
        
            
                
            
        

    
BLESSING OR CURSE?

Pylas Crier was too smart for his own good. His book, a secret cipher designed to take down the Sachs crime family, was a runaway success. With fame, though, comes revelation and reprisal, costing him his family and nearly his own life. Going into hiding, he learns the Divine Pattern Fist, which sets him on a course of mental and physical development that knows no bounds. He is not alone in his rise, and several seemingly unrelated threads converge when the sacred Viscain Tree undergoes a transformation. The world forever changes that day, and Pylas along with it, but in the end, will he merely be the victim of tragic providence?
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RATS IN THE WALLS

VOLUME ONE



by Pylas Crier



PROLOGUE


Jardin was a little too smart and a little too sensitive—a bad combination, considering the wall he’d been born into. No rat chose his first wall. Some were good, some were bad, but all walls were full of opportunities for growth. It just depended on how you wanted to grow. That was the crux of Jardin’s dilemma. Had he been alone, he would have picked up and moved. He had no doubts that he would succeed, no matter the wall. But he wasn’t alone. His mother was sick, his siblings were hungry, and none of them could provide for themselves.

His father, Rasco, had left them early. Some said that family just didn’t agree with him. Some said that he was the victim of a double-cross. Since Jardin’s mother never spoke of Rasco, and attempting to do so only saddened her, Jardin had decided to reserve judgment. When he came across his father’s bond knife, though, that had changed. Bond knives, in addition to their obvious utility, served as contracts between a rat and his syndicate family. He’d always known that his father had been a Forneo syndicate rat, but finding the bond knife, carefully hidden and wrapped in oilpaper, which was inscribed with a number of names, raised more questions about the nature of his father’s disappearance. Some of the names he recognized as well-known Forneo family members; some names he’d never seen or heard before; a combination of both had various hash marks next to them with no hint of what was being tallied.

He had no proof of anything, but double-cross sat a little heavier on the scales now. Trapped by circumstance, and with a desire to trust in his father’s memory, Jardin decided to make use of the bond knife—his inheritance—and make his own way up through the ranks of the Forneo family. The knife would be his license, gaining him access to the inner world of the syndicate, a foothold at least, from which to start his climb. Given his father’s uncertain fate, Jardin knew he might be entering into hostile territory. Syndicate life was tough, but the worst threats were always those which were least obvious. Armed with his father’s oilpaper and an intellect sharper than any supposed, Jardin set out to make his fortune with the help of—or in spite or at the expense of—all the other rats in the walls.





PART I

PINE

1.1 PYLAS CRIER


To say the book was well-received would be a colossal understatement. They called him a genius. And he was, but being a genius wouldn’t spare him the consequences.

Fame came quickly to Pylas Crier. Even before graduating from the illustrious Zelnia University, he’d finished and published Rats in the Walls, becoming the youngest and most successful novelist in the history of the greater city-states. Strangely, the work came late to his home city-state of Pine, but there, too, its popularity spiraled.

With fame, though, came scrutiny. Everyone wanted to know the secret behind Rats in the Walls.

Had the as yet unknown Crier simply put his name to a work written by one of the masters? Some said his style was reminiscent of Bali Kogill. But only reminiscent. There were experts to say that it wasn’t Kogill’s. And of course there was Kogill.

Was it a piece of original fiction? That was the general consensus even now. But the question remained: how could someone so young with so little life experience produce such a tale? The plot was expertly constructed, the characters were so believable, so real. More than that, though, there were countless many who were already calling this story of crime-as-cancer the defining allegory of the modern age.

The answer was simple. Crier was a genius.

While not denying his genius, some argued that he had simply—or not so simply—documented a true story, embellishing where appropriate and dressing up the players as anthropomorphized rats, who scurried through the shadows, under our noses all the time, unseen due to their stealth or our apathy.

This last was the most interesting possibility, and if it were true, who were the real players? How and where could the son of a Pinese gentleman, a student no less, get access to such a depraved and seedy lot? The people of Pine thought they might have the answer to the first of these questions.

• • •

“Mr. Crier, your novel is titled Rats in the Walls, Volume One. It clearly ends in tragedy with every last loose end tied up, but many have been speculating about the appellation of ‘Volume One’. Does it mean that we can expect another story in the same vein? Or, rather, does it lend credence to the rumors that Volume Two in fact already exists and is a cipher, identifying the real-world corollaries of the characters and their respective crimes as depicted in Volume One?”

“Miss Barto, Tila—it’s been a long time, by the way—I have been accused of many things: of borrowing heavily from those better known and simply better than me, of being a naïve subscriber to poetic justice, of even being genuinely creative and entertaining, but never of being a magician. Because a magician is what I would have to be if what you suggest were true. Irresponsible, too. If there were such a book, it would ruin lives. Mine in particular. And I would never want to jeopardize my future, not when it’s just been broadened.” Pylas regarded the dark-haired girl next to him and squeezed her hand. She stared up at him with a combination of awe and adoration.

Pylas pushed his wireframe glasses up the bridge of his nose with his free hand and studied Tila Barto. He’d known her years ago when they were children, had seen her more recently on the Channel 9 news, but echographs didn’t convey the truth of her presence. She was dark-complected and fit, and fairly glowed with intensity. Her copper, sun-streaked hair was, as always, pulled back into a ponytail that seemed to have a life of its own. He tried not to notice the swell of her bosom and the way it moved with the slightest provocation.

“Tila,” he said, “the protagonist dies. Adding Volume One to the title simply means that, regardless of the tied-up loose ends, the story is not finished. If you or I were to die tomorrow would the world stop? No. But I’ll tell you, if there were a Volume Two, a continuation let’s say, it’s a story that only a dead man could know. You see?”

“But what about the Sachs family and their allegations of libel?”

“I’m sorry, Tila, is Jeiman Sachs in fact a rodent? That is news.”

She clenched her teeth against the response she wanted to give.

“Now,” Pylas said, “if you don’t mind, my new bride and I have some business to attend to that requires privacy and involves just the two of us.”

Tila blushed under the force of the young man’s meaningful stare. Her arm dropped, and the active microphone she held in her hand made a booming thump against her thigh as she stepped out of the couple’s way, giving them their exit.

After they were gone, she sighed and fanned herself against the flush in her cheeks. “Damn it.”

“Anything we can use?” her soundman said.

“No. Maybe. I don’t know.”

• • •

Aya Crier lay in bed, squirming with satisfaction in the silky sheets.

“This must be a dream,” she said.

“Careful. Talk like that will go to my head.”

“Not just that, Pylas. All of it. When my parents told me I was to be married, I was not pleased. What girl wants her future decided for her? Especially when it’s sudden and to be with a man she’s never met. But you, for all your arrogance—if I may be so bold as to say—are wonderful.”

“Straight to my head.”

“You are sweet and honest,” she said, ignoring him, “and funny and intelligent.”

“You forgot handsome.”

She smiled, brushing her cheek with the sheet curled in her fingers. “And you can provide for us. If you never write another page, we should still want for nothing. We needn’t be dependent on either of our families’ fortunes. As far as husbands go, no one could do better.”

Pylas couldn’t speak. He could only stare at the girl, a girl he hadn’t known for more than three months, but who was here in his bed as his wife. She was beautiful. She was all the things she had just accused him of being and more.

He opened his mouth several times but the words wouldn’t come. She was right. It was perfect.

“I know it’s only been a short time,” he said, “and I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t believe me. . .”

“Go on,” she said playfully.

He dropped his head. “Regardless of the circumstances of our marriage and regardless of the promises our parents have made. . .”

“Yes?” She was enjoying this.

“I think I love you, Mrs. Crier.”

She smiled as she gnawed at her lower lip. “Yes. I do believe you do. That’s why this must be a dream.”

• • •

“You’re taking a substantial risk coming here.” The voice was flat and uninflected, quite at odds with the import of the information it conveyed.

“My dear constable, you worry too much,” Pylas said.

Aren Silestry, Pine’s Chief Constable, known to some as The Corpse for his unshakable morality and relentlessly cool demeanor, shook his head slowly, evenly, his face grave. “Did you hear Tila Barto’s e-cast? She’s not stupid, or at least someone on her staff isn’t. Your arrogance is going to be the end of you, Pylas.”

“And you?” Pylas said, finally showing a measure of concern.

The other shrugged, turned to face the black night that loomed just beyond the window glass. “Perhaps.

“Your story was too good. Despite your efforts to control and regulate it, its popularity is going to bury you. And not with fame, fortune, and lavish praises. You don’t have a monopoly on clever thinking. Teasing Barto with that comment about Volume Two was going too far, especially when all attention is on you. Speaking of which, how do you know you weren’t followed? That we aren’t being heard and watched right now?”

“I checked. Like you taught me.” Pylas lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Silestry sighed. “What happens to me happens, Pylas. I chose this path long before you ever wrote that book. I am very grateful to you for all your assistance. I would like to say that I admire and respect your courage, not that I await the consequences of your ego and recklessness. You have a family. You’re little more than a boy yourself. You have your parents and your new bride to consider. Please, for your own sake, say no more to anyone about Rats in the Walls. Invoke the artist’s privilege of eccentricity. Say that you have moved on, that the work is behind you, that it is even beneath you and that all you can think about is your new project. I have known enough artists to know that no one will think twice about such behavior.” He paused, his face showing the slightest hint of displeasure. “Or they wouldn’t have. I’ll be honest with you, Pylas. It may be too late. Barto’s report was a bit too close to the mark.”

“What did she say?”

Silestry shook his head, smiling wanly. “You can read the account in the morning edition. There is nothing we can do or undo right now. You should get back home. But be especially careful.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Pylas.”

“Yes,” Pylas said, turning as he reached for the door.

“Whatever happens, I want you to know that what you’ve done is a good thing. A remarkable thing. Few people would go to the lengths you have for friendship.”

Pylas stared at Silestry for a moment, trying as usual to rectify the emotionless tone with the words he knew to be genuine and sincere, and was nearly overwhelmed by emotion himself. “Thank you,” he managed to say. “I’ll do my best to not let you down.”

• • •

Pylas walked the dark streets, constantly looking over his shoulder. The ever-present estate walls made him feel both secure and trapped at the same time. He was nervous. Up until now, it had all seemed like a game, but too many people were glomming on to the same idea, the truth that would ruin him just as surely as it had propelled him to fame.

He almost regretted writing the damned book. Almost. There was a purpose and it was being served, but everything could spin out of control, making his efforts moot and putting a lot of people in real danger.

Aya. She really was perfect, more than he could have ever hoped for. He smiled and vowed to himself to do exactly as Silestry had instructed. Pylas was finished with Rats in the Walls. He took a deep breath of night air, feeling empowered by his decision.

He walked along the wall of his family estate now with the gate just up ahead. It was funny how surreal things became in the dark. It was very late. No one else was out and so it was very quiet. Everything seemed so different, so on the edge of dream. Especially with the little isolated pools of electric light from the street lamps only revealing scattered pieces of the night. He would have to write a story about that some day. As he approached the gate, a strange sensation of stillness began to build. Despite the dark, his vision seemed abnormally acute, through his glasses, of course, but the clarity managed to intensify the pressing stillness.

Pylas put his hand to the gate and felt the door give to the slight pressure.

That was odd. Had he left it unlocked? Certainly he hadn’t left it open. Had he?

His heart began to pound. His breath quickened and his imagination was soon racing with the threat of formless, faceless horror. He was just scaring himself, though, and he marveled at how easy it was to do. He was an adult, after all.

Maybe there was a future to be had in writing horror.

That pervasive feeling of stillness assailed him again. It was absolutely silent. Not even the night birds stirred. Pylas didn’t know if that meant anything or not, but he congratulated himself on the observation nonetheless. He walked the inner courtyard, all too aware of the sound of his own footsteps. Shadows took on menacing shapes and threatened to pounce with each incremental advance. Finally, he reached the front door, only shaking his head in confusion and denial as he nudged it further open. There was some logical reason for it being ajar. There had to be, of course, but the logic of possible intruders was not something he was yet capable of considering.

Something black and shiny covered the entryway tiles. Pylas fumbled for the lights, found the switch, and nothing. He slowed, almost unable to move forward. His breath, too, came in little hushed gasps. He realized that he was unconsciously holding his breath in an effort to remain silent. Pylas followed the shiny black trail, glittering in the diffused window light, in a stutter-step course, drawn inexorably by his awful curiosity, which won out over his fear. When he reached the receiving room he stopped, physically unable to proceed beyond the crushing dread of what he saw inside.

Pieces. There were pieces everywhere, littering the room and wet with more of the shiny black liquid, which Pylas knew must actually be red in proper light. Here was an arm ending in a meaty stump with a knob of glowing white bone protruding. There was a head seeming to grow right from the floor, its eyes open, set in a frozen start.

Mother.

An eternity passed. When time suddenly resumed for Pylas, the dread reached down his throat, yanked hard, bent him double, and spilled the contents of his stomach in a splash over the kaleidoscope gore. He dropped to his knees, and clutched at his head where his heart pounded thunder. From this new angle, light glinted off something that caught his eye. Pylas squinted and saw a part of his father. It was his hand, his fingers clutching up at empty air, his wedding band gleaming feebly.

Aya! The thought was a flash of hopelessness that made him vomit again. His stomach pumped and pumped, but here was nothing left. He tried to master his breathing. He wiped his mouth and attempted to stand, having some trouble with the slick layer of blood and sick on the floor. As he struggled for balance his eyes fell upon her. Her hair was all he could make out. Her beautiful hair, now appallingly decorated with beads of sticky blood. Some part of Pylas shut down then.

Large, animate shadows from various positions along the walls, dislodged themselves from their places, and the room closed in on him. Or seemed to.

“This is what happens when the rats come out of the walls, Mr. Crier,” one of the shadows said.

Pylas was momentarily and inappropriately stunned by the gestalt power generated by the man’s words and the scene that immediately preceded them. He was quite sure, though, that the thug hadn’t intended to be poetic.

“Mr. Sachs sends his regards. He wanted you to fully understand the seriousness of your mistakes. Before, that is, you get what they got,” the shadowy figure gestured towards the carnage on the floor. “Your new wife would be lonely in hell if you failed to join her.”

Pylas was still detached, like a spectator at his own funeral. He was cold, numb to the threat, but not ignorant of it. He registered a total of six men in the darkness, four of them clearly armed with long, curving blades. If the other two were armed, their weapons were out of sight and would require precious seconds to bring to bear.

Pylas screamed at the top of his lungs and charged one of the men he hoped was weaponless. He drove his shoulder into the man’s chest with satisfying results, but felt something sharp pass between his ribs. He managed to take advantage of his momentum, swinging the man around, and earning a chance for flight.

Gripping his ribs through his soaked shirt, Pylas ran. He ran back down the hall, through the front door, across the courtyard, and out the main gate. His breath was coming fiercely and his side burned. He wanted to cry out, but couldn’t make a sound. Who would be able to hear him at this hour and respond before his six pursuers had finished the job they’d started with the rest of his family, anyway?

He shook his head clear of that thought and ran, his breath coming in white plumes in the night air, now grown chill.







1.2 GOVAN JAY


Pylas could hear the six men behind him. Of course they weren’t giving up. He wasn’t either, but where could he go? He was certain they would overtake him before he could get anywhere near the constable’s office. Indeed, he could feel the strength pouring out of him from the hole in his side.

His mind was remarkably clear, considering what he’d seen and what he was experiencing, but being able to think through problems and scenarios had always been his strong point. There would be time later for suffering—he wasn’t so naïve to think he could do more than postpone it. But now a solution—one depending largely on luck—occurred to him. He turned down a side street and focused every part of his being on putting as much distance as possible between himself and his pursuers.

He ran hard for two full minutes until he came to a large, walled estate. It was, in fact, the martial arts school run by Govan Jay.

At the gate, Pylas swallowed hard, gathered his breath, and cried out as he beat his fists with ebbing strength against the stout wooden doors.

“Help! Please help! Men are chasing me!”

The six men arrived and formed a semi-circle around Pylas, pinning him up against the gate.

“It’s over. There’s nowhere for you to go and no one’s going to help you.”

Pylas briefly glanced over his shoulder and noted with a ridiculous sense of disappointment that only a few of them showed any sign of exertion from the chase. He continued to batter the gates with his fists, crying out all the while, and did not hear the sound of the lock working.

The gate swung in and Pylas toppled forward, falling prone at the feet of a little man standing just within. Pylas looked up and made eye contact with his savior. Almost imperceptibly, the man nodded, putting Pylas immediately at ease.

“Walk away, old man,” the one in charge said.

One of the other thugs began shaking his head, fear or some other realization dawning on him.

“I don’t think you want us coming in there,” the boss continued.

“Oh?” the little man inside said, picking Pylas up and resting him upon his left shoulder. “Should I be afraid of you?”

“You’re pretty nervy. I suppose you’re used to being shown some respect. You won’t get any from us. Now drop the sack of bones and walk away or find out why you shouldn’t open your door to strangers in the middle of the night.”

“But, Raff. . . that’s Govan Jay,” the one shaking his head said.

“I’ll ask you once to leave,” Govan Jay said. “If any of you step one foot onto my property, I’ll cripple you. Isn’t that what they call me behind my back? Crippler Jay? Well it isn’t for nothing, I assure you.”

Raff snorted. “I don’t care who you are or what you’re called. An old man like you against six of us? Armed? Come on,” he said gesturing to the others.

Only one hesitated, the one who had identified Jay.

Just as Raff completed his step, Jay’s hand flashed out and there was an eruption of dark liquid from the thug boss’s knee. Raff’s leg buckled, bending sideways at the destroyed joint, and he continued down to the ground where his chin hit with a splintering crunch.

Even with a full grown man on his shoulder and one hand to keep him there, Jay showed nothing of his age. He was grace personified, avoiding the falling blades and driving his deadly fist unerringly home again and again. He made good on his promise. The five men who had entered the gate all lie upon the ground either unconscious or moaning in agony. The sixth man, the only sensible one among them, ran.

• • •

“Jemmy,” Jay said over his shoulder, “com-wire the constable. Tell him we are in need of his services.”

An aged little man, who’d come out of the house, nodded and returned inside, leaving his wife, who’d come with him, to await instructions.

“Brit,” Jay continued, not making her wait at all, “bring the medicine, some water, clean towels, and a sheet.”

“Yes, Mr. Jay,” she said and hurried after her husband.

In a calm, commanding voice, Jay spoke to Pylas. “You’ve been stabbed. This is going to hurt, but you’re going to live.”

Pylas nodded. Sweat beaded his brow, his breath came in strained puffs.

Jay tore away Pylas’s shirt. Blood obscured the wound, but Jay was experienced with such injuries. He focused for a moment upon it, the air growing heavy as he did so. He sighed, and Pylas thought he might have heard him say something, but his consciousness was beginning to drift.

Brit arrived with everything she’d been asked to bring. Jemmy was with her. Jay soaked a towel and wiped away as much blood as he could. He dipped his hand into the medicine jar and spread the sticky mixture onto the wound.

“Jemmy, fetch the stretcher. I’ll need your help in a moment.”

“Yes, Mr. Jay.”

“Brit, prepare a bed,” Jay said. Without a word, she moved quickly back into the house.

Jay pressed his hands down onto either side of the cut, manually closing it. The air grew heavy once again. Blood continued to bubble up through the coat of medicine for only a few more moments.

Jemmy came back with the stretcher, placed it on the ground, and watched as Govan Jay continued to work a miracle. It wasn’t the first time, but it was still a sight to behold.

“Get the sheet ready, Jemmy. I’m going to hold him up.”

Jemmy saw what Jay wanted and folded the sheet into a long strip. When Jay raised Pylas up, Jemmy was quick, carefully wrapping the sheet around Pylas’s middle, cinching the makeshift bandage as tight as he could. Jay lowered Pylas gently down onto the stretcher, so that his own weight kept the sheet in place. No red rose up through the fabric to mark the location of the wound. Each man took one end of the stretcher, raised it evenly, and walked Pylas into the house, both ignoring the other broken figures spread and sprawled upon the courtyard stones.

• • •

When Pylas awoke, he was in an unfamiliar room. A dull ache radiated through his guts, but he thought he’d gotten off easy if this were the extent of the pain he could expect from a stab wound. Looking around the room, he almost didn’t notice the constable dozing in a chair next to the door. When he recalled the circumstances that had brought him to this place, tears began to well in his eyes. His mother. His Father. Aya. His bright future had been laid out so clearly. He and the constable had talked about the possible consequences of Rats in the Walls, and he’d understood them intellectually, not as grim reality. Shame and despair fell upon him like a blanket of hot lead, burning him, crushing him. Though he longed for human contact, he couldn’t bring himself to speak.

And nor was it necessary. The constable started, woke, eyed the door with singular attention, then shifted his scrutiny to Pylas. He rose instantly on seeing that Pylas was awake and approached the bed.

“Pylas. Thank heaven you’re all right.”

Pylas turned to the constable and stared at him for a moment through tear-stained eyes. “Maybe not heaven,” he stammered out.

The constable bowed his head and nodded. “I can only imagine what you must be feeling right now, but I have to tell you: last night was only the beginning.”

“The beginning?”

“From what I’ve seen and what I know, I’m guessing that you were the true target and the only one to survive. That might tend to frustrate.”

“Okay, but why kill. . . everyone else?”

The constable sighed. “To send a message? To cover intent? Had they been successful, it might have just looked like a particularly gruesome home invasion. It happens sometimes.”

Pylas shook his head. “No. They were waiting for me. They figured it out.” He sat up suddenly, regretted it, composed himself. “Volume Two?”

“Is still safe. For now.”

“What do you mean ‘for now’?”

“I plan on destroying it. It can hurt too many people if it’s discovered.”

“You can’t do that,” Pylas said. “All the proof is in there. Besides destroying it would accomplish little. No one would know and no one would care. Sachs would just keep coming. There wouldn’t be anything more or less tangible than before and you would no longer have the means to break Sachs down. Just keep it safe.”

The constable pursed his lips. “Damn it, Pylas.”

“So what do we do? Besides not destroy Volume Two?” Pylas said, staring at the ceiling.

“Like you said, they’re coming for you now. I don’t know how public they’ll be, but you’ve just become a source of income for a number of competing killers.”

Pylas stared at him, still waiting for an answer to his question.

The constable sighed. “Govan Jay has agreed to let you stay here while we sort through what’s left of your house and pursue a case against Sachs.”

“What about the men who chased me?”

“Those who can still talk, won’t. Lucky for all of us, we picked up the runner on a weapons charge before he could get too far into the city. We’re keeping him in isolation, which means that Sachs has no direct knowledge that you’re here. He may or may not be able to figure it out. We may or may not be able find anything linking back to Sachs, but this is going to be a lot harder now that they’re looking for you.”

“Shouldn’t it be easier? I mean, they’re creating multiple opportunities for us.”

“Us?” The constable shook his head, exasperated. “Finding something on Sachs isn’t hard. Finding something that enables us to impose First Order Justice is something else. It’s a race, Pylas, and I don’t know if any of us has the strength or stamina to outrun Sachs. Losing the race means losing your life.”

This sobered Pylas.

“Look, with Jay’s treatment, you’ll make a full recovery within a month. If you promise not to leave the premises—for any reason—Jay and I can guarantee your safety. Can you do that? Can you promise me?”

Pylas shrugged. “I’ve got nowhere else to go. Not now, anyway. But why is Govan Jay willing to put himself in this position? I realize I may have guilted charity out of him last night, but moving forward?”

“Pylas, you may not see it right now, but you are indeed blessed. You ran to the one place, in all of Pine, maybe in all the world, where you’d find safety from Sol Sachs.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know the rumors about Sachs’s right arm?”

Pylas nodded.

“They’re true. He hasn’t got one. You know who he has to thank for that?”

“Jay?”

The constable nodded. “They have history. A long, long time ago, Govan Jay was Chief Constable of Pine. He couldn’t stand the politics involved, though, so left to pursue a purer fight. He went on to become Crippler Jay, but despite his notoriety, he always supported the constabulary. Every officer on the payroll, going back three generations, has had some training from Jay.”

“You?”

“Me. Jay is one of the good guys. I wouldn’t have suggested it before, but it might be a good idea to bring him in on our secret, especially in light of his willingness to help. He should know exactly what he’s getting himself into.”

“I suppose that’s fair. Aren?”

The constable frowned, not used to hearing his name spoken by Pylas.

“Yeah, Pylas, what is it?”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, if not for me—”

Pylas shook his head, silencing the other. “You are exactly one half of what I have left in the world.”

“Damn it, Pylas.” Aren Silestry frowned again. “The Jardin analog—do you think he’s safe?”

Pylas hesitated for a moment then shook his head again. “I don’t know. The book was and is high-profile. Jardin is, by nature, invisible, hidden in plain sight.”

“I’ll be honest, Pylas. I don’t know what to do about him. I don’t think I want to know who he is. I don’t want to call attention to him and get him killed, too.”

“Do you think Jay can train me to punch arms off?”

Silestry snorted. “You?”

Pylas winced, holding back a fresh wave of tears. “Why? Because I wear glasses and write books? You might be surprised what a little conviction born of losing almost everything can do.”

The other bowed his head, nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Maybe. If anyone can, it’s him.

“Pylas, I wanted to make sure I was here when you woke up, but I can’t stay. I need to head over to. . . to. . .”

“Yeah, I understand,” Pylas said.

“Also, I’ll need to be careful about my comings and goings. The school is being constantly watched by men I trust, all of them out of uniform. We need to maintain the mystery of your whereabouts as long as possible. I’m not sure when I’ll see you again, but you’re in good hands with Jay.”

“Thanks again, Aren.”

Nodding hesitantly, Silestry backed out of the room and shut the door behind him.

For the moment immediately following Silestry’s departure, Pylas was fine, but the emptiness of the room and its oppressive silence soon bore down on him, overwhelming him. He was very, very alone. The tears came again, blurring his vision and transitioning him once more to sleep.

• • •

Pylas awoke to a greyed woman jostling him with one hand and trying press a spoon between his lips with the other.

“There now, Mr. Crier, you’ve got to eat,” she said. “It’s already gone two days.”

Pylas held his ribs and tried to sit up against the pillow so he could better receive the food.

“Thank you,” he said.

“You’re welcome. Such a tragedy, what’s happened. Jemmy and I lost our boy, but we still had each other. Poor, poor boy, you are.

“Mr. Jay will see you healthy and strong again in no time. The other wounds, though. . .”

Pylas tried to smile away her concern, but only managed to grow teary.

“Oh, now look what old Brit’s done. I’m sorry, Mr. Crier.”

He shook his head and blinked his eyes hard to clear them. “Please, call me Pylas.”

“Sure I will, and call me Brit. Now eat up.”

Pylas did.

“Could I speak with Govan Jay?” Pylas said.

“I should think so. He’ll be glad to see you’re awake. I’ll go fetch him.”

Brit gathered her things onto a tray and exited.

A dusky lamp lit the room. Pylas looked to the curtained window and could see no light diffusing through. Night.

Images of his family home painted with blood, black in the shadows, and strewn with pieces of his parents, his new wife filled his mind. Tears threatened but were checked by growing anger.

Sol Sachs.

Pylas had written Rats in the Walls to help lift a friend out from the morass of circumstance, to give him another chance at life he might not have had otherwise. He’d also written it because he could. It had been described as a contemporary fable. He preferred to think of it as a feat of literary engineering, succeeding gloriously on two fronts, one public and one private. Justice, though a meager, piecemeal result of his endeavor, had never been his true motive or intention, except as a means to help his friend. But now he saw how naïve he’d been, how near-sighted, how intoxicated with pride for his intellectual achievement. He had to make sure that Volume Two remained safe until all its potential was exhausted. Sol Sachs would fall.

A succession of light knocks preceded Govan Jay’s entrance. His face was squarish and weathered. His iron gray hair was combed back in smooth waves. He wore a long tunic of dully shimmering gold and held his hands behind his back.

“How are you feeling,” Jay said.

“Remarkably well, considering.”

“It’s lucky you found me.”

“So says Constable Silestry. I can’t thank you enough for your intervention and your hospitality.”

Jay shrugged. “We all help where we can.”

“Mr. Jay, I don’t mean to presume, but I have a considerable fortune and am aching to spend it.”

Jay cocked his head, narrowed his eyes. “While I did fight for money in my younger days, I’m not a killer for hire.”

“No, I didn’t mean to suggest that you were. My apologies. I’m all alone now. I have no family. My life has become a highly sought commodity. Will you take me as your student? Teach me your Divine Pattern Fist? I can pay you any amount.”

“So that you can become a killer?” Jay said.

Pylas’s face flushed with suppressed rage. He pursed his lips and blinked away hot tears.

Jay sighed and relaxed his posture somewhat.

“Listen to me, Pylas Crier, you have been through an ordeal, subjected to both physical and emotional trauma. You need time to heal. Don’t let thoughts of revenge boil away your humanity before your life really gets started.

“You have lost your family, but I assure you, you are not alone. We’re never truly alone. The constable is a good man and doesn’t take friendship lightly. Nor do I. I have sworn to keep you safe. Some might call that a guarantee.” At this he shrugged. “I do strive to keep my promises. Besides, Silestry hints that your book is doing far more to combat the Sachs family than the constabulary is able to. Words—ideas—are powerful, sweeping forces, Pylas Crier. Fists are the punctuation marks in the greater narrative, lacking any transformative power of their own.”

“Maybe,” Pylas said. “But words brought knives into my home and did little to defend me or my family against sharpened blades. Am I to depend on charity indefinitely, for every moment of every day and every night hereafter?”

This silenced and visibly sobered Jay. After a moment, he gathered himself. “No one enjoys such perfect security.”

“No, you’re right. But most everyone in Pine enjoys the illusion of such security with nothing ever to suggest the truth. But the occasional victim knows and realizes just how helpless and fragile he really is.

“Words may be powerful, but they are also a beacon to violence while providing no protection against it.”

“Education is protection of a sort,” Jay said, but he lowered his eyes when he said it, perhaps not convinced of his own argument.

Pylas snorted.

Jay attempted to smile reassuringly. “We will have much time to talk further. You should get some rest. There’s a com-cast set on the bedside table. Perhaps some music will do you good.”

Pylas kept quiet and nodded, thankful, despite being rebuffed, for all that Jay was doing for him and afraid of what might come out of his mouth if he opened it.

• • •

Two days later, Pylas was out of bed and walking around, though he was under Brit’s strict supervision. The large courtyard house played host to Jay’s students during the day, but their training, while within the walls, was done outside of the house proper. Pylas found a window from which he could watch the courtyard unobserved and was able to convince Brit that he could be trusted alone for the time it would take to make his breakfast. For several days at around that time, he sat before the window, watching the students, watching Jay. Even if Jay wouldn’t teach him, he might still learn.







1.3 DIVINE PATTERN


On his eighth night at Jay’s residence, after everyone had gone to bed, Pylas checked his bandage, dressed in clothes that had been provided to him, and snuck out to the empty courtyard, which was lit only by the moon and stars. There, he attempted to emulate the students he’d been watching for the past four days. This first time, he sought only to go through the partial routine he’d memorized, to get his body familiar with the movements while hopefully not reopening his wound.

He’d followed instructions and hadn’t, until now, gone outdoors, but being out on the flagstones, under the starry sky, he couldn’t help remembering his arrival. The memory was fuzzy because of the circumstances, but his surroundings evoked anew the terror and sense of helplessness he’d felt. He never wanted to feel that way again, so rather than be cowed by those intrusive feelings, he used them, bent them to his will, transformed them into drive.

He lost count of how many times he’d done the routine. His guts ached and he was dripping with sweat, exhausted. That was enough for tonight.

He snuck into the bathhouse off of the main house, removed his clothes, hung them to air. His bandage was wet, but not with blood. He carefully removed that, too, and washed himself. The puckered mouth of the wound was still red and open only superficially—it hadn’t bled at all for several days now. He still didn’t understand how Jay had managed to close the wound and repair the internal damage, but didn’t dwell on it, either. Not yet, anyway.

When he was finished, he realized that he didn’t have a clean bandage to reapply. If he was going to make a habit out of this, he would need to prepare better. He shook his clothes. They were mostly dry. He dressed, entered the house, and returned to his room, and was asleep within minutes.

• • •

The next morning, Pylas explained away the missing bandage to Brit, saying that he’d slept fitfully, and that it had come off during his tossing and turning. She raised her eyebrows, but said nothing. Medicine and a new bandage were applied.

As the day progressed, Pylas became more and more nervous about his nighttime activity being discovered. He was a guest and under Jay’s protection, and didn’t know how Jay might react to it. He hadn’t done anything wrong per se, except maybe take excessive advantage of Jay’s hospitality. In some way, too, he was stealing from Jay, who hadn’t agreed to teach him. Pylas didn’t like that. He had money in abundance, but money wouldn’t repay what might be considered a betrayal of trust.

Despite his worry, no mention was made of anything amiss resulting from his little excursion. Brit asked him several times what the frown on his face was all about, but Pylas merely covered it up with a smile and told her it was nothing, focusing all the more on the students and the continuation of the routine he’d begun to practice. That Jay hadn’t spoken more than a word of greeting to him since their first exchange bothered Pylas, adding to his guilty conscience, but how could Jay not understand? Even if given the opportunity to talk, it wouldn’t do to repeat the request, not when so much had been done for him. What else could Pylas say to convince him when it seemed as though he’d already made up his mind?

• • •

Pylas snuck out each night thereafter, learning the routine to the end and practicing it countless times. He was careful, always making sure he had a fresh bandage and clean clothes to wear after washing. Several times he thought he felt a pair of eyes on him, but every time he stopped to investigate he found nothing.

He learned, to his surprise, that exercise agreed with him and felt that it was more than merely speeding his already miraculous recovery. The bandage was no longer really necessary, and the ache inside had diminished steadily since he’d started his nightly outings.

On his fifteenth night at Jay’s, Pylas once again sensed the eyes upon him. This time he was sure of their presence. He stopped what he was doing, and confident of his new strength and vigor, spoke a word of challenge that carried easily over the dark, empty courtyard.

A shadow flashed like a flutter of black wings, and before he could discern any tangible shape, someone was before him, launching a barrage of half-seen blows.

Momentarily overwhelmed by the speed and power of the other, Pylas stumbled backward as he struggled to master his panic. All grew quiet for him as his focus narrowed. He’d taken a glancing blow to the chin, which almost knocked his glasses from his face, and one to his left shoulder, but he could see the blows coming now and was strangely equipped to counter them. Adrenalin surged through him, dulling the pain radiating through his head and shoulder, and spurring him on. After twenty seconds of interaction with his black-clad assailant, Pylas understood his uncanny facility: he was unconsciously using the movements of the routine. For a brief instant, he convinced himself that he’d become an expert practitioner of the Divine Pattern Fist. He knew what was coming, knew the appropriate counter, and knew how to attack as a follow-up.

It seemed his assailant knew, too, though. And knew better.

The man in black stepped up his pace, delivering an invisible flurry of strikes that peppered Pylas mercilessly, or so Pylas thought as he careened to the courtyard paving stones.

Lying there panting, Pylas realized that he wasn’t seriously hurt. He pressed his fingers to various spots that throbbed and prickled with paresthesia, wincing at each developing bruise. The man in black stood over him for almost a minute without speaking, without moving. Pylas, certain of the other’s ability to kill him at any moment, likewise didn’t move. Finally, the other pulled away the black cloth concealing his face and made Pylas gasp.

“Mr. Jay!”

Govan Jay reached down and helped Pylas to a sitting position.

“Well? What do you have to say for yourself?” Jay said.

Pylas shook his head. “I-I’m so sorry, Mr. Jay. You’ve been nothing but generous and I’ve taken so much more than was offered. I’ll see about new accommodations immediately. It won’t erase what I’ve done, but I will make sure that you are amply compensated for all you’ve provided.”

Jay snorted. “Don’t be foolish. How am I to know the extent of what you’ve taken? You’re not going anywhere until I’ve a full accounting.”

Pylas swallowed hard.

“Are you hurt?” Jay said, his tone softening somewhat.

Pylas shook his head with nervous conviction.

“Your recovery has gone faster than expected.”

“That’s thanks to the care you’ve provided.”

Jay cocked his head. “Maybe.” He turned the thought over in his head for a moment before continuing. “I’ve been thinking about what you asked me, about teaching you.”

Pylas’s eyes brightened. He sat up straighter, rose to his feet.

“It’s not just about punching and kicking.” Jay tapped his index finger to his temple. “The mind is all-important. The mind dictates, the body executes. Can your body do what the mind insists it must? Even if what is required seems contrary to the limits of the human form?”

These words awakened something inside Pylas. They resonated within him, causing a chill to race the length of his spine, spread out across his back, and continue, consuming him whole like cold fire, until his very fingertips were tingling with what he thought might be genuine current. His attention returned and his face hardened into unconquerable resolve.

“Yes,” Pylas said.

Jay narrowed his eyes, pursed his lips. His head may have moved in a barely perceptible nod, or it may not have.

“You must understand. I’m not offering to teach you to turn you into a killer. Every man has a right to defend himself and his loved ones.”

“And ideals?”

“Those, too. Sometimes.”

Pylas nodded, noting Jay’s hesitancy.

“Why do you want to learn Divine Pattern? Be honest.”

Pylas lowered his eyes. “When I asked you the first time, it was for revenge. If words and ideas are to have any impact, they must be supported by real strength. Words are useless without action. If my words, which I can’t and won’t take back, make me a target, I don’t want to be a burden or a liability to someone else who may die uselessly in my stead defending my voice. I want the means to back my voice, to be able to defend my own life and those important to me. I don’t want to become a killer Mr. Jay, but I have seen death at its ugliest, and I won’t stop short of killing to prevent that ugliness from happening again.”

“In the end,” Jay said, sighing, “all of us become killers of one sort or another. The thoughtful killer is perhaps the most tortured, but also the most dangerous. I will teach you all I know of Divine Pattern.”

“Thank you, Mr. Jay! I will be your most devoted student.”

“You may at that. My only condition is that you never lose sight of why you now set out to learn it. Forget your reasons, as you’ve explained them to me, and I’ll take it all back.”

Jay stared into Pylas’s eyes to make his point. Pylas took it, swallowed back the awe and fear inspired by the import of Jay’s meaning. He had no doubt that Jay could take it all back—with one mortal blow.

“You’ve been watching me all along, haven’t you?” Pylas said, trying to lighten the mood.

“Nothing you’ve done since coming here has escaped my attention, or Brit’s, for that matter. I must apologize for being unavailable for so long, though. I’ve been having a difficult time making up my mind about you. Your resolve is commendable, and I hope, telling.”

“You won’t be disappointed, Teacher.”

“We shall see. From today onwards, you are not to shave or cut your hair. Your practice in the evenings will be done without your glasses.”

“Without my glasses?”

“I want you comfortable practicing without them. You’re to start formal training tomorrow one hour after the evening meal. You will train with me every day at that time for three hours and then go promptly to bed. Eventually, you will mix with the other students during the day here in the yard. We shall hide you in plain sight, as it were, as a new student, which as Constable Silestry tells it, you should appreciate. I expect, by then, that you’ll have some capacity to defend yourself, not that you’ll be solely responsible for your own protection.”

Pylas nodded. “How often do you get new students?”

Jay shrugged. “Depends. Right now caution is prudent but also potentially counterproductive. It would be suspicious and invite speculation if I were to turn everyone away. Since you arrived, I’ve taken on two new students. One has good reflexes and is quick to learn, but neither has any substantial experience, which is what I would expect if Sachs were sending out feelers. By the time it happens, assuming nothing drastic has occurred, I don’t expect your introduction to be cause for speculation.”

“I see.”

“In the meantime, I have another task for you during the day, which you may find meaningless, tedious, and arduous all at once, though it is only the latter for those who can see.”

Pylas didn’t understand the last part, but nor was he slow to agree.

“And speaking of Constable Silestry, he will be stopping by tomorrow to give you an update on how things stand with the Sachs family.

“Now go clean up and get some sleep.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

• • •

“Pylas, you look. . . just fine.” Silestry glanced at Jay, who pursed his lips and shrugged.

They were in one of the courtyard house’s inner sitting rooms, spacious and well-furnished.

“I feel fine,” Pylas said. “Actually, I feel better than fine.”

“And you say he’s been exercising half the time he’s been here?” Silestry said to Jay.

Jay nodded. “He’s got a good memory for the forms. He’s motivated, of course, but I suspect some other mechanism at work.”

Silestry looked at him expectantly.

“Well, of course he means his skills as a healer. Right, Teacher?”

Jay pulled at his chin, smiled enigmatically, but said nothing.

Pylas was satisfied, but Silestry was not. He didn’t pursue the question, though.

“See me before you leave,” Jay said to Silestry. “I’ll leave you two to catch up. Pylas, after the constable has gone, I’ll explain your new daytime training.”

Pylas nodded and Jay exited the room.

“I don’t have a lot of information for you,” Silestry said. “We’ve been keeping the men who attacked you and your family sequestered, but unfortunately, we haven’t gotten any confessions from them. Their guilt in your assault is certain. Blood work has connected a number of their weapons to. . .” Silestry bowed his head, unable to verbalize his thought. “The media has been at your house every day. Tila Barto in particular demands to know exactly what’s happened to you and what we’re doing about it.”

Pylas snorted, shook his head. “Tila. . . And what are you doing, Constable?”

“We’re looking for you. Your whereabouts are currently unknown, but given the nature of the crime scene, there’d be no reason to hide your body alone, so we believe that you’re alive somewhere, maybe hurt. No ransom demand suggests that the killers don’t have you, but there’s no way to be sure. The constabulary has made you its highest priority.

“It’s mostly true, of course, but the example The Corpse sets for his men can only go so far. It’s just a matter of time before one or another decides that money is more important than justice. Money is threatening from two fronts: the media and Sachs both.”

“So we wait until someone has a lapse of character?”

“It’s always been a waiting game and nearly all crime is due to a lapse of character. Luck in that regard is tenuous at best and eventually runs out, but before it does in this case, we’ll milk Volume Two so that prosecution is Sachs’s only option. All of our resources, those we’ve said are dedicated to finding you, are focused on that purpose. We will keep you safe, Pylas. And we will have First Order Justice. The days of Sachs doing as he pleases in and at the expense of Pine are done. ”

Pylas smiled wanly. “Thank you, Aren. I realize that it’s dangerous for you and your men, but I appreciate you moving forward with Volume Two.”

“It’s the least we can do. I think I told you before, we chose this life. You didn’t.”

“Some might argue that.”

Silestry shrugged. “Crafting a world where a righteous man can say what’s on his mind without fear of reprisal is a worthy goal.”

Pylas felt the words sink into him with profound weight. “Yes. Yes, it is.”

“So Jay’s agreed to teach you. Show me what you’ve learned.”

“Here?”

“There’s room enough. Or should be, depending on the form.”

Pylas looked around the room, pushed a table and a chair closer to one wall, and then proceeded to show Silestry.

Silestry was grinning at first, expecting to be amused, but as the other continued, the grin devolved into a frown.

“Well?” Pylas said on completion.

“Eight days? You’ve been practicing that for eight days?”

Now Pylas frowned. “Yes. Full of mistakes, huh?”

Silestry shook his head hesitantly. “No. It wasn’t. You’re as good at that form as I ever was. It took me over a month to get it right.”

“Oh. Well, I am trapped here and I have been rather single-minded in my practice.”

Silestry smiled. “There may be hope for you yet, Pylas.” He suddenly patted his coat, reached inside, and produced a sheaf of papers bound by an old ribbon that may once have been pink. “I almost forgot. I thought you might like these.”

Pylas took the small bundle, untied the ribbon, and nearly choked.

“I’m sorry that echographs are all you have left of them.”

Pylas shook his head and wiped the tears from his eyes with his sleeve, careful to avoid marring some of the only remaining images of his family, of his newlywed bride. “Thank you.”

• • •

After Silestry took his leave, Jay returned and escorted Pylas through the house to a locked room. Inside was what could only be described as a shrine. The room was small, but seemed even closer than its dimensions suggested. Two wooden posts with an elaborately carved bridge joining them top to top stood just before the back, innermost wall. A well-worn cushion sat on the floor in front of the gateway the posts presented.

“Sit down,” Jay said, motioning to the cushion.

Pylas did.

“Your physical practice will be done without your glasses, but this practice, at least for a while, will require you to wear them.”

Pylas briefly looked around the room, not sure what he was expected to do. Within moments, he found himself staring straight ahead, towards the gate. Only then did he become aware of something occupying the middle of the gate itself. It was a leaf upon a thread as thin as spider’s silk, suspended from the bridge overhead. When his eyes settled on it, he found that he could not look away from the leaf.

“What is it, Teacher?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“That it’s a leaf is obvious, but how and why it. . . commands attention. . . inspires vertigo. . .”

Jay boomed and shook with laughter.

“This, Pylas Crier, is a leaf from the Viscain Tree, and there is nothing obvious about it.”

“No. . . Teacher.”

“Everything in this room has been designed to direct focus to the leaf,” Jay said, “to isolate the truth of it from the mundanity of its surroundings. The Tree, I’m told, evokes feelings of peace, serenity, euphoria. I’m sure you’ve heard the stories.”

Pylas had. He’d even entertained the idea of one day taking a trip with Aya to see it, just to be able to claim that he’d done so. People said that the Tree was divine, that in its presence one could find inspiration, could be cured of disease, could have years added to already long lives. He’d never believed any of it, of course, but now, captivated by but one of its leaves, he wasn’t sure.

“No one speaks of these hypnotic properties with regard to the Tree itself—although I hear that it is a sight to behold. I can only speculate that the effects are reduced or even negated by the constant distraction provided by the other leaves or by the Tree in total.”

Jay saw that Pylas was quite lost to him. He snapped his fingers, making Pylas flinch and returning him, though perhaps only somewhat, to the here and now.

“Pylas, your first task in this training is to master yourself. To gain the ability to tune out the leaf at will. This may take you several days. Or it may take you several weeks. In any case, I’ll return for you shortly before the evening meal. You will likely need rousing.”

Pylas wasn’t aware of Jay leaving. He was far too intrigued by the isolated, tunnel-world of the kaleidoscope leaf. It was like an explosion of life, all changing patterns and impossible colors. It was soothing, maybe dangerously so. This vague sense of looming danger caught in his subconscious, like a snagged bur, and helped keep him at least partially aware of the room—of the physical world—around him.

After what felt like five minutes of tireless appreciation of what the leaf showed him, Pylas heard Jay snap his fingers again.

“Pylas!”

“Yes, Teacher!”

“Remain seated, but turn completely around so that you’re facing me.”

Pylas did as he was told, responding more to the sound of Jay’s voice than to any sense of spatial awareness. In moments, Pylas’s vision focused completely, so that the hard reality—the lines, the materials, the lackluster color—of the room that enclosed them stood out to him with knife-edge urgency.

“Whoah,” Pylas said.

Jay snickered. “It’s time for dinner.”

Pylas cocked his head. “It isn’t,” he said incredulously.

“It is.”

“But only minutes have passed since you left me.”

Jay shook his head. “No, Pylas. It’s been hours. Now tell me about what you saw.”

• • •

When he sat down at the table, Pylas realized that at least his body understood that several hours had passed—he was famished. He hadn’t felt that he’d been able to explain adequately what he’d seen in the leaf, but Jay nodded knowingly just the same.

“How did you come by the leaf, Teacher?”

“One of my students made the pilgrimage to Yana—he said on my behalf,” Jay said, laughing. “That was twenty years ago and the leaf hasn’t appeared to have aged a day. While there, just beyond the Tree’s boughs, he said that the leaf just spiraled down, lighting onto his forehead. He noted that the ground all around was spotless except for grass and shade, and he felt as though the Tree had spoken to him. He’d gone there for me, and the Tree had given him something to take back for me. He believed that very strongly.

“I’ve wanted to go for as long as I can remember. Something always got in the way, though. First duty to the constabulary, then tournament life, then sedimentary routine. I could say that I’m too old, but physically I could make the trip. I have too many responsibilities here now. Maybe, if someone were to take over the school, I could still go. I’d like that.

“I told you that what I teach isn’t just about punching and kicking. You’re smart, Pylas, but intelligence doesn’t always make for a strong mind. Sometimes it’s just the opposite. But, being smart will help you grasp what’s been put before you. You may not understand it, you may not believe it, but today you took the first step towards real strength,” Jay said this as he tapped his temple with his index finger, a gesture that Pylas would come to forever associate with Jay.

Pylas listened intently to everything Jay had to say. Everything—his words, the table, the wood that paneled the walls, the very air he breathed—seemed so clear, so sharp, so full of meaning. He caught Brit smiling several times, and he somehow knew that it was because of the new dynamic in which he wouldn’t have to sneak out at night and Jay wouldn’t have to pretend it wasn’t happening.

As the meal came to an end, Jay excused himself.

“I will see you in the yard in one hour. Remember, no glasses.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

• • •

Despite the almost-preternatural clarity he was experiencing, Pylas was quite near-sighted and could see very little without his glasses. Objects lost definition, colors bled together, people became unrecognizable. Darkness, of course, compounded his difficulty. With enough light, though, he could get a sense of his environment and detect movement. Unused as he was to functioning without his glasses, he couldn’t help feeling apprehensive—exposed and more than a little vulnerable—as he proceeded through the house to the yard, which was, thankfully, wide open and without obstacles.

Pylas was charged with performing all that he had surreptitiously learned so far, and he proceeded to do so. When finished, he stared expectantly in Jay’s direction. Presently, Jay folded his arms and approached. Pylas could see that Jay was nodding, which he took for approval.

“Divine Pattern, like anything,” Jay said, “is made up of fundamental building blocks. You’ve managed to pick some of these up without knowing what they are. Your stance is good with proper weight allotted to each leg: solid yet mobile. Your hand movements, too, are crisp and accurate. Tonight, I’ll give you a primer on the Five Principles and the Twelve Methods. For now, I want you to continue to practice what you just showed me. We’ll break down the form and identify which portions reflect which Principles and which Methods. Ultimately, you must master all the Principles and Methods, but some may appeal more to your nature than others.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

“What, if anything, have you observed about Divine Pattern in the short time you’ve been studying it?”

Pylas thought for a moment. “It’s direct, always seeking to push through, to penetrate.”

“Just so,” Jay said with unexpected enthusiasm. “Mastery of Divine Pattern will grant its practitioners many benefits, but the overarching goal is always to identify flaws in defense and drive through.”

Pylas nodded. “Yes, Teacher.”

• • •

Pylas continued to sit before the Leaf of the Viscain Tree by day and train the physical aspects of Divine Pattern by night.

It took him four days to come to his senses while contemplating the Leaf, but he did so early in his session and spent the day confirming his ability to both study and be free of it at will. When Jay came to collect him, Pylas was already standing, ready and beaming. Jay greeted him with disbelief, but narrowed his eyes and nodded, seeming to come to some conclusion he’d been working towards.

Jay feigned skepticism still, telling Pylas that, from then on, he’d have to look after himself come dinner time and that tardiness to evening practice would not be tolerated.

Unable to stop smiling, Pylas happily agreed.

“And I have a new task for you.”

“Yes, Teacher?”

“You are to keep up your daily meditations on the Leaf, but you are now to do so while maintaining the basic stance. Additionally, except during evening practice, I want to you try to see in everything what you see in the Leaf.”

“Teacher?” Pylas said frowning. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Maybe not yet, but that’s always the way with something new and unfamiliar. What you see in the Leaf exists in all things, though to a lesser extent. The Leaf is ultimately complex, dynamic, ever changing, but most matter is comparatively simple, static. Once you can attune your senses to objects other than the Leaf, you will be able to understand the true power of Divine Pattern.”

A chill crept over Pylas at the prospect and he couldn’t help himself from thinking of other possibilities.

“How are the new students coming along, Teacher?”

“Fine. Why do you ask?”

Pylas shrugged. “Just curious, I guess. Will I be mixing with them soon?”

“Perhaps.”

“Will any be shown the Leaf?”

Jay cocked his head, perplexed by the line of questioning. “It’s not something I share lightly. Few are good candidates.”

“But I was?”

“You are a special case. And yes, you have proven to be a good candidate. I’ll confess—there was a risk, Pylas. Most who look upon the Leaf have their attention snared, but then have their eyes roll up into their heads, and lapse into a seizing fit.”

“Oh.”

“I was quite sure that that wouldn’t happen to you.”

“Why is that, Teacher?”

“For various reasons. And I wasn’t wrong.”

“Now, back to training!”

“Yes, Teacher.”







1.4 WIL PARISH


It had been forty-seven days since Pylas had come to Jay’s school. His face was half-covered with a beard that had taken that long to look merely well-groomed instead of unkempt as it truly was. His hair hung in waves and curls of sandy gold, effectively covering the other half of his face. Even with his glasses, Pylas would have been unrecognizable. Without them, though, he was a completely different person, a vagabond used to life on the streets. That was, until he opened his mouth. He couldn’t hide his youth or his education, much as he might have liked to.

He had, indeed, been able to perceive an inherent pattern, akin to that of the Leaf, in many things. He’d clung to some notion that once he was able to do this, he would no longer need his glasses, that his eyes would somehow become superfluous. He was disappointed. Without his glasses, he could not achieve the proper focus and could perceive nothing but an imperfect, ever-blurred picture of the world. The more he applied himself, though—with his glasses—the more he could discern individual Patterns and their characteristics. He scared himself when he found he could see through lesser materials to denser ones hidden within. As he stared at a simple chair, its upholstery, a weave to begin with and a simple enough Pattern to grasp, faded as he inadvertently focused on the springs buried in the cushions. Startled by what he wrongly saw as their movement towards him, he lurched backwards, raising a hand in defense—and then laughed himself to tears.

When he shared this story with Jay, Jay nodded sagely.

“This is a big transition. You will no longer train directly with the Leaf. For now, anyway.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

“Instead, starting tomorrow, after the evening meal, you will maintain the basic stance before a mirror and try to perceive your own Pattern.”

“How will I find it in a mirror, Teacher?”

“You won’t. But you need a starting point, a reference. How long can you maintain the basic stance?”

Pylas shrugged. “I’m not sure. An hour?”

