tapped of its anger. “I can leave collateral.”

      The Far-hand’s eyes widened. “Oh? And what do you hold so valuable that you are certain will be worth coming back for.”

      Wish thought of all the possessions on his body, all the equipment he already owned, but nothing was more meaningful to him than the box stuffed in the sack upon his hip. With shaking hands he removed it and placed it upon the table in front of the Far-hand.

      The Far-hand slipped off the cover with one finger and looked inside. Wish spoke before she could.

      “That is my mother. I made a promise to my father, before he died,” the words stung to say, in the back of his mind he hoped he was still alive, “that I would always keep them. Always keep them safe. I plan on keeping that promise.”

      The Far-hand slid the lid back on the container. Her tongue escaped her mouth to lick the bottom of her chin as she stared up at Wish.

      “You’re more of a monster than I thought to make deals with such currency,” said the Far-hand.

      Wish had no answer. He knew what he was, but he also knew what he needed and why he did it. His daughter, Marli, they were still alive and upon the streets. His parents were dead, and though he held their promises, he still held the ones he made to Marli and Lasa tighter.

      “I’ll give you supplies,” said the Far-hand. “Not many, but enough to at least give you a chance from ending up in the belly of a beast in that forsaken place.”

      “Thank you—” Wish started to say, but the Far-hand raised her hand, cutting him short.

      “You’ll pay double, as you offered.  And once this deal is over, so are you and me. I have other means of getting things from the jungle that don’t involve giving my boy nightmares or holding onto the cursed bones of those who are responsible for rearing monsters.”

      Wish grit his teeth. He wanted to curse the Far-hand for insulting his mother like that, but he kept his mouth closed. He was getting what he needed.

      “Craz,” she snapped her fingers. “Get the man what he ordered.”

      The boy stepped out from behind his mother, glanced at Wish, and ran to the back of the house.

      “I didn’t mean to upset him,” said Wish.

      “He’s an uneasy youth,” said the Far-hand. “Hard not to be when your own flesh and blood left you to the streets.”

      Moments later, Craz returned with a sack slung over his shoulder, one so large that it dragged on the floor, its contents clinking and buzzing as he brought it before his adopted mother. The Far-hand brought the sack onto the table and unraveled the tie keeping it closed. When the cloth settled to either side its contents were displayed before him like the innards of a treasure chest.

      In it there were bottles of living fire-bellies scurrying in small jars, their translucent scales difficult to distinguish from the glass, and beside them were clumps of hell-root, the stuff that when consumed by the creatures would make their insides glow and burn, providing a light that could penetrate all darkness. Next to it still were night-heads, mushrooms when thrown would burst into clouds of spores that once inhaled would cause disorientation. Then there were tongas and arvedousi, both types of predator plants that when stepped on would clamp down on their victims like traps and slowly digest whatever unlucky part they’d happen to catch with their acid-like saliva. And next to them were piles of totemic shards, a hundred nuggets of wood with faces carved in each as if they were a shrunken, body-less army.

      “What do they do?” said Wish.

      “This and that,” said Far-hand.

      “This and that?”

      “If I knew what they did then I would be much less likely to part with them. But no one wants totems that could explode in your hand.”

      “So they’re junk totems?” said Wish.

      “Not exactly. They’re experimental totems.”

      Wish raised his eyebrow.

      “There are countless secrets set in the flesh of trees, and we’ve only unlocked a fraction of them. How else do you think new totems are discovered if by not making a few mistakes.” The Far-hand picked up a small scrap of wood with the face of a lion on it. “I’d only use these if absolutely desperate.”

      Wish nodded, and started filling up his packs. Within minutes his inventory was bulging, but still there was room to spare. He wanted to be mobile, not a walking storefront.

      And for every item that he picked up, the Far-hand jotted down a number into her ledger.

      “What’s the cost?” said Wish when he was done.

      “Double what you’ve just taken? Twenty five lunars,” said the Far-hand.

      Wish recounted the materials he had just taken, trying to identify which items he could part with to lower his cost, but could not spare a thing. He needed these supplies if he was to survive, and twenty five lunars would be a small price to pay if he were to receive the sum he was promised at the end of this job.

      “You’ll have your twenty five lunars soon,” said Wish, adjusting his packs.

      “Good,” said the Far-hand. “Don’t make soon too late. Otherwise, I might find a better home for these bones upon the piss-holes of the street.”

      Wish glanced once more down at the box that held his mother, and felt the sudden urge to grab them and run, but knew that would be the move of a fool. The Far-hand was connected. Do something as stupid as steal from her and she’d have an army of bounty hunters marching after his teeka. And the last thing Wish needed was more enemies. Instead, he turned towards the door, but not without the Far-hand once more calling for him.

      “It is barely morning,” said the Far-hand. “You would do well to approach the Tresses at the height of day when the beasts that prowl their forest are at their quietest.”

      “It’s good thing I’m not going there now, then.”