Jay nodded. “Good. That should be enough to start. This will be harder than the perception training you’ve done so far. Everything has been right in front of you, plain and exposed. Perceiving yourself will take time and experimentation.”

“Yes, Teacher. But you said after the evening meal. What’ll I do during the day?”

“Tomorrow, you will join the other students in the yard. The Constable and I have created a persona for you in anticipation of your. . . debut. It’s time we see how both your training and your disguise hold up.”

Pylas grinned enigmatically. “Yes, Teacher.”

• • •

Jay stood before the neat, orderly rows of students—thirty-two in all—all of them men, ranging from their late teens to mid-forties.

“This is Tai Sonsen,” Jay said. “He’s been training with a colleague of mine in Palas and will be joining us from today. He is somewhat advanced for still being a beginner. Make sure he feels welcome.”

“Yes, Teacher,” came the collective reply.

“Tai, you’ll partner with—”

“How about him, Teacher?” Pylas said, pointing to a rangy, dusky-skinned young man, somewhat taller than himself, towards the back.

Jay cocked his head and narrowed his eyes—mystified by Pylas’s ability to identify one person, any person, from among the many students—and then he understood. “Very well,” Jay said. “Barz, you work with Enzo today. Tai you’re with Wil.”

Pylas passed through the rows of students, from senior-most to newest at the back, and extended his hand to his new sparring partner.

“Tai Sonsen. Nice to meet you.”

The other swallowed hard and took Pylas’s hand, clasping it firmly. “Likewise,” he said.

The two fell into line and followed the course of instruction as it was laid out for the day.

• • •

As the sun began to descend, more and more students took their leave, until only the seniors remained, taking special advantage of their exclusive time with Jay. Pylas and Wil remained as well, at some remove from the rest, until their presence was challenged by Barz, one of the senior students.

“That’s okay, Barz,” Jay said. “Tai is lodging here, and as such, has nowhere else to go.”

“Yes, Teacher,” Barz said, somewhat grudgingly.

“Maybe it’s time for us all to finish up, eh Mr. Parish?” Jay said, eyeing Pylas’s sparring partner.

Wil Parish started, his eyes darting from Pylas to Jay.

“See you tomorrow, Wil,” Pylas said.

“Yeah,” Wil said. “Nice meeting you. . . Tai.” He walked a little hesitantly to a motorbike—an Oyodyne Buteysian 10—parked next to the gate and wheeled it out as he looked back over his shoulder.

To the seniors, Jay said, “That’s it for today. The older I get the less I can keep up with you. Now run along and let me regain my strength.”

After the last of the students left for the day, Jay took Pylas by the arm, yanking him close.

“That was very foolish.”

“Teacher?”

“Don’t pretend with me any longer. You recognized that young man and it was clear that he recognized you. You’ve been asking about him, though indirectly, since he came here. You obviously memorized his place in line long before today. There can be only one person besides the constable and myself to whom you would consider revealing yourself in so direct a manner.”

The false surprise drained from Pylas’s face and he nodded. “Yes, Teacher.”

“You managed a very subdued reunion, but there may be other discriminating eyes upon us—problematic considering your already unique circumstances as a guest at this school, Mr. Sonsen. Your friend was very discreet. Despite the timing of his joining, I thought nothing about him untoward. If I could be deceived by one, I might have been deceived by another.”

“I’m sorry, Teacher.”

Jay sighed and released him. “In the end it matters little. We needed to test the waters. You’re in no immediate danger from any of your fellow students—of that, I’m confident—but we have no way of knowing which, if any of them, might have been watching today’s proceedings with undue scrutiny. If we manage to pass the night without an assassin calling, we can consider our efforts successful, at least for the time being.

“Parish wouldn’t be so foolish as to return tonight, himself, would he?”

“No, Teacher. I’m quite certain that he’ll return tomorrow—for practice—and continue as if nothing has changed until we—or dire circumstances—make it clear that he should do otherwise.”

Jay turned and started to pace, putting a finger to his lips as he thought. “This may be good for us. Perhaps I can bolster Wil’s training as I have and will continue to do with yours.”

“Then you trust him, Teacher?”

“If he is half the man your rat is, then yes. Based on his timing, I can only assume that he came here suspecting your possible presence. Others may have done the same and must be watched closely. But Wil Parish has been a model student since starting, progressing well whatever his true motivations may have been.

“I am prepared to treat him as I am treating you. You two, who have done so much for Pine, who’ve lost so much, deserve no less. We must still be careful, though. Your progress with the Leaf, while exceptional, means that you have skipped ahead of many of your seniors, a fact not all of whom would understand or readily accept. Mere jealousy can break nations. Making enemies within these walls because of secretive practices and apparent favoritism would be just as destructive.

“I don’t know if Wil Parish would be a good candidate for the Leaf, but we must find out soon and expedite his and your training. The sooner you two can rise in this school publicly the better. If it were just you, we could rely on secrecy, but with two of you, there is no other way. If Wil is a good candidate, this will go a long way towards ensuring rapid advancement. This will yet earn you the enmity of some of your fellow students, but you both will be in better positions to justify the level of teaching you’re receiving.

• • •

Jay stood at the head of his students, his arms behind his back, his expression difficult to read.

Pylas wasn’t entirely sure what Jay had decided, but the gravity of his decision seemed clear.

“Today is a special day,” Jay said, his voice booming easily throughout the courtyard. “For the next few weeks, perhaps months, our doors will be closed to new students. I know all of you, some better than others, granted, but no one here is unknown to me. You may notice that Constable Silestry has joined us today. He is here by invitation and on business. Many of you may not realize that he is in fact your older school brother.”

This drew a murmur from the crowd. Many students bowed or nodded acknowledgement to Silestry, who smiled and nodded in return.

“I, like all living things, grow ever older,” Jay continued, “and as yet, have not transmitted the full knowledge of Divine Pattern to a chosen successor. Indeed, I have had many students over the years, but most have sought only the physical benefits offered by the art, and on achieving those, they moved on. There is more.”

Silestry bowed his head at this.

“I can teach you principles. I can direct your movements. I can help condition your body. I can take you to the door, but you must pass through it on your own. This is especially true of the higher, secret teachings of Divine Pattern. There is a test, and all of you, down to the youngest of school brothers, will be able to take it. This is a choice. You will not be forced, your continued training will not be in jeopardy if you decide against the test, but the window of opportunity is now and will not reopen in the foreseeable future.”

“What sort of test is it, Teacher,” Barz asked from the front row.

“A test of the mind. Some of your training up until now may aid you, but this is a test of potential. Unfortunately, many will fail. Many of you may lose your wits. Some of you may not recover your faculties. As this is a test of potential, failing once eliminates you as a candidate to inherit the full transmission of Divine Pattern. Understand that this is not my sentence upon you, but the limiting constraints of your own capacity. Should you fail the test, you will still be welcome within these walls, but your training, no matter how long you endeavor, will progress little beyond the physical.

“If you can accept that, we will begin immediately. There is an object upon which you must look. It will mesmerize you. This is its effect on everyone. If it robs you of consciousness or sets you to seizing, the test, for you, is over, and your pursuit of Divine Pattern will be cut short.

“Are there any questions?”

Though more murmurs swept through the students, there were no questions.

“Those of you who wish to proceed with the test, please step forward.”

As a body, the rows of students moved forward without a break.

Jay cast his eyes upon Silestry.

“I know you have an important function, Constable Silestry,” Jay said, “and any interruption in your duty might prove troublesome, but the test is open to you as well.”

From his position near the front gate, Silestry grinned and stepped forward. “Thank you, Teacher.”

“Excellent,” Jay said, nodding. “Groups of five will be admitted to the chamber housing the object. We will go in order of seniority—uh, with the exception of the constable, who will help ensure that everything proceeds in an orderly fashion.”

Pylas understood that what Jay was offering was an invaluable treasure. His allowing everyone the same opportunity showed his trust in his students, but people sometimes changed when tempted by greed or ambition which is why Silestry—and a contingent of six of his men waiting just outside the wall—was there.

“As each group of five goes,” Jay said, “the rest of you are to engage in drills and free practice. By day’s end, we will know who is to proceed. The nature of all our practice will change as a result.”

Jay motioned for the first five to follow him. Silestry trotted across the courtyard and accompanied them as they all entered the house.

Wil Parish turned to Pylas and the two broke off from the rest of the students to begin practicing drills.

“What’s this all about, Tai?” Wil said.

Pylas shrugged. “Expedience. Having second thoughts?”

Wil shook his head. “It’s not why I came here, but this is a once in a lifetime opportunity.”

“Indeed it is. My only advice to you is to try to make order from chaos.”

Wil’s eyes widened and he whispered, “You’ve already taken the test.”

“You’ll pass, too,” Pylas said. “I’m sure of it.”

Wil grinned. “That you live and breathe, defying odds and fate, convinces me.”

• • •

Within ten minutes, the next group, which included Barz, was summoned, but before they could begin their test, they returned bearing all but one of the original five upon simple stretchers. They eased the men down onto the paving stones, leaving them to Brit and Jemmy, who’d also emerged from the house. Jay instructed the still-conscious student, Fynn Taos, to fetch a doctor just in case. He left immediately.

Wil stopped mid-drill and stared, open-mouthed, at the senior students lying senseless. He swallowed hard and shot a look towards Pylas.

Pylas pursed his lips, shook his head. “You’ll do fine, Wil.”

“I hope you’re right,” Wil said.

Another student, one who’d started around the same time as Wil, drifted towards Wil and Pylas.

“Crazy, huh Wil?”

“Crazy.”

“You ever see anything like that in Palas? It’s Tai, right? I’m Enzo.”

“Yeah, no,” Pylas said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like this.”

“Either of you thinking of backing out?” Enzo said.

Pylas shook his head.

“Nope,” Wil said. “You?”

“Nah. I just hope that that’s,” he said, pointing with his chin to the still-insensate students, “not permanent if I don’t pass.”

Wil nodded unconsciously.

Once Brit and Jemmy had the situation under control, Jay wasted no time in ushering the next group forward.

Another ten minutes later, Jay came out alone, motioned for the next group to retrieve the stretchers and for them, along with Brit and Jemmy, to follow him back inside. Every man of the second group came out upon a stretcher—not a one of them was a candidate for transmission. By now, most of the first group had come to their senses. They were sitting up, getting their bearings, fighting vertigo and nausea. None looked as though they’d suffered any permanent damage.

After the second group was settled and tended to, Jay took the third group in for their turn.

It continued like this, with those waiting their turns more and more unable to focus on anything but what lay ahead. This was not lost on Jay each time he came to get help and then collect the next group, but nor did he blame or chastise his students for this.

The doctor had come and had made no secret of his disgust at what was being done, though in no case could he find anything seriously the matter with any of the students. Everyone who came away from the test was disoriented and suffering from varying degrees of vertigo. Those who failed the test could not recall what it was they had looked upon. They remembered entering the room and then regaining consciousness in the yard. Some recalled vivid but meaningless dreams during their incapacitation. Barz was visibly upset, and insisted to the doctor that he’d been drugged.

Jay overheard this statement and responded personally but loud enough so that his voice carried across yard. “Barz Hengler, you have trained here for four years. You have made steady progress, but have never stood out from among your peers. Today all of you were treated as equals and given an opportunity, which you and all of your fellows might have refused. If you truly believe that you have been singled out in this open forum, itself a rarity, I assure you, then perhaps it’s time we ended our association.”

Barz looked stricken. “No, Teacher. I. . . I. . .”

“Indeed,” Jay continued, “Dr. Sopes, can you confirm or rule out the presence of an illicit substance?”

Dr. Sopes sighed. “With blood samples, yes.”

Several students were now eyeing Barz with anger or disgust.

“Depending on how you fare,” Jay said, “some of you may decide to end your training here after today. I have already told you that you will be welcome to stay no matter your test results.” Jay shot a look towards Barz. “And as long as your behavior befits the reputation of this school. But should you decide to move on, there will be no ill feelings. Even without the full transmission—which very few could ever expect to receive in any case—Divine Pattern still offers a rich and varied store of readily applicable martial knowledge. Cross fists with Constable Silestry and find out,” he said with a grin.

Of the first fifteen to take the test, there’d been one successful candidate: Fynn Taos. The next fifteen produced two successful candidates: Bron Molono and Ursin Lim. The last group—Enzo, Wil, Pylas, and Silestry—followed Jay into the house. Pylas couldn’t help feeling a little guilty since the Leaf would be no real challenge for him. It had been, though. As Jay had said, it was a test of potential, so it didn’t really matter when he’d passed it. He hoped against hope that Wil would pass it, too.

On entering the chamber, Pylas was stunned by the vibrancy of the Leaf. He’d only gone a day without seeing it directly, but this was the first time ever without his glasses. He felt like he was standing before the sun, with currents swirling, eddying, reaching out towards him with arms of coiling heat. He was shocked—almost overwhelmed—but mastered himself. He could not understand the force of its presence in his near blindness when every other Pattern was beyond his focus. It was something to consider at another time.

They all knelt down in a semicircle around the gate framing the Leaf. Once they were in place, Jay left them alone in the room and shut the door. Only Pylas could take his eyes off the Leaf. Enzo collapsed instantly like a boneless rag doll. Sadly, Silestry soon succumbed as well, though he remained upright, with only his head dropping until his chin met his chest. This surprised Pylas. He’d assumed that Silestry would pass as a matter of course and was now concerned for Wil. He had to force himself to look at Wil, but when he was finally able to, he grinned broadly. Wil’s eyes were open and wild. His mouth moved, perhaps trying to put into soundless words the animate chaos he was witnessing.

The relief Pylas felt for Wil made him wonder at his comparative lack of concern for Silestry, but it couldn’t be helped. Silestry had always impressed him as The Corpse, indefatigable, above reproach, morally and physically implacable. Failure or not, Silestry was in no way diminished in Pylas’s opinion.

Jay cracked open the door and gestured for Pylas to feign dazzlement, an unfortunate but necessary ruse. Jay closed the door and returned momentarily with a number of students who’d already recovered from the test. These were warned not to look at what was suspended at the middle of the gate. They obliged their teacher, collected Enzo and Silestry onto stretchers, and bore them back out to the yard, while others helped keep Wil and Pylas steady on their own feet.

Jemmy saw to the doctor’s financials before escorting him out.

The mood, initially somber, lightened over time. Jay allowed everyone to recover at his own rate until finally all were standing, and the yard was full with the noise of their voices.

“Now,” Jay boomed above the din, “you’ve all had the same opportunity. Five among you have passed the test: Fynn Taos, Bron Molono, Orsin Lim, Wil Parish, and Tai Sonsen. From today onwards, they will receive my direct instruction. I trust that this will not create any unnecessary, unpleasant dynamics among you. Rest assured that you will continue to receive instruction as you have.”

“Teacher,” Silestry interrupted, “I have maintained my practice in private since leaving, but if possible, I would like to return to the school and help out.”

Jay beamed. His appreciation was clear, and he was nearly brought to tears. “You are always welcome here, Aren Silestry.”

Jay addressed the rest of the students again. “Today has taken its toll on all of you. Please go home and get some rest. Those of you who passed the test, I’d like to meet with you individually before you go. And Constable Silestry, if you wouldn’t mind. . .”

Silestry nodded.

The students gathered their things and began to file out through the front gate.

Out of earshot of the others, Jay met with each of the five students in order of seniority until only Pylas, Wil, and Silestry remained. At a signal from Jay, Silestry went to the front gate, dismissed his men stationed on the other side, reentered, and closed the gate behind him.

Silestry walked back the length of the courtyard to where all four had come together, and extended his hand to Wil Parish.

“I didn’t think we’d ever meet,” Silestry said.

Wil’s eyes darted from Pylas to Jay to Silestry before he nervously extended his own hand.

Silestry shook his head and took Wil’s hand. “You’ve nothing to fear here. You’re among friends.”

Wil let out a long sigh, his anxiety draining out of him. He turned to Pylas, stared for a moment, then embraced him with sudden fervor.

Jay and Silestry broke off and left the other two to themselves for a short time.

Wil relaxed his hold and stepped back. He stared after the retreating Jay and Silestry then eyed Pylas expectantly.

“Friends,” Pylas said.

Wil shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”

Pylas grinned. “Certainly you can. You found your way here.”

“Your family. . . I’m so sorry, Pylas. I didn’t know. If I’d known I would have warned you, I would have been there, I would have stopped it, I would have—”

“Hey, hey, Wil, it’s okay. How could I blame you?”

“I’m just so glad you’re still alive,” Wil said.

“How did you find your way here?”

“The night of your com-cast with Tila Barto, Brasso bragged that the rats in the walls would be running free again by morning. That’s when I found out. It was already too late. I snuck away and got to your house as soon as I could, but it was empty. There was blood on the ground, enough to follow by lamplight. I followed the blood here but the constabulary had already arrived. I hoped that you were inside and that the blood, if yours, wasn’t enough to be fatal. I had to hope that you were alive inside and that you were safe with Govan Jay and the law. I made my way back to your house, sopping up the blood the best I could so there would be less of a trail.”

“It must have worked,” Pylas said. “You’re lucky you weren’t picked up as one of the killers, though.”

“I wasn’t thinking about that at all, but, yeah. Next day Brasso said something about the whole thing going half-wrong. Your man Silestry got them all, huh?”

Pylas pursed his lips. “All but the man who set them in motion.”

“We’re going to get him, Pylas.”

“So, you came back, joined the school?”

Wil nodded. “Seemed like the only thing to do. That kind of coincidence might have stuck with some, but Teacher is famous. No one would think twice about me coming to learn from him. Not unless they already suspected something.” He shrugged. “I couldn’t know unless I tried. Once I started, I didn’t know what I should have expected. I hoped that you were inside, alive and safe, but I had no way of knowing. I found that the training agreed with me, though, as it obviously agrees with you. And now here we are, together, both of us stronger. You have my word, Pylas: together, or separately, as long as there’s breath in my lungs, Sol Sachs will answer for his crimes. Either by these hands or First Order Justice.”

Jay and Silestry had rejoined them. Jay clapped his hand upon Wil’s shoulder. “Let’s hope for First Order Justice, but prepare your hands just the same.”

Wil lowered his head in deference and embarrassment. “Yes, Teacher.”

“I told Pylas when I agreed to teach him that I don’t groom killers. However, you have a right to defend yourselves and I will make certain that you are both very capable in that regard.”

“Thank you, Teacher,” Pylas and Wil said together.

“You’ve both shown extraordinary potential with Divine Pattern, more than I could have guessed.” Jay looked briefly at Silestry. “If you are exposed—when you are exposed, as it is an eventuality—death will surely follow.”

“It’s true,” Silestry said. “Sachs will throw everything he has under every guise he can think of at you.”

“We need to step things up with Volume Two,” Pylas said.

Wil shook his head. “It’s not enough. Brasso is closer to Sachs than I first thought. I can give you Brasso.”

“That would expose you,” Silestry said.

“No,” Wil said. “Any of his men might do it if only to step into his place.”

“But only one of his men is enrolled at the martial arts school frequented by the Chief Constable and mere blocks away from a botched assassination attempt.”

Jay kneaded his chin between thumb and forefinger. “Give me a month,” he said.

Silestry raised his eyebrows questioningly. “A month?”

“Pylas has made unheard of progress in a very short time. Once Wil has bested the Leaf, he may expect similar progress. In that case, within a month, both will be a match for any common hired killer.”

“It’s the uncommon ones that worry me,” Silestry said.

“If Teacher believes a month is enough, I will gladly dig all I can and help bury Brasso. Maybe he’s the keystone that topples the foundation.”

Silestry studied him. “Are you ready to be publicly known as Jardin? Teacher, are you ready for what this will bring to your doors?”

Both Wil and Jay looked to Pylas.

“I can wait one more month for a shave and a haircut. And it would be nice to be able to wear my glasses outside the house again.”

“How are you managing that anyway?” Wil said.

“It’s a challenge, but Sachs has made everything a challenge. Aren, are there still avenues to pursue in Volume Two?”

Silestry nodded.

“But it’s running dry, isn’t it.” Wil said.

“What you two have done has been invaluable,” Silestry said.

“But it won’t give us Sachs,” Wil said.

“Aren,” Pylas said, “I think we all appreciate your concern, but we also all agree that we need to do more if we’re going to bring Sachs down. I think we’re ready. Or almost ready. Teacher says a month. His word is good enough for me. Wil?”

Wil nodded.

“Okay,” Silestry said. “One month. The constabulary will continue mining Volume Two in the meantime. You two practice, improve, be ready.”







1.5 ONE MONTH


Fynn Taos was one of Jay’s most advanced students, and Pylas appreciated having been matched with him. Since Pylas, as Tai Sonsen, was initially considered an outsider and a late-comer to the school, Fynn didn’t hold back when they sparred. Fynn quickly found, though, that whatever training the outsider had received prior to his arrival had been thorough and well-digested. With his skill and easy manner, Pylas had soon ingratiated himself with Fynn and the rest of the students. There were still some, mostly those with whom he hadn’t had direct contact, who were still skeptical and somewhat standoffish, but more embraced him as one of their own than did not.

Working with Fynn was the first real gauge of Pylas’s ability. Pylas knew that his early exposure to the Leaf had helped expedite his progress, but he hadn’t realized how much. Even without his glasses, gross patterns, both static and in motion, leapt out at him, highlighting themselves in his awareness. He still had a knowledge deficit when compared to Fynn, but Pylas could easily read attack patterns and see the gaps and holes they presented. This allowed him a degree of disassociation from the heat of engagement, which he found to be an extremely efficient way to learn. He began to find, too, that some of Jay’s explicit teachings were observations he’d already made and was now having confirmed.

At first Pylas felt as if he had an unfair advantage over the other students who’d passed the Leaf test, especially before most had managed to emerge from the induced stupor the Leaf precipitated, but all were now receiving the same treatment. He’d expressed his discomfort, mild as it may have been, to Jay. Jay scoffed.

“I’ve shown you all the door,” Jay had said. “You’ve all stepped through. On the other side, some will crawl, some will run. Every man has his own potential and his own drive. Sometimes those are at cross purposes, sometimes they are perfectly in line. Don’t worry about the others. They will proceed according to their means.”

Pylas accepted this and said no more on the topic, though he did appreciate that Jay had decided to work directly with Wil. Wil was proving to be quite capable and was advancing rapidly.

For the first time in a long time, Pylas entertained the idea that, even if exposed, he and Wil might enjoy some degree of safety, and this by their own hands.

It took seven days for the last of the five to overcome the hypnotic effects of the Leaf. Wil had awakened in four, as Pylas had, but they couldn’t decide who’d been faster on their last day. On that seventh day, after the rest of the students had gone home, Jay called the five together for special instruction.

“You’ve all encountered, and possibly practiced, a number of these already, but today, I want you to choose your preferred fist.

“As a simple physical discipline, Divine Pattern is direct and destructive. Additionally, your meditation on the Leaf will soon begin to give you a facility for recognizing patterns in all things. For us this translates to recognizing flaws and weaknesses. You will look at a simple structure and know where to apply force to make it crumble. Observing an opponent’s movements will unfailingly reveal when and where you can and can’t strike for greatest advantage. Eventually, with enough scrutiny, you will be able to perceive structural weaknesses in solid objects, and even in the human body. To exploit this enhanced perception, you must cultivate the proper means of attack. Everyone, with every aspect of Divine Pattern, will have his own unique approach. Think of your fist as your signature.”

Jay raised his right fist, the knuckle of his middle finger protruding sharply from the rest of his clenched fingers.

“This is my preferred fist and why I’m called Crippler Jay. When I was much younger, I was very free with it. I came upon the Leaf much later than all of you. My mediations on the Leaf enabled me to see what I’d been doing by instinct for years. After the Leaf, my ability increased dramatically, but I was less and less willing to apply what I was learning. Perhaps you can understand why. I retired a champion and established the school and never looked back.

“Now, the tip of my knuckle has far more penetrating power than the flat of my fist. Why is that?”

“Pressure,” Bron Molono said.

“Exactly.” Jay nodded. “I punch the same target twice with the exact same force, one with all my knuckles folded, one with my middle knuckle protruding. Though the amount of force is the same, the amount of pressure delivered to the target is far greater with the protruding knuckle. This sounds simple, and it is, but the application can be devastating. You have some options.”

Jay altered the configuration of his hand so that now his fore knuckle protruded, now his thumb poked out over the top of his folded knuckles, now his middle and fore fingers pointed straight, and finally all his fingers pointed straight in a flat plane.

“Bent fingers are easier to condition—and less likely to break in a fight—than outstretched fingers, but many men have done exceptionally well with the Secret Sword and the Spear Hand.

“Take some time to consider,” Jay said. “I have no doubts that you will shortly know which suits you best.”

All five were practicing the different fist shapes, reviewing their experience, or lack of experience, with each.

Pylas was intrigued with the fore-knuckle fist. Wil was mimicking Jay’s thumb fist, turning it over, examining it. Fynn Taos, Bron Molono, and Ursin Lim all seemed to have decided on the middle-knuckle fist in emulation of Jay.

“Right.” Jay made the middle-knuckle fist and then the fore-knuckle fist. “The Pin. Hard and penetrating.” He then made the thumb fist. “The Bud. Comparatively soft and blossoming. Wil, we’ll have to work together closely as the Bud is more complicated than the simple Pin.”

“Yes, Teacher,” Wil said.

“The rest of you, though the shape is slightly different, the Pin is essentially the same for either the middle or fore knuckle. All of you, start doing push-ups on your weapons of choice. Do as many as you can, as often as you can. Eventually, this physical conditioning will be completely secondary to what you’ll be able to accomplish with simple concentration. But until then, push-ups.”

• • •

For days, in hours-long bouts in addition to his other practice—especially knuckle push-ups—Pylas stood before the mirror, his stance solid, unwavering. His relentless training had strengthened his legs enough to inure him to the distraction of fatigue so that he could focus on what he saw in the mirror, but not right away. Two unexpected obstacles had barred his access to the actual goal. At first, he was unable to see beyond the pattern of the glass lenses that enabled him to see. On pushing his perception through his glasses, he was then stopped by the surface of the mirror itself.

Eventually he was able to use his reflection as a means of turning his perception inward, upon himself. For two weeks, he stood before the mirror, using it to focus upon himself, to familiarize himself with his own Pattern, and with subtle, even cryptic, suggestions from Jay, to begin to affect his Pattern. Following those two weeks, he no longer needed the mirror.

In his studies of his Pattern, Pylas recognized exactly what Jay had done for him the night he arrived at the school, how Jay had closed the stab wound by force of will. Jay’s intervention had been localized to a very small area, but with continued practice, Pylas found that he, too, could temporarily close his entire Pattern, to constrict it so that his body became hard, sheathed in unseen armor. It was like tensing all of his muscles at once—though the effect was completely independent of his muscles—without losing any of his mobility or freedom of motion. The more he practiced this hardened state, the more it became unconscious reflex. He now understood what Jay had meant about concentration.

• • •

Every day, once the regular students had gone home, the Leaf Class, as they came to be known, was given advanced instruction. All had been progressing with their hand conditioning, but Pylas in particular was showing uncanny proficiency. After only a few sessions, he was regularly putting his fore knuckle through rope-wrapped wooden targets. Jay suspected that Pylas had intuited upon an advanced technique, but wanted to be sure.

Everyone laughed when Jay produced a melon in each arm. He merely smirked, placed the melons atop chest-high posts, and called for Jemmy to bring him more.

“Now, Fynn, I want you to demonstrate your Pin.”

“On the melon, Teacher?”

Jay nodded. “Use precision. Don’t knock the melon from the post, but strike as hard as you can.”

“Yes, Teacher.” Fynn did as instructed. The melon wobbled on its perch and was left with a hole corresponding to Fynn’s middle knuckle.

Orsin Lim and Bron Molono followed Fynn and had similar results, except Molono’s melon toppled over and smashed to the courtyard’s paving-stone floor.

“Tai, your turn,” Jay said.

Pylas approached his target and struck as each of the others had, but his melon didn’t move on impact. However, the back blew out like a cork from a bottle, sending a powerful jet of pulped red fruit in a narrow stream.

“What the hell!” Bron blurted.

“Damn,” Orsin said.

Wil narrowed his eyes and stared at his friend. “Poor melon. Never had a chance.”

“Is it because he uses his fore knuckle?” Fynn said.

Jay was grinning and shaking his head. “No. The Pin, with proper conditioning and concentration, can be used to crack just about anything, but in the end, it’s just your knuckle, which can only penetrate so far. Unless you do what Tai has done, what he’s been doing for a little while now.”

Pylas examined his fore-knuckle fist.

“Tai, do you know what you’ve been doing?”

Pylas shrugged. “You said to hit it as hard as we could with precision, Teacher.”

Jay snorted then nodded.

“What Tai has been doing—unconsciously—is called the Inertia Pin. With sufficient focus, you will be able to transmit one hundred percent of your punch’s inertia into and through your target. With obviously devastating results.

“Okay, Wil, it’s your turn. Remember what I told you about the Bud. Soft. Like ripples in a pond. Like petals opening to the sun.”

“Yes, Teacher,” Wil said.

Wil approached his melon and struck with his thumb punch. As with Pylas’s, the melon didn’t move. It didn’t appear to have been affected much at all—Wil’s thumb had left a dent, but hadn’t penetrated the melon’s outer skin.

Orsin, Bron, and Fynn were all looking at each other, not wanting to noticeably register what appeared to be their school-brother’s failure. But both Pylas and Jay were grinning.

“Well done, Wil,” Jay said.

Since Orsin made the most visible display of incredulity, Jay picked him. “Orsin, please collect Wil’s melon and bring it here.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

Orsin put his hands to either side of the melon and lifted it from the post, but it instantly lost its shape and spilled its pulped contents from where it split at the bottom. Orsin stared at the mess that covered his shoes and lower pant legs. “Damn,” he said.

“If you were listening to my description of the Inertia Pin and to my reminders to Wil,” then you understand what just happened.

“Tai, you are ready for the Vorpal Pin. We’ll begin instruction on that tomorrow. I also want you to start working with Wil, go over mirror training with him. That, I want you start right now in the house.”

“Yes, Teacher.”

• • •

Inside the house, Pylas took Wil to the mirror used for training.

“This will probably be easier for you since you don’t wear glasses,” Pylas said. “It’s really just a variation on studying Patterns. You’ve studied the Leaf’s. You’ve been studying others’ as well. You should keep that up, by the way.

“Settle into your stance in front of the mirror,” he said as he did so. Wil did as well. “Try to use the mirror as a way to identify your own Pattern. You’ll probably see the mirror itself first, but just keep using your image as a way into yourself. Once you’ve managed that, it’s like a whole new world to explore and exploit.”

• • •

Five weeks of Jay’s requested month had passed—twenty-five days, which left another five. Everyone in the Leaf Class was progressing at various rates, but despite their being newest to Jay’s school, Pylas and Wil had revealed themselves to be prodigies. Both had quickly earned the respect of all the other students, regardless of any previous misgivings. Even those most competitive and envious of what might be perceived as their preferential treatment, couldn’t argue with the pair’s obviously advanced skills.

Wil had followed Pylas in his mastery of the mirror training. Where Pylas had found wild success in closing his Pattern, Wil excelled in opening his. Doing so made him light and exceedingly hard to hit, evading strikes like down in the wind.

Jay had dubbed their new abilities the Stone Coat and Pillow Jacket. He’d accomplished each of these states in the past himself, but nowhere near as quickly as they had. Because of their singular proficiencies, he encouraged them to specialize and see just how far they could go. Normally, he would advocate balance and have them alter their training, but something told him that this was the correct way to proceed.

Additionally, with Jay’s direction, both had learned to better control their application of force. They needed to know when they were transmitting their inertia and to be able to refrain from doing so.

• • •

As the month had worn on, Wil had become increasingly nervous. He’d been collecting evidence against Brasso the whole time and felt that his position became more tenuous with each passing day, but he’d reached a kind of epiphany that didn’t quite equate to overconfidence. He spent his days at Jay’s school and his nights in Brasso’s employ. No one, Brasso included, had shown the least sign of suspicion and even if that were to change, Wil knew all of Brasso’s crew, knew their strengths and their weaknesses. He realized that he wasn’t concerned. He was sure that he had enough to bury Brasso as he’d promised, but was more concerned about whether or not Brasso would prove to be a sufficient inroad to Sachs. Either way, there was no going back. He’d achieved a calm that wouldn’t be challenged for years to come. Despite his nights still temporarily belonging to Brasso, Wil made a point during the last few to carve out time for himself and prepare the way for what was coming.

• • •

Pylas realized that in less than a week, things would get very busy and very complicated. The danger was a given and had already been considered, but his personal affairs needed addressing before they were called into question or challenged. He consulted both Jay and Silestry and eventually, they conceded. So, donning a plain brown, hooded poncho, Pylas left Jay’s school for the first time since his arrival. He carried his glasses in a pocket in case he needed them. He wasn’t worried, though. Silestry was always within sight, pretending not to notice him, and everyone—those few who chose to favor him with a look—took him for a tramp, the occasional collision with another pedestrian resulting from his poor vision suggesting drunkenness. He’d also become rather confident in his ability to defend himself. His limbs, conditioned by rigorous training, were strong and hard, even without altering his Pattern.

Pylas made his way into town, navigating through more and more pedestrian traffic, until finally entering the First Bank of Pine. Once inside the doors, barred against the noise of the streets, Pylas paused and took a deep breath. He was aware of some of the bank’s customers eyeing him critically, which only made him grin. He felt the door behind him open again and knew that it was Silestry so he proceeded to the reception desk.

“I have business with Mr. Felps,” Pylas said to the attendant.

The attendant cocked his head and sniffed importantly. “Mr. Felps, you say?”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Felps is a very busy man. Surely your business can be done with a teller if at all.”

“Mr. Felps will want to see me.”

“I’m sorry, official donations are made to Board-designated charities monthly.”

“Listen to me,” Pylas said, losing a measure of his patience. “Despite my appearance—and your opinions—I have a sizable sum of money held here in your bank. I will see Mr. Felps today, whether you choose to cooperate or not, but if you persist with this air of superiority, you will have to explain to Mr. Felps why a quarter of his institution’s net worth is heading to another bank.” Pylas nodded over his shoulder. “The chief constable is standing just inside the doors. Call him over if you wish. Or treat me like the customer I am and do your job.”

The attendant glanced at the chief constable, recognized him. He exhaled sharply through his nose. “One moment, sir.” This last he nearly spat and then he was retreating through a low swing-door to the area behind the main counter.

Pylas saw Felps at a desk and watched the two confer for a moment before Felps rose and passed through the swing-door. Halfway to Pylas, Felps veered towards another desk, spacious and unoccupied and of expensive wood, gesturing for Pylas to join him there. They both sat down opposite each other.

“How can I help you?” Phelps said.

“Mr. Phelps,” Pylas said reaching his hand across the desk to shake. “It’s been several months since we last met.”

“Do I know you?” Phelps said, hesitant to take the proffered hand.

Pylas reached under his poncho, produced his glasses, put them on.

“Yes, sir. You most certainly do. From what I understand, you’ve known three generations of Criers.”

Felps stared with furrowed brow, attempting to see through the beard, the waves of hair obscuring the young man’s face. Suddenly his eyes widened.

“Pylas Crier.” He hissed in a surprised whisper. “Is it really you? We all feared you dead.”

“It’s me, Mr. Phelps. And I almost was.”

Phelps scanned the interior of the bank, came across Silestry, who acknowledged Felps’s probing glance with a reassuring nod. Phelps took a deep breath.

“I want to you to help me draw up a will,” Pylas said. “I know you performed this service for my father.”

“Yes, and speaking of which—”

Pylas shook his head. “I would like to relinquish my right to any monies left to me on condition.”

“That can be arranged. Your own personal accounts easily match your father’s holdings.”

“That much?”

“Rats in the Walls has been good to you.” Felps frowned, lowered his eyes. “And bad to you, I should think.”

Pylas pursed his lips. “I was naïve.”

“Pine,” Felps said, whispering again to counter his sudden fervor, “is a better place for your naïveté.”

“We’re hoping to make it better still.”

“Indeed,” Felps said. He raised his arm and snapped his fingers. “Hostead!”

Hostead popped up from one of the desks behind the main counter like a small animal from its hole. He saw that Felps was with a customer. He gathered together a number of items and went to join them.

Over the next few hours, for which Silestry was as patient as a corpse, they proceeded to draw up a will for Pylas Crier. His assets, except in case of criminal conviction, were to be unassailable and inaccessible without proof of identity to be provided by his thumbprint produced in person. His assets were to remain in holding until withdrawn by himself or upon his death, unequivocally proven. In case of his death, twenty-five percent of his assets was to go a special fund administered to the Pinese Constabulary. The remaining seventy-five percent was to go to a children’s charity he’d wanted to support, a decision based in part on what he knew of Wil Parish’s childhood. All of his father’s money was to be released to the same charity—already a contingency in case of no heirs—in regular disbursements, the condition being that Pylas, or his appointed agent, had indefinite and unlimited review rights over how the money was being used. Corruption had a way of flourishing in Pine.

With his high-powered monocle, Hostead matched and confirmed Pylas’s thumbprint, making everything legal and binding.

Pylas’s last request was for discretion. His family was dead. An attempt had been made on his life as well. In a week, there would likely be no more reason for pretense, but until then, both Felps and Hostead were asked to keep this visit to themselves. In parting he chastised the reception table attendant, suggesting that more training or more suitable duties for him might benefit the bank and its customers.

Felps apologized. Pylas shook hands with him and Hostead and took his leave.

• • •

“Do you think they’re ready?” Silestry asked on the eve of the one-month target date.

Jay didn’t answer right away. Finally he shook his head and shrugged, but not to answer Silestry’s question. “I’ve never seen anything like it. They both learn faster than I can teach them. Have you ever heard of Farsenkals?”

“No. What’s that?”

“He’s a who. Jango Farsenkals believes that some individuals are genetically predisposed to have more potential than the rest of us.”

“That’s not new. Some people make better soldiers, some better doctors.”

“That’s not what I mean. I’m talking about off-the-scale potential. Like Haemmish and Surinda.”

Now Silestry shook his head. “But Teacher, those are stories, myths. No one can rope the sun or split mountains.”

No, no one could do those things. But time had a funny way of exaggerating things. Jay now wondered if the legendary Haemmish and Surinda hadn’t been real people, the very sort that Farsenkals was now studying. If Silestry had passed the Leaf test, he would have understood, but Jay knew that pointing this out would offer no positive contribution to his argument.

“Perhaps you’re right,” Jay said.

Jay thought back to when he’d offered to teach Pylas, the words he’d used: Can your body do what the mind insists it must? Even if what is required seems contrary to the limits of the human form?

When Jay had said them, the words hadn’t been empty, but the scale he’d envisioned had been dictated by his own experience up until that point.

“In answer to your question, Aren: yes, they are ready.”

What he didn’t say was that they’d in fact become quite dangerous, that they would soon surpass him in every way. He wasn’t afraid of them, but he couldn’t help feeling that he was caught up in an ordered whirlwind that was pretending at chaos. That frightened him. He had seen what might be considered divine in the Leaf, and he realized that all things were possible in infinity, but what seemed to be taking shape from the whirlwind was will, intent, design. He was having a hard time convincing himself that circumstance and luck alone had brought Pylas Crier to his door, but wasn’t sure he wanted to see the face, if there was one, of what might be orchestrating events.







1.6 INTO MOTION


The room smelled clean and of perfume, with not a trace of the sweat and musk that usually resulted from the business conducted there. Gossamer curtains in pale pink framed the bed, which occupied one wall, and danced before the open window, allowing a comforting breeze to pass through.

Clad only in a pair of black pants, Wil Parish sat in a chair, his elbows on its arms, his hands supporting his chin. He was staring at Fera, naked on the bed. She sat bent-backed and cross-legged with her hands in her lap—not to hide anything, as the two were well-past modesty—but in an attitude of resignation.

Wil sighed. “It’s your choice, Fera. You can go to another brothel if you want, or you can start over.”

“Everything will change,” she said.

He nodded. “Yes, yes it will.”

“And you’re not afraid of being found out?”

“I’m counting on it.” He looked over his shoulder to the window, prompted by a sound outside, down below. “In less than an hour, there won’t be any confidence to betray. Everything is already in motion.”

“Damn you, Wil Parish.”

“Fera, I was damned the day I was born and have been climbing up out of hell ever since.”

“Why do you have to be so nice? To me? To all of us?”

“Well, a few of you, anyway.” He shrugged. “I like you, Fera. I’ve told Mila, Sami, Jeska, and Cady the same thing. I picked my favorites, but I couldn’t pick just one of you because I knew this day was coming. You can spread the word, or you can keep it to yourself, but this place is being shut down.”

She bowed her head. “I know about your sister,” she whispered. It was almost a confession.

He pursed his lips, rubbed his chin with his fingers. “Then you know one of the reasons I’m doing this.”

She nodded, which set loose a tear into her lap.

He sat up with sudden, unprecedented speed, crossed the small distance between them, and embraced her. She held on fiercely.

“Don’t die, Wil Parish,” she hissed through tears.

• • •

In less than five minutes, Wil was dressed and down below Fera’s window. A series of narrow alleys crossed the block, most of which was owned by Skeet Brasso, to converge in the center where the backs of Brasso’s properties created a wide, walled courtyard of sorts. There were tables and chairs spread out with signs of past carousing, all partially protected from the elements by spiderweb laundry lines and eves jutting from the surrounding buildings. Brasso’s restaurant was opposite the brothel, with the back of the kitchen mostly open to the courtyard. It was late, the restaurant was closed, and kitchen staff was just finishing up, preparing to leave for the night.

Brasso sat alone at one of the courtyard tables with a pipe in hand and three plates of hot food arrayed before him. Several lamps where hung from wires stretched between buildings to provide imperfect lighting, so it took Brasso a moment to notice the silent Parish.

“Wil, what are you doing here? I thought that you’d be out with the others tonight. It’s a big job.”

“I had some things to finish up.” Wil started towards Brasso.

Brasso eyed the brothel, grinned.

“Worst thing I ever did, was give you privileges there. I suppose you’ve paid your way, though. We don’t see you much during the day, anymore,” Brasso said.

“I’ve been training pretty hard.”

“So I hear. So, tell me, why Govan Jay’s school and not our man Kurdam’s?”

Wil shrugged. “It’s nothing against Kurdam, but come on Mr. Brasso, it’s Govan Jay.”

Brasso threw his head back, laughing. “Well, you say it’s nothing against Kurdam, but Kurdam may not see it that way.”

“I’ve gotten pretty good, you know.”

Brasso looked at him skeptically. “Is that so?”

“Care to try me?”

Now Brasso narrowed his eyes, his aspect becoming slightly sinister. “You were always pretty good with a knife, but your smarts are where your real value lies. You’ve been at that school for how long now?”

“A few months.”

“A few months. Uh huh. Wil, the day I can’t beat you is the day I retire.”

Wil grinned good-naturedly in spite of the grave look on Brasso’s face.

“Then what harm could come from a friendly match? Let me show you what an asset I’ve become.”

“All right. If you get hurt, you’ll get no wages for downtime.”

“Fair enough.”

Brasso put his pipe down, stood, and walked with Wil to the open area away from the tables and chairs. Brasso had trained at Kurdam’s school, in the Fire and Ice Fist, but Wil hadn’t seen him practice in years. He didn’t fail to notice that Brasso kept the knife in his belt.

Brasso was aggressive, which wasn’t surprising for one of Sachs’s lieutenants, and despite not having practiced the Fire and Ice Fist in years, he was still dangerous. He was also quite a bit bigger than Wil, and not as slow as his size might have suggested.

A practitioner of the Fire and Ice Fist was a specialist in manipulating the nerves of his opponent, alternating between inflicting searing, agonizing pain, and debilitating, rhythm-disrupting numbness. During his training in Divine Pattern, Wil had become light and extremely agile, but should one of Brasso’s heavy punches land, he had to be able to take it, so he girded himself with the Pillow Jacket, opening up his Pattern to be more flexible and tolerant of physical trauma. He spent the first few moments gauging Brasso’s ability, evading, sometimes only narrowly, each of Brasso’s strikes.

“Come on, Wil,” Brasso shouted. “You didn’t ask me to dance. Show me what you’ve got.”

Wil seemed to stop. A grin formed upon his lips.

Brasso threw a punch that would have shattered Wil’s face, but Wil raised his left hand, almost casually, to direct the blow harmlessly to the side of his head. With his right hand, he jabbed a thumb punch into Brasso’s throat.

Brasso staggered backwards, clutching at his throat with one hand, while trying to maintain a potential offense or defense with the other. He tried to speak and found that he couldn’t.

Wil moved forward, jabbed twice more with his thumb punch, striking Brasso’s solar plexus, further staggering him and taking the wind from him, and then his heart, knocking him to the ground.

Brasso wheezed, fought for air that wouldn’t come. He gripped his chest with his left hand and managed with the other to pull the knife from his belt, brandishing it like a ward before him. His eyes darted to the mouths of the narrow alleys, to the now empty kitchen. There was no one.

Parish turned his back on him. “Huh. Time to retire? You might think that I want to replace you. That’s often how these things work, I guess. But, no. I just want to put you out of business. You and your boss. I’d say it’s nothing personal, but that would be a lie. It’s very personal and has been for a long time.”

Brasso’s face contorted with shock and indignation. “How. . . How long have you known?” he managed to squeeze out in a whisper.

Parish snorted. “Brasso, when haven’t I known? Did you know that my sister’s name shows up in an old coded ledger? I say coded, but only the girls’ ages were modified, and even then, only a little. A simple substitution pattern, easy enough to figure. The constabulary thought it was very interesting. Oh, and they’ll be coming by in just a moment to talk to you about it. About that and other things.”

“You’re done, Parish,” Brasso sputtered, his voice nothing but hollow sibilants.

“I’m sorry,” Wil said, turning towards him, a hand at his ear to hear better. “I didn’t quite catch that.”

“Even from behind bars, I give the word and you’re dead. And trust me, the word is as good as given.”

Wil moved closer to Brasso. Brasso sprang to his feet and lunged for Wil, leading with the knife, but Wil easily took hold of Brasso’s wrist, directing the blade past him. He controlled the knife hand and brought it back around so that the point sank ever so slightly into the bruised, swollen flesh of Brasso’s throat.

“Careful Brasso. Knives are dangerous. I learned that from the example of my father. I know he wasn’t a good man, but I still resent you a little for taking him away.”

Wil twisted Brasso’s wrist painfully, causing the knife to drop and clang to the ground.

“I’m afraid you’re still dangerous, Mr. Brasso,” Parish said with perfect calm. He drove a vertical fist into Brasso’s solar plexus once more, causing the big man to stumble backwards.

“I was charged with the task of subduing you. You’ll forgive me if I take a certain amount of pleasure in doing so.” Wil proceeded to jam thumb punches into several nerve centers, which robbed Brasso of his strength, his will, and finally, his consciousness.

When Brasso hit the ground, uniformed men from the constabulary poured in from every admitting alley. Among them was Aren Silestry. From the noise now coming from various open windows, men had already entered the brothel as well.

“Good job, Parish,” Silestry said.

“When he comes to, ask him how my approximation of the Fire and Ice Fist was.”

Silestry snorted.

Wil looked up and saw Fera, the pink curtains swirling about her like clouds proclaiming her divinity. She stared down at him with a profound sadness. He smiled at her, just as sadly, kissed his fingers, and offered them up to her.

• • •

The evidence against Skeet Brasso was myriad. In addition to the old ledger—and the rest confiscated by the constabulary—Wil had amassed hours of damning echography: straight audio from a personal recorder, and extrapolated images from two active mic recorders placed upon the outer wall of the brothel, aiming down into the courtyard where Brasso did the majority of his day-to-day business. Wil had taken care not to be seen placing the active mics and the building’s exterior offered much in the way of camouflage, but everyone, from Brasso on down, had grown complacent. Their way of life, flaunting the law, was the norm and unchallengeable, especially from the inside. Who on the inside would jeopardize his own livelihood? So Wil’s connection to the chief constable through Jay’s school was ignored. His lingering at the brothel while his fellows were out maintaining the status quo was ignored. But now it all made sense.

Brasso was not hidden away from scrutiny as Pylas’s assassins had been. Indeed, he and all his business dealings were made very public. This enabled Brasso to identify his betrayer and he wasted no time in spreading the word. Which was by design. While this may have helped to satisfy Brasso’s dreams of revenge, it did little to lessen the severity of his circumstances.

During Jay’s month, the constabulary had also been busy, secretly tracking Brasso’s movements, and those of many of his peers within the Sachs family. Several confirmed meetings with Sol Sachs himself had been recorded. Though the content of those meetings remained unknown, a connection between Sachs and known criminals, even if tenuous, was now evident and impossible to deny. 

These connections were made public the day after Brasso’s incarceration. Silestry spent the morning reporting the constabulary’s findings to various news agencies. Tila Barto was present during the lengthy briefing and was shocked when one of her colleagues brought up Wil Parish’s name. Silestry had been careful not to mention any details relating to the man responsible for bringing Brasso down, but word of his identity had spread already. Again, this was by design as it would likely funnel all attempts on Parish’s life into an obvious stream, one which they hoped they could contain and control.

Satisfied with the information Silestry had so far provided, Tila decided that she had a good chance at an exclusive if she tried another venue. She might not be first in her thinking, but she was confident that she wouldn’t be turned away.

• • •

Wil had returned to Jay’s school after finishing up with Brasso and Silestry, and the rest of the night had passed without incident. The next morning, the house was abuzz with e-casts on every channel telling of Brasso’s arrest. Jay, Pylas—with a haircut and freshly shaved—Wil, Jemmy, and Brit all stood before the huge echo set, watching the sepia-toned images in an endless rush, going into and out of focus, as was the way with echographic images. Information was coming in slowly, but Jemmy and Brit were amazed by what they were learning. The other three already knew everything that Silestry was supplying to the news outlets, but none gave any hint of such knowledge. Already knowing, though, made it easier to break away and prepare for the day.

Most of the students had arrived and were milling about the courtyard, warming up. One was charged with turning away the reporters that started calling at the gate. Just as formal practice was about to begin, Tila Barto arrived with her soundman in tow. The student refused her entry as he had the rest, but she was insistent.

“You tell Wil Parish that Tila Barto is standing out here waiting to talk to him. He knows who I am,” she said.

“Miss Barto, everyone knows who you are,” the student replied.

“No, no. I mean he’s a personal friend of mine.”

The student sighed and told her to wait a moment while he went to relay her message.

As he did so, there was further commotion at the gate.

A thick man wearing a fur-trimmed vest, pushed past Tila and her soundman, slammed open the gate, and led five others into the courtyard.

“Govan Jay!” their leader shouted. “Your students have been boasting, making claims of their prowess, and defaming other schools.”

Jay stepped forward, held his hands together in salute. “Mr. Wanz. You’re from the Fire and Ice Fist School.”

Wanz nearly winced at being immediately recognized and identified, but turned it around, striking his chest.

“That’s right! And I’ve come here to teach your students a little lesson in humility.”

“Mr. Wanz, I can appreciate your feelings. Please accept my apologies and my assurance that my students will be better educated with regard to etiquette and disciplined accordingly.”

“That’s not good enough.” Wanz bounced his finger, pointing at those who were known to be Jay’s advanced students. “I won’t be satisfied without showing them myself.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Jay said, his placating tone sobering.

“You’re refusing me?”

“I am,” Jay said.

Wanz folded his arms, sniffed, didn’t otherwise move.

The nearest student stepped in front of Wanz. They were nearly equal in size.

“It’s time for you to go, Mr. Wanz,” the student said.

Wanz snorted then became a blur of motion. The student went concave, shot backwards, blood already streaming from his mouth, and hit the paving-stone floor hard on his back. He rolled on the ground, clutching at his chest.

Wanz waved a finger, a signal to his associates, who proceeded to engage Jay’s nearest students.

Jay could see that this wasn’t meant to be a martial contest of any sort, but an attempt at murder. He allowed his students a few moments to exercise their skills before stepping down from the dais at the head of the school and moving through the chaos that had erupted. He motioned for the Leaf Class to join him. Each of the latter targeted one of Wanz’s fellows, while Jay went straight for Wanz himself.

Each of the Leaf Class, eager to prove himself, rushed forward to engage the intruders, who showed themselves to be more than merely proficient in the Fire and Ice Fist. Jay’s regular students fell, sometimes two at a time, to their blows, and some of the Leaf Class fared little better. Fynn Taos was able to keep up with his opponent, but Orsin Lim couldn’t keep pace with his and fell after six blows. Bron Molono fell after ten. Pylas and Wil matched their opponents and bested them then took over for Orsin and Bron. When Pylas approached his second opponent, the Fire and Ice Fist practitioner stared at him for a moment with eyes wide before pointing at him.

“You’re. . . You’re—”

But Pylas struck him a blow between the eyes, dropping him instantly, and in fact put him in a coma that would last several weeks.

Jay’s students cleared the way for him as he reached Wanz. His arms were behind his back, his demeanor was calm, though it was forced.

“Mr. Wanz,” Jay said, his voice quivering ever so slightly with suppressed rage, “you’ve come into my school to teach a lesson in humility, but I fear that it is you and your fellows who will learn it.”

Wanz cried out as he lunged for Jay, but Jay moved with a speed that shamed Wanz’s. If one were to have slowed down the one-sided exchange and cataloged Jay’s strikes, he would have noted a devastating series.

Jay dropped an elbow onto the top of Wanz’s forward, bent knee, shot an uppercut middle-knuckle fist strike to the inside of Wanz’s right elbow. This upset Wanz’s forward momentum, but Jay was persistent, taking hold of Wanz’s left wrist, pulling his arm straight and driving another middle-knuckle fist into the inside of Wanz’s other elbow. Wanz’s body was realizing that his forward leg could no longer support him, so he attempted to step forward. As he did this, Jay helped, snaking one foot behind him and sweeping the foot up faster than was feasible for Wanz. As the leg rose, and Wanz lost all semblance of balance, Jay drove a final elbow into the top of that knee, crippling it as he had the other.

Wanz writhed on the ground, his every limb ruined and providing him with agonizing pain.