      “Oh?” said the Far-hand.

      “Moso seems to have gotten lost. I plan on finding him.”

      The Far-hand laughed and threw her arm around the boy. “Small things like him are easy to lose. My only hope is he hasn’t fallen into a Leg Hole.”

      “The Leg Holes at least have a bottom,” said Wish, and without another word he was hurrying down the stairs, back into the Fangmoran morning where the great fire rose like a tyrant stepping over piles of sanguine clouds, awashed in the blood of twilight. The juice of defeat.
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        * * *

      

      The Lavender Light looked simple in the morning, slumbering in the blanket of shadow tucked over it by the Knotted Mountains. No light twinkled from its windows. A lone strand of smoke lazily passed through one of its chimneys as if it was a stray creature slowly trying to catch up with its pack. There was barely any sign of the revelry that no doubt pervaded it the night before save for the cloudy, reeking puddle beside its door. If it had been affected by the attack on the city, Wish could not see the place’s injuries. Its violet walls stood tall and unscathed. The door was still intact and functional, more than he could say for many of the buildings he had passed since reentering the city. Wish might have thought it nothing but another inn that dotted the Fangmoran streets if not for his history with the place. If not for his partner’s.

      He put one hand to the door, and his other to the hilt of his machete. He took a deep breath and tried to prepare himself for what could awaited him on the other side.

      He pictured Moso’s tail tacked the wall, or worse, but quickly shook his head to dismiss the thought. The monkey would deserve it if Wish found out he was the reason why Rive found the location of his family.

      With his mind clear he pushed aside the door and was immediately hit with that familiar, awful stench. The one of stale beer, vomit, and blood. The one of burning spices used as a feeble attempt to mask the potent stench in the first place. The normally rambunctious place was quiet. The same Chassa Wish had seen keeping the body parts that Lavender tacked on his wall now swabbed the floor of the place, scrubbing to erase some dark stain that pooled in the middle of the floor. Beside him a dead cara cat swayed gently over one of the leg holes, its eyes gone, providing dark avenues into the red workings of its head. Two patrons still lingered beside the keg on the other end of the tavern, their arms thrown over one another as they sang some jumbled tune defiled by the alcohol and whatever else pervaded their blood.  The Treeback bartender paid them little mind as he ran a cloth over the keg, humming the same tune his customers attempted to sing behind him.

      When the door swung shut the four occupants raised their heads. The two patrons stopped their song. The Chassa and the Treeback let their rags hang at their sides. Immediately Wish felt their eyes tearing at him like nail-less claws attempting to pull him apart.

      “An odd time to slake your thirst, friend,” called the Treeback. “Your first beer before the great fire even finishes stretching is the surest way to a foul day. Might be able to conjure up some tea if you’d like—”

      “I’m here to see Lavender.”

      The Treeback furrowed his brow. “Seems you’ve gotten your hours mixed. Lavender’s room isn’t open.”

      “Then open it for me,” said Wish, boldly. It seemed the longer he was on this job, the shorter his patience had become. Especially when it came to his supposed partner.

      The patrons chuckled. One of them raised his cup. “Did you hear that? A bold boy here to come making demands of Lavender.”

      But the Treeback and the Chassa did not find as much amusement in Wish’s response.

      “He’s not seeing guests right now,” repeated the Chassa, and when he spoke his voice was strangely low.

      Wish eyed the door way to Lavender’s room from across the tavern. It was closed, but was it locked?  “When will he be open again?”

      The Treeback shook his head. “Not for many hours. The Gibbon needs sleep.”

      “Then I’ll wait,” said Wish, stepping to one of the high tables that had been built between the beams that kept the place upright. He felt the Treeback and the Chassa relax.

      “You’ll be waiting for a long time.” The Treeback turned his back and started washing the keg again. “How about you have some of that tea—”

      Wish darted from his resting spot, avoiding the lunge of the Chassa as he sprinted towards Lavender’s door.

      “Wait!” shouted the monkey, but Wish was already past him. He kicked the center of the door as hard as he could, letting the days of frustration fuel his strength. The door burst open, splintering the wooden lock that held it shut.

      And there on the other side was Lavender, sitting upon the table he always conducted business behind, nude from the waist down, a thin, colorful snake wrapped around his chest and arms like some strange garment. But that was not what grabbed Wish’s intention.

      It was the snake’s owner. A Pangolian woman in a red robe made of spider silk sitting upon the table next to Lavender, her legs crossed, her tail in her lap as she gingerly stroked the tail of her rainbow serpent.

      It was the same woman that had approached Moso during their venture into the Striped Streets only days ago. The same one who, with the help of her snake, had taken the monkey’s ear.

      “You!” shouted Lavender, the Gibbon’s throat bubble throbbing with fury.

      Yet beside him the woman casually smiled and put out her hand as if to invite Wish in.

      “Welcome, Wish. We’ve been expecting you.”
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