Jay stood over him, his arms once again behind his back. Seventeen of his students were still laid out, some were bleeding copiously. The students who were able to, tended to those who needed attention.

“Mr. Wanz, your fiction for being here today is transparent. You came here with intent to kill. I wonder. . . How many times have you killed for Sol Sachs?”

He shrugged at the lack of response.

“Well,” Jay continued, “you can live the rest of your life a cripple, a potential victim for people just like you. Perhaps this role reversal will give you some perspective on the harm you’ve done. Perhaps with that will come some measure of regret and the potential for redemption.

“Jemmy!” Jay called. “Com-wire the hospital. Have them send a car. Then com-wire the constabulary.”

“Yes, Mr. Jay.”

“Move our visitors over by the gate,” Jay said.

Wil dragged one by the ankle. Pylas threw one over his shoulder. Fynn Taos was still standing, but he was exhausted and panting. The rest were carried by other students.

“Wil?”

Wil turned towards the tentative voice coming from the gate. His brow furrowed as he tried to place the woman coming through. Recognition brought apprehension and he unconsciously shot a glance towards Pylas, which caused her to do the same.

She and Pylas locked eyes for a long moment. Jarring her from her brief trance was the sound of the gate slamming shut and the realization that her soundman was on the other side of it. Wil was locking the gate. She looked back at Pylas, who gave her a clumsy smile before putting a finger to his lips to shush her.

Remembering the recent excitement, Tila turned to Govan Jay. “Mr. Jay, we’re equipped with latest active mics. My soundman usually puts together a show with far less. We’d be happy to provide the footage to the constabulary.”

“Miss Barto, while I appreciate your offer of support, the Rules of Challenge are clear and I anticipate no issues with the constabulary. Indeed, I must ask you to destroy that footage.”

She swallowed hard, glanced at Pylas who now approached her, and she understood.

“Right,” she said.

“Or at least sit on it for a while,” Wil said, joining Pylas and Tila.

“Maybe it doesn’t matter,” Pylas said.

“Explain,” Jay said.

“Everyone is focused on Wil right now,” Pylas said. “No one’s thinking about me. Tila, you once asked about Volume Two. How would you like the whole story?”

Tila narrowed her eyes, trying to remember a conversation about Volume Two, and then everything clicked for her.

She stared at Wil with eyes wide. “You’re Jardin.”

Wil grinned. “Sorry, but as of this morning, that’s already old news.”

She looked back and forth between Wil and Pylas. “You two. You stayed friends all this time.” And then her gaze settled on Pylas, sadness overwhelming her. She moved forward and embraced him to his surprise.

Mixed with his surprise, however, was a warmth he hadn’t experienced in several months now. She smelled wonderful, intoxicating, and her breasts pressed softly but distinctly against him despite layers of clothing. Propriety and guilt made him squirm uncomfortably.

Before she let go, though, she whispered in his ear, “What should I call you?”

“Tai. Tai Sonsen. For now.”

Now that they were apart, Pylas was able to compose himself.

“The focus should remain where it is, on Wil. Sorry, Wil,” Pylas said.

Wil shook his head.

“That way we’ll be able to continue to anticipate and control what’s coming. If I’m found out in the process, so be it.”

Pylas looked around at the students tending to each other, to Fynn Taos, who’d come to join them, but who had no idea what they were talking about.

“Only one person—okay, two people—recognized me.”

“What are you talking about, Tai?” Fynn said through raspy breaths. “A shave and a haircut don’t make you a different person.”

“I guess it all depends on what people are looking for,” he said in response.

Tila snorted.

“We expected to be revealed, but there’s no reason we should make it any easier than this,” Pylas said indicating his face.

“Agreed,” Jay said.

“So the footage is okay to air?” Tila said.

Jay sought final confirmation from Pylas, who nodded.

“Okay,” Jay said, “with approved commentary.”

“Fair enough,” she said. “Can I go get my soundman?”

Jay nodded.

Pylas escorted her to the gate and released the latch. Her soundman was waiting patiently outside and entered as the hospital car pulled up.

“Can I stay,” she asked.

Pylas considered, nodded.

“You get that footage safely back to the station,” Tila said to the soundman. “I’ll be back later to finalize it for e-cast tonight, but in the meantime, you make sure to make the bad buys particularly beautiful.”

“Got it.” With that, the soundman left.

When Silestry arrived soon after, Jay dismissed his students, allowing them to stay in the yard and continue their practice if they liked. He then ushered Pylas, Wil, Tila, and Silestry into the house and into the sitting room, where he stood at the closed door and explained the situation to the constable.

The other three seated themselves and stared at each other in awkward silence for a few moments.

Until Rats in the Walls, Tila hadn’t thought about Pylas or Wil since their shared time at District 4, Primary 6. They’d all been good friends during their fourth year, but Wil had suddenly stopped coming to school and Tila’s family moved to District 10 soon after. The book had brought back many memories, but finding them both here and alive and at the center of the biggest story in Pine’s history was sending her mind in a hundred different directions and making her nerves fire in rapid succession. Her essential nature soon took over, though, and she proceeded in the manner of her profession.

“So how did this happen?” She said. “How did you two work your way up to Rats in the Walls? How much of Jardin’s story is yours, Wil?”

Wil pursed his lips. “A lot of it. My father was one of Sachs’s men under Brasso, but he wasn’t very smart. Ambitious, but not very smart. He thought he could cheat Sachs and get away with it. He did just long enough to squander all he skimmed.

“Sachs gave him the chance to pay back what he’d taken, but all he had to bargain with was my sister. She was forced into Brasso’s brothel. She was eleven. My mother took me and we moved here to District 4 where I met you and Pylas.

“One day, after coming home from school, I found the house empty, my mother gone. I thought she was dead. After that I saw my father only once more. I think he felt guilty, maybe for the first time. Shira, my sister, hadn’t survived the brothel. Too sensitive, too frail, he’d said. He apologized to me and then went off to slit his wrists, or so I thought.

“Brasso, pretending at compassion, took custody of me and began grooming me to take my father’s place. As far as he was concerned, he and Sachs owned me, as payment for my father’s debt.

“I was nine. No one thought I understood anything that had happened, but I was a sensitive kid and I knew exactly what had happened and what my lot was. I knew what my father had done and I hated him for it. I hated him for all of his weaknesses. I hated him for taking everything from Shira and for taking her from me. I hated him for running away in the end by trying to open his own wrists, even though Brasso ended up doing it for him. I knew that Brasso and Sachs weren’t blameless, and I vowed to myself the night that Brasso took me in that I would end him and Sachs and any others of their kind I could.

“I got quite an education after that, but despite the moral issues with what I was learning, there was value in it, skills that would help me accomplish my goal. When I was twelve, Brasso offered me access to the brothel as compensation for work I did for him. It was a tough decision, knowing what had happened to Shira, but I accepted with a smile, because what boy experiencing puberty wouldn’t? There was no room for doubt. If Brasso suspected that I knew half of what I did and what my plans were, he would have killed me outright. I treated the girls well—as well as I knew how, anyway—and it seems to have worked. Without their cooperation, I wouldn’t have been able to collect all the information I have.”

“You never came back to District 4 or Primary 6, though, right? When did you and Pylas meet again?”

Wil glanced at Pylas.

“Not till college,” Pylas said. “I came back for winter break during my first year. Wil was delivering food from Brasso’s restaurant on that Buteysian 10 he’s so proud of as I was coming out of the District 1 rail station. If I hadn’t bumped into him and nearly spilled the food onto the street, we probably would have passed each other without realizing. Under those circumstances, though, it only took a moment for us to recognize each other.”

“I made my delivery,” Wil said, “and we spent the next several hours catching up. The feeling of nostalgia, the memory of our friendship, of simpler, safer times in Primary 6, all made it a bit too easy to tell Pylas everything. I thought he would laugh it off as a big lie or think me crazy, but he didn’t do either. In all my time with Brasso, I’d forgotten that people were capable of genuine compassion. He offered to help me and then he insisted.”

“And that is how Rats in the Walls was born,” Pylas said. “We met several times while I was in college, always in secret, plotting and planning both Volume One and Volume Two.”

“Weren’t either of you worried that Sachs would find you out?” Tila said.

They looked at each other and shrugged.

“I guess my ego was to blame for keeping my name attached to the book,” Pylas said. “But if not my name, then my frequenting the constabulary would have given me away. With no question as to who the author was, my meetings with Silestry could be explained as further research, making it impossible to tell whether I was the source or the recipient of the information.”

“I guess that’s pretty ingenious,” Tila said.

“It may have been, but it was my ego again that brought everything crashing down.”

She looked at him for a moment and realized that he was referring to the night she’d tried to interview him. “Pylas,” she said, shaking her head, “I never should have—”

“No. It’s all right, Tila. It’s nobody’s fault but my own.”

She shook her head more vigorously. “No. You didn’t ruin Wil’s family or your own. Sol Sachs did.”

“That’s right,” Wil said, gripping Pylas’s shoulder. “We’re going to make it right, Pylas.”

Pylas fought back tears and nodded.

Silestry cleared his throat. “Sorry. Miss Barto, I understand you have echographic footage of the fight?”

She nodded. “It’s being prepped right now to be ready for e-cast this evening.”

“I’m going to assign an escort to you until we can assess the degree of danger you’re in.”

She gave him an up-from-under look. “Are you serious?”

“I’m always serious, Miss Barto.”

She remembered his nickname, his reputation, and realized that neither were exaggerations. She acquiesced, nodding, and felt some measure of relief that they could depend on the law. In so many other city-states, that just wasn’t so.

“They’ll be discreet, I assure you.”

“If you think it’s necessary, Constable Silestry. I have no problem with it.”

“One thing at a time, though, Tila,” Wil said. “Tonight, it’s just Wanz and his crew.”

“Right,” Pylas said. “You can tease a series of reveals regarding Rats in the Walls. Maybe our hero here will agree to some live interviews.”

“I might at that,” Wil said.

Tila eyed them both and grinned. “As much as I hate to leave you two after waiting so long for a reunion, I have a lot of work to do. Constable?”

Silestry nodded and began walking out with her.

She paused, though, and reached out to gently touch Pylas’s face. “That night we talked, I thought. . . I thought. . .” She took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. “I’m glad you’re okay.” She turned to Wil. “I’m glad you both are.”

As she exited, Wil stepped next to Pylas and they watched her go.

“I think she’s gladder that you are, though,” Wil said, smiling and patting Pylas on the back.

“What? No.”

“Pylas, one thing I learned in my wayward youth, and learned well, is how to read women.”

Jay coughed. “I, uh, don’t think it requires any special education to notice in this case, though.”

“What do you mean?” Pylas said.

Wil laughed out loud.

• • •

Jay closed the school for the day, putting up a sign outside the gate to turn away news people, and sent Jemmy for provisions. Though he had no intention of shutting down business, he wanted to be able to withstand a siege if necessary. He freely admitted that such thinking was both paranoid and absurd. With another lodger now, Jay had opened up the little-used second floor, giving everyone temporary quarters off of the central common room and had Pylas and Wil bring up the bulky echo set, which would remain on with few breaks thereafter.

Jemmy returned after a few hours with a laden cart and joined Brit in the second floor kitchen where they began preparing a number of dishes. Jay reinforced the front gate, while Pylas and Wil secured the ground floor.

The common room had broad windows along one wall, giving a good view of the courtyard, of Pine’s sprawl, and of the sun, which was just starting to melt into the horizon. The very air felt charged with electricity, and once again they felt compelled to remain before the echo set, enthralled by its constant sepia stream. Jemmy brought out the first of the food and set it down on a low table just as Tila Barto’s e-cast began.

“You and Brit are welcome to join us,” Jay said to Jemmy.

“Yes, sir,” he said returning to the kitchen briefly before rejoining them.

Brit came out moments later with a platter she added to the low table. She and Jemmy sat down. Neither had gotten a good view of what had happened earlier that day, so they were seeing it for the first time now.

“Jeez, Mr. Jay,” Jemmy said. “He’s crazy, that Wanz.”

“I wish it were that simple, Jemmy,” Jay said. “No, Wanz’s visit today was a calculated move and was the first of many to come, I fear.”

Jemmy didn’t understand, but didn’t dwell, either, soon making a howling noise at the screen. “Mr. Crier, I’ve been hearing that you’ve gotten good with Mr. Jay’s boxing, but that’s really something.”

“Thanks, Jemmy,” Pylas said quietly.

After what Wil and Jay had said earlier, he was a bit distracted by Tila and her commentary. He did note, however, that her soundman had done an exemplary job. Wanz was clearly identifiable, while he himself was not.

• • •

They ate through most of the food that was brought out, but there was much more still in the kitchen, which would last them several days. Tila’s e-cast reignited the fervor of the morning’s news to a staggering degree. Several community leaders com-wired in, prompting live, station-sponsored discussions and debates that continued on into the early morning hours. Everyone but Jemmy had gone off to their temporary rooms and to bed. He’d fallen asleep in front of the echo set himself, but was awoken suddenly but a noise separate from its monotone. He sat up, instantly clear-headed and concerned, listening with all his concentration as he turned the set off. A creak from the stairs sent a shiver racing along his spine and then he relaxed slightly. What if it was just Mr. Jay? Or Pylas or Wil or Brit? But then again, what if it wasn’t? Fear began to breed in his gut, weighing him down so he couldn’t move, smothering him so he couldn’t speak. Time slowed to an incremental crawl as he stared at the landing, his eyes struggling to tease meaningless shadows from ones that might do him harm. A black shape, a shadow among shadows, something out of every child’s nightmare, slithered up the stairs.

“Mr. Jay?” Jemmy squeaked in a voice barely audible.

The shape quickened, sped for him, made him swallow his heart.

“Mr. J—” This was louder, but choked off by a blade penetrating Jemmy’s chest.

It was enough, though. Jay’s door flew open and light filled the second floor. Both Pylas and Wil, in their bedclothes, emerged from their respective rooms. All looked upon a figure, masked, clad in black, supporting Jemmy with one hand, and holding a bloodied knife in the other.

Jay was fuming. “An arm or a leg,” he said.

The intruder said nothing, merely cocked his head in confusion.

“I’m no murderer, but you brought knives into my house. First you will lose the use of an arm or a leg—your choice—then you will be hauled off to the constabulary to await First Order Justice.”

The intruder let Jemmy collapse to the floor with a heavy thud, eyed the three men who’d started to close on him, then brought the knife swiftly across—and through—his own throat.

Jay ignored him and went to Jemmy. “Get that trash out of here,” he said to Pylas and Wil. “Brit! Com-wire the hospital for a car. It’s Jemmy.”

Pylas saw that Jay was doing for Jemmy what he’d done for him, sealing the wound, but with his own ability to read Patterns, he knew that age was a factor, that Jemmy’s body couldn’t heal as well or as fast as his own had. He looked down at the assassin, bleeding out on the floor and knew that he could, at the very least, stop the bleeding, and maybe even save his life. He wondered if the man deserved it.

“What are you doing?” Wil said.

“He’s a string that, with gentle pulling, may help to unravel Sachs. I’m just going to make sure that the string doesn’t break.”

The car arrived, collected Jemmy, and sped off again for the hospital. Brit went along with her husband. Silestry had come as soon as he was able and posted a number of men around Jay’s school.

The assassin was still alive, but unconscious. They’d bandaged his neck and bound his hands and feet. Once they’d cleaned him up a little, Silestry was astonished. He recognized the man.

• • •

Silvo Prommets was a well-known businessman with clear ties to Sol Sachs, all of them legitimate and legal. However, with his secret life as an assassin-for-hire now exposed, several suspicious deaths suddenly took on new significance. Prommets had taken great care to guard his secret, going so far as to hire a look-alike to act in his stead to provide a standing alibi during his nightly escapades. Sachs would, of course, claim ignorance of Prommets’s secret identity, but in some cases, the link between foiled business interests and dead bodies was too damning to dismiss. Prommets’s double promised cooperation with the constabulary, but turned up dead himself, days later.

Despite this loss, the revelation of Prommets’s dual life, was a new direction for the investigation into Sachs and proved to be the most effective yet.

Evidence found in Prommets’s home, and Prommets himself, provided numerous new avenues of investigation into Sachs and his business dealings. Though Pylas had succeeded in keeping Prommets alive, others were more persistent in keeping him quiet. Like his hired look-alike, Prommets soon wound up dead. After being stitched up and spending a few days in the hospital under guard, he was transferred to the constabulary. He and the six men escorting him died en route, the victims of poison needles from an unknown source.

There were witnesses, who realized only afterwards that the long smoking pipes had, in fact, been murder weapons, but none of them were willing to come forward with more information. The poison had been fast-acting and inflicted visually catastrophic results.

However, Prommets’s death could not impede the new momentum acquired by the forces at work against Sachs.

For two weeks, though every moment was tense, Jay’s school enjoyed freedom from incursion of any sort. It seemed that Sachs was concentrating on defending the many other fronts that had opened up against him. Jemmy returned home and the school operated as normally as could be expected. Prospective students were showing up regularly, and it was impossible to tell whether they were driven by the example of excellence presented by Tila Barto’s e-cast, or if they were just more covert assassins sent by Sachs. Jay turned all but one away.

Roy Mirka arrived one morning, one of many seeking entrance into the school, but he was the only one among them with a letter of introduction from Jostwick Brandel. More so than the rest, Roy showed proper respect and humility, which were the only reasons Jay even bothered to look at the letter. Reading through it, Jay knew it to be authentic, but he was still wary.

“There’s been no other word,” he said.

Roy smiled, knowing that what followed would be out of his control. “For that, I apologize. Teacher has never been fond of the com-wire.”

Jay nodded, knowing this to be the truth. “In light of what we’ve been through recently, I’m afraid I’ll have to verify this with Brandel.”

Roy nodded. “Of course.”

“Come back in five days,” Jay said. “If I can reach Brandel, you can join. If I can’t reach him in that time, I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until matters settle considerably more.”

“I understand.”

• • •

To his own surprise, Jay was able to reach Brandel that night by com-wire. Brandel confirmed the contents of his letter and further praised Roy’s abilities and character.

“I know the timing is bad, Govan, but he’s wasting away here under my teaching. He deserves more. He deserves your attention.”

“Your word is good enough, Jos. I just needed to make sure. I don’t how much of what goes on here in Pine makes it out to you, but it’s been one thing after another.”

“Hard to know what to believe,” Brandel said. “Out here in the country, Pine is synonymous with exaggeration.”

Jay snorted. “I wish it were so in real life. Anything else you need, you let me know.”

“I will, Govan. And thanks again.”

• • •

Another five days passed without incident. Prospective students showed up at Jay’s gate each morning, but he continued to turn them all away.

Only Roy Mirka, when he came back as told, was admitted. Roy wasted no time in ingratiating himself to the other students and displaying his prowess. His skills were indeed impressive, and though Brandel’s style was a slightly divergent variation of Jay’s, Roy was quick to bridge the gaps so that, in the span of a few weeks, only Jay could identify any differences between him and the rest.

Jay found himself conflicted when Roy asked about the Leaf test. He didn’t refer to it as such, but the division of students was impossible to ignore and it was really no secret how the division had come about. Roy was properly deferential, but eager, and Jay couldn’t deny that this was exactly why Brandel had sent him.

“I’m sorry, Roy,” Jay said. “The timing just isn’t right. When things settle a bit more, we can see about testing you.”

Roy pursed his lips, let his eyes drift to the advanced students, shrugged.

“Roy, you have shown yourself to be quite capable, a welcome addition here. But I’ll warn you, being allowed to take the test doesn’t ensure success. Only five out of all my students passed. Some have studied for years, some for mere months. Athletic ability and a shrewd mind are not guarantees.”

“All I want is a chance, Teacher,” Roy said.

Jay nodded. “And you’ll have it. Just not now.”

“Might I be allowed to spar with the advanced students?”

Jay sighed. He knew that there was little challenge for Roy among his regular students. He eyed Pylas and Wil. Wil was too obvious a target if he were one, but so far, no one had guessed at Pylas’s true identity.

“Tai.”

“Yes, Teacher?” Pylas said.

“Please indulge Roy in a friendly match. Do not use the Pin and be careful to exercise restraint,” Jay said.

“Yes, Teacher.”

“Roy, Tai is like you, a transplant, though he doesn’t have anywhere near the number of years training you do. Please do not take this as an insult, but you needn’t worry about restraining yourself.”

Roy cocked his head, unable to not take Jay’s words as insulting. “Teacher?”

“You’ll see what I mean, Roy.” Jay backed away, motioning for everyone else to give Roy and Pylas room.

Pylas saluted Roy. Roy grudgingly did the same, and after a brief, scowling pause, launched forward.

Roy was fast and precise, but Pylas was more so.

Each of Roy’s strikes was met with a counter, crashing into the meat of his forearms, jarring him to the bone, numbing him so that he had to shake out his hands each time to banish the prickling sensation. His opponent never went on the offensive, but the counter strikes were taking their toll. Roy felt the strength draining from him with each breath. A change of strategy was necessary. Jay had told him not to restrain himself, but maybe it was a trick. He followed the other’s example now and went on the defensive. After a brief reassessment, his opponent drove forward, sliding as if on ice, but with perfect control, somehow passing through Roy’s guard, and driving a vertical fist into Roy’s solar plexus.

Roy stumbled backward, landing on his buttocks and gasping for air. It had been a long time since he’d had the wind knocked out of him.

Pylas didn’t pursue the fight any further, but did reach down to help Roy to his feet.

Still catching his breath, Roy accepted the assistance even as he stared at the other with a combination of awe, disbelief, and indignation.

“Once again, you have my apologies, Roy,” Jay said. “It’s not my intention to hold anything back from you. I want nothing more than for all my students to reach their full potential. Let Tai serve as an example of my pledge and my word. You will be given the same opportunity.”

“When the situation settles,” Roy said, nodding and seeming to acquiesce.

“Right.”

“I understand, Teacher. Thank you for this instruction.” Roy turned to Pylas. “And thank you, Tai,” he said saluting again.

Pylas reciprocated and flashed a winning grin, but something about it struck Roy with unexpected force. There was no arrogance in it, no malice, just something familiar that Roy couldn’t place.

• • •

The many-pronged investigation into Sachs continued, and though there was progress—several high-profile figures associated with Sachs had been arrested and convicted—it was becoming more dangerous the closer the constabulary got. The media was receiving growing resistance with threats to institutions, individuals, and their families. With every search and seizure order carried out, the constabulary suffered greater and greater casualties. Being a constable had always had its share of risks, but the number of recent on-the-job fatalities had grown to a staggering degree. A morbid joke was circulating, that Aren Silestry, already known as The Corpse for his unwavering resistance to bribery and temptation of any sort, was really just revealing his true identity as the King of the Dead, with the constabulary as his ever-expanding kingdom.

Wil had done a number of interviews with Tila Barto, detailing how the two volumes of Rats in the Walls worked together. The interviews were carefully scripted to downplay Pylas’s role, despite his being the author, in an attempt to keep focus on Wil. Even with that focus, though, it was only a few weeks before the public’s attention moved to the various arrests that were resulting from the combined efforts of the media and the constabulary.

With the pretense of doing further research, Tila called frequently on Pylas at the school, usually during the day during practice, which meant that she spent most of her time watching him rather than talking to him. He’d come a long, long way in her mind, from the skinny kid with glasses she’d known so long ago at Primary 6. He remained the smart, thoughtful person she remembered, but he’d definitely grown up. He still wore his glasses sometimes, but never when practicing, which impressed her. It was a joke even when they were children how blind he was without them. She’d seen him fight the day Wanz had come to the school and still had trouble resolving the dichotomy of the cerebral child and the physically imposing adult. Although, not that long ago, on the night his family was killed, he still seemed more like the child to her than the adult he did now. Tragedy had a way of changing people, she realized.

One day in particular, she stayed past practice. She had the night off from the station so joined Pylas and the rest for dinner. They were still using the second floor, but all excused themselves afterwards to give the two some privacy in the common room.

They talked for hours, at first to the sound of Brit cleaning up in the kitchen, then to the silence of night. They reminisced a little, compared their university experiences, discussed new angles Wil had revealed about Rats in the Walls during his interviews. Finally, the hour turned Tila punchy. She smiled all the time, as if something else were on her mind and she could no longer hide it.

“There are plenty of rooms here, Tila,” Pylas said. “I’m sure Teacher wouldn’t mind if you stayed.”

She sighed, stared at him with a silly grin, and shook her head. “I want to sleep in my own bed.”

Pylas nodded, rose, disappeared into his room for a moment, and returned with his hooded poncho.

“What are you doing?”

“Walking you home,” he said.

Her cheeks flushed. “Are you sure it’s okay?”

He shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“It’s just that. . .”

Pylas shook his head. “We’ll both be fine. It’ll be good for me to get out. My last late-night stroll was rather unpleasant. This should prove otherwise. After all that’s gone on, I’m sure that I’m little more than an afterthought.”

“Pylas, you’re the catalyst.”

He shrugged again. “Pursuing my life now would only appeal to the completist. Pursuing yours, though, might still be considered a good strategy.”

She blinked at him wordlessly for a moment. “Thanks for the. . . compliment?”

He smiled at her warmly. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Tila. I can say that to someone now and mean it.”

She swallowed hard, felt heat wash over her. “I believe you can at that. Listen, Pylas, it is late. Maybe I should just stay.”

“Nope. I’m going to see you safely home and you’re going to sleep in your own bed tonight. Come on. Get your things.”

• • •

The night air was brisk. Shivering, Tila drew close to Pylas and took his hand. He didn’t know if it meant anything other than that she was cold, but it had been a long time since he’d been this close to a woman with whom he hadn’t been intimate, and it sent a different kind of warmth through him. Unfortunately, this sensation was in direct opposition to his conscience. He didn’t think he could ever forget Aya, and though he felt his attraction to Tila growing, his connection to her just wasn’t the same. Maybe that would change with time. Should he allow himself to drift in that direction? Should he actively push himself as a way of putting the past behind him? Or was it too soon? He didn’t know. He was thankful, though, that Tila seemed content to walk in silence.

Their walk took them into town where they started to encounter people despite the late hour. Pylas, careful to have worn his glasses given the circumstances, was vigilant, but no one approached them, no one uttered a sound in their direction, whether within easy reach or from across the street.

Pylas walked Tila into her apartment building and to her door. Once there she clung to his hand and in fact took hold of it with both of hers.

“Pylas. . .” she started. She was having a hard time maintaining eye contact and had become very nervous, looking down, raising her eyes only periodically.

“What is it, Tila?”

After several false starts, she said, “I want you to stay with me tonight.”

He started to turn his head, to say “no” but she stopped him.

“Nothing has to happen,” she blurted. “I mean, it can. I. . . I don’t know the right or wrong of this. I would just really like for you to stay with me tonight.”

He did shake his head now. “Tila, I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“You don’t like me,” she said.

“That’s not true,” he said. He cleared his throat and adjusted the front of his pants beneath his poncho. “Physically, I’m very attracted to you. That’s the problem.”

She leaned forward, narrowed her eyes. Her face sharpened with a devious air. “It’s not a problem,” she said, enjoying his discomfort. “Pylas Crier, I’ve had a crush on you since I was nine years old. I don’t care if you can control yourself or not. You are coming inside.”

His eyes widened and her eyes remained locked on his as she swung her key blindly but surely to the keyhole behind her. The lock turned, the door opened, and the two disappeared inside.







1.7 INFINITE CASCADE


Pylas awoke the next morning, experiencing a strange combination of guilt and satisfaction. Tila was already up and moving about her one-room apartment with energy and purpose. Every time her eyes fell on Pylas, though, she smiled unconsciously. He returned her smiles with his own, and felt the guilt ease away by degrees. He’d made her happy and that made him happy. He still wasn’t sure about where this would take them, but he knew at least that it hadn’t been a mistake. Hopefully, Aya, wherever she was, would forgive him.

He found himself increasingly attracted to Tila’s energy. She was strong-willed, determined, and knew what she wanted—very different from what he was used to with Aya, who’d had her own kind of strength, but was largely agreeable, accommodating, almost submissive even, in comparison. Before Aya, he’d had a number of close friendships in university, but nothing of a romantic nature. He didn’t want to compare them. It wasn’t fair, he knew, but he couldn’t help it. Happily, though, he found that neither was reduced in his estimation as a result. Aya had been sweet and loving, and he missed her. Tila was direct and dynamic and she excited him. Both had their merits, but only one of them was present in the here and now.

“I’ve got to get to the station,” she said, dressing. “We’ve got a big planning meeting this morning.”

Still in bed, he rose up on his elbows. “Sounds important.”

She shrugged. “It may be; it may not be. Lots of revelations of late, but only slow movement forward.”

“Slow, steady movement,” he corrected with a grin.

She stopped suddenly. Her shoulders dropped, her lips quivered. She stared at him, her eyes glistening with gathering moisture. Finally she shook her head and fell upon him, cinching him in her arms.

“Hey, hey. What’s the matter?” he said, returning her embrace.

“I can only imagine how terrible all this has been for you,” she said. “First the tragedy, then the long months of hiding, of waiting for the law to work the way it’s supposed to. The way we were promised as children. The way we still promise our children.”

“Things are more complicated than that.”

“They shouldn’t be, though,” she said, sniffling.

He thought about this for a moment and realized that she was right.

“Let’s promise each other, then,” he said. “Let’s make a world where we can keep our promises to children, a world where right and wrong are impossible to confuse.”

She sniffed, pulled away from him to kiss him. “You, Pylas Crier, have a deal.”

• • •

He walked her to the local transit station where she insisted on their parting. She had work to do and needed the freedom to do it. Despite his growing attachment to her, he understood.

Once her train had gone, though, he didn’t know what to do with himself. He’d been something of a voluntary shut-in for almost a year now, but was in no hurry to return to Jay’s school. It wasn’t the school itself he was hesitant to return to, but the safety it represented.

He thought about his and Tila’s promise and felt rather ashamed of his good fortune, of the elaborate protection he’d received. Murder was not uncommon in Pine, but the loss of his family had brought that fact uncomfortably close to him. He still felt guilty. If he hadn’t written Rats in the Walls, if he hadn’t taunted Sachs with clues to the truth, his parents might still be alive. Aya might still be alive. He didn’t want to be protected anymore. He didn’t need to be. He wanted to create a world where everyone felt safe, where a child’s notion of right and wrong applied at all times, and he wanted to do it now.

But first, he needed something to eat. He could afford to take the morning to reacquaint himself with Pine, or at least this small part of it. The station and surrounding shops were busy with commuters, people of all types, coming and going in a chaotic rush. He found a small, open-air restaurant, sat at a table where he could watch the traffic, and ordered his breakfast. He ate slowly, observing everything and everyone around him, forcing himself to acknowledge that each and every person he saw had a life, had a family, that they loved, that they were loved, that they mattered. This required real effort, was exhausting, and something he’d never attempted to do before, but he found that it sparked in him a genuine connection, even if only one-sided, to every man, woman, and child who passed. He realized that he’d been taught compassion, that he’d embraced it as a good and necessary aspect of society, of human community, but that he had little real experience with it outside of those closest to him. He thought this not uncommon, but it shamed him just the same.

As he scrutinized, he couldn’t help but notice the pattern of people-flow. The observation was unconscious, but inescapable after all his training. It was like a circulatory system, with vital blood pumping through veins and arteries. It was a system itself. It had a pulse, a rhythm—and anomalies stuck out.

He locked eyes with someone half-hidden by a fruit stand some ways away. The man quickly turned to the stand, pretended to assess its wares for purchase, but Pylas kept his eyes on him, watched him spend an inordinate amount of time not deciding on any fruit in particular. Pylas was both surprised and not surprised at all when the man finally turned around again to reconfirm his presence in the restaurant. The man turned around again quickly to resume his fruit inspection.

Pylas left money on the table and slipped away quickly, making sure to stay out of the man’s line of sight should he turn around again. He considered going straight back to the school, but he thought that he might like a little more information before returning. He threw his hood up over his head and got lost in the crowd of comers and goers. Pylas watched with some satisfaction as the man turned again and reacted with mild panic when he realized that his mark was gone.

The man abandoned the fruit stand and approached the restaurant, scanning the area all the while for any sign of Pylas. Pylas was careful to keep himself hidden in the crowd and began to follow the man once he gave up and left. He wanted to avoid a public confrontation and was rewarded for his patience. Within minutes, the man turned down a cluttered alley that was otherwise devoid of foot traffic.

Once the man was inside, Pylas closed the distance between them suddenly and with a hand on the man’s back, drove him bodily against a stack of wooden crates, pressing him there. The man’s left hand flashed to his hip, but Pylas was faster, snatching his wrist and drawing his arm back behind him.

“I’m not particularly fond of knives,” Pylas said. “Especially not the sort you’ve got hidden in your pant leg.”

The man had been vainly struggling against Pylas’s strength, but shot a furious glance behind him at Pylas’s words.

“How could you know about that?” he said.

“Same way I picked you out of the crowd. You weren’t part of the system. Fabric, flesh, steel, would-be killers, they all register differently.”

“I wasn’t aiming to kill anyone.”

“Oh?”

“You attacked me, mister.”

“Un-uh. Nope. You tell me who you think I am, or I break your arm,” Pylas said, drawing back further.

The man winced and started to let out a growl that was fueled mostly by pain. Pylas pressed harder against the other’s back, buckling the wood of the crate and partially muffling the noise he was making. The combination of being pushed and pulled drew a sudden, sharp cry.

“Okay! Okay! Stop!”

“So who am I?”

His breaths came in short, strained gasps. “I don’t know your name. You’re one of Jay’s students.”

“Even with your big knife, do you think it was a good idea to hunt me? You have watched the news lately, haven’t you?”

The other snorted. “I wasn’t hunting anyone, not you anyway, not at first.”

“Not me,” Pylas repeated quietly.

He’d said it himself. She would make a good target. She was high-profile and her whereabouts were predictable, easy to confirm. Silestry had provided spot protection over the last few weeks, but Pylas realized that she needed more than that now. He didn’t think that she was in any real danger while she was at work, but while on the train, he wasn’t so sure. That this man had shifted his focus away from her reassured him somewhat, but not enough.

Pylas adjusted his grip and with a swift, deft motion, dislocated the man’s left shoulder, then his right. The man cried out in agony both times, but Pylas ignored him and led him from the alley, back through the busy plaza, and to the sub-district constable’s office situated across from the transit station.

Once there, he identified himself as Tai Sonsen of Govan Jay’s martial arts school, presented the man with his illegal weapon, and asked to be put in touch with Silestry.

The officer at the desk was incredulous at first, but the familiarity with which Pylas spoke of Silestry prompted him to do as asked. The weapon alone was enough to hold the other.

Within ten minutes, Pylas was speaking to Silestry by com-wire. While he spoke, the desk officer confiscated the long knife and locked the whimpering man with two useless arms in one of the holding cells. When he returned, Pylas handed him the wire.

“Yes, sir,” the officer said, staring at Pylas. “Yes, sir. I understand, sir.” He put the wire back into the rig. “The head constable says not to worry, Mr. Sonsen.”

“Thanks,” Pylas said. “Do you need anything more from me?”

“No sir. Everything will be taken care of.”

Pylas smiled. “Thanks again,” he said and took his leave.

• • •

Wil opened the gate on Pylas’s return.

“Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Pylas said. “It’s Tila I’m worried about.”

They walked together across the courtyard and into the house.

“She’s been fine so far,” Wil said. “Silestry and his men have been around for the potential blow-ups.”

Pylas shook his head. “Something’s changed. She mentioned a big strategy meeting this morning. I think we may have backed Sachs into a corner without even realizing it.”

Jay emerged from the house. Relief was plain on face. “Did something happen?”

“Not exactly,” Pylas said. “I’m sorry. I should have com-wired. But I think something’s about to happen.”

“Why do you say so?”

A pounding at the gate interrupted them.

“Teacher!”

Wil and Pylas both shot glances at Jay. It was Roy’s voice from outside the courtyard wall.

Jay nodded, sending the other two hurrying to let Roy in.

Roy nearly fell inside. His clothes were torn. He was covered with blood, sweat, and dirt. They helped him to his feet, secured the gate, and ushered him, limping, to where they’d left Jay.

“What’s happened to you, Roy?” Jay said, reaching out a hand to help steady him.

Roy caught his breath. “Men with knives broke into my room, tried to kill me.”

“How many?” Jay said.

“I don’t know. The shades were pulled and it was still dark inside. I hurt some of them. Maybe all of them. I ran. I came here.”

“Did they follow you?” Wil said.

Roy shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“I was followed this morning,” Pylas said. “It was just one man, and I think, originally, he was watching Tila.”

“Coincidence?” Wil said.

Jay shook his head. “Didn’t Silestry mention some event that he and his men would be monitoring this morning at Channel 9?”

“Tila mentioned that, too. She made it sound important.”

“You think they targeted all the students?” Wil said. “It wouldn’t make sense to single out just Roy and maybe Tai.”

Jay looked at Roy, hoping he might have some insight.

Roy shook his head. “I don’t know. But I did hear the killers mention Channel 9, that it was going to be a massacre.”

Pylas’s eyes went wide, his breath caught short in his chest. “I have to get there.”

“Silestry. . .” Wil started, but was silenced by a look from Jay.

“Go,” Jay said.

“I’ll never get there fast enough,” Pylas said.

“I’ll take you,” Wil said.

“Go,” Jay said. “Both of you. Whatever may come here, I’ll take care of it.”

“Are you sure, Teacher?” Pylas said.

“Go!”

“Come on,” Wil said, pulling Pylas after him.

Jay didn’t move from his place, but watched Roy limp after them and secure the gate after they’d wheeled Wil’s bike outside. As he watched Roy go and return, Jay noticed a number of things.

• • •

The street in front of the school was mostly empty. On the other side, some ways down, a man sat slumped over, his back to an estate wall, a broad-brimmed hat covering his head, gently rising and falling with the rhythm of sleep. They ignored him.

Wil started the Buteysian 10. Pylas got on behind him and they shot through the narrow streets, making for town, the bike’s engine echoing raucously off the ever-present estate walls.

“Don’t worry,” Wil shouted over the din. “This is the fastest way there. Whatever is happening, Silestry is there.”

“I spoke to him by com-wire less than an hour ago,” Pylas shouted back. “I didn’t know where he was, but he was fine then.”

“See?”

• • •

“Roy, what are you hiding?”

“What do you mean, Teacher?”

“Don’t play the fool. You may be trying to hide that grin, but you’re failing. Some of your injuries appear to be genuine, but there’s nothing to account for that limp, and you have no cuts or punctures that would have resulted from blades or points.”

Roy stared at him cagily for a moment, started to nod, to laugh out loud. He adjusted his posture and now appeared to be suffering little if at all.

“I should have expected as much from you, Teacher. Let’s do away with all pretense, shall we?”

Roy raised his hand and snapped his fingers.

A moment later, the wooden gate came crashing in off of its hinges. Through the opening, a stout man in a fur-trimmed skin tunic entered. He was bald and weathered, wore russet britches that reached mid-calf, and black fabric shoes. A broad-brimmed hat was at his back, held by a cord around his thick neck. He came to a stop just behind Roy, standing at his left shoulder. He folded his arms and exuded raw menace.

“I have a confession to make, Teacher. I said before that I didn’t know about the other students. I do know, actually. All of them are dead. Oh, and it wasn’t men with knives, either. It was me. I must admit, the lot of them proved to be more of a workout than I thought they’d be. And from first thing in the morning, too. Your Leaf Class, those not staying here, anyway, were quite a challenge. I can’t take full credit for them. I had some help.”

Roy acknowledged the man behind him with a nod.

“But he didn’t use a knife, either,” Roy said. “I suppose that doesn’t really matter, but lies can be so messy, and I prefer to keep things tidy when I can.”

“Why, Roy?” Jay said, shaking his head. “For money? Because you didn’t get what you wanted when you wanted it?”

Roy smiled. “You were right to suspect me from the beginning. And in case you’re wondering, Brandel didn’t betray you. I am exactly who I claimed to be. I joined Brandel’s school years ago as Roy Mirka and that’s the only name he’s ever known me by. Mirka was my mother’s name. You’ve never met her, I’m sure. You know my father, though, and not for all his recent notoriety. No, your connection to him is more. . . personal. A long time ago, you took something from him, something very near and very dear. He’s been exceedingly patient and he was prepared to wait yet longer, but your protégés have forced us to step up our schedule. Today is the day, Teacher. Today, I—we—collect compensation for Sol Sachs’s loss.”

“Roy, there is no way you can beat me. We both know that.”

Roy stared at Jay for a moment, then stepped to the right slightly, so that the man behind him could come forward.

“Originally,” Roy said, “we’d planned to have you teach me enough to kill you, but as I said, we were forced to expedite our plan. I can’t beat you, but he can. You do know of Professor Farsenkals, don’t you, Teacher?”

Jay said nothing, but his expression spoke for him.

“Of course you do. You’ve been teaching two prime examples of his research. Von Vahl here is just like them. He has that, as yet, unquantifiable quality that Professor Farsenkals is so interested in.”

Roy sighed. “It’s a shame, really. I’d hoped for more time. I thought that maybe you could teach what these men have, that your Leaf test, whatever it was, could unlock a hidden potential that all men had. You told me that that wasn’t the case, but I still hoped.” He shrugged. “Time’s up, Teacher.”

Roy stepped back, further out from between Jay and Vahl.

Jay didn’t want Roy going anywhere, but knew that it would be a terrible mistake to take his eyes off of Vahl.

“I’ll let you two get better acquainted,” Roy said. “I’ve got some house cleaning to do.” He started off unhurriedly towards the house.

Vahl gave a perfunctory salute. “Von Vahl. Infinite Cascade Fist.”

“You’re an assassin,” Jay said.

Vahl shrugged. “Let’s see if you can cripple me before I kill you.”

Jay balled his fists—his middle-finger knuckles jutting sharply from each—and raised them to eye-level, one before the other.

• • •

With the commute mostly over, traffic was light. Wil wove his bike expertly through what there was of it, but despite their speed and progress, Pylas still felt sick to his stomach, as if they were simply rushing to witness the aftermath of a massacre, rather than prevent one’s onset.

Forty minutes after setting off, Wil pulled up along the front of Channel 9 and neither he nor Pylas were reassured. It was quiet. No one was around. The building’s front was all of tinted glass and revealed no activity within. If not for the hour, one would think that the business was closed for the day. Pylas trotted up the steps to the main entrance and tentatively pulled the glass door open. It gave no resistance. Together with Wil, he entered into the lobby, which was dark. The lights had been shut off, but the tinted glass admitted enough light for them to see by. The lobby was like a small museum, with awards and displays marking key points in Channel 9’s—and Pine’s—history. The two made their way through these, wary of whatever might spring from the shadows, heading for the reception desk, which was at some remove from the entrance and served as a checkpoint before the stairs leading up and to the inner workings of the station.

“Pylas,” Wil said with guttural urgency.

Pylas looked to what had caught Wil’s attention and everything changed. All the tumult in his guts froze, shattered, and was gone. Cold judgement and icy resolve were all that remained.

At the foot of the reception desk, almost invisible in the darkness, was a sticky pool of drying blood.

Tucked neatly under the desk, with her throat wide open, was the receptionist.

Pylas took a deep breath. His and Wil’s eyes locked and they both nodded.

They moved up the stairs, through the stairwell, which was darker than the lobby except for the blind flicker of the echo sets that lined the walls. When they reached the second floor, all pretense of secrecy had been abandoned. The lights were on and revealed everything. Bodies, split and broken, lay where they had fallen. Blood was soaked into the carpet and smeared on the walls. The smell was overpowering. Pylas covered his nose, but the association of the smell and what he was seeing with what he had seen in his own home forced him to one knee and to retch. He stood up shakily and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Wil offered to help him, but Pylas shook his head, the icy conviction even stronger than before.

A constant drone of noise was coming from a room at the end of the corridor, urging them forward. There was still a chance that someone inside was waiting for them, intending to add them to the corpse population, but this concerned neither. Rather, they both considered the endless ways in which they might apply deadly force. With their Divine Pattern sense, they could tell that there were no potential killers hiding among the dead, and as they got closer to and entered the room, they could tell that they alone were alive.

Just inside the door, they found Silestry, a steel rod jutting from his face, and another from his chest. The ends of both were scorched. Powder charge spring rods were illegal, of course, but leaving the ammunition behind—in the Chief Constable no less—sent a very clear message that the law meant nothing now. A number of Silestry’s men lay dead, near him and throughout the room.

A long conference table was host to another ten or more bodies. Pylas spotted Tila among them, a steel rod through the back of her head, its end also blackened by powder burn. Tears filled his eyes as he knelt down beside her. He reached tentatively, not wanting to disturb the rod, and cradled her head. He whispered a useless apology.

Wil bowed his head and wiped his eyes to dry them.

All of the victims had been cut, stabbed, or shot with the spring rod, but the ammunition remained only for Silestry and Tila.

“They’ve given us license,” Pylas said through clenched teeth. “The law is dead, but there will be justice—First Order Justice—to go around.”

Wil sniffed, nodded. “You’re right, but there’s nothing we can do here, Pylas. Let’s get back to Teacher.”

Pylas kissed the top of Tila’s head and joined Wil in his exit.

• • •

The ride back to the school seemed to take hours. Pylas had inadvertently tuned everything out, thinking only of Tila, how warm her body had been against his own, how vital she’d been just hours ago, and of Silestry, too, how routine and normal everything had seemed on the com-wire. Now neither would wake to another day.

When they arrived, both Pylas and Wil knew that the extent of the day’s tragedy had yet to be fully realized. The state of the gate and the quiet from inside informed them that they needn’t hurry. The carnage here was on par with Channel 9’s.

Jay lay sprawled upon the courtyard stones dead, his right shoulder a dark, bloody pulp, his right arm nowhere to be found.

Pylas just stood over Jay, staring at him.

Wil rushed into the house and emerged several minutes later, wiping fresh tears from his eyes.

“Brit. . . Jemmy. . .” Wil said, shaking his head.

“Roy,” Pylas said coldly, his own tears flowing freely.

“What, you think Roy did this?”

“It’s too neat, isn’t it? He told us exactly where to go to be of least use. If he’s innocent, then why isn’t he here, dead, lying next to Teacher? There’s been no discrimination so far. Why would it be different for him? Sachs has eliminated any bargaining room he might have had. Roy would change nothing. But, if he were responsible, it would explain much.”

“If it was Roy, he had help.”

Pylas nodded.

“Let’s go.”

Pylas perked up. “Where?”

“You know where. Let’s finish this.”

“No matter the cost?” Pylas said.

“No matter the cost.”

• • •

In minutes, they were back on the road and heading to the other side of Pine. The location of Sol Sachs’s residence in District 18 was no secret, but no one ever paid the man a visit without an invitation, friendly or otherwise. If Roy was guilty of all Pylas suspected, then there could be no doubt that they would be expected.

It made sense. Especially if Sachs had found out that Tai Sonsen was really Pylas Crier. From the very beginning, Pylas and Wil had been responsible for the slow demise of Sachs’s empire. Now Sachs had taken everything—everything—from them and they themselves were all that remained. Certainly Sachs aimed to claim them, too. Pylas shrugged. Tai Sonsen had served his purpose. There was no need to pretend anymore, not in any capacity. It did surprise him, though. If Sachs had known who he was, why hadn’t he acted sooner? Perhaps Sachs had wanted to do the most damage with the least effort. Pylas supposed that he had, and ultimately, that it didn’t matter. Nothing could be changed now, and everything would be decided before the next sunrise. Of that he was sure.

A private road provided the only access to Sachs’s estate. Wil and Pylas found it open and were unimpeded, but as they neared the house, there was an overwhelming presence of men awaiting them, all of whom were armed with blades or cudgels. Wil parked his bike with no interference, and the two were escorted inside with silent but meaningful gestures.

The sun was low in the sky when they walked through the gate and into Sachs’s courtyard. The men—there were perhaps thirty of them—filed in behind Pylas and Wil. It took two of them to set the oversized lock, while the remainder formed a gauntlet leading from the gate to where Sachs sat in anticipation of their arrival.

Sachs was thick with fat that had once been muscle. His head was covered sparsely with thin coils of wiry gray hair. In contrast to his normal public appearances, his right arm was visibly absent, confirming the rumor that he wore a prosthetic. He sat in an elaborate chair—more like a throne, really—grinning at the two as they approached. When he saw that they saw what adorned his chair he nodded subtly, which sent several men scurrying to retrieve standard spring rods.

Pylas thought he might be sick once again, but Wil was visibly outraged, staring hate at Sachs.

Pinned to the high back of Sachs’s chair like a trophy, was Govan Jay’s right arm, still covered in its sleeve, the shoulder end saturated with dark blood. Roy and another man stepped from behind the chair to stand on either side of it. Roy was armed with a powder charge spring rod. The other had several daubs of blood upon his skin tunic that Pylas and Wil knew had resulted from Jay’s Pin.

“Well,” Sachs said, “I believe now we can bring Rats in the Walls to its proper conclusion. Actually,” he said glancing at the arm above him, “we can conclude two stories today.

“You know, I owe a lot to my son,” he said, prompting Roy to bow. “It’s really his flair for the dramatic that’s made all this possible. Oh, the plan was mine, long ago, to bring about the end of Govan Jay, but to tie these two ends together so neatly, well, all I can say is: Well done, Roy.”

“Pylas Crier,” Roy said. “Jay shouldn’t have had you fight me. It was shortly after that that I realized who you were. Right there, all along. What a bunch of fools we’d all been. But I didn’t tell anyone. In fact, my father didn’t know who you really were until Vahl and I got back here today.”

“And what a lovely surprise it was,” Sachs said.

“Yes, Pylas Crier,” Sachs said. “You are the source of many sleepless nights. I hate things being left half-done, especially when I’m trying to make a point. With Mr. Parish, it was a little different. There was the issue of accessibility. With you, though, we just didn’t know. It was maddening.”

Pylas snorted. “Come finish it then, Sachs. Come get your own hands dirty. Oh, sorry, you’ve only got the one. I’m sure you can count on some help, though.”

Sachs laughed. “No. I hear that you—and Mr. Parish—have taken quite naturally to Divine Pattern. I crossed fists with Govan Jay once and that didn’t go well for me. Losing your right arm tends to teach you to rely more on your wits than your fists. And look. I’ve built an empire where nothing I want accomplished is left undone.

“Your book was prophetic in its way, you know? Jardin is going to die and life for the rest will go on. One thing you missed though, Mr. Crier.”

“What’s that?”

“That the rats come out of the walls and rule by the light of day.”

“You can’t be serious,” Wil said.

“Can’t I? You go to any constabulary office and see if you can find someone still willing to uphold his post. Everyone who wasn’t killed was warned. My message was so loud and clear, no one failed to understand. No one failed to do exactly as I expected. Pine is mine. This is the beginning of the Sachs dynasty. And we will inaugurate it with the close of today’s drama. I couldn’t be there for Jay, but despite the severity of that wound, it was an old one. You two are fresh blemishes and I’m going to enjoy watching Mr. Vahl here cleanse you from my sight.”

All of Sachs’s men stepped back and formed a ring around Wil and Pylas. Vahl stepped forward and gave a brief salute.

“Let me,” Pylas said to Wil, who assented with a grunt.

Pylas raised his fore-knuckle fists before him and applied his Divine Pattern sense to Vahl. What he saw startled him. He could see where Jay had hit him, but was surprised to see that the severity of those blows was much less than expected. Additionally, Vahl was being constantly distorted by swirls and eddies, by expansions and contractions. It was as if space itself were being manipulated.

Now Vahl snorted and launched forward. Though Pylas was used to gauging his opponents’ speed, Vahl came at him with something on a completely different order. He was upon him suddenly, seeming to blink through the intervening space faster than Pylas could track. His blows came in rapid succession and were heavier than Pylas could have guessed. He attempted, as he always did, to strike the incoming strikes before they landed, attacking Vahl’s arms with the Pin, but he couldn’t match the speed of Vahl’s strikes. He could read each time Vahl launched a strike, but the punches themselves seemed to defy the laws of physics. Pylas took two body blows and glancing blow to the chin. His own strikes to Vahl’s arms failed to connect properly.

Pylas reminded himself that this man had killed Govan Jay, that everyone here was responsible for killing many. He closed his Pattern into the Stone Coat and focused his senses upon Vahl once more. Scrutinizing Vahl revealed that his unnatural movement followed a fairly predictable pattern of contractions and expansions, that, somehow, he was indeed manipulating space, either intuitively or according to some technique.

The two now traded blows, with neither able to land one solidly. Pylas read the strange spatial patterns, anticipated what was coming, and managed to stay one step ahead of Vahl, but just barely. After several exchanges, Pylas altered his offense, and sank his Pin—or thought he did—into Vahl’s midsection. Vahl showed that he knew immediately that his defense had been broken, but a strange wrenching sensation forced them apart, and despite Pylas’s certainty that his blow had connected and penetrated deeply, Vahl merely smiled and appeared to be unharmed.

Fine, Pylas thought. Escalate to the Inertia Pin.

Pylas adjusted his approach once more, focusing on his positioning and a heavy offense. The resulting series of exchanges led them all across the courtyard. Sachs’s men loosened their cordon and allowed the two to go where the fight took them. Pylas had connected several times, but with each of these strikes, there was the previous sense of being repelled, and it soon became evident, that Vahl was toying with him. Vahl’s movements became more dramatic, his grin more pronounced; barks of laughter escaped him occasionally. They’d gotten close to the courtyard wall, and found themselves separated by a stout post that supported the interior eave. Vahl taunted, inviting Pylas to come at him from the right or the left. Pylas responded by striking the post itself. His fore-knuckle dug into the wood, but a violent rush of force bored through, sending a storm of chips and splinters into Vahl’s face.

Vahl turned away, but blood was surfacing from a number of cuts. He blinked his eyes repeatedly to clear them of debris, but some of it was persistent. He looked back at Pylas, at the ruined post, and was both sobered and appalled. He drove his right palm into the post midway between the ground and where Pylas himself had struck it.

All Pylas heard was a dull pop. Pain, on an order he’d not encountered till now, sang up the length of his body, against his chin. He hugged the hurtling post as it crushed him against the courtyard wall.

The post fell away, and he slumped down to the ground. The pain was exquisite. His reflex, besides coughing blood, was to close his Pattern even tighter in an effort to squeeze the unwanted sensation out of him. Despite the damage done, it worked, mostly. The blow had disoriented him, though, and he was thankful to see Wil already stepping in on his behalf and engaging Vahl, their fight taking them back to the open courtyard.

Pylas spat the remaining blood from his mouth, rose to his feet, and studied Vahl from a new perspective.

Wil had opened his Pattern, activating the Pillow Jacket, and appeared to be untouchable. He looked like a sheet at the whim of a fickle wind, whipping this way and that, but never becoming a successful target. He was, as Pylas had been, unable to land a solid blow, though.

As he watched, Pylas felt he was beginning to grasp something unconsciously about Vahl’s style, something that could be exploited. It was clarified and confirmed in an instant.

Wil had miscalculated his own positioning slightly, but it was enough to make the Pillow Jacket useless for Vahl’s incoming strike.

Vahl’s spatial distortions intensified, nearly blinding Pylas to his presence, and Wil was sent skidding on the soles of his shoes, somehow able to remain upright and keep his balance. As his momentum was exhausted, he bent forward, held a hand to his chest, and coughed blood.

Pylas had been ignored after being struck down, but he moved back into the courtyard now. When one of Sachs’s men tried to stop him, Pylas shot his Inertia Pin, striking just behind the funny bone on the man’s outstretched right arm. Blood jetted out the other side in a trajectory consistent with his strike and the man dropped to the ground, cradling his arm, now limp from the elbow down. No one else tried to intervene.

Pylas reached Wil and helped him stand straight.

“Open your Pattern as far as you can, Wil. He can hit hard, but he’s like a piston, totally restricted to linear motion.”

Wil nodded. “We’ve both hit him several times, but the same thing that makes him hit so hard is robbing our punches of their strength.”

Pylas furrowed his brow. “Not at the same time, though.”

Vahl approached slowly, eyeing both, deciding which to engage first, and snorted when they both came at him. Remarkably, he managed to keep both of them in front of him for a full minute, but Pylas had altered his tactics once more, opting for the sweeping movements of the Vorpal Pin. The application of the Vorpal Pin was very unlike the usual linear character of Divine Pattern, and gave Vahl some pause. Vahl did his best to mitigate the damage done by Wil’s punches and simply avoided the deadly arcing Vorpal Pin. Biding his time, Vahl found the right moment.

Pylas saw the blur, knew what it meant, and willed his Pattern even tighter. The dull pop came again, but this time the pain was muted. He skidded back, maintaining his balance as Wil had, and smiled at Vahl with clenched, blood-wet teeth. He touched the ground with the fingers of his right hand, and sprang forward back into the fray.

Pylas’s instant recovery had a profound effect on Vahl. Fear was plain on his face. He could no longer keep both opponents before him. Pylas alternated between angular and circular slashes, all of which Vahl seemed desperate to avoid. Wil got behind him and struck Vahl—successfully—in the right kidney, just as Vahl was attempting to strike Pylas with another full-power punch. Vahl’s concentration faltered and Pylas did not fail to notice. Pylas took hold of Vahl’s right wrist, stretched his hand high, and brought the right Vorpal Pin up through Vahl’s armpit.

Vahl staggered backwards, clutching at the clean, red and white plane of his shoulder. Pylas, still holding onto Vahl’s arm, didn’t advance.

Wil stalked towards the retreating Vahl, who uttered not a cry, not a whimper, not a sound. His lips and his nose twitched and his eyes conveyed naked hate. He finally stopped as several of Sachs’s men shifted around him in an attitude of support. He came forward with his left arm, but Wil had pushed his Pillow Jacket just as Pylas had his Stone Coat. He slipped in under Vahl’s strike and planted the Bud in Vahl’s stomach, sinking it deep and sure.

Vahl made a retching noise as Wil extricated himself. The hired killer began to blink erratically and then to convulse. He tore away his skin tunic to reveal a terrible sight. His abdomen purpled as everyone watched and then it seemed to implode. He heaved once and brought up a stream of viscous, nearly black blood. He fell down dead, mouth open, the blood still coming and pooling around him.

When Pylas and Wil turned to address Sachs, they found him retreating into the house. Roy remained. He leveled his powder charge spring rod at them and motioned for the men to attack. Unlike the previous fight with Vahl, and despite the odds, the fight was decidedly one-sided. Those armed with standard spring rods used them immediately. Wil dodged the projectiles aimed at him without difficulty. Pylas batted the ones aimed at him with arms that were now at least as hard as the rods themselves.

Almost every rod found a victim, though. Seven men dropped with injuries ranging from a lost eye to a shattered knee cap. None of the other weapons helped any more than the spring rods had, and the men who fell to the pair’s naked fists did not rise.

Superimposed over Pylas’s vision was Jay’s brutalized form, the scene at Channel 9, the slaughter he’d stumbled upon in his own home so many months ago. There was no law to bring these wicked men to justice. But there was no law to prevent him from doling it out himself, either. He tore through every man he encountered with perfect, mechanical precision, and with each one downed, his anger subsided a little.

Wil operated similarly, whooshing through those who sought to kill him with flawless grace and deadly effect.

In minutes, everyone set against them had fallen. Vahl had pushed them both to new limits and no mortal man could stand against them.

But Roy Sachs would try.

“Go,” Pylas said, sending Wil ahead into the house.

Roy hesitated a moment not sure at whom he should aim his weapon, but Pylas had gotten too close too quickly. Wil rushed by as he raised the spring rod.

“I don’t care how good you are. This will kill you like any other man.”

Pylas said nothing and was nearly upon him.

Roy pulled the trigger, the breach flared with deafening thunder, the rod shot straight and true.

Pylas was confident in his Stone Coat, but he was no fool. He saw the breach flare, noted the angle of the barrel, plotted the trajectory, and turned his head just as the rod might have broken through his cheekbone.

The rod was gone, and Pylas’s head was still whole and intact. A red welt underscored his right eye, but he didn’t even appear to Roy to have felt it.

Pylas paused briefly, raised his right fore-knuckle fist before him, then burst forward with impossible speed and power. The Inertia Pin penetrated flesh, but the damage was in the force transfer, which blew a channel through Roy’s torso, through his heart, and sent a tight spray of blood and pulped meat out through his back.

Roy dropped instantly, the empty spring rod clanging against the courtyard paving stones, his eyes staring blankly into the depths of the darkening sky.

• • •

There were more men in the house, and Wil wasn’t feeling very charitable. Fifteen filled the foyer, and half were slumped over, dead, when Pylas entered. Together they finished the rest. Neither had any pity for men who would support or condone what Sachs had set into motion.

It was unnaturally quiet, and the lights were out, but it wasn’t completely dark. The two moved further inside, into the main hall, their pace measured by caution and a desire to be thorough. They expected more threats from the shadows and were not disappointed. A man leaped, screaming with sword overhead, from an intersecting hall. Pylas caught him on his fist, painting the wall behind with the man’s life. Several more men came rushing down another intersecting hall on the opposite wall. The ensuing skirmish left eight more bodies littering the floor. The quiet returned and no one thereafter moved to accost them.

Wil pointed to a set of double doors at the end of the corridor. Pylas nodded.

They reached the doors. Wil scanned them for weaknesses and found the optimal spot that would loose both from their hinges. He moved to strike with the Bud, but the doors flung open with surprising force, disgorging Sachs, brandishing a wide-bladed, sharp-tipped sword in his good left arm. Pylas and Wil both jumped clear.

Sachs displayed remarkable prowess, belying his age and his handicap. Had he been up against his own men, he would have proven to be a deadly opponent. However, he could not exceed Wil’s Pillow Jacket. Pylas, too, was able to avoid several swipes, but as he did so, he scanned the blade with his Divine Pattern sense, and saw that the steel was of inferior quality. He stopped, focused his Pattern tighter, and allowed Sachs to strike.

The blade would have decapitated a normal man, but on contact with Pylas’s neck, it broke and the tip ricocheted, spinning like a whirling saw blade until it sank into the wall. Sachs stopped and stared at his broken sword. Wil stopped and watched Pylas pull the steel tip free, approach Sachs, who’d begun to hyperventilate, and drive the blade fragment with the flat of his hand into Sachs’s stomach until the skin closed back over it.

Sachs dropped the sword, fell to his knees, and began to claw at his belly, from which blood flowed like excess wine.

Pylas backed away. Once again, with mere eye contact, he and Wil made a silent agreement.

Wil walked up to Sachs, placed his left hand on the top of Sachs’s head to steady it, and with his right thumb, struck the middle of Sachs’s forehead. On striking, he released Sachs’s head.

Sachs threw his head back. His eyes rolled up to whites. He swayed for a moment before a mixture of red and gray poured from his nose and open mouth.

• • •

It would be many months before Pine completely recovered from Sachs’s assault on Channel 9 and the resulting impact on the Constabulary. Sachs’s absence indeed left a vacuum, but the carnage he’d inflicted on Channel 9 had in turn been visited upon him in his own home. No one knew who was responsible, but the fear of similar reprisals prevented anyone from picking up where Sachs had left off.

All of the dead had been buried, but Govan Jay had made a specific request with regard to his remains.

Urn in hand, Pylas walked the empty house, coming to the Leaf room. He opened the urn, gently plucked the Leaf from its altar, and placed it inside, atop Jay’s ashes. He walked slowly back through the house, taking a long last look around. He exited the house, crossed the courtyard, and once outside, secured the repaired gate.

With the urn and a small bundle containing a change of clothes both under his arm, Pylas walked to the transit station. On arrival, he saw Wil there waiting for him on his Buteysian 10.

“We’ll meet in Yana Tomon then,” Wil said.

“The East Gate Inn.”

Wil grinned. “It’s yours now, you can call it something more colorful.”

Pylas grinned back. “Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll have some time for a creative thought or two on the way.”

“See you there,” Wil said with a wave and took his leave.

Pylas continued on into the station, showed his ticket, and made for the platform serving the outermost track. It was a long way to Yana Tomon.





PART II

YANA TOMON

2.1 OPEN GATES


The Yana Tomon station was a long block of concrete with a simple post-supported roof. An old man in a wooden chair tended a small wheel of tickets fixed to one of the posts and served as station master. Pylas was one of six to get off the train.

Yana Tomon proper consisted of four or five dusty streets of hard-packed earth that crisscrossed. Due to the width of the streets and the modesty of construction that characterized the town, one could see most of the signage for the major businesses from the station. Pylas spotted the East Gate Inn right away and made his way there. He was glad to see Wil’s Buteysian 10 parked outside. He pushed through the swinging doors and let his eyes adjust to the comparative darkness within.

A bar of polished wood took up most of the right-hand wall and gave access to the kitchen. Stairs led up along the back wall, starting from the left-hand corner, up to the rooms on the second floor. The restroom was at the back wall, nestled beneath the stairs. Ten smallish round tables, with three to four chairs each, filled the open floor. Half of the tables were occupied with customers, eating, drinking, or engaged in gambling of one sort or another. Wil, who’d been standing at the bar, approached Pylas with a grin.

“I wasn’t sure you’d make it,” Wil said. “A week’s a long time to trust your life to a train.”

Pylas laughed, held up the urn. “It was a long trip, but we made it.”

Wil led Pylas back to the bar. From behind, the bartender, sixty or so and balding, produced his hand.

“Welcome, Mr. Crier. I’m Stedge. I manage the East Gate,” the bartender said.

Pylas took his hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you, Stedge. Please, call me Pylas.”

“Loved your book, sir. Pylas, sir.” He ducked down, opened a cabinet, rose again with a key. “This is for your room. Number 201.”

“Thank you.”

“My wife and I are very excited to have you here, Pylas, sir. We hope that the East Gate makes for a good place to write. We’re anxious for what’s next.”

“Well, I hope I don’t disappoint you,” Pylas said, smiling.

“Not possible, Pylas, sir. Not possible.”

“How far is it to the Tree?” Pylas said to Wil.

“About a thirty-minute walk from here.”

“You haven’t been yet, have you?”

Wil shook his head. “I told you I’d wait. Been hearing a lot about it, though.”

“Oh?”

“Now you be careful, Pylas, sir,” Stedge said. “The Viscain Tree brings luck to folks, that’s sure and true, but mind how close you get.”

“How come?”

“Old Pasko Frawl got too close and dropped dead on the spot. There were witnesses.”

Wil and Pylas shared a look.

“Now, he had an axe in his hand and had a mind to strip some of the bark from the Tree for selling. Maybe the Tree knew that, maybe it didn’t, but Pasko’s dead just the same. It’s best to stay outside the spread of the branches.”

Pylas frowned. “Did the branches reach down and kill him?”

Stedge threw his head back in laughter. “No, no. His legs crumpled, all of a sudden like, and he fell flat, like he was pressed down by a big, invisible hand. Crushed he was, but not by branches. Nobody was brave enough to collect his body. It lay there for a few days—not stinking, either, mind you—and then one morning it was just gone. The axe is still there where he left it, though.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Pylas said.

“You want to rest a little before going out?” Wil said.

Pylas shook his head. It was already past midday. “No, there’ll be time for that later.”

“Most folks visit the Tree shortly after dawn,” Stedge said, “so you two should have some peace and quiet for your goodbyes.”

“Thanks, Stedge,” Pylas said.

• • •

Outside of town, the road changed little. It was still hard-packed earth, dusty and surprisingly smooth. Trees stood singly on either side until they reached a point where the ground sloped down from the road into a vast sea of endless treetops. The color of the leaves alternated in almost perfect squares for as far as the eye could see. These were the famous Yana nut orchards, used in producing signature beers sold the world over.

There was little traffic and what there was came from the opposite direction, mostly people on foot, returning from the Viscain Tree.

“Where does this road end up?” Pylas said.

“Honoma, I think. But it doesn’t see much use except for pilgrimages. The orchard has its own access roads.”

“All the way to Honoma.” Pylas shook his head. “Hey, why isn’t it called the Yana Tree? Where’d it get its name anyway?”

“Stedge says that it stands on what used to be called the Viscaya Plain, named when the Mikai Gods were still being worshipped here.”

“That’s quite a legacy.”

• • •

The road wound through dry scrubland hills until the shrubs gave way to low, wild grass. Straight ahead, framed by the last of the smoothing hills, they could see the Viscain Tree. The image of the majestic tree, with the sun low in the sky, was striking and gave both men chills.

They were pleased to see that no one else was present, but even so, once they arrived, they moved around the Tree, to the side opposite the road, to do what they’d come to do. The bole was thick, the canopy wide-reaching. At first they were careful to skirt the line marked by the reach of the branches, but Pylas was determined to do precisely as Jay had requested.

“You sure?” Wil said.

Pylas shrugged. “It can only strike me dead once, I guess.” He took a deep breath, took a tentative step forward under the span of the branches, found that he was still alive, and continued forward cautiously, holding Jay’s urn out before him in both hands.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a rusted axe head and laughed uneasily to himself. When he was within a meter of the trunk, he knelt down, placed the urn on a patch of bare earth surrounded by exposed roots, and bowed his head.

After a moment, he rose and backed away until he was standing beside Wil.

“Have you looked at it yet?” Pylas said.

Though he was looking directly at the Tree, Wil shook his head. “I’m a little afraid to.”

“I know what you mean.”

“You ready?” Wil asked.

Pylas nodded.

They both sat down cross-legged and opened their minds to the Viscain Tree.

• • •

Pylas was used to the complexity of the single Leaf, but not of thousands more clamoring at once for his attention, each of them drawing him in, tempting him towards a distinct and unique infinity. It was overwhelming, or it almost was. In an epiphany, he realized that it was a distraction. For all the Leaf had taught him, he understood now that the leaves were a defense mechanism, a trick. When he was finally able to shift his focus away from them, he felt Wil shaking him.

He blinked his eyes and returned to the present. He was surprised to see that the sun had sunk below the horizon.

“Pylas, are you okay?”

“Yeah. Wow, it’s been a while since I lost track of time like that.”

“You ready to head back?” Wil said.

“Uh, no, actually. I’m going to stick around.” Pylas had guessed that Wil hadn’t seen the same thing. It would do no good to try to explain it. He was sure Wil would see it when he was ready. “You go on ahead. And don’t worry if I’m not back by morning.”

Wil pursed his lips. “Okay. Well, I’ll see you back at the inn tomorrow if not tonight.”

“Thanks for everything, Wil.”

“Sure,” Wil said with a smile and took his leave.

Pylas returned his attention to the Tree and immediately felt himself sink into it. It was like traveling through a child’s kaleidoscope, but the sense of depth was real. Interlocking gates of indescribable shapes and colors opened to admit him, allowing him to pass further and further into the mystery of the divine. The deeper he went, the more complete his understanding of his own Pattern became. Everything he’d accomplished so far seemed small and inconsequential. His Stone Coat, which had broken Sachs’s sword, seemed like a trivial gimmick; his Pin, in all its variations, like little more than a utility knife. There was so much more he could do, and he was already beginning to do it unconsciously. Here, inside the Viscain Tree, was truth.

A strange sound—of pots rattling?— began to pull him back. The sound persisted and its incongruity with his memory of where he’d been and what he was experiencing was too jarring. He awoke with a start and saw, despite the darkness of late night/early morning, that Govan Jay’s urn was being drawn down into the earth, the lid settling back into place with each successive tug. He rose and moved cautiously at first, then sprang for the urn before it disappeared underground altogether.

He couldn’t be sure when it happened, but he thought he hit the ground early. The pressure was unmistakable. He had difficulty turning his head, which was heavier now than anything he’d ever endeavored to lift, and found himself looking at the rusted axe blade, half buried in the grass. He laughed out loud, but it came out a chuckle due to the weight crushing down upon him.

This is what Pasko Frawl had encountered. Pylas was sure of it. But Pylas had and still intended the Viscain Tree no harm. He closed his Pattern, which allowed him to breathe freely once again, and struggled to rise against the “invisible hand”, which he suddenly realized was increased gravity. He rose, finally, to his feet and faced the bole of the Tree.

“Sometimes we threaten without meaning to,” he said aloud with a wide grin. “I will not hurt you. You startled me by taking my Teacher. You do him a great honor by letting him join you. He would be pleased—and I would be grateful—if you were to teach me in his stead.”

His every muscle quivering with effort, Pylas adjusted his footing, adopted the basic stance that characterized the Divine Pattern Fist, and once again turned his attention to the Tree. The kaleidoscope journey began anew, though faster this time. He applied what he’d so recently learned to his Pattern, closing it tighter and tighter until the pressure bearing down upon him seemed nonexistent. On some level he realized that he needed to do more than simply stand it; he needed to be able to overcome it, to move freely under these exaggerated conditions, and knew that this was possible, that it was happening even now by degrees, but that he still had a long way to go. His passage continued, with each alteration of the Tree’s Pattern imparting some new wisdom to him, until something changed. Something appeared to be coming towards him from the very source of infinity. He was able to acknowledge it, to sense its approach, but it was upon him before he could think another thought, robbing him instantly of all his senses and turning all to black.

• • •

Pylas awoke to voices. He opened his eyes and could see the gray light of dawn through a canopy of leaves. His heart nearly stopped for a moment as he realized that he was lying in the grass, still beneath the Viscain Tree. The pressure remained, and though its intensity hadn’t lessened, he found that he was able to move more freely than he could initially. He sat up, looked around, saw that the road was bringing a constant trickle of pilgrims to the Tree. He looked back towards the Tree itself and was surprised to see a slender stem rising from where Jay’s urn had been. Atop the stem was a delicate white bud tipped with rich purple. The emergent flower was completely unaffected by or resistant to the localized gravity. He grinned, deciding that that was the Tree’s acceptance of him as a “student”.

“I’ll be back soon,” he said, rising. He brushed off his clothes and trotted back out to the road to return to Yana Tomon.

• • •

Pylas returned to the East Gate, which remained open all hours, to find a few customers having breakfast, more pilgrims likely, who would be heading off to the Viscain Tree afterwards. He sat down at an open table and was promptly greeted by a woman in her mid-forties. As she was about to get his order, an older woman hissed at her from the open kitchen door.

“Della!”

The woman at his table turned to look over her shoulder and the other continued.

“That’s him! That’s Mr. Crier.”

Della turned back, flushing, to face Pylas. “Oh,” she said. “Mr. Crier, is it?”

“Good morning, Della,” Pylas said, peeking around her to acknowledge the beaming woman at the kitchen door. “I can’t remember the last time I was this hungry.”

“Leave it to me!” she said with nervous energy and walked away, pushing the other woman gently back through the door into the kitchen and following her inside.

After a few minutes, both women emerged from the kitchen, carrying two plates and big glass of toffee nut beer between them. When it was all arrayed before him, Pylas saw that he had three eggs, a generous steak, and two fluffy biscuits, along with the beer, to satisfy his hunger.

The older woman wiped her hands on her apron and presented her right hand as she introduced herself. “Welcome, Mr. Crier, sir. I’m Evi. You met my husband, Stedge, yesterday.”

Pylas took her hand. “Nice to meet you, Evi. And you, too, Della. Please, both of you, call me Pylas.”

“Welcome, Pylas, sir,” Della said. “All of us here at the East Gate are big fans of your book. We’re so happy to have you here.”

“Thank you. I’m very happy to be here.”

“Evi was just finishing her shift. We’ll let you eat your breakfast.”

They moved off together and Pylas wasted no more time admiring his food.

• • •

Pylas spent the rest of the day settling his affairs. He made sure that his accounts were secure at the local bank and arranged for an echo set, something of a rarity in Yana Tomon, to be delivered to the East Gate in a few weeks. He met more of the East Gate staff and stopped by his room for the first time. It was meager, but all he needed, consisting of little more than a clean bed and a chest of drawers topped with a mirror. The one extravagance the room boasted was a private bathroom.

He met briefly with Wil, who was conducting his own business so they had almost no time to talk. The two had been Govan Jay’s sole beneficiaries and Wil was putting his money towards a percentage of the nut orchards, which would secure a permanent income for him.

Throughout the day, though, Pylas had one thing on his mind and that was to return to the Tree. He requested a flask of water along with some bread and dried meat from the kitchen, enough, he hoped, to last him a few days if he ate sparingly. He wrapped everything up in a cloth, put on his poncho for possible inclement weather, and set off down the road once more.

• • •

Despite his eagerness, Pylas paced himself through the light traffic to the Tree. When he arrived, he saw that various groups of pilgrims were paying their respects to the Tree simultaneously, but that they were mostly spread out across the side nearest the road. None of them ventured beneath the canopy of leaves.

Allowing the others enough space for privacy, he made his way around to his previous spot. No one seemed to notice or care that he’d gotten so close to the Tree itself.

Pylas had decided that, during the day, he would simply study the Tree to further his understanding. His practice he would save for later. He didn’t want to alarm anyone or frighten them away after the efforts they’d likely taken to get there.

He sat down some ways before the purplish flower that had grown up overnight, amazed anew by its resiliency under the heavy conditions still in effect. Its white petals had opened, revealing a center of rich purple. He couldn’t help but grin as it waved subtly in the breeze, something that shouldn’t be possible given the flower’s obvious and necessary strength. He chose to see this as a warm and friendly greeting, welcoming him back. He focused his attention upon the trunk and started again his trek through the Viscain Tree’s Pattern.

• • •

It was late afternoon when Pylas brought himself back to the here and now. The sun was approaching the horizon now, and there were very few pilgrims remaining. He ate a little of the food he’d brought and had a few sips of water. Surprisingly, that was enough to satisfy him. Within thirty minutes, the last of the pilgrims had gone and no others revealed themselves on the road.

On rising to his feet, Pylas realized that he’d gotten further used to the additional pressure. He could still feel it, like a blanket draping down upon him, but it hindered him less and less. He frowned at this. The challenge the gravity had presented was new and had forced him to work quite a bit harder than he ever remembered. The balance had been ideal: just enough additional weight to strain his muscles, but not enough to seem impossible to overcome. He vaguely wondered at the tight-knit strength his Pattern had attained in just these last two days. The scale now, was very different, giving him some trouble when attempting to compare himself to when he left Pine.

He shrugged these thoughts off and began to practice the hard movements of the Divine Pattern Fist, those elements Jay had selected for him to fully exploit his potential. He did this tirelessly and would have continued, but several hours after dark he was overcome with sudden and intense drowsiness, a sensation which was somehow both alien and familiar, and which reduced him to unconsciousness him within moments.

• • •

Pylas awoke again to muted voices and gray morning filtering through leaves. At first he didn’t know where he was or how he should feel. His sleep, though restful, had been characterized by nonstop, vivid dreams. It was like he’d been reliving his childhood, with all the clarity and all the emotion he’d known then but had since forgotten. Maybe his unconscious mind was trying to rectify what he’d become with what he’d been. He didn’t know, but the bittersweet feeling of nostalgia mixed with the clear memories of the many embarrassments of his youth and adolescence left him a bit unsettled.

The flower caught his attention and filled him with an inexplicable calm. Whenever he looked at it, he thought it a little more remarkable. Its strength accounted for some of that, but there was more: its combination of color, its texture, its light fragrance, of which he was becoming increasingly aware. Somehow the flower seemed more real to him than anything else within sight and that included the Viscain Tree. He realized that he hadn’t yet examined the flower with his Divne Pattern sense, that he’d perhaps been afraid to. There would be time.

Engaging in some people-watching and a light breakfast helped to further dull the lingering effects of his dreams, and he was soon able to begin his day as he had the prior, by studying the Tree.

• • •

After his initial visit, Pylas remained at the Viscain Tree for three days and three nights. Miraculously, the meager amount food had been sufficient. He followed the same routine and gained something new from every moment he spent before the Tree. Though most of his routine was voluntary, the potent onset of drowsiness he’d experienced hit him each subsequent night at exactly the same time. His vivid dreams returned unfailingly, progressing through his life until reaching the present on the third night. Everything was so fresh, so close, that he was having trouble concentrating and feared that one more night of similar dreams might undo him.

He decided to return to Yana Tomon. It would be good to see Wil again, to interact with other people. Besides, while the bread and dried meat had satisfied him, he longed for the comfort of an elaborate meal. Perhaps that, too, was also just an excuse to surround himself with people; living, breathing, tangible reminders that the world was not a vast and desolate graveyard, populated only with ghosts who no longer had any connection to him.

• • •

Upon exiting the influence of the Tree, Pylas was amazed at how light and free he felt. He wondered if the pressure had increased during his stay, but had no real way to gauge any such change. Despite the raw emotions he was feeling, there was no negative association of those emotions with the Tree. Indeed, whenever he thought about the Tree, he immediately saw, in his mind’s eye, the flower, which engendered in him inexplicable feelings of affection and made him vow to return. He just needed a break.







2.2 PRAY, PREDATOR


On arriving back at the East Gate Inn, Pylas was surprised to find it crowded and full of raised voices. At the center of all of it was a big man, perhaps in his early to mid-fifties, sitting alone at a table with his half-eaten breakfast before him. At his hip was a well-worn steel baton that scraped the floor and on his chest was a old, tarnished metal star identifying him as the regional constable. Several people were talking to him at once, and though the lower half of his face was mostly covered by a thick, salt-and-pepper mustache, Pylas saw that he was struggling to maintain his patience.

Pylas walked up to the bar. Stedge was there, supporting himself on both hands and staring intently at the spectacle.

“What’s going on?” Pylas said.

Stedge sighed. “It’s always like this this time of year. A few folks was robbed along the road. The folks who was robbed found out about the other folks who was robbed and now they’re all clamoring for Poss to do something about it.”

“Constable Posstifer,” Pylas said.

Stedge nodded. “Probably came early on purpose to try to put his food away before having to deal with all them. Lot of good it did him.”

“Are there are lot of robberies every year?”

Stedge shrugged. “S’pose so. Poss runs some of the thieves off and others take their place. It’s kind of how things work around here, I guess. People are always coming from all over to see the Tree. They’re ripe pickings.”

“Have you ever been robbed?”

“Me? No, but then I never take them roads out of town.”

“And the East Gate?”

“Nope. Poss keeps the peace right nice here in town. Say, are you hungry, Pylas, sir?”

“Yes, Stedge, I’m famished.”

“Evi!” Stedge shouted over his shoulder. “One Pinese Special!”

“Pinese Special?”

“Della said you were quite pleased with your breakfast the other day. That’s what we’re calling it,” Stedge said smiling. “’Course, it’s in your honor so if there’s anything you want to add or change, you let us know.”

Pylas grinned. “No. More of the same suits me fine.”

• • •

The constable left shortly after Pylas had arrived. He was accompanied by an unwanted entourage, likely back to his office, which, Pylas found out, was two streets over. It quieted down, but there was a steady stream of customers, both local and visiting from abroad.

Pylas was content to spend the day reading at one of the East Gate’s tables, surrounded by people coming and going. In his room, he’d found an old book, titled Yana Chronicles, which he suspected had been planted there after Evi came by, saw it, and remarked, with poorly-feigned surprise, that it was her second favorite book. It was a long, fictionalized history of the Yana area, beginning with the butcher kings who worshipped the Mikai Gods. As he read, he found himself wondering if some of the more fantastic elements were actually based on fact. The past had a way of transforming into something larger and more grandiose than truth, but with all that Pylas had seen, experienced, and accomplished, he wasn’t about to dismiss the possibility that the fantastic had once been an everyday occurrence. Indeed, it was becoming an everyday occurrence for him here in the present.

After a light lunch, he decided to go for a walk around town. He stopped by the local clothiers, had his measurements taken, and ordered a number of items. When he was finishing at the counter, he noticed a trio of dusty men, all of them bleeding from somewhere or other, staggering into town.

When Stedge had referred to the pilgrims as ripe pickings, Pylas had imagined sporadic, choice targets, but it was beginning to look like harvest was in full effect.

He left the clothiers and followed the men straight to the constable’s office. The door was open, but inside was nearly as crowded as the East Gate had been first thing that morning. The constable’s office was, like most of the other buildings in Yana Tomon, of wooden construction, or at least some of it was. Inside, along the left and back walls were empty, iron-barred jail cells, whose back walls were composed of cement blocks. A big desk sat in the middle of the space while a number of cabinets took up the right wall. Those crowding around the constable’s desk, some of whom Pylas recognized from the East Gate, made way for the newcomers.

The constable spoke before any of the trio could. “Let me guess,” he said. “Robbed on the road.”

“That’s right,” one said. “The Northeast Road.”

“I told you! That’s where I was robbed!” another shouted.

The constable pulled a sheet of paper from a tray on his desk. “Fill this out.”

Someone snorted. “A piece of paper! Your surrogate for justice!”

“All right, now listen up,” the constable boomed. “You’ve all had something taken from you. Some of you are hurt. I understand how you must feel, how urgent you must think it is for some action to be taken. But let me remind you: anyone who travels takes a risk. None of you are from here, so none of you knows—this has been going on since long before you were born. It’ll continue to go on until long after you’re dead. The hills north of Yana Tomon are like a maze. It’s impossible to sniff out every thief who slithers through. Soon as one gets scared off, another sneaks in to take his place.

“Every claim,” he said, shaking a blank copy of the form, “will be investigated, but you’ve got to understand, what’s lost is lost.”

“What’s the recovery rate of stolen goods, Constable?” someone asked.

Now the constable snorted. “Recovery rate? There isn’t one. This is the country, not a big city.

Pylas listened quietly from outside. Something about the constable’s explanation bothered him. Though ostensibly true, it seemed too pat, too rehearsed. He was sure that the constable had repeated it many times in the past, but Pylas found something about it odd. Perhaps it was his imagination, but did it sound like the constable was rationalizing? Pylas found himself staring absently, but when his eyes inadvertently focused on the bars of the empty cells, he remembered Stedge’s words, how he’d said that the constable ran thieves off. And yet there was no recovery rate for anything stolen. The cells looked clean, like they hadn’t been used in a long time, except maybe for the occasional drunk to sleep off his belligerence.

Besides taking the information from the three latest victims and giving them directions to the Tomon Clinic, the constable took no further action, other than to clear everyone from his office.

As he pushed them out the door, the constable said, “I have your information. Your claims will be investigated. You will hear from me if there is anything to report. That’s it. Any more pushing from any of you and you’ll find yourself forcibly removed from town for getting in the way of my constabulary duties. Pay your damned respects to the Tree and go home already.”

On his way back to the East Gate, Pylas studied Yana Tomon with new eyes. It was peaceful here in town, but he believed that that had little to do with the constable’s efforts, which, so far as he could tell, consisted of collecting paperwork. He realized that he shouldn’t be so quick to judge, but something seemed very wrong here.

• • •

That night, Pylas had dinner with Wil at the East Gate. Wil had spent the last several days learning about, and becoming familiar with, the running of the nut orchards. Pylas thought it worth mentioning that while Wil’s association with the Sachs crime family was regrettable, it had, nonetheless, turned him into an able and organized businessman. Wil thought this uproariously funny and laughed long and hard.

When Wil asked Pylas about the Tree, Pylas’s face darkened.

“What’s the matter?”

“You might not believe me,” Pylas said.

“What did you see?”

“Wil, the Leaf was. . . was as nothing compared to the Tree itself. You didn’t get a hint of that that afternoon?”

Wil cocked his head and folded his arms. “I confess that I was a bit distracted, and overwhelmed, too, by all the leaves. I didn’t focus on the Tree.”

Pylas nodded. “You should try again.”

Wil frowned. He’d been unprepared for his friend’s grave tone. “I will.” He shook his head. “So. . . what? What can I expect?”

“Like I said, you might not believe me.”

“Come on, Pylas. It’s me, remember?”

“I swear that the Viscain Tree, in its own way, has been communicating with me.”

“Okay, you’re right. I might not believe that.”

“I watched it take Teacher’s ashes. I didn’t know at the time that that’s what was happening, but when I tried to stop them from being taken, I got a little taste of what killed Pasko Frawl.”

Wil looked confused.

“Pasko Frawl?” Pylas said. “The guy Stedge told us about? The one with the axe?”

“The Tree tried to crush you?”

Pylas nodded. “If not for Divine Pattern, it would have succeeded.”

“So what happened?”

“I told the Tree I wasn’t going to hurt it.”

“And it let you up?”

“No. I managed to get to my feet on my own. Even managed to practice under the pressure. You can check for yourself. It’s permanently heavy under the Tree now. Or it was while I was there.”

“So you spent the last three days under a tree you think was trying to kill you?”

“I think it gave up on trying to kill me. I think it made me dream, though.”

“Like mushroom dreams?”

“No, no. Look, the more I tell you, the crazier it sounds. Go out there with me again.”

“I will, but it may have to wait a few days. I’ve made some. . . appointments.”

Pylas nodded. “At the very least, you can strengthen your Pattern to a staggering degree.”

Wil looked incredulous.

“Let me show you something I only just noticed myself.”

Wil waved his hand in a welcoming gesture. “Please,” he said.

Pylas stood from his chair, which creaked audibly when he rose. He came over and stood next to Wil.

At first, Wil was confused and maybe even a little annoyed, since Pylas was now silent and whatever he’d intended to show was not self-evident. But then, as the chair began to slide, bit by bit, towards Pylas’s feet, Wil understood. He stared for a moment at the floorboards, saw that they were bent under Pylas’s weight. He focused instantly on Pylas, exercising his Divine Pattern sense, and was shocked.

Pylas’s eyes, too, went wide. “I felt that!”

“Pylas,” Wil said, “I don’t recognize your Pattern—at all. But I can see that you’re at least twice as heavy as you were. Are you doing something to make that happen?”

Pylas shook his head. “Nope. It’s the result of Pattern conditioning. I can tell just by looking myself that it’s permanent, though.”

“Damn,” Wil said, breathlessly. “The Tree.”

“The Tree.”

• • •

Pylas remained in town the next few days. He kept a casual watch over the constable’s activities and saw that the man rarely left his office except for errands within the confines of Yana Tomon proper. He also saw that the constable didn’t stray far after dark, drinking most nights at the East Gate bar with a number of locals.

The reports of robberies continued, usually two to three a day, while the jail remained empty. It seemed that the Northeast Road was the most likely place to be victimized. Other roads had their share of incidents, but not with the same frequency.

When he wasn’t out seeing if the constable had begun any of a number of pending investigations, Pylas could be found reading at the East Gate, always at the same table. He’d been seen there enough and had left Yana Chronicles behind as an unintended place-saver more than once and so customers, especially locals, began to recognize the table as his. His presence had, as yet, not interfered in any way with the inn’s business, and as the owner, he thought that perhaps he was entitled.

When he sat there with his back to the wall, he had a good view of the door, which was usually open, and which looked out to the grand staircase leading up to the hotel across the street where Wil was staying. Each night, sometime after dark, Pylas heard Wil’s Buteysian 10 pull up, and he was able to catch a glimpse of his friend keeping his appointments: each with a different young lady, whom he escorted up the steps. Pylas laughed this off. Wil had always been like that, had always had an easy way with women. Somehow, even when they found out about each other, it never seemed to damage their very high opinion of him. Pylas couldn’t help but envy him a little, but tried not to think about it too much.

He was progressing through Yana Chronicles slowly. He was enjoying the book, but the style required concentration, and though Pylas was normally very good at focusing, he found himself easily distracted by every overheard word relating to the ongoing robberies. On one level he understood that if they’d been occurring for generations, he might have to get used to it, but on another level, he just couldn’t accept it.

By the third day, he could no longer suppress his frustration. There’d been no apparent action taken by the constable, and the robberies continued without a break. They had become less noticeable because of the increasing traffic into town, but this, too, that there should be no corresponding increase, struck Pylas as strange. The next day, he resolved to walk out the Northeast Road himself in an attempt to ambush the ambushers.

He got up and had a quick breakfast downstairs at the bar. Della gave him directions to the Northeast Road, explained to him how dangerous it could be, and then her eyes nearly popped from her head. She suddenly became conspiratorial, drawing close to him over the bar.

“You’re doing research!” she hissed in a whisper. “For a new book!”

He smiled at this. “Everything I do is research for a book I may someday write.”

She narrowed her eyes and nodded, confirming her understanding of this esoteric fact.

Regardless of what might happen, he didn’t expect to be gone all day, so left his poncho behind. He wore a simple white T-shirt, baggy beige pants, which were tied off at the ankles, and black fabric shoes. To entice potential thieves, though, he stuffed a shoulder bag with clothes wrapped around a jar containing enough coins to jingle audibly as he walked. On finishing his meal, he stepped back from the bar, stood straight, and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

“How do I look?” he said.

Della’s mouth twitched and she cocked her head. Burgeoning concern played about her face unabashedly. “Like a victim.”

He smiled again. “Perfect!”

• • •

The sun was just coming up over the horizon as Pylas exited town. The Northeast Road was broader than the one leading to the Viscain Tree, but there was no traffic on it at all. Scrub bushes grew up alongside, and in the distance, Pylas could see the beginnings of what he knew to be a sprawling maze of hills. After forty minutes on the road, he passed a single traveler, who eyed him suspiciously as they passed each other. Another twenty minutes or so brought him to the semblance of civilization.

Della had told him that, years ago, the Greater Yana Rail had been unable to adequately fund all of its lines and so had to abandon some. What remained here of the way station was split down the middle by the Northeast Road. To the right was a covered concrete platform, with the disused tracks rusted to a bright red or half-buried and overgrown with weeds. On the other side of the road was a long-since looted fueling station—the tank had been dug up—and a postal sorting office. The buildings on the left were shabby, all with broken or missing windows, but they made excellent hiding places for thieves lying in wait. Della had told him to be especially careful here.

Before entering into the midst of the outpost, Pylas stopped and scrutinized everything in sight with his Divine Pattern sense. He found, to his mild surprise, that his time under the Viscain Tree had increased his perception so that he had little trouble penetrating wood and other less dense materials. He also found that he was still alone on the Northeast Road. He didn’t know how far he should take the road, but figured he could always come back and wait, in hiding, at the way station to see if others came to use it for more sinister purposes. For the time being, he would go forward.

Though the hills rose up just beyond the way station, the road continued straight through them without bend or interruption, cowing them and defying all intrusion. The visibility on the road itself was excellent, but as he proceeded, Pylas saw that there were countless points along it that would provide covered access for waylayers. This made him especially nervous now, since he could see a small group—two adults and a child—coming his way. Unconsciously, he quickened his stride.

When several figures appeared suddenly some ways behind the three already present, he held onto his shoulder bag and broke into a run. His pace was remarkable and helped close the distance between them in a short time, but he was much farther way than the newest arrivals had been.

By the time he reached them, he feared the worst.

There were four men, all with the lower halves of their faces covered with tied triangles of cloth. One of them, a physical giant, was straddling a man, punching him repeatedly in the face. Two of them had forced a woman down onto her back and were tearing at her clothes. Closest to Pylas was a little girl, five years old at the oldest, who was pulling on a parcel, trying to free it from the grip of the fourth man. The fourth man yanked one last time, tearing the parcel from the little girl’s hands, and sending a spray of collected flowers into the air as it ripped open. The little girl, with nothing resisting her supreme efforts, flew backwards, striking her head with a sickening crunch against the road.

Pylas arrived just as the girl hit the ground, blood immediately spreading around her head like an ominous bloom. Incensed, he drove his Pin into the fourth man’s chest, but refrained from applying enough force to kill him. Still, the fourth man flew bodily through the air, passing the giant and getting his attention, before skidding to stop in the dust.

Pylas continued forward. The giant stood up, shouting a warning.

Pylas reached one of the two harrying the woman, reached down, and pulled him off of her. This one spun around, locking eyes with Pylas for a split second. He held a weapon, a fat pipe with a trigger assembly, which he used before turning to run.

The powder can—an even more dangerous cousin to the powder charge spring rod—disgorged with a boom a payload of sparks and metal shrapnel. Pylas raised his left arm out of the way reflexively and felt his shirt dance as it was shredded.

The woman had managed to scurry out from beneath her other assailant, now fleeing, and crawled with remarkable speed to the little girl’s side, screaming and crying all the way.

“Come on!” the big one shouted, but their retreat was already well underway.

At least for three of them it was.

Pylas quickly checked the extent of the father’s injuries, and seeing that they were mostly superficial, moved on to the downed thief. He pulled the cloth from around the thief’s face and tied the man’s hands with it. He then collected him and threw him over his shoulder.

He passed the father, who was rising now, as he walked back to the little girl.

“Are you okay?” he said over his shoulder to the man.

“Yes. Thank you, sir, for your help.”

Pylas couldn’t bring himself to respond. He’d been too late and the little girl didn’t look good. He reached the girl and her wailing mother and threw the unconscious thief back onto the ground.

He knelt down and spoke gently to the mother. “May I?”

She calmed down enough to recognize that he meant to help. She nodded and allowed him to get closer.

Pylas scanned with his Divine Pattern sense and inhaled sharply, appalled by the severity of the damage. He put both hands upon her head and tried to do for her what Govan Jay had done for him. Her injury was quite different, though. His injury had been to muscle tissue and organs, but the impact had cracked her skull in several places. He couldn’t physically mend all the fractures no matter how well he could manipulate his own Pattern. He did what he could to relieve the pressure on the brain, but there was little else for them except to hurry on to Yana Tomon.

They wrapped the little girl’s head in strips from her mother’s torn clothes, and with the little girl in her father’s arms, the thief back over Pylas’s shoulder, they all proceeded towards town.

• • •

It took them just over an hour to reach town again. Pylas saw them to the Tomon Clinic, and after describing in detail the little girl’s injury—Feyna was her name—the doctor confessed to being unqualified to treat her. The nearest specialist was several hours away in Mabayana. Pylas asked the doctor to do his best to stabilize her condition and to do what was possible to bring the specialist to Yana Tomon, ensuring that he would pay any and all associated costs.

Pylas left them then and took his quarry, still unconscious, to the constable’s office. No one seemed to pay any attention to the man slung over his shoulder.

He pushed through the constable’s office door to find the constable at his desk, talking with another man on the other side of it.

“Sorry for the interruption, gentlemen. This man and three others attacked a family on the Northeast Road. Through his actions, a little girl is in critical condition in the Tomon Clinic. The others, who ran off, beat her father and attempted to rape her mother.” He waited in the uncomfortable silence that followed.

The constable and the other man shared a look. The constable rose to his feet, walked to the closest cell door, unlocked it.

“Let me take him off your hands then, son,” the constable said.

“Thank you.” Pylas entered the cell and eased the thief down onto the spindly cot inside.

“I’d like to get back to the clinic, to see if there’s anything else I can do,” Pylas said.

The constable shrugged. “Of course. You go on ahead.”

“If not the clinic, you can find me at the East Gate Inn.”

“Uh huh. Bye now.”

Even as the constable locked the cell door, Pylas felt that something was off. The constable had been friendly and accommodating enough, but the pause that followed Pylas’s explanation and the subsequent speed with which the situation was resolved was odd. It didn’t help that the other man present stared at him the whole time with what might have been curiosity or disdain—he couldn’t tell which. With a nervous grin, he backed out of the office and made his way back to the clinic.

It turned out that returning to the clinic was a good idea. They’d reached the specialist in Mabayana by com-wire, but the hospital there required proof of financial resources to cover costs, which Pylas was ultimately able to supply by speaking to them directly and providing his account information. Though this took several hours to accomplish, the specialist was sent midway through the process once they were convinced of Pylas’s good faith.

Pylas offered Jas and Senna, Feyna’s parents, a room at the East Gate, but they politely refused. Thanks to him, they’d managed to keep all their belongings, except for Feyna’s bundle of flowers, and had already arranged to stay at another hotel. They were very grateful, but would never be able to thank him enough already. He did, however, arrange for the specialist to stay at the East Gate during his stay.

Pylas told them where he was staying, that he would check back on Feyna periodically, and then returned to the East Gate. It was late afternoon by then and he was exhausted, both mentally and emotionally. Wil was there, though, and they both opted for an early dinner.

Pylas relayed the day’s events along with his observations over the course of his stay so far.

Wil listened quietly, taking it all in. Before he could comment, though, the constable entered the East Gate and took a spot at the bar.

Pylas excused himself from the table and approached the constable.

“Constable,” Pylas said by way of greeting.

The constable nodded and took a sip of his beer.

“Has he said anything yet? The man I brought in?”

“Yeah, he said plenty.”

“So what’s going to happen?”

The constable shrugged. “Seems tied up nice and neat to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I let him go. No reason to hold him.”

Pylas felt his stomach drop, his teeth clench. “He and three others attacked that family. He is the reason that little girl has a hole in her head the size of a hen’s egg.”

“Not the way he tells it.”

“And how does he tell it?”

“He says he came across them on the road. The woman was carrying the kid, got clumsy, and took a spill, mussing her clothes and splitting the girl’s head. Parents, looking to place blame elsewhere, started crying foul when you showed up. He said he tried to explain and you hit him with something sharp and heavy. You’re lucky I don’t bring you in, but he’s a forgiving sort.”

“Lucky me. But that’s not what happened.”

“Says you.”

“And two others. Three if that little girl ever wakes up. If she dies, they have a claim to First Order Justice, Constable,” Pylas emphasized this last to remind the man of his job.

The constable snorted. “Here in Yana Tomon? They’re foreigners and so are you. They had an accident on the road. What can they expect?”

“Should they expect anything different from anyone else? Really, you shock me with the depth of your compassion and professional curiosity.”

“You got an unpleasant mouth on you. You’re staying here at the East Gate, aren’t you? I’ll make a note to drink elsewhere till you’ve left town.”

“New owner, actually, and that suits me fine.”

The constable narrowed his eyes. “Huh.”

“You can’t tell me there won’t be an investigation,” Pylas said.

“I think I told you as much already. The case is closed because there’s nothing to investigate.”

“Says you,” Pylas said, echoing the constable’s earlier phrase.

“It’s best you leave it alone, mister.”

“And there it is.”

“What?” the constable said, losing his patience.

“An admission of complicity.”

“I’m going to ignore that shit talk on account of the fact that you’re new around here.”

“Do you know who I am, Constable?”

“You think you’re someone important?”

“No,” Pylas said, unfazed by the other’s aggressive tone. “It’s a simple question.”

“Sure, I heard about you. You’re the author, from Pine, which is why I’m giving you an allowance of just this once. Learn to know what’s good for you, Mr. Crier. Stick to your words, but save them for someone else.”

Pylas nodded. “That’s right. From Pine.”

“So? What does that have to do with anything? And what do you know about a constable’s work, anyway?”

“Echo sets are few and far between out this way, but surely you’ve heard of Sol Sachs.”

“Yeah, so?”

“And about the constabulary in Pine?”

The constable’s face darkened.

“Yes, big city problems, right?” Pylas said. “In a single morning, the constabulary was effectively destroyed by Sachs. Many officers were killed. Many civilians as well. Aren Silestry, the Chief Constable, among them. He was a close friend of mine, both before and after Sachs had my family killed. And did you hear what happened to the Sachs crime family shortly after the Channel 9 Massacre?”

The constable licked his lips. “Yes,” he said hoarsely. “They said it that it happened within hours of Channel 9. That it was a reprisal of equal or greater proportions. That it was. . . justice.”

“Huh,” Pylas said, nodding. “Justice. We’ve just met, you and I, but you’ll find, over the course of our association, that I’m very interested in justice. And unless I’m mistaken, that is the business of the constabulary.”

“Yours is still the perspective of youth. You’re naïve, Mr. Crier,” the constable said, laughing nervously, trying to ease the tension cinching the air.

“No,” Pylas said, crushing the other with his returning gaze. “I’m tired of living in a world of broken promises. I’ve tried two approaches to putting that world to right. My book, now that was naïve. The other approach, however, was much more effective.”

“What are you trying to say, Mr. Crier?”

“Only that you may wish to consider whose best interests you serve, Constable.”

The constable snorted once again and shook his head. “Good day to you, Mr. Crier. You may wish to consider what happens when you run out of your clever words. Or better still, remember that some folks might converse with something slightly harder and more dangerous.”

A broad grin spread uncontrollably across Pylas’s face. “Do I look the helpless scholar to you, Constable?” His features sharpened, his grin became predatory. “Don’t deceive yourself one moment by thinking that my other approach was bought with anything but these two hands.”

“Those?” the constable said incredulously. “Sharp maybe, but he said you hit him with something heavy.”

“These.”

The constable shook his head and stifled his laughter. Composing himself again, he said, “If you break the law, I won’t hesitate to bring you in.”

“Just me?”

The constable turned and left without another word.

For a brief moment, Pylas locked eyes with Stedge behind the bar and was unable to read what he saw there. He returned to his table and sat down.

“You think that was wise?” Wil said.

“I meant it, Wil. If I can sort the broken from the whole, I’m not going to let titles, especially false ones, stand in the way. The Viscain Tree is a symbol of hope to everyone. Teacher dreamed of coming here. We came here because of him. We owe it to his memory to make this a place where people don’t have to be afraid.”

Wil nodded. “You’re not wrong, Pylas. What are you going to do?”

Pylas shook his head. “If that little girl dies. . .”

• • •

The next day, Wil promised, would be his last for a while off at the offices of the nut orchards with the appointments that followed him home. They planned to return to the Viscain Tree once Wil got back, but Pylas was restless. He sat alone at his table in the East Gate, facing the wall in an attempt to concentrate, but despite his efforts, he was having difficulty getting back into Yana Chronicles. He’d read the same page for the fifth time when someone joined him at his table.

A meaningful click under the table confirmed that he recognized the eyes of the man sitting across from him.

“Not a word,” the other said in a low voice. “Nod if you know what I have aimed at your belly.”

Pylas stared at him impassively, saying nothing, showing no sign of comprehension.

“I think you know. You’re going to get up quietly and walk out of here with me.”

Pylas marked his page, closed his book, and set it atop the table. He made no other move. He just kept staring at the other.

“Get up,” the man hissed through clenched teeth.

“No,” Pylas said simply.

“You do know what this is, don’t you? You remember?”

“Oh yes, I remember.”

“Then get up.”

Pylas narrowed his eyes. “How many of you are there? I’m guessing more than four.”

The other smirked. “More than you can ever guess. Enough to make your new life in Yana Tomon—hell in all of Yana—miserable. Except that you haven’t got much life left to live. Not anymore.”

“So it’s a network of you then? On rotation maybe?”

The other frowned, his face reddened. “Get up.”

“Shoot if you’re going to shoot. If you do, though, I’ll hit you as hard as I can.”

The other snorted. “You can hit pretty hard, I’ll grant you that, but it doesn’t mean anything once this powder can cuts you in half. Now get up.”

Pylas shook his head. “I’m not afraid of your powder can.”

“You that ready to die?”

“No. I’m not afraid because when you shot me yesterday you didn’t miss.”

“Bullshit.”

Pylas shrugged. “Or not. You decide. Or I will for you.”

The other laughed now and shook his head. “Listen to me, college boy, you don’t tell me what to do. I tell you what to do. Now get up.”

Pylas leaned forward over the table, reaching his left hand across to grip the right edge. “What’s your name? You can at least tell me that much before you attempt to kill me.”

“Glaako,” the other said smiling.

“You’re not a foreigner, are you Glaako.”

“No, of course not.”

Pylas nodded.

“Get up.”

“Shoot.”

“Get up.”

“Right. Here I come.”

Pylas rose in a flash, pulling the table with his left hand and flinging it from between them. The other stood reflexively, a look of horror upon his face, as the powder can exploded, sending shrapnel tearing through Pylas’s shirt. Pylas continued in one fluid motion to step forward, driving the Inertia Pin into Glaako’s gut, coring him and sending a rush of gore out through his back to spatter against the wall. Pylas reached out with his other hand and caught Glaako’s corpse before it toppled over the chair backwards. He bent to catch Glaako over his shoulder, reached down to pick up the dropped powder can, and stood straight. He looked around at the gawking patrons, then to Stedge behind the bar. The two looked at the blood on the wall, then back at each other.

“Sorry about the mess,” Pylas said.

“He shot you,” Stedge said, blinking.

Pylas lifted his shredded shirt, revealing several red welts upon his skin.

“So he did.”

Pylas felt it necessary to excuse himself before leaving the East Gate for the constable’s office.

• • •

The constable was alone in his office this time. Pylas entered without a word and unloaded Glaako’s body roughly onto the desk, raising a spatter of blood and upsetting a number of papers. The constable, sitting behind, rose up suddenly, appalled and reaching for the heavy baton at his hip. More blood spread across the desktop and poured in several streams to the floor.

“What the hell are you do doing?”

“Do you know this man, Posstifer?”

“Sure I do.”

Pylas placed the powder can on top of the body. “This is the second shirt of mine he’s ruined with this.”

“Is this your way of confessing to murder, Mr. Crier?”

“I believe the Rules of Challenge apply even here in Yana Tomon.”

The constable shook his head, and came around from behind his desk, pulling the baton from its loop. “Pylas Crier, you’re under arrest for the murder of Glaako Kaffee.”

“If you come one step closer to me, Posstifer, you will join Glaako Kaffee on your desk with an identical hole through you.”

The constable stopped.

“You threatening me, too? With those hands of yours?”

“The East Gate is full of witnesses.”

“Then you won’t mind being detained while I consult with them.”

“This is a farce. Let me make something perfectly clear. When Sol Sachs took the law out of Pine, my associate and I killed him, his son, the man he hired to kill Govan Jay, and every other man present at the Sachs estate with our bare hands. Just the two of us. I’ve just killed Glaako here—with my bare hands—after he shot me with that powder can. More than that I’m a foreigner, you look at me and all you see are the glasses. That’s a mistake, one I told you not to make. I also told you to consider whose best interests you serve. It’s certainly not those of the people here in Yana Tomon or anyone foolish enough to visit. Yes, foreigners are all fools to you, aren’t they? And the law just a tool of occasional convenience. I suggest that you serve your own best interests and remove yourself from a situation you aren’t equipped to handle. I don’t know how far your involvement with the thieves goes, but I’m giving you a chance to have a little pride in your office and do the right thing.”

“How dare you! How dare you come here and presume to be so self-righteous. You and all the foreigners, coming through here as if entitled.”

“Entitled?” Pylas said, raising his voice. “The Viscain Tree—and the boon it provides—is real. It doesn’t discriminate. Only people do that. The one good thing you have here in Yana Tomon has declared throughout its history that it belongs to no one, that indeed it belongs to everyone.

“Do you feel that you’ve been cheated in some way? That others have received the Tree’s blessing while you have not? Yes, yes, that’s it, isn’t it? Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps the Tree does discriminate, but based on character. You have been dishonest and you clearly have some association with the thieves. Sever your connection with them. Leave and don’t come back. You think about it, Posstifer, and think well. In the meantime, bury Glaako Kaffee, and ask yourself if you want to join him in the ground.”

Pylas turned to leave then stopped. “You may want to pray to the Viscain Tree or whatever gods you worship that that little girl survives. If she doesn’t, I’ll hold you just as accountable as the man you let go.”

“So you’re the law here now?”

“There is no law here, Posstifer. You’re proof of that. But there will be justice.”

• • •

Pylas returned to the East Gate. When he stepped inside, all eyes turned to him and there was silence.

“I’m very sorry to have disturbed everyone. Please let me treat you to your drinks and meals. Stedge, please take note and I’ll see that every cent is accounted for.”

“Yes, Pylas, sir,” Stedge said.

“Thank you, Mr. Crier!” one of the patrons called. Several voices echoed this sentiment and the atmosphere returned to a semblance of normalcy.

Pylas went to the bar. “Stedge, I am very sorry about the mess, but could you have someone clean it up?”

“Yes, Pylas, sir. I was just about to have Shum do it.”

“Thanks. I would clean it myself, but I need to go.”

“Go, sir? You are alright, aren’t you? You look alright.”

“Yes, Stedge. Physically, I’m fine.”

“Even though he shot you?”

“Yes.”

“And then you punched a hole through him?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve seen a lot, but I’ve never seen anything like that before. There were rumors that Kaffee had a powder can. Something bad was bound to happen.”

“He was one of the thieves on the road yesterday. He shot at me when I stopped him from raping a woman. He and two of his friends got away. The one that didn’t nearly killed the woman’s five-year-old daughter. I brought him in to Posstifer and Posstifer let him go. Today, Glaako dropped by to try to kill me again with his powder can.”

“Damn.”

“No offense, Stedge, but I’m a little disgusted with people right now.”

“You think Posstifer is in on it?”

“Do you?” Pylas’s tone was sharper than it needed to be and he regretted it immediately. “I’m sorry, Stedge. I want to see the good in people, but I’m having a little trouble with that right now.”

“No, no, it’s understandable, Pylas, sir.”

“Anyway, if Wil, or anyone else, comes looking for me, please tell him or whomever that I’m at the Viscain Tree.”

“Yes, Pylas, sir. Do you want something to eat to take along with you?”

“No thanks. I doubt I could keep anything down.”

• • •

Various rumors quickly spread after Glaako’s death. Some said that Pylas Crier had shot Glaako under the table with a powder can, fulfilling a contract for organized crime back in Pine. This, of course, made no sense but was perhaps just as easy to accept as the widely reported truth. Sometimes the details were downplayed, sometimes they were exaggerated, but for the most part, the story went that Glaako Kaffee shot Pylas Crier to no effect, and Pylas Crier punched a hole through him. All of the eye witnesses corroborated this. None of it really mattered, though, since the Yana constabulary no longer had any representation in Yana Tomon.

• • •

Pylas resumed his favorite position under the Tree. He found that he was inordinately pleased to see the white and purple flower open its petals on his arrival. Many of the dark thoughts that filled his mind lightened and fled. For a change, and to satisfy his curiosity, he decided to contemplate the flower this time instead of the Tree. When he turned his senses upon it, he was and was not surprised. He saw that the flower grew from one of the Tree’s roots, which did not surprise him. He also saw that the flower, while in some ways identical to the Tree, was also completely different, which did surprise him. The flower was dynamic, alive. It sent shocks and tremors through his nervous system, as if what he was seeing was being transmitted directly into his body, somehow mixing with his Pattern.

While he meditated upon the flower, he began unconsciously recalling the events of the last few days with preternatural clarity. Colors, sounds, smells, and tastes: everything was real and present and overwhelming.

He relived his frustration at Posstifer’s inaction with regard to the many robberies. He walked the Northeast Road a second time now, saw again poor Feyna, her unflinching resolve to protect her offering to the Viscain Tree, and what that earned her. He swallowed the same bile when Posstifer told him the thief had been released. He sat through the tedious encounter with Glaako and killed him all over again. He presented Glaako to Posstifer, making clear his intent to do what was necessary to make Yana Tomon safe for everyone who had the interest to come.

Images of the man responsible for Feyna’s condition, of Glaako, of Posstifer, and the man he spoke with in his office flashed through Pylas’s mind. These were followed by more, of men he’d seen around town, of men he’d never seen before. In all, the faces of forty-seven men were permanently emblazoned upon his mind’s eye, and Glaako had been right. Pylas never would have guessed that so many had organized and were responsible for all the robberies that plagued the Yana Tomon pilgrims. But he knew without a doubt that they were and that they would be a plague no longer.

He sat there, as he had many times before, completely unaware of time’s passage. He was also unaware of Wil’s arrival, despite the noise of his bike.

• • •

Wil parked near where they’d first sat before the Tree and then stepped beneath the canopy of leaves, thinking he would join Pylas. As he crossed the threshold, though, he was driven bodily into the ground. He’d never experienced pressure like that before, finding it hard to breathe, let alone move. He managed a glimpse of Pylas, saw that he sat upright and was exerting no effort to do so. Was it somehow different for him?

He used his Divine Pattern sense to scan Pylas and remembered what he had seen two nights ago, that Pylas’s Pattern had changed fundamentally. He also remembered Pylas saying that he had stood up under the Tree’s pressure on his own. Moved by the spirit of friendly competition, Wil resolved to do the same.

Opening his Pattern as far as he could, Wil struggled to rise. He felt what a fish must feel in the grip of a fisherman. He slipped this way and that, nearly finding escape, but the pressure assaulted him on all sides, checking any real progress. Frustration was bleeding into panic, when, finally, he decided to change tactics. For now, he would focus solely on exiting the Tree’s influence, creeping ever closer to the border the range of leaves represented.

Two hours later, he was sitting, panting, next to his bike. He was by no means ready to give up, though. He could study the Tree from there and work his way up to doing so closer to the source. He crossed his legs, straightened his back, and turned his focus onto the trunk.

He quickly realized that Pylas hadn’t overstated the value of studying the Tree directly. And having seen what had become of Pylas’s Pattern, he was attuned to changes occurring in his own Pattern as he passed through endless gates of understanding. After several hours, though, he felt compelled to stop, at least for now.

It was dark and the moons were full. Pylas still sat where Wil had found him. He’d heard what had happened from Stedge and wanted to talk to his friend, but realized that maybe Pylas was getting what he needed right now from the Viscain Tree.

He wheeled his bike back onto the road and a little ways towards town before starting it up and riding it the rest of the way back.







2.3 LEILIA PURPURATA


The sound of a retreating engine drew Pylas out of his meditation. It was dark and likely late at night, but he was anxious to do something after his revelatory vision of the forty-seven thieves. Upon standing, he realized, with a certainty this time, that the pressure had increased. It wasn’t too much for him to bear, and indeed, would make for excellent practice conditions.

He proceeded through several iterations of all the Divine Pattern forms emphasizing the hard element. After two hours, he was panting and thoroughly exhausted. It had cooled down and the wind had picked up. It felt good against his skin.

For a moment, he thought he heard a voice in the wind. He looked around, but saw nothing. The flower caught his eye in the dim light filtering down through the leaves and he grinned.

“It must have been you,” he said.

He dropped to the ground and laid back onto the carpet of lush, springy grass. He couldn’t remember it ever being quite so comfortable, but thought that it might have something to do with his exhaustion. In moments he was asleep and dreaming.

• • •

She wasn’t Aya Crier yet, but she soon would be.

When he’d heard his parents’ plan for them, he’d been appalled. He was just getting ready to graduate from university, having already been published and compared to Bali Kogill—all fine markers of adulthood and independence—when he learned that he had no choice in whom he would marry.

Not quite a hundred and fifty centimeters tall, she stood in the middle of the Pine Central Transit Station crowd, resisting its flow. That was impressive, but not why he looked at her in stark amazement. Seeing her for the first time made an indelible impression, forcing him at once to abandon all possible plans of escape.

She was beautiful, with flawless white skin and short, glossy black hair. At first she had difficulty making eye contact with him and he thought her—what? Not sullen, but resolved. Neither of them had decided this, but this is what they got.

He quickly learned that she was polite, reserved, demure. When she did make eye contact, something passed through them both, some unspoken communication that occurred on a chemical level. They instantly intuited what they would later confirm, that, somehow, their parents had come up with a perfect match.

Before their meeting, she’d assumed him to be haughty, arrogant, and despite his family name, coarse. She’d told him this with open frankness and they’d both laughed. The man who wrote Rats in the Walls had to be all those things. What she found was that he was none of them, except perhaps a bit arrogant, and that was mostly an act that had developed as a means to see his book published. Attitude had been the final ingredient for the success of Rats in the Walls. He did take great pride in his intellect, but she conceded—often but not always—that such pride was warranted.

He found her to be witty, intelligent, and well-informed, and not simply because she was so agreeable. They didn’t share every opinion, but as they explored each other’s reasoning, they were pleasantly enlightened—maybe not enough to change their opinions, but enough to appreciate each other more in ways they hadn’t expected.

From that very first meeting, she’d become fiercely loyal to him. He couldn’t understand his luck, but was endlessly thankful for it. He had no more thoughts of running away, and indeed, returned the loyalty she showed him with earnest fervor.

She’d finished her own studies the year prior and had moved into the Crier family home in anticipation of the wedding that was to occur after Pylas graduated. Pylas, in turn, gave up his apartment near the university and started commuting daily by train. This enabled them to spend at least a portion of every day together, even if their actions were dictated by a strict code of propriety. While he was home, they were inseparable, and since love and lust had bloomed between them despite their minimal courtship, they found countless ways to subvert that propriety. Though they were inexperienced and fairly unimaginative, she refused him nothing in the bedroom, and both shared the same voracious appetite of youth.

Pylas had known no greater joy than Aya. Everything one of them did was an affirmation of the other. It was for him, anyway, and he hoped it was the same for her. They were a perfect fit, and he was reminded of this constantly, through deed, word, or recollection.

There were as many different depictions of heaven as there were people in the world, but for Pylas heaven was in Aya’s arms, inside her, her flushed cheek pressing against his, her breath coming in gasps, her muscles tensing involuntarily with the pleasure they shared. He was there now and never wanted to leave.

• • •

“What are you doing here, Pylas?”

Tila Barto. She looked mad. Pylas was quite sure that she was stronger than he was. He guessed that it didn’t matter, but hoped he wouldn’t ever find out firsthand.

They often met here on the grounds of Primary 6 after classes. He was nine—they both were—and they’d both lost a friend recently.

“What do you mean?”

“Wil’s gone, Pylas.”

“I know he is, but you’re just as much my friend as he is. Was.”

She grabbed his shoulder then, and he was sure that she would punch him in the nose.

He awaited the inevitable, but only felt her fingers dig into him.

“O-ow,” he breathed. He didn’t try to stop her or escape her grip. While he patiently waited for her to let go, he saw that she was crying. “What’s the matter?”

“I don’t want you to go away, too.”

“I won’t. And who knows, maybe Wil will come back one day.”

She sniffed. “Maybe. But promise me.”

“Sure, Tila. I promise. And I kept my promise, but you couldn’t do the same—not that it was your fault.”

“That’s right, Pylas. My dad got a new job and we have to move. I’ll be going to Primary 4. I’m going to miss you.”

“Wil was my best friend. Then you were my best friend. I’ll miss you, too.”

“Goodbye, Pylas.” With a sudden motion, she popped her closed mouth against his cheek. “And don’t tell anyone I kissed you!”

“I wouldn’t dare,” he said. And he didn’t dare. In fact, he forgot all about that kiss, which sent a stab of sadness through him.

When he next saw her, she was holding a microphone to his face. Both of them had grown up. She was unapproachably beautiful and graced just about every echo set in Pine to report the news for Channel 9. He still hadn’t remembered that kiss, and his only revenge for the power her femininity held over him was to gloat about having to rush off to an intimate encounter with another woman. Only now, in this crucible theater, did he see that his gloating had had the desired effect. Another stab of sadness, coupled with remorse this time, lanced through him.

After that, something terrible happened. His world was turned upside down and shaken empty. Pylas owed everything he had left, which indeed was very little, to the memory of the dead. The living soon found their way back into his life and so did Tila. She came in like a fever, hot and aggressive, burning away infirmity. Her will and her energy were themselves infectious. Her beauty hadn’t diminished, and though she was perhaps approachable now, Pylas still felt obligated to a memory. Tila had been insistent, though, and the drive with which she pursued him that night had been new to him. He’d never been so turned on. She was flesh and blood, two things that a memory wasn’t.

• • •

He awoke to spasms and was instantly ashamed. He’d left wet dreams behind in middle school, or so he’d thought. The tension in his pants was easing, but the damage had been done. He sat up, ran a hand through his hair. At least it was still dark and no one had seen. But then he thought he heard a whisper once again upon the wind. Cold sweat rose from his skin. He looked around. No one. His eyes fell to the flower as they invariably did. The sound came again, this time a little clearer. Still staring at the flower, he cocked his head to focus his hearing.

Through the wind, the words came clear. “Pick me.”

A chill climbed his spine.

“Pick me.” It was a seductive whisper.

He shook his head without realizing he was doing it. He could smell a hint of the flower’s scent, or imagined that he could, and felt it melt his will.

“Pick me.”

He got into a crouch and approached the flower. He didn’t want to pick it, didn’t want to kill it. It seemed wrong. It had been his constant companion under the Tree, and he’d grown rather accustomed to its presence. More than that, it was a part of the Tree in a way that the Leaf had never been.

“Pick me.”

He hunkered down, put his fingers to the stem, plucked the flower from the earth, raised and pressed it to his face. The petals were like tender, velvety flesh, accessible only with permission. The fragrance, which he inhaled deeply, was musky, intoxicating, a primal contract. Strangely, he felt himself go hard again, but the flower then popped with explosive force, knocking him off balance, toppling him back onto the carpet of soft grass.

In the air, staring down at him, an incredibly beautiful woman, alien and familiar at the same time, hovered for a moment. She was petite and unclothed, covering herself shyly with her arms and her drawn-up legs. Everything about what was happening recalled his most recent dreams—except that this was actually happening. It was, wasn’t it?

Her skin seemed to be pure white marble and to give off a rich but subtle violet glow in the darkness. Her hair was luxuriant, short and tousled, curling up just above her shoulders. It was a deep violet that gave off a more intense glow than her skin. Her limbs unfolded, much like the petals of a flower to the sun, and her delicate feet touched down to the ground lightly. She dropped further down, to her hands and knees, straddling Pylas’s legs, and crawled catlike up his length until their noses nearly touched. Propped up on his elbows, Pylas stared into eyes of endless purple depths, acutely aware of the woman’s nakedness, of his arousal provoked further by her sinuous progress along and against him.

“Pylas Crier,” she said in a smoky voice, “I would be yours.”

“I’m still dreaming,” he said.

“No. You’re not.”

She reached a graceful finger to press his glasses up the bridge of his nose before he could himself.

“My name,” she said, “is Leilia Purpurata.”

“And you want to be mine?” He tried unsuccessfully to hide his incredulity, but her resulting smile sent a fresh wave of heat rushing through him.

“I do. I have watched you. I have seen into you. You’ve been aware of my observation, even if you didn’t know it. I know who you are. I know what kind of person you are. Many thousands—hundreds of thousands over the ages—have come, have revealed themselves. Never before you have we been so moved, so filled with longing. You have suffered; you have persevered; you have overcome. You possess a unique combination of kindness and conviction, sensitivity and strength. Your potential is far above that of normal men. Few to none have looked and really seen, but you have.”

He started. Then, applying his Divine Pattern-honed perception to her, he understood.

Breathlessly, he said, “You’re the Viscain Tree. The flower. . .”

“I am. . .” Her brow creased as she sought the right word, and then finding it, she smiled brightly. “. . . new. I am the Viscain Tree’s offspring, born out of love and admiration. I exist for you, Pylas Crier.” She lowered her eyes. “Though I fear I cannot be a productive mate, I should like to couple with you just the same.”

For a brief moment, Pylas considered. If he understood correctly, the Viscain Tree was sentient and likely far more than the myths surrounding it suggested. It had plumbed his psyche, gotten his measure, and produced a human analog of itself to express its love for him. It had rifled through his unconscious preferences to make her, and the result, a combination of all that appealed to him, was irresistible. Should he feel violated for the intrusion into his mind? He didn’t know, and he realized that he didn’t care.

He reached his fingers to touch the perfect, petal-soft skin of her cheek, and on contact, his world opened to accommodate infinity. Skin to skin, their bodies resonated to produce a primordial tone that was at once many tones; a tone that filled his senses, inspired awe, and elicited an endless frisson. There was no Tree, no ground, no sky, only the two of them surrounded by alternating columns of pulsing light and liquid darkness, a vast cathedral, echoing with the song of their tentative union. He took her face in both hands now, felt the tone sing through his bones and, unable to stop himself, he kissed her on the lips. She wrapped her arms around him and reciprocated, and both were lost to sublime gestalt.

• • •

It was daylight when Leilia pulled away. “You need food,” she said simply.

Separated from her, Pylas was astonished by how much time had passed. And she was right. They’d returned to the mundane world, and he felt faint in her slender, deceptively strong arms.

“Are you able to leave here?” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “I would be yours, Pylas Crier. I would go where you go. If you will have me.”

He stared into her eyes and said without hesitation, “I will.”

Her face lit up with a smile that was childlike, unaffected, and beautiful.

“We needn’t come back for a while. Not until he is ready.”

“He? What do you mean?”

She smiled. “You have inspired my father. As I said, your example has moved him, has moved us both. You will see when he is ready.”

Too much had happened for him to pursue the question. As hungry as he was, he was able—and anxious—to get back to town, if only to prove to himself, with Leilia still by his side, that she was indeed real and remained so outside the influence of the Tree.

He pulled his poncho over her to cover her nakedness. She was tiny and delicate—in appearance—so the garment covered her to mid-thigh.

She took his hand, and the world disappeared once more.

“This is ours,” she said. “It will always be ours and will never diminish. However, just as one sees his or her reflection in a pool, so can one, with but little effort, see past the reflection and into the pool’s depths.”

Pylas took her cue, focused his concentration, and within moments was able to suppress all but a hint of the haunting tone and the resulting frisson. He gave her hand an affectionate squeeze and smiled all the way back to Yana Tomon.

• • •

Awaiting them at the edge of town were ten men forming a line across the road to bar their entry. All of them wore masks over the lower halves of their faces, and all of them had weapons, which mostly consisted of bludgeons and axes.

Despite the masks, Pylas recognized Posstifer among them immediately. With his Divine Pattern sense, he would have little trouble identifying the former constable, but such scrutiny was unnecessary. Posstifer held the powder can Pylas had left with him, wore the familiar battered baton at his hip, and just looked like Posstifer with a kerchief tied around his head.

Posstifer raised the powder can, aimed it skyward, pulled the trigger. The roar in the early morning was deafening. He lowered the weapon, worked the loading arm to swap the old shell for a new, and cried out at the top of his lungs.

“Residents of Yana Tomon! Come and see. Come and see what happens when outsiders interfere.”

Several residents—but no pilgrims, Pylas noted—had already gathered and were watching from a safe distance. More joined them.

“The Viscain Tree belongs to Yana Tomon,” Posstifer shouted. “Nothing in life is free. The Tree is no exception. We take our tithe just as any church did when religion was in vogue. It’s what’s kept us alive here. Your lives continue here because of our efforts. All we take we put back in. You are the beneficiaries.”

Leilia stepped forward, prompting a number of the men to advance and further close the distance between them. “You are wrong, Sten Posstifer,” she said, ignoring them.

Posstifer balked at the sound of his name.

“Who are you? Another foreigner?” Posstifer said.

“My name is Leilia Purpurata. I am no foreigner here. I can trace my line back much further than any of you can.”

“Bullshit! All made up like that. . . I’ve never seen you before. I don’t know you.”

“But we know you. We knew your father. And your father’s father. And his father before that. Before him, all of your ancestors would be considered foreign.

“We know you all,” she continued, addressing the lot of them now. “All of you have presented yourselves to the Viscain Tree at one time or another. Some of you have prayed. Most of you have cursed.”

Posstifer stared in shock and indignation. Many of the men were looking at each other, shaking their heads, shrugging their shoulders.

“You said that the Viscain Tree belongs to Yana Tomon,” she said, “that, by extension, the Viscain Tree belongs to the people of Yana Tomon. You are wrong, Sten Posstifer. The Viscain Tree belongs to no one, but offers its boon to everyone. You have acted selfishly.”

Posstifer gestured with his chin to one of the others. “Shut her up.”

Pylas’s face contorted with rage as one of the men moved swiftly, raising a steel cudgel to brain Leilia.

With the loss of Aya and Tila so fresh in his mind—and the thought of someone raising a hand against what amounted to the Viscain Tree itself—Pylas lost control for a moment. He reached for the man’s wrist, crushing it in his left hand, but continued with a right Vorpal Pin, shearing off the offending arm, just as he had Von Vahl’s. He flung the limb away and stepped in front of Leilia to protect her, heaving with subsiding anger. The one-armed man backpedaled, wailing and clutching at the raw stump until losing his balance and stumbling to the ground.

The crowd was stunned by the display. None had been present at the East Gate for Pylas’s encounter with Glaako and few were willing to believe the accounts they’d heard.

Posstifer shattered the stillness of the tension bubble with his booming voice. “Get him!”

Pylas had calmed down enough to think straight. As the first of them came, he blocked easily and downed the man with a simple Pin. Despite engaging him and each who followed, Pylas maintained eye contact with Posstifer.

“Watch these hands, Posstifer,” Pylas said, “and consider your actions. Every man here will get what he gives.”

Pylas wove through them effortlessly, their weapons rebounding from his arms and striking notes as from a sonorous bell. Within moments, the ten men had been reduced to Posstifer alone. Some whimpered and writhed around on the ground in pain. Some were silent, but merely unconscious or in shock. Some were silent and forever stilled.

Pylas slowly approached the last of them.

With a shaky hand, Posstifer leveled the powder can at Pylas’s face. “You-You’re a damned killing machine.”

“You, too, will get what you give,” Pylas said. “So what’s your decision, Posstifer?”

Posstifer licked his lips beneath the kerchief, cocked his head, and pulled the trigger.

Pylas reflexively raised his left arm to guard his face, his glasses, his eyes, but he was already moving forward as the bits and curls of sharp metal pelted his skin without piercing it. He lowered his arm so that he and Posstifer made eye contact one last time.

• • •

Trembling, Posstifer took a step backwards, then another. He looked down, even as he tried to hold in the void of his stomach with his hands, to see that he was treading upon his own blood and pulped flesh. He glanced at Pylas’s bloody hand, still held in that inscrutable fist with the protruding knuckle. Damn, but it was cold all of a sudden. And damned if those hands weren’t sharp and heavy. He grinned and started to chuckle, but this started a convulsion that his broken body couldn’t sustain. The sky was a wheel, spinning, but everything began to recede, to get farther and farther away, color leeching away as it did, until there was nothing.

• • •

Pylas bowed his head and unconsciously shook the dripping blood from his hands. He took a deep breath and examined the scene.

To the one-armed man, he said, “If you can, you should probably make your way to the Tomon Clinic. I recommend that you stay there till I come looking for you.”

The man stared with glazed eyes and finally nodded, getting clumsily to his feet without letting go of his stump.

Pylas grabbed one downed man and heaved him up onto his right shoulder. He put another over his left. When he looked to Leilia, he saw that she held two men, each by an ankle.

He grinned at her. “We can come back and bury the rest.”

She nodded, and together they walked into town, heading for the jails.

Many gawked at them along the way: at Pylas because he was covered with blood; at Leilia mostly because she was dragging two men, both much larger than herself, through the street without the least sign of effort.

Some pilgrims, the first Pylas had seen that morning, approached them tentatively. “Is it okay to go now?”

“Go?” Pylas said.

“They said that we should not go to the Viscain Tree this morning. That it would be dangerous for foreigners.”

“I think it’s safe now,” Pylas said.

“Thank you, sir. Thank you,” the pilgrim said and went on his way.

Pylas looked up when he heard his name called. It was Wil charging down the road, barefoot and clad only in pajama bottoms.

“Pylas!” Wil cried again. As he drew nearer and could see the carnage beyond his friend, he slowed, then stopped. “I just heard. Are you all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Pylas said, continuing on his way. “I don’t know about Yana Tomon, though.”

Wil stared at Leilia Purpurata trailing Pylas, unable to make sense of her. She stared back with an enigmatic smile.

“Hello, Wil Parish,” she said as if she knew him. “The Viscain Tree awaits your return.”

Wil swallowed hard and nodded obediently.

• • •

Once the surviving thieves had been locked up, Pylas dressed Leilia in some of his own clothes and the two made preparations to bury the dead. Wil, also dressed now, joined them.

The pilgrim traffic had resumed, and while there was talk among them of a Viscain Saint protecting the way to the Tree, few looked twice when passing Pylas on the street. The locals were standoffish or wary and kept their distance. Pylas wasn’t sure what that meant. He tried not to dwell on the very real possibility that he might find himself pitted against the entire town. To remind himself that he’d done the right thing, he pictured Feyna’s face and told Wil about Posstifer’s ten, the other thirty-six thieves, and what they could expect. Wil listened attentively, but was clearly puzzled by, curious about, and suspicious of Leilia.

At the graveyard, the three of them, each with a shovel in hand, began digging in earnest. As soon as an opportunity presented itself, though, Wil addressed his friend in hissing whispers. “She follows you like a puppy! Who is she? Where did she come from all of a sudden? I can’t tell if she’s sick or—”

“She makes you nervous,” Pylas said grinning. “I’m not going to tell you. And I told her not to tell you. I think part of you already knows, which is what’s got you so anxious. Oh, and I think she’s healthier than either of us can imagine. The very definition of health, maybe.”

Seeing that Pylas trusted her went some ways to calming Wil’s nerves. “Will you be going out to the Tree again later?”

“No,” Pylas said. “Not for a while. Not to meditate, anyway.”

“Well, you clearly don’t need my help when things go wrong, but just in case, you’ll be able to find me there after we’re done here.”

“Oh?”

“I know it’s long overdue. I got a little caught up in the good life—without even breaking the law, mind you—but I know that I’m not doing myself or anyone else any favors by continuing in that vein.” He grinned to himself. “Well, maybe for one or two I am. . .

“Anyway,” he said returning his attention to Pylas, “the progress you’ve made here has shown me that my understanding of Divine Pattern is far from complete. I owe it to myself, and to Teacher, to continue my studies.” With this, Wil unconsciously looked over to Leilia, who was ready to meet his eye. He nodded politely and she gave an affirming smile. “Damn,” he said back in the hissing whisper, “that’s an enviable stray, though!”

They’d made good progress on the first of the graves, when an elderly man approached. He pushed a powered wheelbarrow loaded with two more of the dead thieves. He stopped some ways from them, set the brake, and wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief.

“Poss usually handled all the particulars with dead folks,” the old man said. “Guess he can’t do that anymore seeing as how he’s dead himself.”

Pylas stopped digging and stared at the man, trying discern his disposition.

The old man shrugged. “Had it coming, way I see it.”

“That so?” Pylas said.

“Yup. Wrong is wrong, even if we’re used to pretending otherwise. You haven’t been here that long, Mr. Crier, but everyone knows you’ve been blessed by the Tree. No one can get close to it as you can, no one can dance around beneath it way you do. It’s a blessing sure. You been shot twice now with a powder can, front of witnesses both times, yet here you are digging graves for other folks. And your hands, what you can do with your hands. . .” He shook his head, remembering what he’d seen earlier that morning.

“Anyways, folks around here may be slow to accept change in their daily lives, but most would swear by the Tree’s divinity, by the fact that it’s good and right. They may be afraid of what’s to come, but I think you’ll find you have more friends here than enemies.”

“What’s your name?” Pylas said.

“Sauter.”

“Thank you, Sauter. I needed to hear that. I hope you’re right.”

Sauter grinned with crooked teeth. “No need to hope. I only got a few opinions, but they’re never wrong.”

Pylas laughed and Wil joined him.

“Now, this cart can carry a heavier load,” Sauter said, “but I can’t manage to balance it. If one of you could be persuaded to take a break from your digging and give me a hand. . .”

Wil jammed his shovel into the ground. “I’d be happy to help.”

“You’re that Parish fella. I’m not pretty enough for you.”

Wil cleared his throat and moved to help Sauter unload the bodies. “I think for this kind of work you’ll do just fine.”

Sauter laughed. When they were finished with the bodies, he turned the wheelbarrow around, waved over his shoulder, and returned to town with Wil.

Pylas stared after them for some time. Leilia moved beside him, took his hand in hers, and watched with him.

“You needn’t have worried,” she said.

He shrugged. “Maybe. But it’s been my experience that having clear knowledge of who the bad guy is isn’t always enough.”

“You’ll see.”

• • •

With the dead buried and Sauter off for home, the remaining three returned to town. Pylas had taken the only key, but was glad to see when they got back that no one had tried—or succeeded in—freeing the imprisoned thieves. A more permanent solution was necessary and would require some thought.

Wil left Pylas and Leilia at the East Gate, continuing on to the Tree to begin his advanced studies of the Viscain Tree itself and Divine Pattern.

Up in his room, Pylas started the shower, and both he and Leilia stripped off their dirty clothes. Within seconds, they were naked before each other, staring, and suddenly nothing else mattered. They embraced, kissing hungrily, each seemingly trying to devour the other. Without a break, and still wearing his glasses, he backed her into the bathroom, into the narrow stall where the hot spray of the water welcomed them. The tone vibrated through them now, impossible to tune out.

He’d never felt lust quite like this before. There was something maddeningly familiar about her, but at the same time she was completely unknown to him, exotic, alluring, seductive. Despite having met her less than twenty-four hours ago, he felt connected to her in a way he’d never experienced and realized that it wasn’t just lust at work. He’d already worked out in his head why this was, but knowing didn’t dull his wonder.

They paused long enough to soap each other, but their efforts at washing led them once again to a heated discussion, their mouths working furiously with no words to separate them.

She pressed her right hand against his chest and pushed him back out of the shower. He would go where she directed, he would come when called, he would do anything for her. She pushed him down onto the bed, straddled him.

On her hands and knees, staring down at him, she said, “I would be yours, Pylas Crier, but it is still for you to decide.”

His lenses had cleared. He could see that she was flushed and was quite sure that he hadn’t misunderstood where this was leading, but he was perplexed by the look of pained anticipation on her face.

“I have never wanted anyone more than I want you,” he said. “All I have to offer in return is me.”

She smiled the most beautiful smile he’d ever seen, lowered her hips to envelop him, and pressed her body against his, pulling herself closer to him, and him further inside her as she did so, until, when she could go no further, he came.

Their cathedral shook and flared with the light of a million suns as their resonant music played through their bones. He found that he was still hard when she started her rhythmic movement and that neither of them were near finished.

• • •

It was dark when they came back downstairs and sat at Pylas’s table. Though far too big for her, Leilia was dressed in more of his clothes. They would fix that soon.

Stedge approached them tentatively. He held something wrapped in a thick cloth and held it out to Pylas.

“What’s this?”

“It’s yours.”

“Mine?” Pylas unfolded the cloth and stared at what was within.

“In principle and in practice,” Stedge said.

Leilia looked on as Pylas held up the cleaned and polished constable’s star.

“People are afraid, though, Pylas, sir,” Stedge said. “The rest of them will be coming. Folks are likely to get hurt. And not just pilgrims.”

Pylas sighed. “Does everyone know? Is everyone complicit?”

Stedge avoided Pylas’s accusatory gaze and shrugged. “No, sir. But after enough years and enough talk, some folks are bound to know more than they think—or want. And you know what they say about well enough and leaving it alone.”

“I know that well enough is not good enough,” Pylas said.

“Yes, Pylas, sir. No one’s expecting you to just step in and be the new constable, not like it was your job like. A bunch of us have been keeping an eye on the jail and Della ran some scraps out to the prisoners earlier. We recognize our responsibility and we’re all prepared to do our part.”

“When does the magistrate come through Yana Tomon?” Pylas said.

“Well he doesn’t except by request. Poss liked to keep things tidy, see? Usually takes two days for him to show when called, though.”

“Someone needs to call him.”

Stedge nodded. “I said we’re all willing to do our part, but you have us squeal on those men in the jail and things could get a whole lot worse for us and our families.”

Leilia folded her arms, leaned forward to rest them on the table. “If they think you’ve informed on them, it may not matter whether or not you actually have, but none of you need accuse them or provide testimony against them.”

Pylas looked at her.

She flashed him a wolfish grin. “I told you: I am for you, Pylas, and you needn’t have worried.”

• • •

The next morning, Pylas, Leilia, and Stedge met at the constable’s office. There, Stedge contacted the magistrate’s office by com-wire, detailing a request for an on-site trial and potential accommodations for five men. When asked why he, and not the local constable, was calling, he informed them of Posstifer’s death. This caused a raucous commotion that played painfully in Stedge’s ear. They confirmed that a vice magistrate would be dispatched, to expect him in two days, but that replacing the constable might take considerably longer. Not used to com-wire conversations, Stedge shrugged and told them that the town had a temporary replacement and then hung up.

One of the occupants of the cells was standing at the door, his arms resting on the lock and protruding outwards. He wore an arrogant grin, as if to say that he was in total control of his situation. Another of the prisoners was sitting upright on the cell’s bench. His eyes were open, but he didn’t appear to see anything. The other three were sprawled out variously on the floor or the other cell’s bench, still asleep.

Pylas stared at the man at the door, marveling at his ego.

“So what are you going to do with us?” the man at the cell door said. “You can’t keep us here forever, you know?”

“We could,” Pylas said.

The other shook his head. “We got friends. And we got loyalty.”

“There’s also quite a bit of guilt mixed in there, right?”

The man shrugged. “Says you.”

“Says me. You know, Posstifer liked that phrase, too. I rather dislike it, since it always seems to come after I’ve quoted a fact and not an opinion.”

Pylas cocked his head to indicate Leilia. “She says she can make you tell the truth. Or at least make everyone see when you lie.”

The other snorted.

Leilia approached the cell. “It’s very simple, Horst Brachen. I will ask you questions. You will speak your answers.”

As she drew nearer, Horst Brachen reached out to seize Leilia’s arm. Though he started at Brachen’s action, Pylas had already guessed, and could now see, that she didn’t need his protection. She allowed Brachen to take hold of her arm, but he couldn’t budge her, much as he tried to draw her yet closer. She stared down at his clenching fingers, took hold of his wrist with her other hand, and squeezed. The many bones beneath her fingers ground together with a sickening sound. The skin was unbroken, but a dark bruise had already spread out from either side of her grip. His hand was now lifeless, no longer connected in any meaningful way to the rest of him. She released his arm like a distasteful piece of garbage, and let him howl in pain and impotent rage for a moment.

Stedge stared wide-eyed at this display, but Pylas watched impassively with his arms folded—why should he be surprised when the flower from which she’d come had endured immense pressure without the slightest bend?

“Now, Horst Brachen,” Leilia said, “unless you’d like me to take your other arm, you will answer my questions.”

Brachen backed away, clutching his useless right hand with his left, and half-stumbled into sitting on the bench, next to the man sleeping with his eyes open.

“Is your name Horst Brachen?” Leilia said.

“Y-Yes,” he said breathlessly.”

“Are you a good man?”

He snorted again. “You’re damn right I am!” Almost instantly after blurting this out, dark lines began to show beneath his skin. He sat up straighter, distress dominating his features, and he gasped suddenly, sucking in air as if he were having trouble breathing. The dark lines faded.

“Are you a thief?”

“No,” he said with little of the vigor he’d shown previously. But upon saying this, once again, the dark lines appeared and he struggled for breath.

“What are you doing to me?” Brachen said.

“Nothing. But when you—or anyone else—lies in my presence, a unique chemical reaction takes place that bonds the oxygen in your blood to carbon.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means you should tell the truth,” Pylas said.

Leilia pursed her lips, considering. “Indeed. If you lie repeatedly, the effect could be cumulative and prove to be fatal. Now, do you acknowledge your crimes?”

“Yes,” Brachen said, defeated.

“List them,” she said.

Brachen sighed and began. Pylas gestured for Stedge to get some paper and start writing. Stedge scrambled, rifled through a number of items on Posstifer’s desk, and, finding what he needed, began himself.

When Brachen was done, Pylas had more questions. “There are—were—forty-seven of you. Do you have a central meeting place?”

Brachen frowned. “How can you know that? How many of us—” When he looked from Pylas to Leilia, he saw something that frightened him. She merely stared, awaiting his answer, but somehow he understood that the knowledge Pylas had, that the power this strange woman brandished, that the woman herself were all connected to the Viscain Tree, the closest thing to god or religion they had in all of Yana, and which he’d blasphemed most of his adult life. He swallowed hard and said, “Yes.”

“Here in town?”

“No.”

“Where?”

“In the hills.”

Pylas leaned in, waiting for more. “Where in the hills?”

“Please don’t make me say more,” Brachen said. “I will tell you every terrible thing I’ve ever done, but don’t make me cross them. I told you we got loyalty. For some of us, that’s all we got.”

Pylas couldn’t deny Brachen’s sincerity and, despite the trouble it would cause, respected the loyalty of which he spoke.

• • •

Over the course of the day, they went through the same exercise with each of the prisoners, getting confessions from them all. When done, Stedge locked the documentation in a safe that opened with the key Pylas had taken, and they went their separate ways. Stedge returned home, while Pylas took Leilia to buy some clothes.

The atmosphere in town was still tense. More and more of the locals were acknowledging Pylas in a positive way, at least publicly, with waves and smiles, but the threat of further retaliation hung over them like a stifling shroud. Strangely, there seemed to be an increase in pilgrim traffic.

They spent about an hour at the clothiers. Leilia left wearing gray leggings, a white halter, which was little more than a tight tube of stretchy material, and a white, button-down blouse over that. She carried the rest in a tied parcel against her belly with both hands and they returned to the East Gate.

They dropped off her new clothes at Pylas’s room and went back downstairs. Pylas was hungry, but for the second time, Leilia, refrained from eating anything.

“Aren’t you hungry?”

“No,” she said. “I do not require food.”

“You don’t need to eat?”

She shook her head.

“Could you? I mean if you wanted to?”

She shrugged. “I suppose.”

“You should try, even if you don’t need to eat, food can be a great pleasure.”

“I will then,” she said, smiling.

They ordered a little of everything from the menu and learned that despite not needing food, she apparently never got full, no matter how much she ate. It was not so for Pylas. He filled up quickly and was soon quite sleepy—they hadn’t slept much the night before, and in fact, he wasn’t sure she’d slept at all.

Della brought out their food and looked as if she was exercising great restraint in keeping quiet. She almost screeched when Leilia spoke to her.

“Della Fortos, I understand you read and liked Pylas’s book,” she said.

“Hells yes, I did. I mean, yes, I did,” Della said, quickly composing herself.

“Is there a copy I might borrow?”

“Of course! I can bring it by later. Where are you. . .”

Leilia stared at her, oblivious to any social awkwardness that had developed.

Della cleared her throat, smiled. “I’ll bring it up to your room later.”

“Thank you.”

Ultimately, Leilia found that she liked food and was grateful for having been introduced to it. She especially liked the toffee nut beer, of which they’d both had several glasses. The alcohol hadn’t affected her at all, but had contributed significantly to Pylas’s need to lie down. She helped him upstairs, supporting his recently-increased mass with ease.

• • •

Pylas slept and he dreamed. He was back in university attending class with Leilia. They were both giddy in the nearly-empty lecture hall and not paying much attention to Professor Kogill drone on about foreshadowing and symbolism. Pylas couldn’t remember ever feeling so free. He had few worries, few responsibilities, and was with the girl he loved, whom he’d have all to himself as soon as class was done. He didn’t want it ever to change. But it did change and for the better. The lecture hall faded to pillars of light and dark and Professor Kogill’s voice became a transcendent hum.

“Pylas,” she said.

He looked at her expectantly.

“Pylas, wake up.”

Sleep crept out of him and he slowly became aware of his surroundings.

Leilia sat cross-legged on the bed next to him, his book in her lap, her hand upon his chest, shaking him gently.

He sat up suddenly. “What is it?”

“Several men have entered the East Gate Inn and forced the customers—all the occupants of the ground floor—out of the building. They are all armed with heavy instruments. Two of them are slowly climbing the stairs now.”

He didn’t care how she knew, but he believed with certainty that she did. “How many in total?”

“Eight. There may be more outside.”

He quickly pulled his pants on, slipped on his shoes, but didn’t bother with a shirt.

“I don’t want them getting to the top of the stairs,” he said.

She nodded and followed him out of the room.

When he reached the stairs, the first of them was almost to the top. Pylas grabbed him by the neck with his left hand, held him at arm’s length with no apparent difficulty so that the masked-man’s feet hung suspended. At first he batted at Pylas’s arm with a studded metal club, but then dropped it and tried to pry the fingers from around his throat. Pylas descended, indifferent to the thrashings, and struck the next man with a right Pin, driving him in a straight line, hard against the wall opposite the stairs where he impacted with a dull thump and dropped three meters to the floor into a crumpled heap.

Pylas continued down with the man held out before him, each stair creaking a loud protest in the otherwise dead silence to the weight of his steps. Leilia followed. As he went, Pylas scanned the ground floor with his Divine Pattern sense, identified the remaining six thieves despite their masks, noted how and where he would strike each of them.

At the bottom, with the thief still held out at arm’s length, his feet still not reaching the floor, Pylas eyed each of the man’s fellows.

“I have no more patience for any of you. Besides the fact that you are in the wrong, you have either heard or seen with your own eyes what I can do to you and still you persist. Intent to kill will be met with death, but the rest will not leave here unmarked. Come at me if you will.”

In what seemed a long, silent moment, several of the thieves made eye contact with each other and made up their minds. All cried out at once and rushed for Pylas.

With the first thief still held out before him, mostly as a nuisance to his attackers, Pylas walked out to meet them as they came. The Vorpal Pin flashed again and again, separating each weapon arm from its shoulder until the cries and the blood and the writhing of bodies filled the room and brought an end to the skirmish. Two were dead, three were wailing in agony and impotent rage, unable to determine which of the arms littering the floor belonged to them.

The last of thieves had gotten between Pylas and Leilia. He heaved with adrenalin, shifting his wild gaze between the two. Finally, he decided on Leilia but as he raised his arm to strike her, she drove her tiny balled right fist into the man’s solar plexus, burying it there. His eyes wide and not seeing, the man dropped to the floor with blood and foam oozing from his mouth.

Pylas grinned at her. She grinned back.

He eased the thief in his left hand down into a chair, was about to speak, but there was too much noise.

“Shut up!” he thundered over his shoulder, bringing silence once again. “You brought this on yourselves. Now walk yourselves over to the Tomon Clinic and have your stumps tended to. Or you can die of blood loss, or infection, or plain stupidity. Afterwards, though, you’d better find yourselves at the former constable’s office, or you will lose more than your good arms. If you have friends still outside, I suggest you tell them to give up whatever plans for revenge they might have. It’s not happening.”

After some hesitation, the three started out.

“Don’t leave your garbage behind,” Pylas said.

When they looked confused, he glanced at their arms on the floor.

They collected them as best they could and exited.

“You,” Pylas said to the man seated before him, “are going to wake your still-living friends and together you are going to clean this place until it shines. Then you’re going to dig some graves. Then you’re going join the others in jail. How’s that sound? Is tonight turning out the way you’d hoped?”

Evi peeked in through the door. “Is it okay to come back in?” she said.

“There’s a bit of a mess, Evi, but we’ve got some temporary help to fix that. There’s blood, so if you’re squeamish, you might want to wait.”

“Pshaw,” she said, pushing the door open and fixing the catch to keep it that way.

“Is anyone hurt?” Pylas said.

Evi eyed the blood, pursed her lips.

Pylas cleared his throat. “Anyone who didn’t deserve it?”

“Nope,” she said with a smile, strategically stepping to avoid the blood on her way back to the kitchen. “I’ll get some disinfectant and some towels.”

• • •

Pylas gave Stedge charge of the confiscated powder can and had him watch over the three thieves while they cleaned the East Gate. Evi and Stedge confirmed that there had been three other thieves who’d kept the customers outside quiet, but who’d run after seeing their fellows carrying their own arms. Though he didn’t expect more violence so soon, Pylas still felt uneasy about the thieves lingering. He and Leilia decided to walk the town to ensure that they were gone. Across the street, there were a number of men and women outside Wil’s hotel, gathered there, Pylas thought, because of news of what had happened at the East Gate. Leilia walked up to one of them and stood before him.

“Pylas,” she said over her shoulder.

Pylas joined her.

The man showed no signs of nervous discomfort, which surprised Pylas since he recognized him. He was the man who’d been speaking with Posstifer when Pylas brought in the first of the thieves. He was a thief himself.

“Where are your friends, Talson Grast?” she said.

Grast? Pylas had heard the name before. Grast was a large shareholder in the nut orchards. Pylas sighed.

Grast calmly lit a pipe and raised it to his lips as he was about to speak.

“I don’t know what—” Grast was cut off by his own lie. Under the electric lights of the Grand Yana Hotel, his color darkened, his hands went to his chest, his throat. Finally, his color returned to normal as he settled into a coughing fit.

“It’s not healthy to lie to me,” Leilia said.

“It’s none of your business,” he said recovering somewhat, but once again his words brought about the change in color, that complete smothering sensation. He dropped his pipe and fell to one knee.

“On the contrary,” she said. “The deeds of evil men are everyone’s business.”

“Grast,” Pylas said, “it doesn’t matter who you are. All of you will be exposed and punished for your crimes. Come on. You’re joining your friends in jail.”

“Or what? You’ll kill me, too?”

“Nah, not me, but I may sit back while you two finish your conversation. At the rate you’re going, you think you can survive that? It looks kind of unpleasant, too. All you have to do is tell the truth. It’s really quite liberating when you think about it.”

Grast composed himself. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

“Yes, yes I do,” Pylas said. “You’re a thief and possibly worse. The funny thing is, you’re already rich, so you must do it because you like it.”

Pylas grabbed Grast’s wrist, pulled him roughly to his feet, and started off for the constable’s office.

“You don’t scare me, Crier,” Grast said as he went along. “I have friends here and in Alstacia. You hear that? Both sides of the border. I have money and lots of people owe me favors. I’ve seen others like you, who can do what you can do. Don’t think I can’t bring them here.”

“So, you’re the boss. . . Well, I’m putting you out of business. Alone if I have to. I’ve already reduced your workforce. Of Forty-seven—you and forty-six employees—eight are now deceased, eleven are incarcerated, with four of them maimed. She and I know all your faces. She, apparently, knows all your names.”

Grast balked at the number Pylas quoted, not at the reduction or even the maimings, but at forty-seven. He balked again at Pylas’s last two statements. He was silent thereafter.

• • •

It turned out to be a very long night. The East Gate was cleaned, the graves were dug, the bodies interred, and by the end, eleven men were crammed into three cells.

On stopping by the clinic to double check on the armless, Pylas found out that despite the specialist’s best efforts, Feyna’s condition was worsening. This put him in a black mood.

Back at the jail, Pylas pulled Grast from his cell and slammed him down into a chair.

“You were here, when I brought him in,” Pylas said, his face dark with barely suppressed rage. “I can’t help but think that you, and not Posstifer alone, had something to do with his release.”

Grast almost said something, but glancing at Leilia nearby, he checked himself.

Pylas nodded, took a deep breath to compose himself. “That’s right. You be very careful about what you say. You’re going to tell me his name and where I can find him.”

Grast shook his head. “No, I’m not.”

“His name is Kev Duono,” Leilia said. “Where is he?”

Grast looked at Leilia with a degree of horror, but he shook his head.

Pylas stilled Grast’s head with his left hand, reached into Grast's mouth with his right. Without pause or preamble, Pylas pulled one of Grast’s top front teeth out with his thumb and forefinger.

For a moment, Grast didn’t know what had happened, but the blood gushing from his gums and the sudden severe pain made it quite clear soon enough. His hands went to his mouth, but the blood and half-muffled cries just kept coming.

“Where is he?” Pylas said. When no answer came, he sighed. “The next one won’t come out straight.”

And it didn’t.

• • •

It took four teeth to get Duono’s location from Grast, more due to Grast’s arrogance in thinking that Pylas would not continue than any show of inner strength. Grast confessed to everything, but continued to maintain his air of superiority, claiming that his name and his status would deliver him from whatever justice Pylas promised.

• • •

Pylas slept late into the next day. He awoke to Leilia’s smiling face. She was sitting next to him on the bed, cross-legged, watching over him. They dressed and went downstairs to find that the only commotion in town, despite the previous night’s drama, was the increasing pilgrim traffic.

They took their time eating. Pylas was anxious to act on Grast’s information, but it was likely that the property Grast had described harbored not only Duono but many of the remaining thieves as well. For something like a raid, it would be good to have Wil along—the number of thieves might prove difficult to effectively corral, otherwise—and as far as he knew, Wil was still meditating on the Viscain Tree, something Pylas didn’t want to interrupt. Also, the vice magistrate was due in town today, and Pylas didn’t want to miss him or risk anything happening to him. So, knowing he’d be stuck there all day, he resolved to relax as much as possible.

• • •

The vice magistrate, a little man in his sixties, wearing a long, black official’s robe, arrived a few hours later, accompanied by two powerful looking guards, both of whom were armed with catch spring rods, whose payloads were tethered and couldn’t clear the barrel, but which could incapacitate or kill, depending on their application.

Pylas went out to meet the vice magistrate and, after brief introductions, informed him that five prisoners had increased to eleven overnight. The vice magistrate was visibly annoyed by this.

“Mr. Crier, no one asked you to step into the role of constable, not officially, anyway. Your actions have created a potentially untenable situation. At this time, we can only provide an escort for five and that is only if they happen to be found guilty.”

Pylas shrugged. “The situation existed with or without me. I thought it was time the thieves suffered instead of their victims. It would be unfortunate if you saw otherwise.”

The vice magistrate pursed his lips and did his best to smother his exasperation. His attendants stepped forward, exuding menace. Pylas eyed them, then the vice magistrate. His glance alone might have been enough to stop them if they’d witnessed his martial prowess, but the vice magistrate held out his hand to bar any further advance on the part of his subordinates.

“If you have any documents for me to review, I’ll take them now,” the vice magistrate said with unexpected composure. “I will hear testimony in the morning and pronounce verdicts immediately after. Any sentencing will be done back in Mabayana.”

“Fair enough,” Pylas said, handing over a sheaf of papers.

The vice magistrate began to look them over and frowned right away. “What is this?” he said.

“It’s a list of the thieves,” Pylas said. “There are forty-seven in all.”

“How did you come by these names?”

Pylas glanced at Leilia, then focused again on the vice magistrate. “I’m not sure the Yana court system would recognize the source’s authority. For eleven of those names, though, you have signed written confessions. I have little doubt that they will repeat to you in person what’s been reproduced on paper. We can leave that for tomorrow, though.”

The vice magistrate stared at Pylas through narrowed eyes, taking in what he had to say, then turned his own attention to Leilia. “And just who are you, Miss?”

“I am Leilia Purpurata. I am Pylas Crier’s mate.”

Pylas struggled to maintain a straight face at her stark candor.

“What I mean is, what is your involvement? Where are you from? Your coloring is unusual, but your stature is too slight for you to be from Yotun. Indeed, are you quite all right?”

Reading Pylas’s reluctance to name the Viscain Tree, Leilia answered in kind. “I have a direct connection to the source Pylas mentioned. I was born just outside of Yana Tomon and have lived hereabouts my entire life. Indeed I am quite all right. My coloring is genetic, Jorel Transton, and something over which I have no control. I hope it doesn’t offend you.”

The vice magistrate’s eyes went wide at the sound of his own name. “Did I tell you my name?”

“No. You purposely omitted it in your introduction, and yet I know it.”

Transton was about to let it go, but she continued.

“Thirty-nine years ago, you presented yourself to the Viscain Tree. You prayed for the wellbeing of your family and their future prosperity as well as for your own success with your upcoming law examinations. You needed no assistance, Vice Magistrate.”

He stared at her in disbelief, but she was unmoved by this. She merely stared at him, awaiting further questions should they be forthcoming. Finally, he gave up trying to understand and shook his head. “Okay. Tomorrow morning.”

“I recommend caution, Vice Magistrate,” Pylas said. “Many of the thieves are still free and unaccounted for. Twice they’ve come to try to assert their control. There may be another attempt tonight.”

“You hear that?” Transton said to his subordinates. “Let’s be careful then, shall we?”

“You’ve made accommodations, I assume?” Pylas said.

“Yes, at the Grand Yana Hotel.”

Pylas nodded. “It’s across the street, but please accept complimentary meals at the East Gate Inn for the duration of your stay.”

“Are you in a position to offer us that?”

“As the owner, I believe so.”

“Oh? I thought you were merely on an extended vacation. You’re originally from Pine, are you not?”

“I am. But I don’t think I’ll be going back there.”

“I see. Well, we may see you back at the East Gate later then. Thank you for your kind offer, Mr. Crier.”

• • •

Nothing of note occurred that night. Despite his position and attire, Transton fit right in and wasted no time before socializing with the locals. He also appeared to have confidence in his men and Pylas didn’t want to intrude in their business, so he and Leilia retired early.

“Do you think any of them will make a move against him?” Pylas asked her.

She shook her head. “One man of authority has died by your hand, another has been apprehended and has submitted to the law. It’s unlikely that, with those two gone, there would be yet one more to take up a leadership role so soon.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Probably, yes. Now come to bed.”

He grinned and did as he was told.

• • •

They all met the next morning at the constable’s office. With the prisoners still in their cells, Transton called each of them in turn to step up to the bars, recited the charges from their own confessions, and asked them how they pleaded. All but Grast were studies in defeat, but even Grast pleaded guilty. Transton was visibly disgusted by this.

“Talson Grast, you plead guilty?”

“So what if I do?” he hissed through the pain of his new dental landscape. “It won’t matter in the end. What time is it?”

“Sorry, did you have some other appointment we’re keeping you from? And why won’t it matter?”

Grast chuckled. “Time. Time. Time. Yes. You obviously know how well connected I am. Of course it won’t matter. Have you ever met the Alstacian All Commander? He’s a very good friend of mine. Just one of many. Things could get pretty ugly for Yana.”

Transton’s eyes went from Grast to Pylas to Grast.

“You ever hear of Sol Sachs?” Transton said. “He thought he was above it all, too. Maybe you didn’t know, but where this young man goes, the scourge of justice seems to follow.”

Pylas cocked his head with awkward discomfort.

Grast snorted, held a hand to his mouth. “Well, for the time being, I’m enjoying the protection of the great State of Yana.”

• • •

Transton had taken Pylas outside.

“I’ve made arrangements for another transport. It should show up in a few days. I’m taking Grast right now, though.”

“Won’t that be problematic?”

Transton shrugged. “He irritates me. More than his guilt, his arrogance bothers me. I want to see him reduced to what he really is. Squeezing him into that transport is the first step.”

Pylas nodded.

“Mr. Crier, there’s something else I’d like to discuss with you. It is customary for a regional constable to be appointed by the State, but in this case, we may make an exception. Resources are limited to begin with and Yana Tomon has never been a problem in the past.” He paused a moment, cleared his throat. “Well, we didn’t know until now that it’s been a problem all along. It would take at least a month to fill the position, but I’ve received a petition from the locals asking that you be made acting constable. I’m inclined to accept that as an appointment, a temporary one, at least.”

Pylas pulled Posstifer’s badge from his pocket, turned it over in his fingers. “Actually, I was going to ask you what to do with this. I’m not sure I—”

“I read your book, you know,” the vice magistrate interrupted. “My first thought was that it was a well-told story. When I heard about how the Pinese constabulary was making use of it, I didn’t believe it, thought it was just a gimmick, a play for publicity that just obscured real problems. I thought this because that’s the world I’ve come to live in. Politics seem to trump all. Right and wrong become less important. Money, power, and image are all that matter. Or so I’d come to believe. When things spun out of control there, all I could think was how lucky we were that it was them and not us.” Transton pursed his lips. “The cleanup, now that was impressive. No pomp, no circumstance, no deliberations, no appeals. Mabye not entirely legal, but what do you do when the constabulary has been shattered beyond repair?” He shook his head. “From what I understand, you are single-handedly responsible for uncovering this ring of thieves and hauling them in. And I can see by the casualties that your method has something in common with what the defunct Sachs family experienced.”

Pylas narrowed his eyes.

“Now, now. Don’t misunderstand me,” Transton continued. “That was simply a review of your worthy credentials. Everyone I’ve spoken to here says the same thing, Mr. Crier, that you’re good for Yana Tomon. I understand that you abide by the Rules of Challenge. They’re primitive, but poetic, and in most cases, sufficient. I’m offering you the opportunity to continue what you’re doing with the authority of the Yanan State behind you. You can think about it, of course, but I’d feel better with an answer sooner rather than later.”

“Temporary, you said?”

Transton nodded and then looked confused. “I was given to understand that you’d decided to take up residence here. You appear to be doing the job whether it’s yours or not. Is there something I’m missing?”

Pylas sighed and glanced at Leilia. “I don’t know. Something big is coming, Vice Magistrate. Something bigger than borders and governments. Something that will affect the whole of the world.”

Transton stared at Pylas, scrutinized him, tried to see exaggeration or falsehood, and could see neither. His expression took on a hint of dread.

“I’m sure I don’t understand you, Mr. Crier,” he said.

Pylas nodded. “I’ll wear this star for as long as it represents the greater good.”

This further nonplussed Transton, but satisfied him nonetheless. “Very well. Thank you, Mr. Crier. I will endeavor to return after processing this bunch. In addition to chilling my nerves, your prophecy has intrigued me.”

• • •

Pylas stood by while the prisoners were transferred to the transport truck. When Grast saw Pylas, he began to laugh uncontrollably.

“What’s so funny, Grast?” Pylas said. “Things look pretty grim for you.”

“For me?” Grast slurred, then snorted, then started laughing anew, then winced at the pain pulsing in his gums. “Don’t think I can’t. Don’t think I didn’t. You’ll see, Crier. You’ll see.”

Transton waved goodbye, entered the truck, and signaled for them to leave.

Pylas waved back, but was unable to ignore Grast’s demeanor and parting words. Was he delusional? Had he lost his mind? He tried to shrug it off and focus on his plans for Duono and the rest.

• • •

Pylas and Leilia started back for the East Gate.

“None of this is a surprise to you, is it,” Pylas said.

“No. Everything is as anticipated. You were chosen to open the way and the way is opening.”

“I hope for the better.”

“Of course. Father’s coming will be a glorious thing for all men everywhere. You were right in your assessment. Borders will not matter. Governments will not matter. All men will prosper. No one will want.”

Pylas nodded, wanted to latch onto her enthusiasm, but couldn’t. All he could think about was Feyna. He didn’t want to know if her condition had further deteriorated. It sickened him that Duono was out in the hills, hiding while his tiny little victim teetered on the threshold of death.

“Let’s see if we can’t find Wil and—”

Phweep.

Pylas shook his head to clear it. He felt a sticky combination of sleep and vertigo gumming his faculties.

“What the—”

Phweep.

He shook his head clear again. Leilia was next to him, looking as dazed as he felt. Standing before them was a man he’d never seen before, pinning the constable’s star to the front of his short jacket. The man had slicked-back black hair, that still managed to be a riot of tight waves and broad curls.

Pylas examined his empty hand. When had the man taken the star from him? Something wasn’t right. He applied his Divine Pattern sense and nearly regretted it. The vertigo came back in force. The man—something about him was familiar—seemed unrooted in space, warping, warbling, coming into and out of focus. There was something familiar about that, too.

“Who are you?” Pylas said, frowning.

The other feigned wiping dirt from the star upon his breast and grinned.

“Me? I’m the guy they called to clean things up. I’ve been hearing a lot about you, Pylas Crier.”

“For the time being, that star belongs to me,” Pylas said.

“I’m taking it off your hands early. Makes for a nice souvenir. If you want it back, you’ll have to take it.”

Pylas narrowed his eyes, started forward as the other raised his hand, held his fingers poised to snap.

Phweep.

This time his consciousness returned suddenly with sharp pain to his ribs. He looked, saw that the man had struck him with a blow that may have been meant to split his torso. The edge of the man’s hand was still against his skin, having neatly cut through his shirt, but leaving only a shallow cut that was beginning to ooze little more than drops of blood. The man appeared to be perplexed by his own inefficacy. Pylas snatched his wrist and drove an uppercut Pin into his midsection.

The man doubled over and stumbled backwards as Pylas released his wrist. He held his stomach with both hands and coughed up a volume of blood. He stood straight, wiped his mouth with the back of one hand, shook his head, and chuckled.

“Damn,” he said. “It’s hard to fit you with what they say about you, but damned if it isn’t so. Vonnie probably underestimated you and your friend. I won’t do the same.”

“Vonnie?” Pylas said. “Von Vahl. He said something like that, too, but it didn’t mean anything in the end.”

“Well, Vonnie was just a cub, see? Me? I’m full grown, and this time you don’t have your friend to help you, either.”

“I’ve come a long way since Pine,” Pylas said. “Are you here for Von Vahl or for Grast.”

“Both. I’m Ketcher Vahl. I’m a businessman, see? But sometimes I take things personally.”

Pylas sighed. “I’m going to take that star back now.”

“You try it,” Vahl said, grinning.

Pylas took a step forward.

Phweep.

And was roused by a fresh cut across his chest.

Phweep.

Another cut and he could see Leilia a few steps ahead of where she’d been. He looked around frantically for Vahl.

Phweep.

Another cut and Lelia was upon her knees, kneeling in a pool of her own blood, her arms hanging limply at her sides, bleeding from the elbows down. He started towards her with all his speed and strength.

Phweep.

“You’ve got some stupid tough skin, Pylas Crier. And it seems each time I hit you, it brings you round. Why don’t we pick this up later, say around dusk? I think Grast told you where.”

When Pylas next came to, the sun was half-buried in the horizon. A number of people stood around him, trying to make sense of him, but Leilia and Vahl were gone.

“Where did they go?” Pylas shouted.

“Who do you mean, Mr. Crier?” a little man replied.

“Leilia. That’s her blood on the ground. And Ketcher Vahl, the man who did that to her.”

Several of the onlookers exchanged confused glances, muttered amongst themselves.

“You’ve been standing there for hours,” the little man asserted. “People would come by and shout, but seems like you couldn’t hear. Your shirt’s all cut up. Are you all right.”

“I’m fine.” He stared at the horizon. “Dusk. . .”

“Can we help you with something?”

“I don’t think so. Do you know if Wil Parish is back in town?”

“Couldn’t say for sure, but I think someone said he was still sitting under the Tree as of this afternoon.”

“Thanks,” he said and set off for the Northeast Road.

• • •

Up the Northeast Road, hidden in the hills, was a sprawl of five low buildings. Two were bunkhouses, one served as a barn housing a number of quiet-running electric bikes, one as a storehouse, one as a meeting hall with an attached kitchen. Vahl stepped out of the last, gnawing on a cooked chicken leg. Clearing it of meat, he tossed the bone at Leilia, who sat huddled against the outside wall. Her arms and legs, covered with blood, appeared to be limp and useless. Her expression however, was one of defiance. Pain, if she’d experienced it, was something she’d gotten past. She stared at him with wordless accusation and it required some effort for him to remember that she was powerless.

Vahl studied the sky and took a deep breath. “You boys about ready?” he shouted.

Cries of confirmation rose up variously from about the camp.

“He could show up any time, so hide yourselves. Remember: this is for you more than it is for me. I’m talking to you, Duono. Don’t show your back and run or I’ll kill you myself.”

Kev Duono stared out from within the barn, fear, hate, and disgust all mixed together on his face. “I’ll do my part,” he said.

• • •

Pylas knew they would be prepared for him. He didn’t know exactly what to expect, but considering how easily Vahl had incapacitated him, he knew that things could go very badly. He wasn’t worried about himself. All he could think about was Leilia. This was the third time a woman he cared about had come to harm. He prayed to the Viscain Tree, begging for her to be safe, but didn’t think it worked quite that way. If Vahl, or any of the others he expected to find there, had killed her, he didn’t think he’d be able to walk away without killing the lot of them, regardless of whether they had or hadn’t done the deed personally.

He’d left the road ten minutes ago, and was rounding the last of the hills that guarded the thieves’ haven. He scanned everything with his Divine Pattern sense and immediately knew their plan. In addition to Vahl, who stood in plain sight awaiting him, Pylas noted seventeen men hidden throughout the camp. Leilia was behind Vahl—and no longer injured.

He grinned and continued forward. When the first of the weighted chains came at him, he caught it and yanked. The man who threw it lurched forward several meters from the force of the tug, finally getting a mouthful of dirt. The next chain wrapped around his outstretched arm, but a sweep of his other hand—a Vorpal Pin—sheared it. As he proceeded, several of the men came out of their hiding places, crying out, swinging their chains to build momentum before hurling them. With so many at once, Pylas couldn’t avoid or beat them all. One wrapped around his torso, one his neck, then both his legs were snared. Those who’d been successful were joined by those who hadn’t been, so that their combined strength finally slowed and stopped him.

Behind Vahl, Leilia stood up suddenly.

“Hey!” one of the thieves called.

Leilia grabbed Vahl by the hair, spun him around easily, and struck him where Pylas had earlier that day. He dropped to his knees instantly, coughing on the way. She reached out and plucked the star from Vahl’s jacket, started towards Pylas.

The Vorpal Pin flashed and the severed chains around his arms unraveled, clattering to the dirt.

Vahl coughed some more as he stood and turned back towards Pylas and to Leilia’s retreating form.

“I should’ve known she wasn’t just heavy, but strong, too. And all healed up. That’s impressive. I’ll just have to try harder,” Vahl said.

Pylas watched Vahl raise his hand and experienced a moment of panic.

Phweep.

What his eyes next focused on made Pylas sick. Leilia was on her knees, her arms stretched overhead with both wrists clamped together in Vahl’s right hand. Clutched in hers was the star she’d taken from him. Blood poured down her arms, her torso, added to that coming from her legs to form an ever-widening pool about her.

“I figure that, with a few exceptions, you’re not used to not being in control,” Vahl said to Pylas. “How’s it feel?”

Pylas said nothing. The situation was too tenuous. He didn’t want to speak. He didn’t want to move. He didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize Leilia’s safety. She was already hurt—for the second time that day—and he was too far away to prevent more harm coming to her. Vahl, indeed, was in control.

Something inside Pylas broke.

“Please,” he whispered.

“What’s that? You boys hear that?” he said, looking around to his fellows. He narrowed his gaze on Pylas once more. “Are you. . . begging? I don’t think you understand the circumstances, which I thought I made clear. I’m a businessman. That means I’ve already agreed to kill you for money. But see, I’m going to kill her and your friend Wil Parish because it’ll make me feel better. I’m a sensitive man, Mr. Crier. Vonnie could be a fool sometimes, but he was my only family. It’s just extra that your woman has so much utility. I needed you here and immobile to work on that skin of yours. With all of us, I think we can manage that without her and I can get started. Say goodbye.”

“No.”

Pylas’s single word was little more than a whimper as Vahl released Leilia and set his hands upon her in a flourish too fast to track. When he was done, her weight sank, prompting blood to jet from her ruined front. She remained upon her knees, slumped but upright, her eyes glazed, as if with sleep, but still open.

Pylas still couldn’t move and not because of any of the remaining chains. He stared in horror and disbelief, half-shaking his head in denial. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t. Not again. For the briefest of moments, he imagined himself dying in his home in Pine, the victim of Sachs’s successful attempt on his life, staring with failing eyes at the brutalized corpses of his parents and his new wife, doomed as he spiraled towards oblivion to reinterpret their deaths, or at least Aya’s, over and over again.

“Please remember, I am for you Pylas, and I always will be,” he heard her say. Her arms were quivering, and though half useless, she did her best to cover and keep together what Vahl had ripped apart. “I don’t want to leave you, even for a moment, but I. . . I can’t stop the Bloom. Close your Pattern and look away.”

He shook his head resolutely now.

She smiled sadly, sweetly. “You must.”

Unconsciously he studied her Pattern and saw two things: that her wounds were not survivable, which he’d already guessed but continued to deny, and that a cataclysmic buildup was occurring within her unique cells.

“I love you,” she said.

Her final words crushed him with their unbearable weight, but he did as instructed, closing his Pattern and looking away just as she flashed with the light of the sun.

• • •

When the force of the blast was spent, Pylas lowered his arm from before his face. His glasses had been covered, and so spared, but not so for anything else. He looked to where Leilia had been and saw only a blackened plain, radiating out in all directions. His hair and clothes were gone; the buildings and their contents were gone; the seventeen thieves were gone; Vahl was gone; and of course, Leilia, too, was gone. The only things that remained to recall what had just happened were the smoking chains-come-slag still clinging to him. He dropped to his knees, impotently crushed two handfuls of sooty ash, and began to weep.

He cried until his tears ran dry. His thoughts lost all cohesion and he simply stared with unseeing eyes at where Leilia had last been. The moons crossed the night sky. Eventually, the quiet stillness lulled him into a dreamless sleep.

• • •

Music?

It piped through his bones, filled his body and his mind with hope and dread and anger and relief and. . . an indescribable longing. Light overwhelmed him, forced his eyes open, his hand up to shade them. Ash swirled, driven by roaring winds, spiraling together around a nucleus of nearly blinding white light. The nucleus grew, took on mass. The intensity of light and sound climaxed suddenly, resulting in total silence and relative darkness. What remained made Pylas rise to his feet and stare in awe. He began to weep all over again, but not because of sadness or loss.

Hovering in the air, just as she had when he first met her, was Leilia Purpurata, naked and holding herself, but whole and unharmed. Her hands had been clasped together and she now presented to Pylas what she held within them as she descended slowly into his receiving arms. When he saw the star, shining and pristine, he snatched her from her descent and hugged her fiercely.







2.4 DIVINE WILL


In the days that followed Leilia’s resurrection—which she insisted to Pylas was not a resurrection, but a reintegration—the pilgrim traffic through Yana Tomon to the Viscain Tree increased dramatically. Yana Rail added a second, then a third daily stop in Yana Tomon, and a commercial transport company established multiple lines ending there to help accommodate and capitalize on demand. New hotels and other accommodations sprouted up, expanding the town proper and giving rise to a thriving economy.

Though not privy to the events at the thieves’ camp, Wil had returned to Yana Tomon the same morning as Pylas and Leilia, and thereafter became their nearly ever-present companion and Pylas’s unofficial co-constable. Even with the influx of traffic, though, there was an overwhelming sense of good will, charity, camaraderie, and harmony pervading the town, making any representation of the law seem redundant and unnecessary. Nine of the original forty-seven thieves were still at large, but had likely scattered, running as far away as possible. Leaflets with sketches or echographs were posted from Yana Tomon to Mabayana.

Feyna died quietly two days after Pylas and Leilia had returned to town. Pylas offered her parents a sizable sum of money, giving them the option to begin again anywhere in the world, but they refused his offer, deciding instead to stay in Yana Tomon and help facilitate others making their way to the Viscain Tree.

Transton returned as promised. Indeed, the town’s rapid growth, along with all the implications of that growth, demanded the government’s presence, so when he arrived, it was with a standing appointment as Yana Tomon’s dedicated magistrate, not as a visiting regional official.

Grast’s case had initially proven to be as difficult as expected, but after several weeks, as Yana Tomon’s economy exploded, his friends in Alstacia abandoned him for a more ambitious tack.

Yana and Alstacia had a long, shared history. Yana had always been known as a sleepy region, rich in culture and spirituality and fertile land, but not in material wealth. Alstacia, oppositely, had vast wealth and had always been known for its strong, ever-evolving military force, particularly with regard to the protection it extended to its western neighbor. More than eighty years ago now, Alstacia had single-handedly turned back countless incursions by the Puurish nomad armies that had plagued both nations, and finally crippled their society and destroyed their cultural identity. This was seen by all but the Puurs as a good thing. Before and after the Puurs, Yana and Alstacia enjoyed a mutually beneficial relationship. Long-standing treaties ensured that all of Yana’s military needs would be met by Alstacia. To reciprocate, Alstacia was guaranteed a permanent percentage of all of Yana’s trade.

When Grast had called upon his contacts in the Alstacian military, he’d expected the weight of any Alstacian demands to be met with nothing but acquiescence. It wasn’t unreasonable of him to think so, since Yana had no military of its own, but the more Yanan officials pressed, the more ridiculous Grast’s position became and the world was taking note. With the world watching, Alstacia couldn’t be seen to support Grast. However, traffic into Yana, much of it through Alstacia, was increasing every day. The money pouring into Yana Tomon alone was staggering. Though backing Grast lost any and all appeal, the notion of inserting themselves into Yana to take advantage of the booming economy became Alstacia’s top priority. Invoking the treaties that bound them, Alstacia declared that they would be establishing security checkpoints along several roads into Yana Tomon, many of these within Yana’s borders. Yana could do little to stop them. On the surface, Alstacia appeared to be the concerned neighbor, making good on old promises, but few doubted that these were just the first steps towards something more sinister.

Within weeks, the checkpoints became tollhouses with steadily climbing rates, though these were inconsistent and unpublished. The Yanan government protested these, issuing formal injunctions, but information on their locations wasn’t always clear or easily communicated. Alstacia defended the tolls, citing their expenditures to keep the roads safe. It didn’t matter that Yana had not asked for such protections. Alstacia made a public show of honoring the injunctions, at least in spirit, but in reality, the bureaucratic maze the paperwork was made to pass through was an endless loop that made them moot. The Yanan government insisted that all Alstacian checkpoints within Yana’s borders cease operation, but word came back time and again that none of them had done so.

Yana Tomon’s population was growing rapidly day by day and despite the increasing numbers, crime was not an issue. The spirit of goodwill was tempered only by the looming threat of the Alstacian military.

One of Transton’s first requests of Pylas was to help shut down checkpoints. Wil was made a constable and given a star, but Leilia refused the appointment, stating that she would do the right thing, but not under the banner of any one nation state. In the end, it didn’t matter to Transton since she would end up doing what he’d hoped anyway.

• • •

To accomplish Transton’s request, Pylas intended to purchase a bike, which he and Leilia would share. Wil accompanied them to the Oyodyne Motors dealership in Mabayana, but when he saw the new models in the showroom, he couldn’t let Pylas be the one to take home a new bike. Wil transferred funds immediately, acquiring a Warfin 00, the top of the line, and handed Pylas the keys to his old Buteysian 10, also without the slightest hesitation. Pylas took the keys with a shrug and they all returned to Yana Tomon.

Within five days, they’d served twelve injunctions in person. They were shocked to find that, in each instance, the tollhouses, while themselves temporary structures, were equipped with heavy-duty boom gates and supported by a fully-crewed tank. These vehicles were heavily armored, were equipped with all-terrain treads and a two-barreled cannon that made powder cans look like children’s toys. The soldiers themselves were also armed with what looked like compact powder cans, which were much more sophisticated than what they’d been used to. Even with their armaments, the Alstacians were always gracious and smiling and invariably promised to accommodate the injunctions. These promises turned out to be hollow.

Word came back time and again that checkpoints they’d shut down remained in operation.

A second wave of patrols over another five days revealed that their work had partially paid off, but at least half of the checkpoints that had been served hard-copy injunctions remained. This time out, Pylas, Wil, and Leilia waited patiently while the Alstacian soldiers grudgingly dismantled the tollhouses and their boom gates, loaded everything onto their tanks, and drove away, back towards Alstacia.

By the end of that week, they were exhausted, but things appeared to be improving. Traffic into town, and ultimately to the Viscain Tree, was increasing every day. The town continued to grow so that it could only rightly be called a city now. Additionally, a kind of shanty town had grown up around the Tree itself. A cordon had been placed around it to protect people from wandering too close and being crushed by its mere presence, but that was the only real danger. Despite the crowded conditions that radiated out more and more from around the Tree, everyone managed to get along. It was remarkable.

Whenever the subject of the Tree came up, Pylas would look to Leilia, his eyes conveying an unspoken question.

She would always answer the same, with an enigmatic grin and a single word. “Soon.”

Thinking themselves done with the checkpoint injunctions for the time being, the three of them spent a leisurely afternoon at the East Gate. It was noisy with customers and with the background drone of the echo set that had finally come, bringing them news e-cast from Mabayana.

The atmosphere was broken by the arrival of an unlikely group of three individuals. Leading them, was an elderly man, sporting glasses and a heavy beard. He was fastidiously overdressed in a waistcoat, jacket, and overcoat, which somehow gave the distinct impression of propriety and erudition. At his right was a young woman with fair hair and skin and very pale eyes. She was dressed in a neat business suit that was dark and did little to reduce her femininity. Because or in spite of her almost complete lack of color, she was striking, both exceedingly normal and exotic at the same time. She was quite beautiful. To the elderly man’s left was the woman’s polar opposite. He was weather-stained and dark, tall and thick with muscle, wrapped in what looked at first glance like rags, but were known to some to be the customary dress of the Hokai. A scar seemed to pin his left eye forever shut. In his arms, almost cradled like an infant, was a sword in an ornate scabbard, a weapon easily as long as he was tall. Silence descended like a veil.

The elderly man cleared his throat, looked around nervously, and settled his gaze upon Pylas’s table. He led his two companions through the restaurant as Pylas, Wil, and Leilia watched them closely.

“Mr. Crier?” the elderly man said. “And Mr. Parish?”

“That’s right,” Pylas said.

Wil nodded as he eyed the man and woman flanking the speaker.

“My name is Jango Farsenkals. I’m a professor of genetics from Harsted University. These are my associates. This is Mina Koloff,” he said, indicating the woman. “This is. . . well the Hokai have no family names. This is Gai,” he said indicating the man with the sword.”

“You’re a long way from Ganom, Professor,” Wil said.

“Quite right,” Mr. Parish.

“This is Leilia Purpurata,” Pylas said.

Everyone acknowledged everyone else. Mina stared at Leilia, frowned, bowed her head.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, Mina Koloff,” Leilia said. “You will find that my mind is not at all like your own.”

Everyone looked surprised.

“I’m sorry,” Mina said. “ I. . . I thought we might share kinship. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

Professor Farsenkals bent low and narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing Leilia. “Her color is extraordinary. Unique, I would hazard to say.”

Leilia ignored the professor and smiled at Mina. “You needn’t apologize, Mina Koloff. While our minds are dissimilar and we share no kinship, I am nonetheless impressed by your mental facility.”

Pylas tried to ignore the social awkwardness of what appeared to be a private conversation by changing the subject. “What can we do for you, Professor? I think the East Gate is full, but I’m sure we can find you rooms if you don’t already have accommodations.”

“Oh, no, that won’t be necessary. That’s not why we’re here.”

“Some matter of law, then?”

The professor pursed his lips, shook his head. With a gesture, his attendants left him for the bar. “Are you familiar with my work?” Farsenkals said.

Pylas glanced at Wil, who shrugged. “I’m afraid not.”

“I believe you know Von Vahl.”

“Yes.”

“And his brother, Ketcher Vahl?”

Pylas and Leilia shared a brief look. “Yes,” Pylas said.

“It may or may not be obvious to any casual observer, but I suggest that you, Mr. Parish, the Vahl brothers, and, er, Mr. Gai all share a particular commonality.”

“That we can fight?” Wil said.

“Sit down, please, Professor,” Pylas said, rising and pulling a another chair close.

“Thank you,” Farsenkals said as he sat.

“Indeed, you can—or could—all fight. But that’s oversimplifying. All of you could be considered fighting prodigies, which narrows it down further, but still wouldn’t account for some of the feats you are able to accomplish. I think that fighting draws out this commonality, but it’s not strictly necessary. I believe that inside each of you, buried in your genetic code, is a gene or sequence of genes, that enables you to respond to adversity, to overcome it, in a way that the rest of us cannot.”

“You don’t appear to be a casual observer, Professor. Just how much do you know?” Pylas said.

Farsenkals smiled nervously, took a deep breath. “There are two varieties. At first, I couldn’t distinguish them. There are those like Miss Koloff, whose Yotunese ancestry provide them with a certain psychic aptitude.”

“She’s Yotunese?” Wil said.

“Only an eighth. She didn’t even know. She’s never been to Yotun. Few have. But the more I found like her, the clearer it became: any spark of purely psychic potential will eventually trace back to the Yotunese racial stock.”

“So Yotun really is populated with magicians?” Pylas said.

“Likely,” Farsenkals said. “The other variety—you two, Mr. Gai, the Vahls—is what I’m chiefly interested in since inheritance seems to play less a role.

“I studied Von Vahl briefly, but in that brief time I was able to clearly differentiate the two types. Using the standard tests, he showed no psychic aptitude whatsoever, but his physicality was imposing. I measured his strength, his resilience, his speed. All were impressive, but when he applied the tenets of his martial art, it became increasingly difficult to define the phenomena he was very clearly responsible for creating. It appeared to be psychic in nature, but showed none of the telltale signs. Unfortunately, his level of articulation was not on par with his various other talents, so relying on him telling me what he sought to do proved only partially effective. He tired of our sessions quickly, though, and they ended abruptly.

“Up until him, there had been various other subjects, demonstrating less substantial feats of strength or speed or endurance, but he was the first, who had no lineage tracing back to Yotun, to transcend the purely physical. You of course know what I’m referring to.”

“He did something with space,” Wil said.

“Made things closer or further away, but instantly,” Pylas agreed.

“Ketcher Vahl did the same,” Leilia said.

“Besides the fact that they were brothers, I knew there was something else familiar, but I couldn’t place it,” Pylas said. “I think I was too distracted by the hypnosis.”

“By design of course,” Farsenkals said.

“The suggestive state resulted from the sound produced by the air he manipulated when snapping his fingers,” Leilia said.

Both Pylas and Farsenkals gawked at her.

“What?” she said.

“How did you determine that?” Farsenkals said.

“I’m very good at measuring all manner of phenomena,” she said.

“Indeed,” Farsenkals said, clearly fascinated. “Where, may I ask, are you from, Miss Purpurata?”

“From here.”

He narrowed his eyes, cocked his head, grinned cagily. “I don’t think you’re answering the question in the spirit it was asked.”

She smiled conspiratorially. “You’re right, Jango Farsenkals. And yet I was born less than an hour’s walk from here,” her smile faded with a pause before she continued, “less than a year ago.”

Farsenkals winced at this last.

“Shall I take you to my birthplace?” she said.

Farsenkals looked to Pylas to confirm or dismiss what he thought might be a jest.

Pylas shook his head. “I was there, Professor. I’ll never forget it.”

“I suspect that the source of my birth is part of the reason you’re here,” Leilia said.

Farsenkals shook his head. “I, of course, have my own suspicions, but voicing them only to have them confirmed might prove too much for me at this moment.”

“Fair enough,” Leilia said. “To the business at hand then.”

Farsenkals cleared his throat for the second time since entering the East Gate and attempted to continue where he’d left off.

“I had less success making any accurate measurements on Ketcher Vahl, mostly due to a lack of firsthand experience with him. Reports after the fact were often very confused. However, it was clear that he was able to cut, very cleanly and precisely, through skin, flesh, and bone, through wood, masonry, and some metals with his bare hands or with what appeared to be his hands. That he employed some form of hypnosis was known, but few accounts could offer more information than just that.

“I was directed to Mr. Gai by a colleague of mine who’s made it his life to study Hokai culture. Even among his own people, Mr. Gai exhibits preternatural strength, speed, and endurance. Speaking in numbers about his strength alone, he is approximately twelve times as strong as a man of the same height and build. Additionally, his sword, which is named Ozan, is said to have a mind of its own, to see where Mr. Gai cannot and react accordingly. It can also raise the wind to do at a hundred paces what Ketcher Vahl could do with his hands.

“I have followed you and Mr. Parish from Pine. Your late teacher, Govan Jay, sent me a letter, actually. He didn’t name you, of course, but his endorsement alone would have been enough to bring me out. More than that, though, with Vahl’s corpse found among the rest at the Sachs estate, I was sure that there were others of his kind involved.

“Once some semblance of order had been restored to Pine, I was allowed to examine the many bodies found at the Sachs estate. I was familiar with the pathology of Vahl’s victims and saw right away that both Mr. Jay and my instincts had been correct.

“The damage done to those bodies was substantial, far beyond simple—or even advanced—punching and kicking and indicated two very distinct pathologies very different from Vahl’s.

“With your recent outing as Jardin, Mr. Parish, it wasn’t difficult to connect you with Mr. Jay, and as at least half of the judgement that befell Sol Sachs. Tai Sonsen proved to be a bit of a mystery, specifically since he didn’t really exist, but learning that Pylas Crier was indeed still alive—which I was very happy to learn, by the way—and was in fact the one known as the Viscain Saint, everything fell into place.

Pylas nodded. “Okay, so you know an awful lot. What do you want?”

“Why, I want to study you, Mr. Parish, and perhaps even Miss Purpurata. To measure your strength, your endurance, the limits of your abilities. More than that, I want to isolate the source of those abilities, as I said earlier, the gene or gene sequence, to learn if it’s predictive of not just potential but degree of potential. I suspect that men like you have existed throughout the ages, that you are not new at all, but that circumstances of late have conspired to bring those like you to the fore.”

“Why should that be?” Wil said.

Farsenkahls glanced at Leilia and shuddered visibly.

“I. . . I don’t know.”

Pylas rubbed his chin. “But I suspect that you do, Professor.”

Farsenkals had trouble making eye contact. “What is the current population of Yana Tomon?”

“Transton might have a figure,” Pylas said, “but it wouldn’t be any good this time tomorrow.”

“It’s gone from a few hundred to tens of thousands in months. That’s unheard of. And it’s not because it’s such a nice place to live. No offense.”

“No, you’re right, and none taken.”

“You have what might be called a religious boom happening here, despite a complete lack of doctrine, of organization, of leadership. Doesn’t that concern you? As constables at least?”

“In and around Yana Tomon, there’s been no crime, no violence, no call for concern,” Pylas said.

Farsenkals stared at him wordlessly for a moment then seemed to come to a realization.

“You’re. . . waiting. You know, don’t you. You feel it coming, too,” he said.

Pylas leaned in towards him and in a low voice said, “She’s its harbinger, Professor.”

Farsenkals swallowed hard on a dry throat, tried not to look at Leilia. “It’s all connected, either by design or by accident, everything will run together.”

Pylas sat back, shrugged. “I don’t know about that, Professor, but do stick around and we’ll all find out together. As far as your studies go, I see no problem with accommodating your request. Wil can make up his own mind. Leilia, too. But, time and self-respect permitting, I’ll oblige.”

“What the hell,” Wil said. “Why not?”

“I, too, will oblige, Jango Farsenkals,” Leilia said, “but you will find little of the evidence you seek in my genetic code. While I do indeed have one, it was generated spontaneously from. . .” She thought about it for a moment before settling on the right word. “Emotion. There was no inheritance, there will be no transmission.”

“You’re sterile?”

She nodded, completely unperturbed by his question.

“I see. Still, you exhibit a number of traits worthy of study.”

“As you say,” she said, “but there will be much for you to study in the coming days.”

“I shouldn’t doubt it.”

• • •

The day after Farsenkals and his two attendants arrived, word came to the constable’s office that checkpoints yet remained. Several complaints had come regarding one up the Northeast Road. To Pylas it seemed that it would always come back to the Northeast Road.

Together, they all rode out: Wil on his new Warfin 00, Pylas and Leilia on the Buteysian 10.

• • •

The three eased to a stop at a boom gate, in front of which stood an Alstacian soldier. The soldier wore a dark uniform and a smile that was equally tailored. None of them recognized him, which curbed their frustration, but only marginally.

With a sweep of his poncho, Pylas left Leilia on the Buteysian 10, and motioned for her and Wil to wait. He approached the soldier, noting that, as usual, there were four others present: two in the prefabricated tollhouse, from which the boom gate originated, and two standing by the tank off to the side of the road. They’d never seen more than five assigned to a checkpoint so they were pretty sure that there were no more men inside the vehicle, but Pylas couldn’t penetrate its thick armor plating with his Divine Pattern sense. All of the men carried sidearms, what looked like compact powder cans with much shorter and narrower barrels.

“How much?” Pylas said, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

The soldier’s smile never wavered. “One hundred for the three of you.”

Pylas nodded. “Seems kind of steep.”

“But can you really put a price on security?”

“I believe you just did.”

Now the soldier nodded, his smile still intact.

“Are you aware that the Yanan government has declared all Alstacian checkpoints and toll collections illegal?”

“Oh?” The soldier feigned surprise. “No. We’ve had no word of that. We’re on orders, you understand. Sometimes communication lines break down, but I’m afraid I can’t simply take your word for it.”

Pylas glanced at the tank, its heavy treads, its huge paired barrels jutting from the central turret. “You get much call to use that?”

The soldier shrugged. “It’s a deterrent, really.”

“So’s this,” Pylas said, producing a document from beneath his poncho. With his other hand he held his constable’s star out for the soldier to see.

The soldier’s smile disappeared and he swallowed hard. He took and read the document.

“Pretty clear, huh?” Pylas said.

The soldier attempted to smile again. “What is your name, sir?”

“Crier.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Crier. In the interest of our nations’ mutual friendship, we’ll comply. Rest assured, by this time next week, we will be gone.”

Pylas shook his head. “I’m going to pretend that you haven’t lied to me, that you haven’t heard from your peers and superiors all about how we’ve been closing your checkpoints over the last two weeks. I’m going to pretend that you didn’t just say what you said. You are going to dismantle that structure, pack it all up, and take it back to Alstacia. Now.”

“That’s a ridiculous request.”

Pylas sighed. “Did anything in my manner, diction, or expression indicate that I was asking you?”

“Demand then. Do you really think you can enforce your demand? You’re not even armed. Any of you.”

Pylas read the man’s name from the plate on his breast. And stepped closer to him, uncomfortably so.

“Do we need to be armed, Mr. Beel? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“It’s vice commander, actually,” Beel said, laughing nervously and stepping back without making eye contact. “No, of course not. That would be ludicrous, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes. Yes, it would,” Pylas said.

“What’s going on, Beel?” one of the Alstacians called from the tollhouse. All of them were staring with keen interest at what was going on down the length of the boom gate. One of the men at the tank had his hand on the handle of his sidearm.

“This is a Yanan constable. It seems our checkpoint is being retired.”

“He can’t—”

Beel raised a hand and shouted a bit too shrilly, “Diplomacy is called for. We will comply. Now, start breaking down the tollhouse.”

“What?!” the singular reply came severally.

“Do it!” Beel cried and tried as best he could to bring back his manufactured smile.

Pylas returned to his parked bike and leaned up against it so that he and Leilia were nearly cheek to cheek.

“They’re playing pretty loose with the rules at this point,” Wil said.

“We’re going to give them a chance and then we’re going to see.”

• • •

Three hours later, the structure had been reduced to its constituent parts and packed onto the back of the tank. The only thing that remained was the hole bored into the road to anchor the boom gate.

When they appeared ready to leave, Pylas stopped them. “Mr. Beel, these roads aren’t yours to protect or to destroy. You’ll need to leave it the way you found it.”

Grudgingly, two men with shovels spent another fifteen minutes or so filling the hole with dirt from the side of the road.

Pylas thanked them and watched as the five took various positions within and about the tank before the vehicle trundled off heavily towards Alstacia.

“The way this road winds, there’s still quite bit of it before the border,” Wil said.

Pylas nodded. “We’re going to give them two hours. That should be long enough for them to reach it. We’ll head out again then and see whether or not they did.”

Wil sighed. “Two hours.”

“You think they’re going straight home?”

“Not for a moment. Pretty belligerent considering all that’s gone on in the last couple of weeks. I’m kind of surprised they backed off.”

Pylas nodded. “More convenient to play along for the sake of appearances, especially if they just set up again further up the road.”

“What do we do if they do just that?” Wil said.

“I guess that depends.”

• • •

When time was up, the three set off down the Northeast Road once again. They drove for almost an hour before they came across Beel and his crew, who were hard at work rebuilding the tollhouse and setting up the boom gate.

This time, all three got off their bikes. Beel came out with hands outstretched in a placating gesture. His fellows stopped what they were doing and moved to positions behind him in an attitude of support and potential menace.

“Mr. Crier, Mr. Crier. This isn’t what it looks like. You see, on our way back we received new orders. We’ve had new reports of banditry and were instructed to establish a checkpoint here to counteract it. I’m sure you understand that your injunction was for existing checkpoints and that mutual confirmation between our two governments will be necessary before any action can be taken on this one.”

“Your lines of communication are actually quite impressive, Mr. Beel.”

“It’s vice commander.”

“No, Mr. Beel. You’re not in Alstacia. Your military rank means little here in Yana, and nothing at all to me.”

Beel pulled his sidearm and aimed it at Pylas’s chest. “Are you as big a fool as you seem, Mr. Crier?”

Pylas thought for a second. “I don’t know,” he said with the frank realization that he didn’t. “I think there are too many unknown variables for either of us to fully consider.” He nodded over his shoulder to indicate Leilia behind him. “Anyway, she’s the only one who can ask me that and expect an honest answer.”

“Mr. Crier, none of you are armed and all of us are. Let me clarify this for you: if you proceed, you are indeed an incredible fool.”

“Remember when you said it was ludicrous for us to need to be armed?”

“Yes, I did say that, didn’t I.”

“You weren’t wrong.”

Pylas stepped forward, prompting Beel to bark with fear and squeeze the trigger. A black mark appeared upon the front of Pylas’s poncho, but Beel dropped, clutching at the blood pumping from his own abdomen. He looked shocked and confused. Thinking himself the victim of the other’s attack, he raised his weapon with an unsteady hand, and pulled the trigger on purpose this time. The bullet ricocheted again, tearing into Beel’s face, killing him instantly.

Three of Beel’s fellows scrambled for their sidearms, one clambered up the side of the tank.

“Wil,” Pylas said, gesturing towards the tank. “Don’t kill him.”

Wil leapt into the air, covering the several meters between him and the tank in one bound. He landed on top of the tank’s turret. With a single thumb-strike, he sent the man down and skidding across the road top, almost as far as he himself had come.

Pylas walked into the midst of the other three. The weapons had revolving cylinders, housing three charges each. All nine slugs flew towards him. One grazed his arm, but even without closing his Pattern, it would have amounted to little more than a scratch. None of the rest hit him or anything else of note. When he reached the men, he was unsure of what to do with them. So far, his experience with spring rods and powder cans had been limited. Those using them against him had very clearly intended to kill him, but these were soldiers. All of them carried these weapons, which were obviously deadly, but had they intended to kill him or warn him off? Had they even understood what had happened to Beel? Morality had always been a simple equation for him, but now he wasn’t so sure. He struck each of them in turn with a simple Pin to the midsection, which was enough to subdue them.

• • •

They found the strongbox still in the tank and were all a little sickened by how much money it held. Also inside, they found a coil of wire, which they used bind the Alstacian soldiers. Wil and Pylas tried to figure out the tank’s controls, but it was Leilia who was able to make sense of them. She refused to drive it, though. The confined space reeked intolerably of oil, she said. Pylas didn’t like the driving arrangements either, which were too cramped with extremely poor visibility, but Wil didn’t want anyone else riding his new bike. They loaded Beel’s body onto the tank, covered it with a tarpaulin, and had the rest of the soldiers join him. Pylas then took a few minutes orienting himself and practicing by driving into and over the tollhouse as it collapsed. When done, he hopped out, took up the arm making up the boom gate and loaded it onto the tank. All four Alstacians stared with a combination of shock and horror at how easily one man handled the metal beam.

Once they were moving on the road back towards Yana Tomon, Pylas wedged a box against the gas pedal and managed to sit half in and half out of the tank with his feet on the steering controls. That suited him better than the close cockpit interior.

As they proceeded, one of the Alstacians stared at him, unable or unwilling to look away.

Finally, he said, “You’re him, aren’t you.”

Pylas shrugged. “I told you who I was. Does it really matter if I’m him or not?”

“Maybe.”

“You think what you guys were doing was right?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether or not anyone can stop us.”

“Is that your personal opinion or Alstacia’s official stance?”

Now the other shrugged.

“Well, someone stopped you.”

The Alstacian soldier snorted. “You shut down one checkpoint. You think that means anything?”

“You know what? I am him, and I’ve done a lot more than shut down one checkpoint. I’ve met a lot of men just like you who did exactly what they were told because they refused to think for themselves, who actively chose wrong over right because it was easier or because it was their aberrant nature to do so. You know what I did to most of those men? I killed them with my bare hands. Some got off a little easier and only lost an arm. Now, I tell you this, as I’ve told others, not as a boast, but to make very clear how invested I am in being here, in doing what I’m doing. I’m not saying that it’s going to happen tomorrow, or even the next day, but your checkpoint was both a start and a continuation, so yeah, I’d say it means something.”

The soldier’s face darkened. He swallowed hard. “How did you do that to Beel? None of us saw you move.”

“I didn’t move. I didn’t do anything but protect myself. I thought you’d heard the stories.”

“Those were his bullets? He shot himself?”

“I’m sure that’s not what he set out to do.”

• • •

Back in Yana Tomon, it was dark so the tank’s arrival went largely unseen, despite the now-crowded streets. Pylas parked the vehicle outside the constable’s office, and together with Wil and Leilia, walked the Alstacian soldiers straight into awaiting cells.

Transton, concerned by their prolonged absence, had been waiting for their return. Seeing the procession, he understood the implications of an Astacian tank in Yanan custody and rushed to the constable’s office.

They’d just finished removing the wire and locking the cell doors when Transton, wild-eyed and out of breath, came storming in.

“What is this?” Transton demanded.

Pylas looked over the men in the cell, focused on the one who’d been conversational, read his nameplate for the first time. “Rillson, you want to explain to the Magistrate here what happened?”

Rillson bowed his head and sighed. For a moment, his fellows nodded their approval of his silence, but their jaws all dropped in unison when he began speaking.

“We were approached by the constable—constables—and attempted to extract a toll from them for their passage. Once Constable Crier identified himself as such, he presented an injunction which we agreed to honor. We packed up while they watched and we left.”

“Am I mistaken or is there is a body lashed to that vehicle?” Transton said, his face dark, his voice grave.

“You’re not mistaken, sir,” Rillson said.

“Shut up, Rillson,” one of his fellows hissed.

Rillson ignored him. “We set up again, further up the road, nearer the border.”

“Despite the injunction,” Transton said, confirming.

“Despite the injunction. When Constable Crier approached, Vice Commander Beel produced his firearm.”

“Rillson!”

Rillson exploded. “You shut up! You saw what I saw! Beel proved without any room for doubt who was foolish!” When he was satisfied that he could continue without interruption, he went on. “The vice commander was. . . startled, I think, into firing his weapon, then he fired a second time. Both shots ricocheted off of Constable Crier and ended up killing Beel. The rest of us. . . we attempted to use our firearms on Constable Crier. I can’t say for the others, but I wasn’t sure what I had just seen. I honestly can’t say if my aim was poor or purposely off.”

“Beel said you were acting on new orders,” Pylas said. “Was that true?” Pylas eyed each of them in turn, then focused again on Rillson.

No one spoke.

Rillson shrugged finally, shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Where’s your pride?!” one of them spat. “You piece of shit!”

Rillson closed his eyes and shook his head.

Pylas narrowed his eyes and unlocked the cell door, swinging it wide.

“Pride?” he spat just as the soldier had. “Show me your pride.”

No one moved.

“Come on,” he said in a mocking tone. “Show me. I think you may have alienated Rillson, so three of you. No one will interfere, no one will need to. Maybe things moved too fast for you out on the road and you missed Beel’s lesson. Come on. You show me your Alstacian pride. Or does it begin and end with the barrel of a weapon?”

Pylas stepped into the cell.

“You tell me about pride and where it goes when you’re threatened by someone bigger and stronger than you, someone you couldn’t hope to win against. See, you’ve been thinking that you’re bigger and stronger, but you’re wrong.”

One of them snorted.

Pylas grinned, but he was not amused. Faro the nameplate read. The back of Pylas’s hand crashed into Faro’s nose, caving it in in a bloody riot and sending him to the floor.

“Is that your pride?” Pylas said.

“Come on, Gains. We can take him. We can take him.”

Pylas looked up from the man on the floor, saw the other two, both bouncing on the balls of their feet. He stood and waited, his face a mocking mask of boredom.

The first punch was stopped short by a Pin to the funny bone. A follow up Pin to the solar plexus dropped the man. His fellow attempted a kick but was stopped by a Pin to top of his knee, which hyperextended the joint. Pylas held him roughly by the shoulder to prevent him from collapsing on his weakened leg, only to strike him, as he had the other, in the solar plexus.

Transton bowed his head, massaged his temples with one hand. “Shit.”

“Standing by the wrong decision isn’t pride,” Pylas said as he stepped out of the cell.

The three men on the floor were all gasping for breath, clutching at their respective hurts.

“Two of you, I don’t care who, are going to bury your friend Beel in the morning,” Pylas said.

“You’re not going to send his body home?” Faro managed to say through his blood-covered fingers as he sat up.

Pylas looked at Transton. “I don’t think this is going to play out quite fast enough for that to be feasible.”

“Was that really necessary?” Transton said in a low voice.

“I know this is going to blow up,” Pylas said, “but try to put things into perspective. What they did was an act of war. Alstacia will probably try to play it off as the folly of youth and bravado, which may in part be true, but it doesn’t absolve Alstacia of wrongdoing, not when they’ve already been asked so nicely to stop so many times now.”

Transton pursed his lips and nodded. “Okay, fair enough.”

“Large scale and small, I’m tired of thug mentality. I thought we were past it here. Anyway, arrangements should be made to send them to Mabayana.”

Transton’s eyes widened. “Yes! You’d have made an excellent magistrate, Pylas.”

Pylas shrugged, faced the open door of the cell. “I’m getting something to eat and going to bed. We’ll deal with them in the morning.”

• • •

The next morning, Pylas left Leilia at the East Gate. There wasn’t much for her to do while they buried a body.

When he arrived at the constable’s office, Wil was already there and on the com-wire. Transton was there with him, trying to find out more information about the call.

“Who’s coming?” Pylas said.

Faro, his face a black mess of dried blood, rose to join Rillson.

Pylas reached a hand towards Wil. Wil, still listening intently to the com-wire, reached into a cabinet, produced two shovels, then manacles for Faro and Rillson. Pylas locked their wrists together, took the shovels, and walked the soldiers outside.

The tank, their uniforms, Faro’s ruined nose, and Beel’s corpse, now revealed, made the circumstances clear. Before they’d gotten ten steps from the constable’s office, the pedestrians crowding the street had stopped and stared and begun to applaud. Pylas ignored them, but saw the impact on Rillson and, to a lesser extent, on Faro.

“Pylas!” Wil shouted, suddenly exiting the constable’s office.

“What is it?”

“Something’s going on at the nut orchard business offices. The com-wire went out, but it sounded like more of our friends were on their way there.” Wil was already getting onto his bike.

“You want some help?” Pylas said.

“No, you stick around. Having those guys here could be trouble.”

“Be careful, Wil.”

“Hey, remember my roots,” he said, grinning. “Let’s not forget, I’m the dangerous one.”

Pylas grinned back and waved as Wil rode off.

“He’s the dangerous one?” Faro said.

“He is indeed,” Pylas said.

• • •

It took Wil twenty minutes at top speed to reach the offices of the nut orchards. The building was a six-story cube, covered in glass facets. One of those facets was the window of his very own, but little-frequented, office. Low trees filled the horizon to the left of the building, but he was shocked to see three tanks filling the circular drive at the building’s front, blocking off the parking area to its right, which was half-full of vehicles. A number of Alstacian soldiers were busy emptying their firearms into vehicles which had been haphazardly parked just beyond the tanks. When they saw him coming, they stopped firing and took time to reload their weapons. Several rushed out to greet him. He ignored their frantic waving and pulled his bike up, well-beyond where they seemed comfortable, parking it next to the middle tank. Six men had now surrounded him.

“Why didn’t you stop when you were told to?” one of them said to him.

“Do you have authority here?” Wil said.

The soldier indicated his fellows and the tanks. “I think you can see that we do.”

“I don’t see that at all. Last I checked, this is still Yana, not Alstacia.”

The soldier who’d spoken scoffed. “Several Alstacian nationals own considerable percentages in this business. The Alstacian government is simply exercising its right to protect those interests.”

“Huh. So where are they?”

“Where are what?”

“Those Alstacian nationals you mentioned.”

“They’re not here, you fool, we are here on their behalf.”

“And how many of you are there?”

The soldier’s brow furrowed. He shook his head. “There are thirteen of us.”

“Oh, that’s not nearly enough.”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind. And, you’ve got proxy orders?”

“No we don’t have proxy orders—”

Wil sucked in air through clenched teeth. “No proxy orders. That’s bad.”

“Just who the hell are you, anyway.”

“Well, first I’m a shareholder, too, see? Your presence here makes me, as a businessman, extremely nervous. Maybe more importantly, though,” he said, producing his star, “I’m a regional constable and I know for a fact that you’re here against the wishes of the Yanan government, engaging in sport at the expense of others’ hard-earned money. And without proxy orders. . .”

Wil shook his head, started to break away and head towards the building. “I’m just going to peek inside and make sure that everything—and everyone—is all right.”

“Ah, ah, ah. Stop right there.”

“No, it’s okay,” he said without stopping. “Really. I’ll just be a minute.”

Several of the men had raised their firearms. One of them fired.

Wil anticipated as much and moved in such a way that his edges blurred. His body became a smear of paint on glass. He struck the shooter in the chest with the Bud, forcing up a volume of black blood almost immediately from the soldier’s mouth and nose. The soldier collapsed, eyes wide open, his skin the pale shade of days-old death. More shots were fired. Some went wide, some Wil felt against his skin, though he reacted to the sensation of their coming before they could impact him. He moved among them in an instant, dropping them until five corpses littered the ground.

He was like animate liquid, sloshing left and right, but with animal cunning, impossible to get a bead on. The remaining soldier—the spokesman of the group—emptied the cylinder to no avail. Wil led with his thumb, struck what might have seemed a glancing blow to the back of the soldier’s hand, but the soldier knew better.

Howling, he held his affected hand high, clutching it at the wrist. It was a deep shade of purple and swollen—it looked bloated, actually—so that his finger was permanently stuck within his weapon’s trigger guard.

With perfect fluid motion, Wil stepped his right leg behind both the soldier’s legs, grabbed the man’s hair with his left hand, pulling down to keep him off balance, and rested his right thumb upon the thinly-stretched skin covering the carotid artery.

“I’ve reduced the bones in your hand to granules. It’ll never heal and will likely turn septic. Before that happens, though, I can, with the slightest pressure, burst the walls of your carotid artery, causing you to bleed out without even breaking the skin. Do you understand me?”

The soldier did his best to stem his hyperventilating. With a moaning sob, he managed to nod.

“Why are you here?”

“I. . . I told you.”

Wil tugged sharply on his hair. “Why now, why today? It’s a bit of an escalation, isn’t it?”

“We received new orders. There was talk that Yana was sending out agents. To close checkpoints.”

“And?”

Even in his pain and discomfort, the soldier scoffed, spewing spit and snot in the process.

“And?” Wil said, yanking back harder on his hair.

“And this is the biggest financial center in Yana. It’s within easy reach and has no real security measures.”

“And it’s the weekend so there’d be even less resistance. Half the local crooks were making money here. It was off limits. But Alstacia would be so brazen?”

“Could you stop us?”

“Do you want me to answer that?”

“Do you have any idea how big the Altacian Tank Force is?”

“No, but I do know it’ll be a total of four short after today. Besides, maybe you didn’t notice, but I only need to kill you, not your tanks.

“You said there were thirteen of you. Each tank has a crew of four, is that right? And you’re the vice commander?”

The soldier hesitated, but Wil shook him. “Answer me.”

“Y-Yes.”

“The rest are inside?”

“Yes.”

“You’d better hope that no one in there is hurt.”

“Are you going inside?”

“Yes, I’m going inside,” Wil said, becoming annoyed.

“What are you going to do with me?”

“I’m going to bind you with wire, jam a dead man’s dirty sock in your mouth, and hang you from one of these double-barrels.”

“But I need medical attention.”

“Mmmm. You may not by the time I’m done.”

• • •

Within moments, the soldier was trussed and gagged as Wil had promised. No one had come outside since he’d arrived, so he assumed that the remaining soldiers inside were yet unaware of his presence. He peered from around one of the tanks and scanned the building, using his Divine Pattern sense.

It was perhaps the largest, most complex object he’d ever tried to take in at once, but he realized immediately how his recent training had paid off. Through all the various materials—wood, concrete, steel, and glass—the occupants seemed much the same: semi-transparent, fuzzy, and indistinct. He could make a rough separation by gender based on general body shape, but identifying the soldiers hinged on noting the unique properties of the powder powering their firearms. Now that he knew what to look for, picking them out was simple.

Two of the soldiers were on the ground floor, but they were engaged in conversation and not at all concerned with watching the main entrance, the glass doors of which provided the only visibility to the outside world from the lobby. The other six soldiers were on the third floor, where they’d gathered all of the building’s regular occupants, of whom Wil counted twenty-two.

He thought for a moment. It would be simple to enter the building and subdue or kill all the soldiers in a direct assault, but there were a lot of people up on the third floor who might get hurt before he finished. Unwelcome memories of Channel 9’s corpse-littered halls filled his head, disavowing him of such an approach. Subtlety seemed the better course.

The lobby and a dining hall comprised the forward, public area of the ground floor. The building’s maintenance equipment was housed rearward. There was access around the back, but Wil didn’t know if it was locked, and if it was, he didn’t want to make unnecessary noise breaking in.

That left the main entrance. He assumed that the soldiers were confident enough in their control of the situation to have left those doors unlocked.

He dragged the bodies behind the tanks, out of sight from the main entrance. He hoped, but couldn’t be sure, that the viewing angle from the third floor left the bodies unseen as well. He checked the third floor windows again, then darted for the front of the building, staying to the right. He eased along the outer wall like a shadow, pressed the flat of his hand gently against the glass door to test it, and was relieved to find that he’d been correct in his assumption. He stopped, focused his senses through the wall, saw that the two in the lobby were carrying on as they had been. In a sudden, silent burst of motion, he was through what should have been a too-narrow aperture left by the partially opened door, inside and against a wall out the soldiers’ sight. They either didn’t notice the movement of the door, or assumed it to be the result of the wind shifting, pulsing through the areas of least resistance.

In his studies of the Viscain Tree, Wil had accomplished something similar but opposite to what Pylas had. Where Pylas’s body had become extremely dense and twice as heavy, Wil’s had become exceedingly light and airy. His weight had been permanently reduced by half. This afforded him a number of boons, but chief among them were increased speed and mobility. He leapt now, arcing to brush the heights of the vaulted ceiling and land behind a column that would continue to hide his presence. He could not silence the rustling of the air through his clothes, but that was the only sound produced by his action.

One of the soldiers took note of the soft noise, mostly because his mind couldn’t accept something he associated with flags and ships’ sails here in an enclosed space.

“Did you hear that?” the soldier said.

“It’s just the wind,” the other said. “The door jumped a minute ago.”

The one who took particular notice directed his eyes to the ceiling, shaking his head all the while. “There are no signs, no pennons.”

“Maybe a bird’s found its way in.”

“Maybe.”

“Don’t let yourself get unnerved by a bird.”

Wil had navigated through the lobby with grand, sweeping movements, swift and precise, remaining unseen throughout his progress. He now stood behind the two soldiers and drove twin thumb-fists into them, striking each in the small of the back and cutting short their discussion. Both dropped to the floor as if at the flip of a switch. He collected their firearms and gave them to the care of a covered trash can.

Though the soldiers weren’t dead, they would require medical attention. They wouldn’t be waking and raising any alarms anytime soon.

There was an elevator, but Wil feared that, while it might not turn into a coffin for him, being discovered within it would only bring him closer to a Channel 9 outcome. The stairs would do.

He rushed up the first flight, and ramped up his caution as he climbed the second. The landing was clear, but the third floor was a maze of chest-high partitions, at the center of which was an open common area where the regular occupants had been gathered. The partitions provided ample cover and offered no hindrance to Wil’s perception. It would have been perfect if the soldiers had been spread throughout the room instead of forming a circle around their captives.

Studying the partitions, he plotted a route that formed a wider circle around the common area and would leave him briefly visible at four points. That degree of visibility didn’t concern him, though, and he started moving immediately, circuiting the common area, making noise at a calculated location which was perfect for ambush. All eyes and startled reactions were directed to the intentional distraction.

• • •

“What was that?” one of the soldiers said.

Two of the soldiers stared with wide-eyes in the direction of the noise, seemingly unable to breathe.

“I’m sure it was nothing,” a more sensible soldier said.

“Foles,” the first soldier said, “get over to the window, make sure everything’s okay out front. Branse, go see what made that noise.”

Foles and Branse did as they were told. Foles’s course led him through the maze of partitions, but away from the source of the noise. Branse unholstered his firearm and went to investigate.

Foles stood at the window for a few moments. Finally, the first soldier barked, “Well?”

“The tanks are fine,” Foles said. “I can’t see the vice commander or any of the others, but they’re probably just on the other side of the tanks. I think they got tired of shooting cars. Doesn’t look like anything’s wrong.”

“Branse?” the first soldier said, noting that he couldn’t see Branse’s head above the partitions.

Silence.

“Branse!”

More silence, punctuated with a noise similar to the first, but from a different location.

“Branse! Is that you? Get up off the floor if it is. Foles!” the first soldier said, jerking his head in the direction of the new noise. “Check it out.”

Foles swallowed hard, pulled his firearm from its holster, proceeded as ordered.

“Jek,” one of the other soldiers said to the first, “maybe we should check downstairs.”

“A good idea, but let’s secure our position first,” Jek said. “You go make sure that Branse didn’t just faint at the sight of paperwork.”

“Me?”

“Yes, Puyle, you.”

Puyle, too, took his firearm from its holster and hesitantly followed the path taken by Branse.

“Jek!” one of the still-present soldiers cried.

“What?!” But when Jek turned to look in the direction the other had been staring—where Foles had gone—he saw immediately that Foles was no longer visible. “Damn it!”

A shadow rose and fell from among the partitions, too fast to see clearly, except that it sank back down near to where Puyle had gone. A bass thump was followed by silence.

“There’s an animal loose in here!”

“Puyle!” Jek cried. “Foles!”

The captives had become increasingly agitated. Murmurs of anger, of fear, and outright demands for release had overridden the patina of passive obedience.

“Let us out of here!” the shouts came.

“You’ve no right.”

“I don’t want to die here.”

“Shut up!” Jek cried above it all. But when he surveyed his fellows once more he saw that he was alone now to oversee the twenty-some odd people. Walden and Arno lay sprawled on the floor, with no one equipped or near enough to be the obvious cause.

Screams rose up, filling the floor, as a shadow flashed overhead, dropping Puyle’s possibly-dead body into their midst.

A single word echoed in everyone’s ears. “Flee.”

The captives needed no further prodding and started pushing their way towards the stairs in terrified, chaotic fashion.

The shadow flashed again, lighting immediately behind Jek. Jek was shocked at the lack of presence the thing exuded, sure of its nearness only because he was able to half-track it with his peripheral vision. He whirled, stepping back at the same time to provide just enough room to draw his firearm and level it. He pulled the trigger, but the man on the other end of the weapon grinned and casually turned his head, avoiding harm altogether.

Time seemed to skip forward for Jek, as everything was happening too fast—not figuratively, but literally. His wrist was seized and crushed. His arm was twisted, and broken at the elbow, forcing him down to one knee.

• • •

Since only a few of the captives had made it down the stairs due to crowding, many that remained allowed their curiosity to overwhelm their fear. When they saw that their circumstances had been reversed, some were visibly disappointed.

“Hey, it’s just Mr. Parish.”

Wil felt a modicum of pride return to him when someone said, “Are you crazy? There’s no just about Mr. Parish. Didn’t you know? He’s a constable now, but when he was in Pine. . .”

He stopped listening at that point. Raising his voice, he addressed the calming crowd. “It’s safe now, so you can use the elevator, too, but please make sure that everyone gathers in the dining hall before leaving or going back upstairs to work. I promise I won’t keep you all long, but we have a few things to talk about.”

“Yes, sir.”

• • •

The first thing they discussed was a temporary shutdown. Safety was paramount and there was no way to know when or if Alstacia would send more tanks out this way. Management agreed that an indefinite shutdown, with the Yanan government’s consent and support, was appropriate. The site had no real value besides the physical building, and perhaps the real estate it sat upon. The harvesting operation was so widespread, that it would be impossible for an outside entity to contain if there were a concerted effort to oppose such a plan.

Once that was settled, Wil asked for a number of volunteers, some of whom would be asked to transport the wounded Alstacian soldiers at least as far as the Tomon Clinic, some of whom would be asked to help drive the tanks back to Yana Tomon.

The com-wire became very busy, mostly with calls to domestic banks. Wil spent a fair amount of time speaking with Transton, who in turn had to contact his superiors in Mabayana, but the stakes had risen too high. This challenge to Yanan sovereignty could not be ignored. Ultimately the government agreed with the stopgap measures and gave its consent. To allay Transton’s concerns about what this all meant for Yana Tomon, Wil reminded him that their tank fleet had just grown by three hundred percent. His attempt was unsuccessful.

Wil collected all the firearms and any other sign that the Alstacian soldiers had been there then waited for everyone to finish up whatever they needed to do at their workstations before organizing the procession back to Yana Tomon. They loaded the corpses onto the tanks and the injured—including the suspended vice commander—into the vehicles that would carry them. He’d provided the tank volunteers with instruction, having paid close attention to Leilia’s, but those instructions, of course, didn’t include the weapons systems. He hoped that it wouldn’t be an issue. Compared to his Warfin 00 and the other vehicles, the tanks were quite slow, and he feared possible attack while en route. Luckily, no such attack occurred.

• • •

The tanks were secured; the dead were buried; the injured were seen to. Those who could manage it were moved to the constabulary’s jails. All of it served to feed Transton’s building anxiety over Alstacia’s next step, especially since they’d begun to issue official statements via commercial e-cast that there’d been a sudden outbreak of terrorist attacks on Alstacian military personnel. Of course it was ridiculous for the Alstacian government to embellish and spin the truth, but perhaps that’s all they needed to justify a full-scale invasion, thinly veiled as a police action. Transton spent most of his time now in communication with his superiors in Mabayana, but despite their public shows of victimization, the Alstacian government had ceased all communication with their Yanan counterparts. The only information that came through now was what found its way onto the nearest echo set.

Inside the East Gate Inn, Pylas sat at his customary table. Leilia and Wil were there with him, and all were watching the echo set tuned to an Alstacian news channel. Tensions between Alstacia and Yana had escalated in a very short time, but the pilgrims continued to pour into Yana Tomon unabated, unaware of or indifferent to any trouble that might arise. Rumors had begun to spread that something big was about to happen, but strangely, no one associated whatever it was with what was happening between the two nations. The focus was the Viscain Tree.

Pylas had no doubt that Alstacia represented a real threat, but the rumors reinforced what he’d felt since Leilia’s coming, what she’d clearly stated to him, so he could not meet Transton’s level of concern. Wil was not oblivious to the general sense of foreboding, but more, he trusted Pylas’s instincts and remained his usual carefree self, even with the events out at the nut orchard offices.

Suddenly, Transton’s angry face blocked Pylas’s view of the echo set. “Shouldn’t we be doing something?” he said.

Pylas shrugged. “Like what?”

Transton’s eyes darted as he thought furiously. Several false starts turned into a low grumble that evolved into, “Mmmmy don’t know.”

“You remember I told you something’s coming?” Pylas said.

Transton recalled, nodded.

“You said you wanted to be here for that. It’s very near now and promises to be bigger than Alstacia. I may be wrong, but I think it would be bad for Yana Tomon for us to be absent right now.”

The other considered. “All right, that’s fair.”

“I know it’s not easy to do, but my best advice is to take a seat, enjoy the fiction they use to set things in motion, and await the outcome.”

“The outcome?!”

Pylas held out a placating hand. “What can you do right now?”

“Nothing.”

Pylas nodded. “Sit. Have a drink. Accept that you have no control in this situation. And know that, even without control, we are not helpless.”

“Three days,” Leilia said. “In three days, everything will change. Alstacia will no longer matter.”

Everyone stared at her and each shuddered under waves of chills.

Pylas relaxed in his chair again. “See?” he said to Transton.

Transton returned from the shock of Leilia’s words, conceded, and took a seat.

Wil immediately leaned over and whispered, “I know a good masseuse. Might do you some good.”

Transton closed his eyes, grunted, rose abruptly, and approached the bar.

“He should really take you up on that,” Pylas said.

“Good afternoon,” a familiar voice said, addressing the three still at the table.

“Professor Farsenkals,” Pylas said. “How can we help you?”

The professor was flanked by Mina Koloff and Gai.

“I understand there is some political unrest just now, but I wondered if I might take some of your time. Yours and Mr. Parish’s.”

“Actually, it would be a welcome distraction,” Wil said.

Pylas shrugged in response to his friend, then to Farsenkals, he said, “Sure. What did you have in mind?”

“I wondered if you two wouldn’t mind indulging me by engaging in some friendly matches.”

• • •

It took some effort to find a suitable space outside of town that wasn’t crawling with traffic or home to squatters. Eventually, though, they came across a clearing surrounded by trees that would do. First was Gai and Pylas.

“Pylas Crier. Divine Pattern Fist.”

“Gai. Howling Wind Wolf Sword.”

Pylas studied Gai’s Pattern, but Gai only gave him an instant to do so. It was enough.

His sword was unsheathed and flashing, but Pylas gave no ground, parrying the blade each time with his naked forearms, giving rise to an echoing clang.

Ching. Ching. Ching.

Gai increased the speed of his attacks, but Pylas matched him, finally countering with a Pin to the center of the chest, which sent Gai reeling.

Gai gathered himself, maintained the distance that had opened up between them, began to wave Ozan, his sword, in an intricate pattern that Pylas soon realized gave it additional weight and increased potential. The sound of the wind generated by the blade became cacophonous.

“Pylas Crier, your perfect defense demands my ultimate strike!” Gai cried out, above the din.

With one final sweep, Gai brought Ozan down on empty air, but Pylas saw the danger. He closed his Pattern, held his arms to protect as much of his body and face as possible, and braced for impact.

Gai’s style was aptly named. His sword howled mournfully, birthing a shockwave that cleaved through all in its path. A neat vertical line cut through Pylas’s shirt, his skin, but not into flesh. Behind him, where his body hadn’t blocked, the shockwave continued, loosing limbs from several trees before its power was spent.

When it was done, Gai bowed his head, raised Ozan—held as an offering—to Pylas. “When not in conflict with my obligation to Jango Farsenkals, my sword is yours, Pylas Crier.”

Pylas started to politely refuse, but was halted by a look from Farsenkals.

“Th-Thank you, Gai,” Pylas said, still a little confused.

“I have never met your like,” Gai said. “Please, teach me this strength.”

Pylas sighed. “I suspect we all have our aptitudes. The best instruction I can give you is to look to the Tree.”

“The Viscain Tree?” Gai said.

Pylas nodded. “Govan Jay taught us the mechanics of fighting, but the Tree. . . Look to the Tree for true strength.”

“I shall,” Gai said as the two returned to the edge of the clearing where the others stood.

“That was remarkable,” Farsenkals said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like that. May I examine your arms, Mr. Crier?”

Pylas held his arms out, revealing a collection of thin, pink welts that were already fading.

“Extraordinary.”

“Indeed,” Gai said.

“Gai, your Howling Wind Wolf Sword is impressive as well,” Wil said. “It’s not entirely physical, either, which is surely the case with our Divine Pattern Fist.”

“What did you observe, Mr. Parish?” Farsenkals said.

Wil shook his head. “I couldn’t say exactly. But Ozan’s Pattern definitely underwent a change during the fight. I would guess that the final movements he traced with the blade have meaning, that they’re an incantation of sorts, given weight by. . . if not the mind, I’m not sure what.”

“It is most certainly the mind,” Farsenkals said, “but the mechanisms at play are very, very different from those that produce standard psychic phenomenon.”

Mina Koloff cleared her throat, grinning. “Are you ready, Mr. Parish?”

“Is it our turn, Miss Koloff?”

“It is.”

“I know it was impolite,” Wil said, “but I studied your Pattern earlier. Gai’s shows the signs and results of rigorous exercise, above and beyond what might be considered normal. Yours, however, appears to be soft, delicate, and. . . and. . .”

Everything to Wil seemed to be in soft focus, surrounded by a pleasant, soporific haze. Pastels reigned, with each sounding a singular note that threatened to move him to tears. Emotion was welling up in his breast, suffusing him, bleeding out of him to merge with the haze that both lit and obscured the world around him. The sun shone lazily above, radiating a comforting warmth, a promise of eternal protection. The leaves of the trees susurrated, producing a gentle melody that made him remember and long painfully for his schoolboy days, when it was just he, Pylas, and Tila. Both Shira and his mother were at home waiting for him. He had no obligations, no worries.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that those days were long since passed, and that was enough to force the reflex. Attempting, even unconsciously, to study the Pattern of his surroundings shattered the illusion.

Without giving himself away, he watched as Mina raised the knife to his throat. With a motion few could track, he slipped from his position, so that he was now behind Mina, pinning her free arm across her front with his left, holding her knife hand with his right.

He whispered something into her ear that made her blush intensely, but a smile remained on her face, and she didn’t attempt to escape his embrace.

“I wouldn’t have used the knife, Mr. Parish,” she said. “It was for simple illustration purposes, which you’ve rendered moot.”

“We have encountered only one other person who was able to resist and see through Miss Koloff’s phantom garden,” Farsenkals said.

“Is it always the same?” Wil said.

“Yes,” she said. “However, repetition doesn’t seem to prompt caution or trigger awareness and prolonged exposure can have detrimental effects on the recipient.”

“How prolonged?” Wil said.

“Depends. I can usually loop the cycle or end it, even designate a duration if I choose, but if it runs its course, you will have lived your life in your head and expire at the cycle’s conclusion.”

“And happily,” Wil said. He bent to whisper in her ear again, bringing about a fresh blush before releasing her from his grip.

Pylas’s eyes widened at her words. He’d been doing his best to follow the conversation. To him, it appeared that Wil suddenly had become lost in thought, that Mina had pulled a knife on him, that he’d come to and seized her—to her apparent delight. Pylas had noted the intricate and ever-changing Pattern her brain had become, though.

“Can someone tell me what happened?” Pylas said.

“Miss Koloff is able to place people in a kind of euphoric state, which I’ve taken to calling her phantom garden,” Farsenkals said. “When in this state, you are overcome with pleasant, often nostalgic emotion, unable to return to reality. Eventually, as she said, you live out your life and die. Time, of course, is subjective, different for those inside and outside the influence of her power. But I don’t understand how Mr. Parish was able to overcome her.”

“As Jay taught us,” Wil said, “the core purpose of Divine Pattern Fist, besides some of the obvious physical benefits, is to see through, to identify faults and structural weaknesses to exploit. That’s basic. By studying a leaf of the Viscain Tree, we learned to penetrate much more deeply with our senses and to affect our own Patterns. Studying the Tree itself provided an exponential increase in all areas.”

“This is fascinating,” Farsenkals said, “We’ve obviously come to the right place.”

Just wait, Pylas thought. Just you wait, Professor.

• • •

The next day, two news crews arrived in Yana Tomon, one from Mabayana, one from Cora. Pylas couldn’t help but be amused. It was as if some invisible, unknown plan were playing itself out, and he had no doubt that several more news crews would be present before Leilia’s deadline was up. Everything would change and the world would know about it when it did. He and Leilia walked the town. Wil had gone out to the Tree, ostensibly to patrol, but Mina Koloff had accompanied him and neither looked as if out and about on business. Pylas wasn’t worried. The carnival atmosphere saturating the town and its surroundings continued to breed nothing but goodwill. It was infectious and did a fair job of masking the threat posed by Alstacia.

The only exception occurred that night when four men attempted to commandeer one of the tanks. Their behavior, so contrary to the general spirit pervading the town, did not go unnoticed or unreported. Before they could gain entrance to one of the vehicles—or properly flee—the four men found themselves surrounded on all sides. Pylas, Leilia, Wil, Mina, and Gai were all present.

“You look a little too old to be kids at mischief,” Pylas said.

One of them spoke up for the rest, affecting a smile that dripped with false charm. “Oh, no, that’s it exactly,” he said. “We just got carried away. These vehicles sure are something, aren’t they?”

“Only to the Alstacian military,” Pylas said. “Leilia.”

Leilia stepped forward. “Are you Alstacian soldiers?” she said flatly.

“Of course. . . not. . .” His smile dissolved as his color darkened. He clutched at his chest, appeared to struggle for breath. His color returned and he bent over, with his hands on his knees, panting.

Gai and Mina exchanged glances at what they immediately understood to be a demonstration of Leilia’s power.

“I know it’s dark, but they’re parked right outside of the constabulary,” Pylas said. “Did you really think you could just drive one away?”

Wil snorted.

One of the men pulled a firearm from the inside of his jacket. Two others did the same, while their speaker continued to recover.

“You’re going into a jail cell or into the ground,” Pylas said. “You have till the count of five to decide.”

The speaker stood straight and held out a hand, indicating that his fellows should lower their weapons, which they did. “Fine,” he said, still breathing heavily.. “Lock us up. It’s only short-term. Very short-term.”

“Maybe,” Pylas said. “In the meantime, enjoy the party mentality. There’s enough of you now to have your own affair, even if it is behind bars.”

“Are there any more Alstacian soldiers here in Yana Tomon?” Wil said.

No one answered.

“Are there?” Leilia said.

“I don’t know,” the apparent leader said. “Maybe.” He shrugged. “Maybe out closer to the Tree.”

Wil collected the firearms and, together with Pylas, walked the four men up the steps into the constabulary where they were locked up.

“Congratulations,” Wil said to the lot of them. “No fatalities today.”

It was clear once they were inside that all the soldiers knew each other, even if they weren’t on the friendliest of terms. Rillson in particular attempted to remain apart from the rest. Faro, to some degree, too.

• • •

As Pylas had expected, more news crews arrived. Some of them took the time to interview people in town, but mostly they camped out near the Tree. Leilia’s deadline seemed to be an open secret that no one really understood or realized they knew.

The rhetoric from Alstacia had increased as had the stakes. Complaints of terrorist activities against Alstacian nationals within Yanan borders continued and overnight had become the rationale for annexation. Indeed, Alstacia could only properly police Yana, a nation it was obligated to protect, by absorbing it. It was announced that a tank force would be forthcoming.

Despite not naming the tank force’s destination, there could be no doubt that Alstacia’s goal was Yana Tomon. It was within easy reach and was more or less home to the two major sources of income for Yana: the nut orchards and, much more recently, the Viscain Tree.

• • •

The date arrived. Pylas awoke to Leilia above him, staring down at him with a smile that he didn’t quite recognize. It made her look younger, childlike. In less than a minute, he understood. She’d managed to deal with all the anticipation up until now in a perfectly controlled and rational manner. Now that the wait was over and the reality was upon them, her energy and excitement were impossible to contain. Still, she was in no hurry to rush out to the Tree.

They dressed and went downstairs to have some breakfast.

The echo set on the wall blared out the Alstacian tank force’s progress, showing footage of the tanks mobilizing. It was impossible to tell if it was genuine or propaganda created ages ago for national pride. There was no reason to think that Alstacia was boasting, though, and if their news reports were to be believed, the tanks had already crossed the border into Yana. That would put them on the Northeast Road and not very far away at all. In fact, he wasn’t sure, but wasn’t the floor, the building, and maybe the whole town already vibrating to the weighty rhythm of their manifold treads?

There was a commotion out in the streets. Leilia finished her last bite and put her utensils down. Transton barged into the East Gate, a wild look in his eyes.

Transton caught his breath. “They’re maybe ten minutes away, Pylas.”

A white flash was visible through the open door behind him. A whoop rose up through the people crowding the streets.

“It’s time,” Leilia said, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

Pylas sighed, rose from his chair, took Leilia’s hand, and headed for the door with her. “Come on, Transton. The show is about to begin.”

Transton hesitated as they passed by him on their exit. He watched them heading west, towards the Viscain Tree, then turned to look east, towards the Alstacian tanks he knew were coming. Their rumble was distinct and unmistakable now. He let out a pained noise and started after the two as Wil and Mina, emerging from the Royal Yana Hotel across the street, fell into step with them. Further along, they were joined by Gai and Professor Farsenkals.







2.5 HAIL SAMHAIN


“Did you see the light? It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

“How could I miss it? I swear it was everywhere.”

Talk like this was on everyone’s lips. Everyone’s expression was earnest or rapt or happily expectant. Pylas and the rest had left the throbbing march of the tanks behind them, but the road to the Viscain Tree was charged with its own energy, crackling and humming through everyone they passed. Despite the crowded conditions, the road was opened to them, all the way to the Tree itself.

Several people stopped and stared when Leilia released one of the cordons from its post and gestured for Pylas and Wil to enter under the Tree’s canopy.

By now, the three of them were well known as the Viscain Saints, but seeing them defy the enormous pressure beneath the leaves without the slightest effort brought a hush to nearly everyone present. Only the running commentaries, whispered by various news crews, could be heard.

The Viscain Tree was giving off a milky white light that seemed steady at first but then resolved itself into a regular pulse, a heartbeat. A crack shot up the length of the trunk, widened on either side at its middle. The sound in the comparative silence was sharp, severe, painful, and the light seemed now to be coming from inside, escaping only through the newly-formed wound.

The light dimmed, receded back into the heart of the Tree. Two well-formed hands pressed on either side of the crack for support, and out pushed a man, fully formed, taller and broader than most. His body was flawless, pale green and smooth. His head, cheeks, and chin were covered in dark, luxurious moss. He reached up, tore off a branch, rich with leaves, bent it and tied it around his waist to cover his nakedness. The branch came to life. Smaller offshoot branches grew out, leaves sprouted in abundance and wove themselves together to form dark gray-green suit that covered him entirely.

He held both hands up as if in supplication, causing several hanging branches to move of their own accord and for one bearing a large oval fruit that had until now been hidden from view to descend to within reach. He plucked the fruit with both hands and turned his gaze towards Pylas and Wil, both of whom immediately bowed their heads and dropped to one knee. This prompted every onlooker to do the same. Only Leilia remained standing.

“I am Samhain,” the green man said. His voice was soft and booming all at once, comforting and commanding, a gentle suggestion and an implacable order. Even those who should have been out of earshot heard him perfectly clearly.

“I remember when men were little more than beasts,” he said, “worshiping the Mikai Gods, gaining power over one another with blood sacrifice and cannibal practices. I remember when men began to mature, to till the soil and find security in community, giving up those gods for civilization. I have stood here amongst you, helping where I could, for as long as I can remember—and that is a very long time.

“I remember everyone who has ever presented him- or herself to me. I have encountered good and bad in the extreme, but never until now have I encountered the like of these two. Tragedy has shaped them both, has tempered their sense of self, and honed them into exquisite instruments of justice.

“These men have moved me, have inspired me, have caused me to evolve into the form of a man so that I may live in your world as one of you, rather than outside of it as something. . . other.

“I would have no man, woman, or child bow to me. Rise, all of you. We are all free and equal here.

“Over many, many years, I have attempted to spread peace and goodwill. You who are present are proof of my reach. I have always favored those who sought to improve their minds and bodies, and will forever condemn those who build and use tools solely to subjugate the weak. For as long as I’ve stood, I’ve spoken ceaselessly in silent thunders, my voice, such that it was, ranging far and wide, but unfortunately, it seems that some of those closest have had the most trouble hearing. Their representatives shall arrive shortly.

“Before they arrive, however, I should like to ask you, Pylas Crier, and you, Wil Parish, who have—perhaps unwittingly—been complicit with my will, if you would continue to be so, in my service. Will you join me, and my daughter,” Samhain said, acknowledging Leilia with obvious warmth and affection, “in our mission to bring peace and plenty to this world? To make it place where we can keep our promises to children?”

“I will,” both said in unison.

Samhain smiled, revealing perfect pearl teeth.

“Step forward. In gratitude for your deeds and for your further commitment, I have a gift for you. A badge of authority that cannot be denied, that unmistakably reflects the shades of my being. Those who do not see, will experience firsthand. Do you accept your gifts?”

“Yes,” Pylas said, and Wil echoed him immediately.

Samhain raised the fruit he held in both hands and tore it into equal, ragged halves.

“Take these, the seeds of the Dualist Fruit.”

From one half, Samhain pulled free a yellow diamond the size of a hen’s egg. From the other, he fished an amethyst of identical size that glowed with eerie purple light.

“Pylas Crier, with this, the Yellow Diamond, you shall be my Office of Permanence. Wil Parish, with this, the Unstable Amethyst, you shall be my Office of Subtlety.” He handed them the stones and looked again to his daughter. “And you, my daughter, shall continue to be my Office of Truth.”

Both Pylas and Wil were nearly hyperventilating. The stones, even without attempting to penetrate to their Patterns, were alive with energy, constantly distracting the mind away from the mundane.

Pylas looked to Leilia, who beamed back at him. Tears were in her eyes. Every day he was reminded of how beautiful she was, but he thought that the way she looked right now, might have raised her even further in his estimation. The love he felt for her, despite the fact that it was in a way manufactured, grew daily, and he felt no shame for it, only gratitude.

“Now,” Samhain said, “take your gifts. Hold them close. Let them become one with you and be transformed.”

They did as he said, holding the stones to their breasts, where they passed through their clothing, through their skin, and into their bodies. Both men seemed to rear up, taking deep breaths, and indeed, they were transformed.

Pylas felt shooting pain in his eyes, noted that his vision improved marginally, but enough to render his glasses useless. The pain spiked, shot outward, along with a jagged riot of small yellow diamonds that burst forth with geometric progression until half of his face was covered with what looked like an amber geode turned inside-out. His glasses, he knew, were in pieces at his feet.

The crust covering his face was heavy and weighed his head on his neck, but only momentarily. Points of yellow diamonds rose up across his body, mostly at major joints, piercing his skin and clothes and sweating a creamy fluid, like liquid sulphur, until it covered him completely, leaving him a statue of pale yellow plastic, except for the conglomeration of darker, crusted diamonds about the upper half of his face. Pale yellow plastic he may well have been, but he was no statue. Through the diamond mask, he studied his hands, his flexing fingers, coated as they were, and saw that he retained all of his mobility.

Even without using his Divine Pattern sense, Pylas could see Patterns. The world about him was an irregular amber lattice, with everything fitting together like ethereal gems, made into an elaborate and never-ending three dimensional puzzle. He could see limitless energy pouring out of Samhain, of Leilia, and of Wil, standing next to him.

• • •

As the Unstable Amethyst began to change him, Wil saw the same from Samhain, from Leilia, from Pylas, but he was preoccupied by anxiety and physical discomfort. He was lightheaded. Everything was tipping from its center, and he felt that he was beginning to list himself. Each breath he took became sharp and labored and an effort in itself to maintain what he considered to be the definition of his self, until finally he felt himself swell like a balloon and subsequently burst. In that instant, before his consciousness fled with nothing left to harness it, he saw the streamers. From all sides, strips of cloth—bandages, he was sure—twined about his limbs, his torso, his head, containing him, girding him, leaving him improved, whole and potent. He stood now, a mummified figure of perfect proportions. A break in the cloth where his eyes had been revealed a sickly purple light, that of the Unstable Amethyst itself. He trained this light down, examining his hands, with each finger meticulously wrapped in the phantom cloth. He perceived the cloth but not his flesh within. He raised his arms, saw the same, that the cloth housed emptiness, despite his obvious presence within.

• • •

Samhain frowned. “You suffer. But only in transition. Lesser men might have perished. You have my apologies. I can only hope that what you have gained will suffice as compensation for that pain. You no longer require oxygen to breathe, food to eat, water to drink. You will no longer age, and you will not die, except by means of overwhelming violence, and even then, your particular talents will make you exceedingly durable. All languages—all ordered communication—will be intelligible to you as will the thoughts of those who share a like nature: you, Leilia, and myself. Eventually there may be others, but we are the start of a revolution.”

“You are all I will ever need, Pylas.”

It was Leilia’s voice, but it was in Pylas’s head. He shot a sharp glance in her direction and saw that she was staring at him with immeasurable pride, smiling. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Leilia?”

“Yes,” she said. “We can all communicate this way, but you decide—consciously or unconsciously—who will hear you.” The expression on her face changed abruptly. “They are here.”

Pylas turned to look, which caused Wil to do the same. In their transformed states, within the increased gravity under the Tree, neither could feel the ground trembling, but the sound now rose above the din of the surrounding crowd. People flowed away from the road like liquid runoff, revealing the head tank and a glimpse of those that trailed it. There were twenty in all.

Samhain stepped between Pylas and Wil, preceded out from beneath the Tree’s canopy. Leilia was already beside Pylas, and together with Wil, they followed him. The crowd had mostly quieted as the lead tank ground to a halt.

Halfway out of the main hatch was a soldier—an older man in a highly decorated uniform—wearing a smug grin. His arms were folded across his chest, but in his right hand, he casually held his firearm.

“This land, this tree, all of Yana,” the old soldier said, “is now, and until further notice, the property of Alstacia, subject to Alstacian rule, taxes, and tariffs. This site is hereby designated a national asset. All who are present, and all future patrons, are required to pay the admittance fee. Please form an orderly line and take care: my men have orders to shoot any man, woman, or child who attempts to escape their financial obligations to the Alstacian government.”

Samhain snorted, bringing everyone’s attention to him.

“You claim ownership in the name of your government,” Samhain said.

“That’s right. Are you made up for a festival, sir, or do you need medical aid.”

“Neither, but I would challenge your claim and that of your government. What is your name?”

The old soldier licked his lips, bowed and shook his head, attempting to force the amusement from his face. Managing to compose himself, he said, “Tertiary All Commander, Kravlos.”

“Kravlos. I didn’t ask your title, because it has no meaning here. And I’m about to show you why. But first, let me speak loud and clear, so that the world can hear and know.”

Samhain looked towards the various news crews, with each confirming that they were recording. Kravlos, perhaps for the first time, noticed them himself and swallowed hard.

“Will you point your firearm at me?” Samhain said.

Kravlos cocked his head, his brow furrowed. “What?”

“Are your language skills stunted, Kravlos? I asked you to point your firearm at me.”

With a shaking hand, Kravlos complied.

“There. Simple, right? You could close your eyes and still maybe get off a kill shot—were I not your target, I mean. How many of your soldiers have done the same? Maybe not with their eyes closed, but from a distance where they can’t really be sure whom they’re about to kill? Do you understand what I’m doing? I’m forcing you into a dialog right now, forcing personal engagement, but how often does that occur in your line of work? Clearly, it’s becoming very uncomfortable for you. You see, I detest your firearms, your tanks. They allow you to kill indiscriminately, at a distance, with very little personal investment, and no real regard for your target.

“I have tried to cultivate a spirit among men to improve themselves, their bodies, their minds. There will always be deviants, of course, but those who use their hands, who are forced to face death and violence up close, are far better able to make decisions where lives are on the line, in situations where ethics and justice still matter. In a fight, if you don’t wager your own safety in some way, then it isn’t a fight at all, but a cheat. The scales are not always in balance, though, are they? Sometimes, even when standing face-to-face with your enemy, it isn’t the same as wagering your safety. And that is where we are today. You could certainly hurt a lot of people with the weapons you’ve brought here today, but I’m not going to allow that. We are going to make an example of you, Kravlos, of Alstacia.”

Kravlos was both angry and intimidated. His hand shook, but he continued to aim the weapon at Samhain.

“You want to shoot, don’t you? Who could stop you? You could even close your eyes if you like.”

“Shut up!” Kravlos cried, but his rasping voice was overwhelmed by the crack of his weapon.

Samhain held a hand before his face, revealed the arrested slug between two well-formed fingers.

“You’re not a very good listener,” Samhain said, twisting the bullet around to flick it back at Kravlos. There was no powder explosion this time, but there as a deafening pop nonetheless as the bullet exceeded the sound barrier before sinking into Kravlos’s chest. The wound was on the right side, but was exactly where his heart would have been in a mirror image.

Kravlos dropped his weapon and clutched at his chest with both hands. No one moved, no one breathed, but even as the bullet had traversed the distance between them, the ground on either side of the hard-packed road rumbled, shook, and erupted with animate roots, each as thick around as a child’s torso. These roots reached out severally, resembling a pair of giant’s hands, gripping the tank with fingers snaking through its treads, into its ports and openings, bending the twin barrels well out of true, to turn the vehicle nearly upside down and to finally form a grand arch. The roots instantly thickened and hardened and took on the look of years, as if what everyone had just witnessed had occurred ages ago.

Kravlos tumbled forth, landing hard upon the road, audibly breaking both his legs.

“You men of Alstacia are interlopers here,” Samhain said in a thunderous voice. “You are not welcome.”

Three more men emerged from the suspended tank and were more careful about their descent.

“Go, my Office of Permanence, my Office of Subtlety,” Samhain said in a more controlled voice, that was nonetheless heard by the those within the tank farthest back. “You are the law; your fists proof of your authority. Destroy these machines of war, but spare the men inside. Unless they oppose you.”

Pylas and Wil started forward. Pylas used his Divine Pattern sense to scan the tank now first in line. To his mild surprise, the tank was bathed in a perfect grid of yellow-white light, shining forth from the cluster of rough gemstone covering his face. As long as the light shone, it was accompanied by a raucous, grating drone, like the sound of vast machines running with limitless power. He could see through the tank, identify its constituent parts, and understand how the power system worked. He could see the four men cowering inside, already scrambling for the exit hatch. He knew exactly how to strike the vehicle to incapacitate it or destroy it, and proceeded to make that particular decision for each tank based on the status of its occupants. The first he merely incapacitated, cleaving away great chunks of the forward treads with his Vorpal Pin and striking the pair of barrels to disfigure them like lengths of clay. The men fled the vehicle and he noted that, by the power of his scan alone, he’d given each of them a nosebleed.

Wil went on to the next tank in line, applied his own scan using Divine Pattern. The information he gleaned was the same, but his scan was like a clinging cloud of scintillating purple light, giving off a hum in a minor key that was unsettling, unnerving, and a little nauseating. With his thumb punch, he delivered the Withering Blossom, which was no longer quite so aptly named as great sections of the tank collapsed into streams of fine, particulate dust.

“You men of Alstacia,” Samhain said, “shall gather before me. None need bow to me, except you.”

The men who’d already cleared their tanks were terrified by what they saw: one of their mightiest weapons seized by the power of nature itself; one cut to pieces; one reduced in part to dust. No one defied Samhain’s orders.

Within a few short minutes, the line of tanks was robbed of its power. Sixty men—ten across, six deep, and all on their knees—filled the road before the Tree. Pylas and Wil had returned to Samhain’s side.

“Let me be continue to be explicit,” Samhain said to the Alstacian soldiers. “You are intruders here, but I don’t mean into Yana.” Now he glanced briefly at Transton. “This Viscaya Plain has been my home since before the advent of men. Though they can be useful as a means to generalize, I recognize no borders. The Tree does not belong to Yana or to any other entity. It is for everyone. The commerce that grows up around the Tree is for everyone. With but one exception, I wish no nation any harm, but I, with my Offices, will attempt to strip the world of these artificial boundaries, to achieve harmony through lack of want, to give every man, woman, and child a chance to excel and realize his or her potential, to give you all the chance to rise above the mundanity of your current existence and know enlightenment.”

A whoop went up through the surrounding crowd that resonated to the bone.

Samhain pointed a finger at the Alstacian soldiers. “You will apologize for your misguided nation,” he said.

Apologies arose from the soldiers, first just a few, then many until the words ran together, becoming an echoing murmur shot with pleading entreaty.

When Samhain directed his finger towards the east, everyone gasped. From a certain perspective, the tanks upon the road were no longer visible. It was like a shimmering heat mirage, but everyone could see the columns and domes of the Alstacian capital, despite the impossible distance. The image drew closer and then the section of road holding the soldiers, too, took on the same shimmering quality, and stretched forward to meet the encroaching columns and domes.

“I send you home,” Samhain said, “but soon, as punishment for its crimes, Alstacia will cease to exist. Do not make the mistake of attempting to fight for something that no longer exists. In so doing, you will find that your allotted quantity of mercy has been spent.”

As he finished, the images of the capital and the soldiers met and both were gone in an instant, like bubbles popping on contact.

Another cheer burst forth from the sea of people around the Tree.

“Now,” Samhain said to everyone present, “we need but wait. Despite the inexplicable return of their tank force personnel and their reports, the Alstacian government will certainly decide to mobilize a full-scale invasion. We will do nothing until such plans are set into motion. In the meantime, let me meet with you, commune with you, and let us all share in the blessing of fraternity.”

• • •

Pylas and Wil stood at the ready in silent awe as Samhain received well-wishers and wish-makers alike. Thirty-two people were cured of their various illnesses. A young boy’s leg was straightened so that he could walk again. A mute girl was given back her voice, a blind girl her vision.

Hours had passed when Samhain perked his head up, as if listening to a faint noise in the distance that no one else could hear.

“They move,” he said in a booming voice. He pointed his finger to a point in the sky. Everyone looked and was astonished to see what appeared to be a ghostly echo set screen. There could be no doubt as the sepia images rolled and the commentary became audible: they were watching the Alstacian Limited E-cast, the national feed restricted to within Alstacia’s borders.

“It is official,” the announcer, a woman, could be heard to say. “At 1530 this afternoon, the All Commander has decreed that the entirety of the Alstacian military be deployed immediately into Yana with the goal of capturing Yana Tomon and the Viscain Tree. To this end, the main force stationed at the capital has been mobilized and is expected to reach Yana Tomon within four hours.”

Textured images of the capital played about the screen, revealing rows and rows of tanks emerging from underground facilities, filling the roads, and spreading out onto a plain that extended almost as far as the Yanan border.

“The supplementary tank forces from the north and south satellite facilities have been mobilized as well, and are set to rendezvous with the main force. All reserve members of the military are to report to their vice commanders for assignment. All non-military personnel are asked to remain indoors and keep the roads clear. Your support and cooperation are expected and appreciated. This is a closed e-cast. Please stay tuned for further updates.”

“My friends,” Samhain said, “we must leave you temporarily to see to Alstacia’s end.” He glanced at the several news crews. “As they said, it’s a closed e-cast, but perhaps the rest of the world should see it, too.”

They needed no further prodding. Each of the crews began adjusting their active mics to accurately reproduce the sights and sounds from the screen above. Only one crew among them had the capacity for a live e-cast, and they set up the connection at once.

Smiling with satisfaction, Samhain motioned for Leilia, Pylas, and Wil to join him, and they all walked towards the shimmering Alstacian capital, which had once again revealed itself. Within moments, they disappeared, just as the Alstacian soldiers had.

• • •

The four of them had not broken stride and now walked upon the lawn spread out before the building which served as the seat of Alstacian military and governmental power. A wide staircase led up to the entrance through an array of startlingly large columns. All was of polished white stone. Separated by the lawn, a road ran in front of the building—all around it, in fact—and upon it were three tanks per compass direction. Several soldiers were stationed at the top of the stairs. All of them were armed with three-shot firearms. A civilian vehicle was approaching from the west and was clearly marked ALE.

“Good,” Samhain said, noting the ALE van. “The important aspects of this historical event will not go unchronicled.”

Several more soldiers from inside the building flooded the top of the stairs and began descending the stairs. The ALE van left the roadway and swerved to a halt upon the lawn, leaving semicircular ruts from where the tires cut into the grass and soil. A woman in a well-cut gray suit nearly fell from the side door of the van and came out running, holding an active mic out before her. Two men, still checking their handheld equipment, followed somewhat clumsily after her.

In seconds the lawn was filled with soldiers, all of whom had their firearms drawn and trained upon the four intruders.

“Miss Kainan,” one of the soldiers shouted. “Please leave the vicinity immediately. Your presence puts you and your crew in danger and limits our ability to operate freely.”

“No, Lala Kainan. Do stay,” Samhain said. “Your girlhood dreams of a rich cosmopolitan life beyond the stifling expectations of your dear mother are soon to be realized.”

Lala Kainan stopped, her tight blond curls bouncing across her furrowed brow. “How could you know. . .”

“Because you told me. Nineteen years ago, when you were six years old. I see that you’ve made the best compromise possible so far. But as of today, everything changes.”

Her eyes quivered as she stared. She could do no more just then.

“If any of you take another step, we’ll open fire,” the same soldier said.

“Anse Perig,” Samhain said with a sigh. “You, too, visited me once, long ago in your youth, but you couldn’t be bothered to do more than complain about being dragged to me by your parents. I see you’ve grown little. I’m sure that Kravlos’s experience has been recounted to you and even so you seek to threaten me—to threaten us—with your firearms? These are the men who broke your tanks. I am the one who sent your soldiers back to you by exercising my will, the one who took but one step to cross from my own native soil to your seat of government. You will clear the way for us to your All Commander or you will be broken as your tanks were. Well, not quite as your tanks were, since flesh and bone are so much more fragile than steel.”

Perig ground his teeth, lowered his weapon.

“Commander!” one of his subordinates cried.

“Silence!” Perig cried louder.

“But—”

“The Viscain Tree stands before us, a man,” Perig said.

“You may call me Samhain.”

“I’m not religious,” Perig continued, “but at the very least, we can offer some diplomatic courtesy.”

“Indeed,” Samhain said.

“If your intentions are anything more or less than diplomatic, we will not hesitate to stop you,” Perig said.

Samhain pursed his lips as they all started for the steps. “If it comes to that, which it may, I suggest that you do hesitate and consider the value of your own lives.”

“Miss Kainan, remain here,” Perig said.

“No, Miss Kainan,” Samhain said. “Do accompany us. My Office of Subtlety will ensure your safety should the situation deteriorate.”

Wil directed his gaze of bleeding purple light to Lala and nodded his assurance.

• • •

Leaving the rest of his men behind, Perig led Samhain and the rest into the capital building, motioning for the growing number of soldiers coming to meet them to lower their weapons. Several of them, startled by his behavior, ran back the way they’d come, further into the interior and up another set of wide steps. Perig led them on the same course, through rows of immense columns, past glass-walled stations filled with echo sets and men studying maps, until they climbed those same steps, up to the double doors leading to the All Commander.

The All Commander’s doors were thrown wide, revealing more soldiers, lining the walls, their firearms drawn. In the middle of the room, before an expansive desk, the All Commander stood waiting, his arms behind his back, his bearing imperious. He was a large man, once fit perhaps, but no longer. He wore a white uniform, which was, along with his physical appearance, a stark contrast to all his darkly clad subordinates. Like the rest of the building, all within the room was of white stone. Four great arches formed a square overhead to support a great dome ceiling. Narrow windows, rising well above the tallest of the soldiers, cut three of the four walls like palisades.

“Commander Perig, please note that your commission is hereby revoked and that you are be shot for treason presently.”

Perig snorted, “Treason? I’ve just delivered your objective to you. Samhain, the Viscain Tree, would have words with you, All Commander.”

“Impossible,” the All Commander said.

“And yet, here I stand,” Samhain said. “You will cease your invasion of Yana and give up Alstacia’s nation status. I will give you this one chance, with the world watching,” he said nodding to Lala.

“The world?” the All Commander said. “I highly doubt that. The ALE’s e-casts are on a closed circuit. No one outside of Alstacia can view them. Besides, the world doesn’t care.”

“Oh, but you’re wrong,” Samhain said. “The world does care. You thought that this would end swiftly, that you’d move in and take what you wanted before anyone had a chance to really question it. Once in control you could explain it any way you wanted. Well, it will end swiftly, but not as you envisioned.

“Your restricted e-cast is being viewed by thousands at the Viscain Tree right now,” Samhain said. “Among those thousands are several foreign news crews recording for posterity. One of them is e-casting live. Listening to our every word. As I was saying, before your interruption, I will give you one chance to comply peaceably. Recall your tanks. Abandon your ambition.”

The All Commander snorted this time, shook his head.

“That is your response? As a leader of men?” Samhain nodded soberly. “You have no right in Yana, no matter what false logic or creative interpretation you use to justify your actions. So much for diplomacy, eh Mr. Perig? I held a slim hope that things could be different.” He shrugged. “I have no patience for bullies. I will show Alstacia the same courtesy it has shown me. As I planned to from the beginning. Leilia, my dear, it seems that we won’t have need of your skills. We’re leaving now.”

“You think you can just walk out of here?” the All Commander said.

“Tipton Kohw,” Samhain said, suddenly across the room with his hands framing the All Commander’s face in an unbreakable grip, “you seem to think that you are in control here.”

“Let go of me. Shoot him if he doesn’t let go of me!”

Nearly every firearm was raised at once.

“If any of you pulls the trigger,” Samhain said, unperturbed, “Tipton Kohw will be the resting place for your slugs.”

The capital building began to shake. Plaster rattled loose in sporadic fits, raining to the floor. A deafening noise followed a flash from the north windows. Fire and black smoke billowed in a vast, growing plume.

“Central Arms Storehouse, is it?” Samhain said. “My roots are as far-ranging as I am long-lived. Even though I stand before you, a man, the Tree remains, its roots threading the whole of the world. In becoming a man, I gave up infinite potential, but I gained the means for direct expression and the ability to act—freedom, which you and all men like you would challenge.” He considered this as he said it, shook his head.

Another explosion, this time from the southeast, rocked the building.

“Secondary Arms Storage,” Perig whispered.

“Just so,” Samhain said. “Your factories will follow. Your water table will be siphoned, your farmland ruined and forever tainted. Do you begin to understand, Tipton Kohw?”

The All Commander blinked rapidly, breathed spit uncontrollably through pinched cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’ll recall the tanks right away,” the All Commander sputtered.

Samhain shook his head again. “You had one chance and you spurned it. When I told you that you would cease your invasion and give up Alstacia’s nation status,” he said, pausing for emphasis, “it wasn’t contingent upon your decision.”

The vibrations shooting through the building had grown more intense by degrees. Cracks split the floor and spiderwebbed through walls. Several windows shattered.

“It would be wise to evacuate,” Samhain said. “But you, Tipton Kohw, must stay to witness your empire fall.”

Samhain released the All Commander’s face just as a length of root broke through the floor and wrapped itself around the man’s legs.

One of the arches supporting the ceiling cracked in two places, freeing a mass of stone, several cubic meters in volume.

The mass crashed down, crushing one soldier’s leg and pinning him in place, but perhaps more concerning was the dome, rippling like fabric in the wind, threatening to cave in and kill them all. Few if any of the soldiers were now thinking of the All Commander or Alstacia.

“Leave your firearms behind. Start over,” Samhain said. “As of today, there is no Alstacia.”

The soldiers dropped their firearms and began to flee. The soldier pinned under the fallen arch made a point to throw his weapon as far away from himself as possible. Samhain noted this and nodded to Wil. Wil drove his thumb-punch into the stone, which responded to his force by disintegrating into a rush of fine sand. A number of other soldiers gathered around their fallen comrade and helped him from the increasingly dangerous room.

“Goodbye, Tipton Kohw,” Samhain said with a wan smile. He started for the exit with the rest joining him. “Take comfort. Not everyone’s wish comes true, but yours has or will shortly. Surely you’ve secured the honor of becoming Alstacia’s most famous and talked-about All Commander.”

As they descended the stairs, the blight afflicting Alstacia was more apparent. Columns of black smoke rose up all across the horizon that Alstacia occupied. The tanks surrounding the capital building had been subjected to the same treatment that Kravlos’s had. Several industrial districts had sunk into the ground and were even now being overrun with great, towering roots, twisting and turning. Once they’d reached the lawn they’d started on, the capital building, at its limit or by design, collapsed within the grip of writhing roots, which, only briefly visible, slipped sinuously back down through the rubble and into the ground.

Of the Alstacians, the only two who were able to maintain some semblance of composure were Lala and Perig. To them, Samhain said, “You should return to your families to ensure their safety, but do not stay here. This will not be a place fit for human habitation.”

Lala stared at Samhain, her eyes pleading.

“What is it, Miss Kainan?”

“I have no family. I would have left years ago if not for a promise to my mother and the guilt that makes me keep it. I want to go with you.”

“As you wish,” he said.

Perig had backed away, turned, and started to run. “I hope you can achieve something better,” he shouted over his shoulder.

“You shall see, Mr. Perig. You shall see.”

In moments Perig was gone.

“Now,” Samhain said, “there is the invasion force to consider. Miss Kainan, I realize that it may be too much for you, but I wonder if you might also chronicle the last hours of your former nation’s tank armada. I will request that the news crews present at the Viscain Tree record as well, so your participation isn’t strictly necessary. Mr. Crier and Mr. Parish are professionals, though. No one who doesn’t court death will die. You have my word.”

Lala was breathless. She opened her mouth to respond, could not. Finally she nodded.

“Excellent. I will leave you just ahead of the armada, then fetch the other crews and have them join you. Mr. Crier, Mr. Parish feel out your new powers. Destroy every Alstacian weapon you encounter.”

“Yes, Samhain,” they said, each echoing the other.

• • •

Pylas and Wil, both still cloaked in the power conferred on them by Samhain, stood facing an oncoming wall of tanks, ten across and fifteen deep. Pylas glanced over his shoulder, noted the news crews behind him. He wanted to make sure that the inevitable skirmish didn’t get to close to them and realized that he had his own means of travel. The amber “cracks” that overlaid everything pulsed with meaning, beckoning him. He began to discern an order in their chaos and found himself moving towards one in particular with the intent of slipping through it. He understood that, physically, he was much larger than the “crack”, but it didn’t matter. He came to it and, indeed, pushed himself into it.

To everyone else’s eyes, Pylas simply winked out of existence and reappeared instantly before the lead tanks.

Pylas’s experience was quite different. The “crack” did not expand or yield in any way, but Pylas felt himself squeeze through the impossible gap, as if slippery with soap, into an amber world—the backspace he would come to call it—which was, at once, infinitely open yet hard, solid, and confining. It was like an inverted version of what he saw outside. The overlay remained, but he could see outward, and it was as if his Divine Pattern sense were permanently active. Patterns revealed themselves everywhere like wonders to behold. He felt his brain actively adjusting, tuning the various sources of information so that he could differentiate them and make sense of them. Sound was distorted. It was very much like being underwater, but he no longer needed to breathe. He instinctively knew that he was free to travel along the cracks, and so he did, squeezing through them in succession, building up increasing momentum with each one leading to the tanks, until he willed himself out of the backspace, back into reality. He struck with the Inertia Pin, caving in the vehicle’s front and blowing a channel of shrapnel out through its back. This hammered into the tank behind, but made more noise than caused actual damage. However, with the tank in front crippled, its drivetrain obliterated, the one behind could proceed no further.

Wil, too, felt that three-dimensional space was no longer a limitation to him in any way. He leapt forward, following Pylas’s trajectory, and felt himself disperse even as he saw the strips of cloth that bound him spiral away. There was no fear, no sense of loss. He felt free and powerful, and as he stretched over the empty plain that separated him and the tanks, he felt euphoria build in him as he became omnipresent in that limited space. He sensed everything from countless different perspectives. At first it was too much to process, but his mind worked and interpreted and rectified all until he’d achieved native understanding. This took seconds. He’d been told he no longer needed to breathe, but now, in this state, he even lacked a mechanism to do so. He briefly turned his attention to the sky and entertained the idea of exploring the moons, the stars, of going wherever he wanted. No one could stop him. He felt more powerful than he ever had in his life and that sense of power commingled with his euphoria, bringing him back to the moment, and to the task at hand. He passed over where Pylas had reappeared, continued on to the middle of the tank column, and focused himself back into a singular whole. There he struck with his thumb-punch, reducing armor plate, tread assemblies, and engine parts to dust.

Heedless of the danger, the various news crews sought to close the distance to the spectacle. They spread out to try to capture the scene from different angles, or perhaps the angle which would enable them to capture all or most of what was happening.

Tanks were cleaved in two, had their twin barrels shorn or yanked from them, found themselves foundering in a growing sea of dust that rose into the sky, spat up by spinning steel wheels denuded of treads. Because of their tight formation, the nature of their assailants, and the thickening cloud of dust that clung to them like a shroud, the tank armada succumbed quickly to chaos. Personnel who witnessed firsthand either Pylas or Wil at work abandoned their vehicles at once, but many found themselves panicked by the unknown. The armada’s forward momentum had been halted, resulting in innumerable low-speed collisions, some of which further resulted in mild injuries. Visibility was declining every moment. For those hemmed in by their fellows, it would be worse than foolish to use their cannons, but not so for those on the fringes.

One of the news crews had come around to the south and become the only visible target.

Pylas heard the booms of the dual cannon and reacted with preternatural speed. He identified the target immediately. Without really understanding what he could do, he entered into the backspace. From there, he saw that the two shells appeared to be suspended in midair, but they were extremely close to their target—Lala Kainan—who wasn’t moving at all. It hadn’t occurred to him before, but now he saw, now he realized that while he was in the backspace, everything outside slowed to the speed of chilled honey. He traversed the cracks, coming out to just ahead of the shells. He hadn’t quite anticipated their speed once free of the backspace and had to react less artfully than he would have liked. He twisted around, catching one in the palm of his left hand as he swung it around, and the other with the full of his face. The shells exploded, but their fragments were mostly redirected by Pylas’s impregnable yellow shell. The impact against his face forced his head back on his neck, but his body, otherwise rigid with the power of the Yellow Diamond, remained balanced and upright so that his feet dug meter-long ruts in the soil.

Lala Kainan dropped to her knees, succumbing to a combination of fear and relief.

Pylas made sure she was okay, then blinked away to disable the offending tank.

Cannons sounded a few more times, but the shots were always wild and never a danger. Within an hour the entire armada was crippled. The soldiers manning them, realizing that they had nowhere to run to this far from both Alstacia and Yana Tomon, remained. Some ranted futilely, some rocked on their haunches, desperately trying to make sense of the terrors they’d witnessed, some tended to the wounded.

Pylas and Wil walked through them all until every firearm had been disintegrated or was rent to pieces. As they did this, the image of Samhain filled the sky above.

“Former soldiers of Alstacia, I am Samhain of the Viscain Tree. You sought to take something that you had no right to by force. Your punishment has been swift and complete: Alstacia is no more. Your All Commander is dead. Your country is dead. Its land will no longer sustain human habitation. And yet. . . you live. Return to what remains of your homes, gather your families, say your goodbyes, and move on to new and better lives. I bring change to the world and you have served as my first example. I, along with these, the Shades of My Being, will conquer—bloodlessly when possible—greed, deception, and pettiness. We will eliminate borders, national, social, and otherwise and usher in an era of brotherhood, of growth, of prosperity. Come to me as friends and be welcomed. That is all. That is everything.”

When he was finished, the news crews, wherever they were on the plain, were recalled to the Tree by Samhain’s power.

Pylas and Wil, satisfied that they were done there, returned to the Tree as well, each using his own means.

• • •

Since the time of the Mikai Gods and the heroes, like Haemmish and Surinda, who opposed them, religion had worn many transient faces across the world. In nearly every iteration, there was a heaven, for those who engaged in moral behavior that served the community, and a hell for those who didn’t. The law of man might pose a problem for those latter types, but none had ever encountered any sort of divine retribution, not so they’d have noticed, anyway. And no one knew what happened after death. But now, the Viscain Tree, which had stood throughout religion’s coming and going, which itself had been a minor source of worship, offering subtle but at times very tangible proof of its divinity, gave birth to what few could deny was an actual god. Alstacia showed that divine retribution was no longer a mere concept. Most were ready to believe, or to follow at the very least.





PART III

THE WORLD

3.1 FIVE YEARS AFTER


“. . .anything anyone says to you—about them, regarding them—will reinforce to you that they are your enemies; that they are our enemies, threatening to take away the world that you and I have built together, threatening to take away the future of our unborn child. We cannot allow that.”

“No, we can’t. I will stop them.”

o o o

He rose up from within the broken stone walls, through the long-since voided ceiling, into the clear sky. The sun shone brilliantly down into the valley at his back. He turned to look, to take in the valley’s splendor, to feel the biting pangs of anticipated loss. He couldn’t stop the tears, but he might be able to stop the encroaching threat. He had to. For her, for their little one, for the lives of everyone down in that valley.

He could hear music rising up after him and knew that she would be in good company. There was still time. They would still be safe. No one would get past the coast. He’d see to it.

o o o

Two senders were on the beach, keeping a look out. He sent both men back to the tree line, where they could continue watching and reporting from a safe distance. He then faced the roiling sea, folded his arms, and waited, but not for long.

An amber seam appeared high up in midair before him, disgorged one of the three that was expected. The pale yellow figure dropped down to the beach, crushing rocks underfoot upon landing. Pylas Crier walked towards him, hands extended in an attitude of menace.

“Wil. Finally, you show your face. You’ve eluded us for years, but it’s futile. You must have learned that by now.”

“I’ve learned enough. The damage done over the last five years ends today. Where are the others?”

“They’ll be along shortly,” Pylas said. “Are you so anxious to die?”

“Nope. Just assessing the odds.”

Wil flashed forward, launching a barrage of unerring thumb strikes, his superior speed and sudden savagery overwhelming the other. As each strike landed, the yellow shell weakened, wavered, tended more and more towards liquid rather than solid. Pylas drifted backwards under the assault, dazed and faltering. A few more strikes would be enough to penetrate the viscous shell completely, to contact flesh and subject it to disintegration.

But the Office of Permanence was not yet done. He rallied, regained his composure, closed his Pattern and that of his yellow shell, the Diamond Coat. In an instant, he was gone, then standing ten meters behind his previous position.

Wil felt Pylas scan him with his Divine Pattern sense.

“Did you think I was someone else?” Wil said. “I will defend what’s mine.”

Pylas snorted. “Yours? You’ve never been able to defend what’s yours.”

Now, thirty to forty meters to Wil’s left, Samhain and Leilia walked upon the stony beach.

“Be careful,” Pylas shouted. “Don’t let him get away this time.”

“We’ve been unable to catch you for several years now,” Samhain said. He and Leilia had closed half the distance between Wil and themselves. “What do you hope to accomplish, Mr. Parish?”

“For five years now, you’ve spread like a disease, infecting everything you touch. You promise everyone the world, but you’ve already killed it. It dies slowly around us in your choking embrace. You use your words and your magic to co-opt the minds of the weak. You kill without conscience those who are right to oppose you. I will not let you destroy this place or scatter my countrymen. I will not let you continue your reign of terror. You already tried to kill the queen once before. You will not get another chance. Today you die. All of you.”

“You are quite wrong about that,” Samhain said. “You are broken and need fixing.” Samhain extended his hand.

“It’ll be quick and easy this way,” Pylas said.

Wil took a step forward, reached out for Samhain’s hand, closed his fingers around Samhain’s, and laughed out loud as Samhain recoiled, attempted to yank back his arm as it scattered in the wind, turned to dust.

Pylas appeared before Wil, emerging from another amber seam, driving a right Inertia Pin into Wil’s midsection. A cone of force blasted out from Wil’s back, shredding the fabric strips that bound his body, and then he was carried backwards, along the outline of the cone as if it were a solid, rushing mass, the hole through him growing as he went, his arms and legs and neck going slack with the sudden movement.

Wil felt himself go and gave into the momentum, until finally dispersing entirely, only to reform once more in the air. The fabric bound him as before, without a rip or blemish.

“Not enough, Pylas. My turn.”

Wil dispersed again, becoming invisible to the naked eye, and reformed immediately before Pylas as Pylas had before him, attacking in the same manner. The Diamond Coat rippled like a disturbed pool and Pylas was sent skidding through the rocks, back beyond where Samhain and Leilia still stood.

Wil turned his attention again to Samhain, from whose right stump shoulder, a shoot of dark green growth had already emerged. Leilia, at her father’s side and helping to support him physically, glared, wide-eyed and furious.

“It’ll be over soon,” Wil said.

“Don’t do this, Wil,” Leilia said.

Wil cocked his head. “I begged the same of you once before, Leilia. You ignored me. Thankfully, you failed, but not for lack of trying.”

He drove his thumb punch forward, intending to strike Samhain, but Leilia, crying, “No!” stepped between them.

Wil couldn’t understand what had happened. There was a bright flash and he found himself scattering, driven from the beach by force, undeniable and several orders of magnitude greater than that achieved by Pylas’s Inertia Pin. He drifted skyward, ten kilometers inland before he could get his bearings and reform himself. What he saw filled him with awe and dread and closure. He didn’t know what had produced the explosion, but knew that while Pylas might have survived it, surely Leilia and Samhain had not. The senders, too, were dead, he had no doubt. He would return to the queen. He would be ready for Pylas.

• • •

Pylas traveled the backspace, just below the cloud line, covering the ocean in seconds and reaching the rocky shore. Leftover volcanic crags reached out and tried feebly to grip the crashing waves—or to smash any ships driven too close. The beach, where there was beach, was coarse sand, which soon gave way to fist-sized chunks of rock. Here Wil stood, alone and waiting, covered in the binding strips that housed the Unstable Amethyst. He had gone ahead by himself to establish contact with the Yotunese queen, to explain in person what Samhain proposed, how it was working for a large part of the world already. Despite their ability to communicate over any distance, Wil had been strangely silent. Pylas was anxious to see him and hopeful that he brought word of a favorable response.

Pylas thought through the Yellow Diamond, to Samhain and to Leilia, “I’m here. You can come whenever you’re ready.”

He popped out of the backspace and dropped to the rock-strewn beach, his pale yellow figure bright and artificial and out of place in the gloom. The sky was overcast. There were no breaks in the gray above and this was reflected by the roiling slate sea below, along with much of the land crawling out of it. The only other color was the dark green from the mat of needles clothing the tall spear trees which rose up suddenly, like a wall guarding everything inland.

“Wil,” Pylas said, his arms spread in warm greeting. “It’s good to see you. We haven’t heard from you for days. What have you learned?”

“I’ve learned enough. The damage done over the last five years ends today.”

Pylas cocked his head in confusion.

“Where are the others?” Wil said.

“They’ll be along shortly. You anxious?”

“Nope. Just assessing the odds.”

Pylas saw him take one step forward, but then, even to his senses, Wil became a blur. He felt the thumb strikes hit in rapid succession, like driving rain, only their deceptively soft touch was turning his impenetrable, diamond hard shell back into a viscous liquid, making him vulnerable to a kill strike should one come.

He’d allowed sixteen strikes across his torso, but no more. He closed his Pattern and spread his influence to the yellow fluid that surrounded him, forcing it back into its natural hardened but flexible state. Reflexively, he slipped backwards into the backspace, reappearing ten meters behind his initial position. Light shone forth from the amber crust of diamonds crowding the upper half of his face, casting a grid of white light onto Wil.

“Wil! That is you. What are you doing?”

“Did you think I was someone else?” Wil said. “I will defend what’s mine.”

Pylas shook his head in further confusion. “What’s yours?”

Samhain and Leilia suddenly appeared upon the beach in mid stride several tens of meters to Pylas’s right.

“Be careful,” Pylas shouted. “Something’s not right with Wil.”

Despite the warning, they continued without a break towards Wil.

“We’ve been unable to reach you for several days now,” Samhain said. “What is the matter, Mr. Parish?”

“For five years now, you’ve spread like a disease, infecting everything that you touch. You promise everyone the world, but you’ve already killed it. It dies slowly around us in your choking embrace. You use your words and your magic to co-opt the minds of the weak. You kill without conscience those who would oppose you. I will not let you destroy this place or scatter my countrymen. I will not let you continue your reign of terror. You already tried to kill the queen once before. You will not get another chance. Today you die. All of you.”

“Indeed,” Samhain said. “Something is quite wrong with him. Take my hand, Mr. Parish.”

“Wil, this isn’t you,” Pylas said. “Let us help you.”

Wil reached for Samhain’s hand. His motion was steady, measured, and as soon has he had Samhain’s hand in his grip, it was disintegrating. Samhain uttered no sound, but reacted immediately, attempting to pull his arm free, but the reaction of Wil’s power continued up the arm’s length, reducing the extremity to bloodless dust. Samhain staggered backwards, held his denuded shoulder with his left hand, found himself supported by Leilia.

Even before the arm was gone, though, Pylas had pushed through the cleave planes, into and back out of the backspace, to place himself between Wil and Samhain, and drive his Inertia Pin into the man he’d always considered to be his best friend. Wil shot backwards with the power of the strike, seemed for a moment to succumb, but in moments, revealed himself, hovering in the air some ways away, to be whole and largely, if not completely, unaffected.

“Not enough, Pylas. My turn.”

Wil faded from view, but Pylas could still see his particles spread out and rushing towards him like a tidal wave ready to break. He still couldn’t fully commit to the fight since it was Wil he faced and a moment’s hesitation cost him. Wil coalesced suddenly and his thumb punch struck like a cotton hammer of immeasurable weight.

Despite the Diamond Coat, despite his closed Pattern, Pylas felt his breath—though he no longer had need of it—flee him in a stifling rush. He half-noticed knocking past Samhain, already with a shoot of new green growth sprouting from the shoulder, and his subsequent trip through the rocks studding the beach. He was dazed and disoriented, but he thought he could hear Leilia.

“Don’t do this, Wil.”

Muttering followed, and then sharply from Leilia he heard, “No!”

Then light, then dark, then oblivion.

• • •

Pylas gradually awoke, first to its rhythmic sound, then to the lapping surf itself. He raised his head to see that he was sprawled upon a jagged finger of rock stretching into the rising tide. He sat up and saw a welcome sight. Leilia was reforming in the air over the beach and Samhain, still alive, was sitting below her. He climbed down from the rocks, returned to normal after clearing the water, and sat down next to Samhain beneath Leilia’s gathering light to await her completion.

Samhain’s green had been bleached nearly white by Leilia’s Bloom and Pylas noted that the new growth at Samhain’s shoulder was a second shoot, that the first must have been destroyed by the blast. Still, it was growing fast, possibly keeping pace with Leilia’s return.

They didn’t speak while they sat. There was much to discuss, but neither begrudged the other for the hour of silence.

All at once the light went out, and Leilia, naked and pristine, dropped down into Pylas’s waiting arms. They held each other tight for a full minute before separating. Pylas pulled off his T-shirt to give her something to wear. Once she was covered, she knelt down and hugged her father.

Samhain sniffed back tears. “I gave you the Bloom as a contingency, but having witnessed it, I see how terrible it is for you.” He looked at Pylas, then back to Leilia, “I am truly sorry for cursing you with that.”

“It is no curse, father. Though the Bloom grows stronger with each detonation, the reintegration process becomes more efficient. It is terrible, but not for me. It has allowed me, twice now, to return to the ones I love. Are you all right?”

“I’ll be fine,” Samhain said, “but I never would have expected the Bloom to be brought on by one of my own.”

“He is not himself,” Leilia said.

“No,” Pylas said.

“He has been forcibly confused or is being controlled. Perhaps both,” Samhain said. “I may have underestimated Yotun. This place, these people may be beyond our grasp. But if Mr. Parish has been enthralled, I would free him from that yoke before we abandon our mission here.”

“Agreed,” Pylas said. “It’s hard to imagine, though. When Mina Koloff attempted to control him, he saw through it almost right away.”

“Perhaps Mina Koloff’s was merely a minor talent.” Leilia frowned. “Or maybe there’s something about the conditions of the control that resonates with him somehow?”

“Like what?” Pylas said.

“Do you suppose, if she were still alive, and she tested her power on him again that the results would have been the same?” she said.

Pylas shrugged.

“With the Unstable Amethyst, he should be able to beat it faster and more easily,” Samhain said.

Leilia continued to frown, lost in thought, staring at nothing. She started to shake her head. “No.”

“No?” both Pylas and Samhain said at once.

“No,” she said, snapping free from her thoughts. “They’d become extremely close. If she’d exerted her power on him, even with the help of the Unstable Amethyst, there would be nothing for him to beat, at least not right away. She would have been present in the vision. She made him happy in life; she would have made him happy in the fantasy as well. There would be no immediate reason for him to suspect anything. And he would have wanted to trust her. I believe she would have been successful. Though it’s impossible to say for how long.”

“That illustrates one way in which he might be controlled,” Samhain said. “We can only assume that there are more and that he has succumbed to at least one of them. Mr. Crier, you may be at risk as well.”

Pylas nodded. “So how do we fight something like that?”

“I don’t know,” Leilia said. “Methods of prevention might be situational.”

“What about Wil?”

She shrugged. “We’d have to reach him somehow first. Test the nature of the control.”

“Then let’s find him,” Samhain said. “I would make good on my promise sooner rather than later.”

“He’s left a trail I can follow,” Pylas said.

• • •

High above the lush green of the spear trees, Pylas fluctuated in the air, flickering into and out of existence. He’d learned to halt his passage through the amber cracks so that he could remain halfway between the backspace and the real world. It caused him no discomfort, but for any attempting to focus on him, his stuttering appearance made for a nauseating sight.

Pylas had followed Wil’s trail—which to his senses through the Yellow Diamond was like a pale, photo-bleached smear across the sky—down into the stone ruins of an old castle or fort. The gray clouds hadn’t shifted or dispersed. The air was wet and cold and only helped to fuel his dread. Through the Yellow Diamond Pylas told Leilia and Samhain Wil’s destination. Pylas had become quite adept over the years at calculating distances and elevations, reporting figures to Samhain over vast distances so that he could in turn fold space with remarkable accuracy. He pushed into the backspace and reemerged inside the dark and dank stone ruins.

Wil was there. His back was to him, and Pylas thought sure that his old friend was having a conversation with someone who wasn’t there. A ghost? A fragment of his waning sanity?

Wil turned, startled but not surprised. That changed, however, when both Leilia and Samhain arrived moments later. His arms had been folded, but on seeing the other two, the confident knot of his arms unraveled.

Samhain stepped forward. “I would see Wil Parish freed.”

Wil snorted.

“You are welcome to try,” Samhain said. “You will find my daughter and I proof against such attempts, however.”

Pylas shot a look from Samhain to Leilia, as it seemed that Samhain, too, was having a conversation with someone who wasn’t there.

“Your. . . communal efforts to veil your kingdom in dark gloom are indeed impressive, but she and I see through them.”

Pylas, still staring at Leilia, shook his head slowly. She stepped closer to him and placed her hand upon his forearm.

At her touch, Pylas felt the symphonic tone of their union play through his bones. He felt his dread melt away and with it the fiction that had occluded his senses.

Sitting upon a stone throne just beyond Wil was a giantess of immaculate white, with hair like iridescent spun pearls. Her cheeks were flushed with anger, but the color only highlighted her crushing and insistent beauty. Pylas twitched birdlike, noting that the statuesque woman was not alone. There were at least fifteen others, all of them white giants half-covered by gossamer silks, lounging about the chamber. Some of them held stringed instruments, some of them half-eaten fruit. All of them wore expressions of terror.

The castle, while in fact broken, was brightly lit by the sun shining down from a cloudless sky. Lush green moss covered the stone floor like carpet, interrupted only by occasional sprays of pastel flowers. Through the shattered wall behind the throne, Pylas could see a tiered valley, down the steps of which cascaded a glistening stream of mountain runoff into a sizable pool. Dwellings were set within the tiers, and chaotic, though successful, attempts at agriculture were spread like a patchwork quilt over all of it.

The woman on the throne snorted. “Now the child can see. Kill them all, Wil.”

Leilia stepped forward abruptly. “No, I don’t think he will. Unless by all you mean yourself along with every other Yotunese present.”

“What does she mean?”

“I mean, Nena Shloss, that if Wil Parish takes one step closer to any of us, I will gut these ruins with fire, scouring the walls clean and killing everyone in an instant. Excepting, of course, the four of us who are not native to this place.”

Wil hesitated, looked back to Nena.

Nena scowled at his lack of resolve. “Then kill her first,” she said, out of patience.

“He knows that that will only hasten everyone’s death,” Leilia said.

Wil eyed his possible targets, settled his purple gaze upon Samhain.

“Wil Parish,” Leilia said, “I realize that you have only learned of the Bloom today, but let me educate you fully, regarding its trigger. As you have seen, gross physical trauma to my person brings about the Bloom. It is the original method and the only one intended. However, after two applications, I have deduced the means to initiate the Bloom by will alone.”

Samhain and Pylas both shot Leilia a concerned look, but she continued without pause.

“It would take but a thought to purge these ruins of all life. Well, most life, anyway. You are fast, Wil Parish, but your speed means nothing. If you attack my father, I’ll set off the Bloom. If you attack me, you’ll set off the Bloom. The only ones who will survive are the only ones you—mistakenly—seek to destroy.”

“You see?” Nena said, rising to her full, majestic height and pointing an accusing finger at Samhain. “You would kill indiscriminately for your own selfish ends. No one invited you here. You’re not welcome. You dazzle everyone with your promises, and you deliver, but everything has a cost. I have seen glimpses of the scourge you will become. Already the natural world begins to suffer.”

Samhain tilted his head and gave her an appraising, up-from-under look. “We were not invited, it’s true. But selfish? We only came to talk, to discuss. We have harmed no one. Your two men at the beach were the tragic byproduct of the unnecessary violence directed towards us. Is the felled tree to blame for what is crushed beneath it?” He grinned sadly. “I admit, in my case, that is a more complicated question, but Leilia, sought only to protect me and she was destroyed for it.”

“Temporarily,” Nena spat.

“Does that diminish the murderous intent of her would-be killer?” Samhain shook his head. “You have made Wil Parish into a murderer of friends and allies. He has not come to this state through his own reasoning or his own will. And you insist that I am the scourge?”

While Samhain addressed the Yotunese queen, Leilia focused her attention on Wil, communicating with him mind-to-mind, through the Unstable Amethyst.

“I will not apologize for what I have done,” Nena said.

Wil, why do you want to harm us?

Because you tried to kill Nena.

Wil winced, and clutched at his head with one hand.

You want to protect Nena?

Yes.

With both hands now, Wil gripped at his head, trying to stifle the pain searing through it.

“What are you doing to him?” Nena said, looking from Wil to Leilia.

Is Nena important to you?

Yes.

Wil winced again and hissed audibly.

“Stop this,” Nena said in her most imperious tone.

When did you first meet Nena?

Five years ago.

Wil dropped to his knees with a whimper, his hands pressing ever tighter against his head in an attempt to match and drive back the pain.

Leilia gasped at his response. Her eyes were wide and already beginning to tear up. She turned to Nena Shloss and when she spoke aloud, her voice was tremulous with an uneven mixture of pity and anger.

“You have stolen something most precious to him,” Leilia said.

Without waiting for a reply, Leilia addressed Wil, her voice more laden with pity this time.

“Wil,” she said licking her lips, “do you know who Mina Koloff is?”

“No,” he said and was punished for it.

His back arched, his body went rigid, though it was racked repeatedly with violent spasms. The cloth strips binding the power of the Unstable Amethyst started to unravel, to slough off like shed skin, and disappeared altogether, leaving him naked. Still upon his knees, he began to swoon, but recovered his senses before he collapsed. His breast heaved. He panted and coughed.

“You. . . You lied to me,” he managed to say.

“No, Wil,” Nena said with striking tenderness, “I told you a version of events that paints a more accurate view of the future.”

Wil cocked his head. Images of someone he once knew, once loved, flashed fleetingly through his memory, but each time he tried to focus on her, all he could see was Nena Shloss. He strained to maintain even a glimpse of who the person was before the image settled again into Nena’s likeness. Every time it was the same, and finally, defeated, he started to laugh the laugh of the hopeless.

“Return Mina Koloff to him. Free him!” Leilia shouted, her eyes dark and commanding.

Sweat beaded her brow and her breath had quickened, but Nena said nothing.

“You Yotunese have a right to your pride,” Samhain said. “You are what remains of the Mikai Gods, what they evolved into after giving up blood. You are far more elegant than you were, I can assure you, but this, what you’ve done here today, recalls the barbarism—even if it is a bit more refined—of your distant past. We will leave—with no need for bloodshed—but not without Wil Parish.”

Nena stared with angry, narrowed eyes. She shook her head.

“Your duplicity,” she said, “staggers me.”

Samhain furrowed his brow, cocked his head. “Duplicity?”

Nena’s expression changed somewhat, to one of incredulous disbelief. “Can it be that you don’t know? Have you so deluded yourself? Can you not feel the world around you. . . diminishing?”

Unsettled by these questions, Samhain blinked, shook his head, his mouth agape with no words spilling out.

“Enough!” Leilia shouted. “You will undo what you have done to Wil, or I will kill everyone here with the Bloom.”

Nena hesitated, shook her head. “No,” she said, but her voice was quivering and barely audible.

“You are their queen, Nena Shloss,” Leilia said. “Are you condemning them all to death for your misguided pride?”

Nena scanned the room, noted each pleading face, and returned her attention to Leilia. While Leilia’s had dried up, Nena’s tears flowed freely now.

“It isn’t for pride,” she said. “But I won’t cut their precious lives any shorter. Wil Parish, disregard my instructions.”

Another wave of spasms shot through Wil. When he recovered, he rose to his feet, the strips appearing out of nowhere to wrap around and envelop him.

“We will be taking our leave now,” Samhain said unsteadily. “I am sorry that this did not work out to our mutual benefit.”

“Wait,” Wil said.

“Mr. Parish,” Samhain said, “I think—”

“No.” Wil shook his head and approached Nena, who towered over him.

He stood before her looking up. She, her face a mask of sadness and resolve, looked down to meet the purple glare of his gaze.

“You made me forget her,” he said, “made me think that she was you. Five years into five days. You made me think that your belly was full with our unborn child. You made me hate the good Samhain has brought to the world, manipulated me into destroying what I believe in, into nearly killing my. . . my. . .” His breath, useless to him as it was with the Unstable Amethyst, caught in his chest, and he nearly choked on his emotions. “Friends. Maybe you had your reasons, but whatever they were, they were lost and forfeit as soon as you started reshaping my thoughts and memories to suit your whim.”

“I am sorry, Wil,” she said with real affection. Then, quietly, gently, she said, “I liked you.”

He shook his head. “I don’t forgive you.”

He struck her a flashing blow with his thumb punch, touching upon her sternum. From the impact point, the brilliant white of her skin dulled, and her flesh, muscle, and bone caked into clumps of collapsing dust.

Wil stared into her eyes as the reaction overtook her and was unnerved by the distracting smile—immeasurably sad and genuine—that played about her lips, but more so by her final words.

“Remember me,” she said. They were words without malice, without an edge of any sort, born from a desire to leave something of herself behind before all trace of who and what she was resolved itself into dust.

“No!” Wil cried at empty air. He dropped to his knees, clutched at the pile of what Nena had become, then beat the floor with his fists.

Pylas and Leilia helped Wil to his feet.

“I. . . I know that they’re two different people,” Wil said, “but I can’t separate them.”

Samhain turned to address the remaining Yotunese.

“There are many words to describe what has transpired here: unfortunate, curious, tragic. . . unnecessary. The ships are already on the way, ready to offer passage out of Yotun for any who wish it. Make use of them or ignore them, but I caution you: treat those who arrive here with anything less than friendship, and there will be consequences, swift and commensurate. No one is forcing you to do anything. You are under no threat. You are free to do as you choose, to come and go as you please. From the very beginning, all I wanted was to provide you with an invitation, welcoming you to a new world. Likely some of you will leave here, casting us as the villains. We cannot stop you. We can only hope that some of you saw what happened as I have described: unfortunate, curious, tragic, unnecessary. Should we meet again, let it be with open arms as friends.

None of the Yotunese spoke. Some had overcome their terror, some had replaced it with anger, some with sorrow.

For a moment, silence reigned. Samhain bowed his head, conveying a sense of failure. Behind him, a shimmer rippled through the air and, turning on his heel, he passed through it, followed by Leilia, Wil, and Pylas.

• • •

More and more the dark helped him think. Why was that? It wasn’t always that way. In fact, it had been just the opposite.

She’d been right. At least about a few things. The world was diminishing. He didn’t know why, but it certainly wasn’t because of him. Was it? He’d stood for thousands of years, present throughout human history. Why should things be different now?

The seas were receding. Vegetation that he didn’t tend to personally seemed to take less and less from the soil. Was there something wrong with the soil? If so, he couldn’t tell, and he was knowledgeable about such things.

And the dark. Back to the dark. Was it his imagination, or did the light of the sun cause him discomfort of late? Had something about the sun changed? Its light felt different to him, but as far as he could tell, its radiation remained unchanged.

It was better inside the Tree. He could feel the reach of its roots, the spread of his word, the power of the fellowship he had inspired, and all of this bound together by the dark, like a balm, like a swaddling blanket, protecting against the cold. Or the burn of the sun. The burn of the sun. . .

Was he forgetting something? He thought that he might be. No, he was. But what was it? Something he was supposed to do. . . Something important. Hadn’t he done it, though? He half-felt that, too. If he had done it, then why did the thought nag so? It would come to him. Or it wouldn’t.

Yotun had exhausted him. Exhausted? Yes, strange as that concept was to him. The world was on the right course now. Yotun would be a part of it or it wouldn’t. Active force was no longer necessary. Perhaps, moving forward, he would remove himself from frontier work and focus on the community surrounding the Tree. Let his Offices act in their capacities as necessary. That would give him more time to think, more time here in the Tree, in the dark while it still afforded its protection. He knew that a time was coming when it wouldn’t.







3.2 SEVEN YEARS AFTER


“Advanced, worldwide desertification is a reality. Soil everywhere now requires repeat chemical treatments to sustain even the most meager of crops. Ocean volume has been reduced by an estimated twenty-two percent and is still falling. The world is withering—that is a certainty—but no one knows why.

“Some of you, a small but vocal faction, blame me. Indeed, how could one who performs miracles daily not exact a toll upon the very land? I cannot answer that. I have lived for millennia and the world has not suffered for it. So why should it now, when I walk among you as one of you? Does it stand to logic that I am the cause?

“Some argue the opposite, though, that I evolved from the Viscain Tree when the world needed me most, to help usher humanity through dark and possibly end times, that my evolution didn’t signal the world’s end, but provided the means to its salvation.

“Few can condemn my deeds. You may take this as ego, but I state it as fact. I have kept every promise. I have brought wealth and prosperity to every corner of the world. Fellowship is the rule. Crime is negligible since want is virtually unknown. Education has no limits. Knowledge is like a benign infection turned epidemic. The sciences are flourishing with hourly breakthroughs. And still, no one can provide indisputable proof as to the cause of the world’s suffering.”

Samhain paused. Visible on nearly every echo set across the world, with the Viscain Tree at his back, he bowed his head and frowned. The active mics on him shifted to a disturbance in the crowd spread out before him. Inarticulate shouting had erupted from several sources. Blood rose into the air. Holes opened up in the mass of humanity like fast-rotting sores as people fled the sudden and unexpected violence.

There were five of them. Two were clearly Yotunese. Of the other three, one was armed with a long-barreled firearm, one with only his fists, and one with a Hokai blade. The Yotunese, a man and a woman, gleaming white and towering above much of the crowd, used their powers with abandon, one setting free-floating electric current through countless victims and the other causing an instant and catastrophic increase in cerebrospinal fluid in a string of individuals. The man with the firearm knelt down, took careful aim through the chaos and the valley opened through the crowd by his fellows, and fired. His shot was intercepted, though. A pale yellow figure had appeared before him, seemingly from thin air, and with an upraised arm, rent the shooter, a vertical line splitting him right down the middle.

Pylas took the weapon, crumpled it in his hands, detonating several rounds of ammunition harmlessly between his hard, yellow fingers. Discarding what was left, he turned, disappeared, and reappeared in front of the unarmed man. Using the Pin, he struck precision blows, one at each shoulder, crippling the man’s arms, and a final shot to the solar plexus which sent the man sprawling. Pylas then watched as the Hokai bladesman leapt high into the air to cover the last of the distance between Samhain and himself. The man brought his prodigious blade to bear and cried out, ready to deliver a decapitating stroke, but Wil was there, an animate cloud, rendering the assassin to falling dust. Completing his own arc through the air, Wil descended upon the Yotunese woman, like a shower of dry acid, turning her to powder, upon which he stood once he was whole again, wrapped in immaculate strips of otherworldly cloth. Pylas appeared nearby, his Vorpal Pin already in motion, to cut the woman’s companion in two at the waist, just as the man realized the other’s fate.

Another Yotunese woman, dressed in hospital whites, appeared on the scene with a cadre of medics who fanned out through the crowd. She alone paused for a moment, her face a mix of emotions, to stare at Wil who met her gaze before he rose back up into the air as if yanked, to reposition himself next to Samhain. Pylas remained within the throng, in an attempt to help keep order and eliminate any further threat. Leilia had come down to collect the one man who was still alive for later questioning.

At the sound of his voice, the active mics returned to Samhain.

“This is a tragic and meaningless waste,” he said. “I must remind my detractors that I, too, am a part of this world, and that I, too, am suffering. My leaves are faded, bleached by the sun, parched for lack of rain. I am as undernourished by the soil as all other flora is. Acts of violence, as we have just witnessed, only hasten the end of all things. This planet is dying. We must come together to weather its demise—if that is possible—or find a solution to the problem its death poses.

“From this day forth, I will dedicate my attention and my considerable energies to finding this solution. Those who would see me dead, you need but wait. We’ll all be dead if no solution is to be had. Spend time with your loved ones. Cherish the time you have left. Your pursuits so far have amounted to suicide, costly with collateral death. My Offices are the Shades of My Being. They have proven themselves to be like gods themselves, but don’t forget that it was I who made them that way. You will not succeed in your attempts. Allow me to find the way, to carve a path through our uncertain future and secure survival for us all.

“You will not see me in the coming days. I do not fear attempts on my life, since that’s all they will ever be, but I must be able to concentrate. Pray for my success and you pray for your own salvation. To all of you who have supported me, you have my thanks and my endless reciprocity. To all of you who feel you’ve been dispossessed, you have my apologies. That is all.”

Samhain stepped down from the podium, walked the short distance to the trunk of the Viscain Tree, which opened to receive him just as it opened to give birth to him. He entered the Tree and the aperture closed behind him.

Stunned silence filled the grounds. News crew reporters scrambled to fill the emptiness with upbeat interpretations, but the mood was indelibly somber. Samhain had never called himself a leader, had never exercised true political power, but now that he had confirmed the end of the world—no matter its cause—no one, not even his worst critics, could ignore the untenable vacuum in which they’d find themselves without him. The nature of his withdrawal made sure of that.

Within an hour, the carnival atmosphere that had filled the parkland surrounding the Tree was gone, the crowd dispersed. Most of the wounded had been transferred to proper medical facilities, but a few of the medics remained, seeing to less serious injuries. The Yotunese woman was among them, laying on hands to mend flesh and broken bone.

Wil stood over her as she finished, his arms folded, his purple eye light shining down upon her accusingly.

She eased the woman under her care, now fully healed, up to her feet and sent her on her way. She remained where she was, though, kneeling, close to the ground, below Wil’s scrutinizing stare.

“You knew her, Silla,” he said.

“Yes,” Silla replied. “And her mate as well.” Her eyes were sad, haunted. Her hair was different, shorter, but she bore a striking resemblance to Nena Shloss.

“You vouched for her,” he said.

“I did. I trusted her. I was deceived.”

“Were you? Were you really? How am I to know whether or not you’re deceiving me right now?”

She shrugged. Her eyes drifted surreptitiously towards Leilia who was not far away, talking to Pylas, but hopelessness overwhelmed her features. “I don’t know what else I can do to show you, Wil. I know that you’re only with me because I remind you of her, but I don’t care. I saw what she did to you. I’ve watched you suffer.” She shook her head, squeezing tears from her eyes. “I would never betray you. Ever.”

He dropped his arms in defeat, returned to normal. He knelt slightly to help her to her feet, and embraced her, the top of his head coming just below the fullness of her breasts. She clung to him fiercely as she sobbed.

A thought occurred to Wil, which he shared with Pylas.

“Pylas, wasn’t that Hokai swordsman one of Gai’s students?” he thought through the Unstable Amethyst.

Pylas perked up at that. “Oh, shit.” He promptly disappeared.

Seconds later, Pylas continued through the Yellow Diamond to both Wil and Leilia, his despondency plain and infectious. “Gai’s school is gone. It’s a massacre. Gai is dead. Everyone is dead. Ozan is in pieces. That assassin was obviously not the student he claimed to be.”

Wil held Silla a little tighter, but shifted slightly so he could see the structure behind her, the Viscain Institute, above whose doors was a plaque that read:

In memory of Mina Koloff, whose commitment to peace and freedom, whose vision of a perfect world, and whose ultimate sacrifice will forever inform and solemnify our approach to the future.

Mina had died three years ago, shot by Alstacian apologists. Unable to save her, or accept her death, Wil had stayed by her side for a day and a night. Gai, in a rage, had responded to the threat immediately, cutting every one of the terrorists down with Ozan. Even with their firearms, the fight had been decidedly one-sided.

Every time he walked through the doors of the Institute, Wil read that plaque and remembered Mina Koloff as he’d known her, but almost instantly, her image was replaced with that of Nena Shloss, something that was happening more and more every day. Despite knowing intellectually that they were two different people, his memories of Mina were fading while his memories of Nena remained stark, perfect, and inescapable. Soon he would only remember Nena in Mina’s place.

Now Gai, a good friend for the last seven years and one of the few people who really knew Mina, who could always be counted on to help Wil remember her, was dead along with her.

Wil buried his face in Silla’s middle and began to weep.

• • •

With Samhain in isolation, the lone testament to hope, housed in glass, steel, and white marble, was the Viscain Institute. Initially, it operated as a satellite of Harsted University, with Jango Farsenkals at its head, but every major university had since bought into the endeavor, filling it with some of their most celebrated men and women of learning. With an endorsement from Samhain himself, Professor Farsenkals maintained his founder’s authority, but was released from administrative duties, allowing him to pursue his research with what amounted to unlimited funding.

Farsenkals and his staff had successfully isolated what became known as the F-Gene, named both after the Professor himself and for fighting, which was generally the means through which the gene expressed itself. Several methods were developed to test for the gene along with strategies to maximize the gene’s potential.

To this end, the gravity well below the Tree’s canopy was identified as such and measured. Three zones were clearly differentiated as concentric rings. These zones were ten, twenty, and thirty times normal gravity, with each becoming heavier abruptly, without transition, and were made available to a select few of those with confirmed F-Genes for training purposes. Engineers had devised a technique to reproduce the gravity well effect, but had encountered several materials limitations in trying to reach the same intensities. The limit of mechanical reproduction for practical use seemed to be around twenty-one or twenty-two and few individuals showed the ability to work their way up to the natural thirty-gravity zone under the Tree where Leilia was born and where Pylas and Wil had, and still, trained regularly.

While these pursuits satisfied Farsenkals’s personal ambitions, the Institute had also made great strides in aeroponic agricultural techniques, which would be indispensable if the crop failure rate continued on its current trend. Desalinization techniques had been developed to tap the oceans, themselves diminishing, for potable water. Chemical production was also being explored. The world wasn’t completely without hope, but none of these advances were true solutions. They only amounted to stopgap measures that would postpone the inevitable.







3.3 NINE YEARS AFTER


Today is the second anniversary of my retreat. Two years. In two years the decay has advanced markedly, and no one, myself included, has been able to identify the cause or slow its progress. I cannot go outside in daylight now unprotected. Indeed, the shelter constructed about the Tree is the only thing saving me from the sun’s damning rays. The seas are dry. Water is precious and must be rationed. Cities are oases, walled against wind and dust. All agriculture is grown aeroponically underground. The last of the livestock gave out months ago. Soon, humanity will break.

Why? What was it I was supposed to do? Haven’t I done it? These maddening thoughts—fleeting and half-formed—of a covenant. . . I was supposed to choose. And I did! I gave of myself freely. Leilia and my Offices are proof against the elements, against hunger, against catastrophe, against time, while I am no longer. With their aid, I brought prosperity to all. So why?

It won’t matter soon. Those three will survive whatever comes. Like living fossils that cannot die. Or create new life. They will be free to. . . to leave, to wander, to find a new home out among the stars.

That’s it. That is the solution.

This planet is lost. It is past the point of saving, and even if it could be saved, its sun remains toxic to me. I—we—must relocate, to a new and fertile world, one that isn’t diseased, one that doesn’t harbor a slow death for us all, one that promises us an endless future or the means to it.

I must search the skies and prepare for the inevitable exodus, but first I must share this glimmer of hope with the rest of the world. I cannot believe in anything but success. I will succeed. We will succeed and thrive.

• • •

And so Samhain did reach out, bringing the much needed breath of hope to a world drowning in the vacuum of expanding loss.

As the scarcity of resources had increased, a worldwide infrastructure had been established to help with management and distribution. Old class distinctions and criminal enterprise returned to some degree, but were kept mostly in check by the institution of a centralized police force, made up primarily of psychics and F-Gene positives. For gross infractions, the Offices were called in to arbitrate and carry out sentencing.

All resources not essential to survival were directed towards the relocation plan. Twelve key locations around the world, the largest of the city-states, were designated as Fold Points, from which all of the population would depart. With the discovery of Resonant Lift, air travel—safe and economical—quickly replaced most ground-based transportation systems. Shuttles flew daily to move as many people as possible to the Fold Points. Despite initial concerns, over-crowding never became a critical issue. Perhaps, in its own way, Nature was still exerting some sideways influence to effect equilibrium. The death toll was steady at first, claiming the weak, the infirm, the elderly, but after six months, shuttle runs tapered off as estimates came in, putting the entirety of the planet’s population within city-state walls. Attrition continued, but at a decreasing rate. As preparations went forward and goals were met, hope began to flourish.







3.4 TEN YEARS AFTER


At dusk, on the third anniversary of his retreat, Samhain, pale and emaciated, emerged from the Viscain Tree to an awaiting crowd. In the ensuing years, the Tree had lost its leaves, had been bleached white, and now resembled fragile, aged bone. The structure surrounding the Tree had been equipped with great folding doors to accommodate such gatherings and these had been open for the last several hours in anticipation of Samhain’s coming. The grounds between the Tree and the Viscain Institute were filled. Temporary lights had been erected and shone down with white, artificial brilliance. Everyone had been preparing for the last year and wore the same earnest expression.

Samhain stepped up to the podium and was joined by Pylas and Leilia on one side and by Wil on the other. In their current state, as the Shades of His Being, Pylas and Wil were said to be Dark with the power of Office and had rarely been seen outside of this capacity for some time.

Once the four were settled, the lights dimmed and a greatly magnified image of them appeared overhead, visible to all.

“Thank you for coming,” Samhain said, his voice weakened but booming from the floating image. “I promised to find you a new home. Today, I want to show it to you. Today, I want to begin the journey that will bring us to safety. To get there, we will cross the black of space and leave behind the light of countless stars.”

An image of the night sky replaced the image overhead. A zoom effect led everyone as described, across the black of space, leaving behind the light of countless stars, until it singled out one particular star, then focused in on the fourteen planets that circled it, focused further on the fifth planet, penetrating its thick, gray cloud layer to reveal a rain-soaked landscape rich with dark green foliage.

“This is our new home. Some of you will spend tomorrow under a new sun. For some it may take a bit longer, only because there are so many of us traveling. In exactly three hours, the Fold Point city-states will cycle up their power plants and synchronize them with ours here in Yana Tomon. At that time, I will create the initial bridge and establish a foothold upon the new, far-away world. The Fold Points will then activate, one by one, and the mass migration will begin. You have all prepared for this. I, too, have prepared, but this is the unknown for us all. I cannot know the full ramifications of stripping the Tree of its heartwood. Of critical importance is its immediate transplant to a non-hostile environment. There will be fluctuations at this time of transition. Additionally, I cannot calculate the viability of the existing Tree and its root system once the heartwood has been removed. Fold Points may become unstable, but you are reminded to strictly and calmly adhere to the migration procedures in which you’ve been instructed. I would like to guarantee a one hundred percent success rate, but I know—and you must know—that that is naïve. There will be casualties. There will be loss. We must all work to minimize both. That is all.”

Whoops and cheers went up through the crowd as another voice came over the public address system.

“Please return to your designated migration stations and prepare for transport. Counting down: two hours, fifty-five minutes. Repeat: Please return. . .”

• • •

All of the world was astir. Resonant lift barges were loaded with food, equipment, raw materials—everything that might be needed to rebuild civilization—and queued up before the Fold Point coordinates. Those not actively engaged in preparation of the barges waited at their migration stations, with everyone displaying an attitude of camaraderie and fellowship that hadn’t been seen or felt in years, and which made the presence of the Central Police essentially moot. Personal items were limited to what one could carry, though special concessions and arrangements were made for those with small children.

As the countdown worked its way down, each of the twelve power plants, connected by a worldwide network of Samhain’s modified roots, had begun to hum out deafening thunder. An hour before departure time, the Fold Points began to shimmer and blur. Samhain, having reentered the Tree following his speech, emerged again, this time bearing a knot of fleshy, gnarled wood the size of an infant that looked and beat like a heart. He held this in his arms, and flanked by Pylas, Leilia, and Wil, he approached the Fold Point, located upon the old road leading up to the Tree, and sat down before it. He closed his eyes and his brow immediately furrowed with concentration. Simultaneously, at every Fold Point, the blur began to come into slow focus, showing the progress of his mind through space.

At the appointed hour, Samhain opened his eyes, the Fold Points activated. Air pressure changed significantly at every Point as the atmospheres equalized across them. Samhain stood and, without a word, started to walk through the gate to their new home.

“Attention,” the voice over the public address system said, “Fold Points are now active. Migration is about to commence. Please proceed when able with caution. Repeat. Fold Points are now active. . .”

• • •

Pylas held Leilia’s hand tight and glanced at Wil as they passed through the Fold Point right behind Samhain. It was like any other walk he’d ever taken. It was still night here, but lit by a single moon that somehow illuminated the underside of the uniform cloud layer, and where the Viscain Tree should have been was a vast open plain, studded with shrubs and low trees. It was surreal. Pylas had seen wilderness before, but not quite like this, not so untouched by man and lit by clouds that translated the light of the moon.

Samhain directed them back around the edge of the Fold Point, behind it where it did not exist.

With his senses enhanced by the Yellow Diamond, Pylas could still see the fluctuations that marked the Fold Points. They were arranged around them in a vast circle and the bows of the resonant lift barges could be seen emerging from each, away from the center.

“Wait here at the perimeter,” he told them. “I’ll rejoin you shortly.”

Samhain walked alone to circle’s center. There he stopped and placed the heart of the Viscain Tree upon the ground.

From their place, the three watched Samhain drive the palm of his hand against the top of the heart, which pierced the ground without breaking the skin of soil upon which it sat. Samhain began his walk back, and with each step, the ground shook more violently underfoot. The noise of traffic from the Fold Points had become a dull rumble coming from everywhere, but it was slowly being drowned out by what was happening just below the surface of the planet.

Pylas focused his Divine Pattern sense upon the middle of the circle, saw that the heart of the Viscain Tree had not descended more than a meter, but had already spread an impressive network of roots and sprouted a shoot that had risen two meters above ground. Explosive growth occurred with each beat. The roots had already spanned the circle and continued to reach out and down. The shoot thickened and rose in proportion to the root growth as he watched, but to focus too closely was to court madness. It was too raw, too much like animate chaos. He had to force himself to reel in his senses, but even then, the miracle played out before him, plain and obvious. Soon, another Viscain Tree stood here on this new world.

The four watched over the seemingly endless outpour of the Fold Point convoys. Hours passed and the Tree continued to grow, thicker and thicker, rising higher and higher, until the trunk pierced the cloud layer and the canopy could no longer be seen above it. The growth slowed and finally stopped, leaving the Tree about a thousand meters in diameter.

Without warning, Samhain swayed and collapsed. The Fold Points closed with his eyes. The wails of men, women, and sirens filled the air.

• • •

Samhain awoke three days later. He was disoriented, but no longer emaciated or pale. His skin was smooth and firm, his color deep and rich. He emerged from the temporary shelter, one of many sturdy, all-weather tents surrounding the Tree, to stand in the rain. He breathed deeply of the air and drank the water through his very pores. When Leilia approached him, tentatively inquiring about what had happened, he seemed at first not to understand her.

Finally, he shrugged, the smile on his lips from taking simple sustenance fading. “One of the power plants went offline. I attempted to redistribute the flow, to accommodate the loss, but when a second one failed, the strain was too much. I was too focused on maintaining all of the Fold Points. The result was that I could not maintain any of them. I estimate a twenty-three percent loss.”

Leilia bowed her head. “From what we’ve been able to ascertain, that would appear to be accurate.”

The silence that followed concerned her. “How are you feeling?”

“Feeling? I feel wonderful. The loss is tragic, of course, but as all our food stores and supplies came through first, we will be starting out with a more favorable ratio. My hunger is being seen to, for the first time in. . .” He cocked his head, furrowed his brow as he turned a thought over and kept it to himself. “This system’s sun isn’t poison to me. We will have a celebration to commemorate our arrival, our survival, and the unfortunate loss of the those left behind.”

“What will happen to them?”

He didn’t answer right away. “The power plants began to fail because they’d exhausted their fuel. Those output levels couldn’t have been sustained for much longer.”

She frowned and looked hurt. “So they have no food, no water, no power, and none of the tools that might help them survive.”

“That is correct,” he said. “Once we’ve rebuilt here, in a year or two, it may be possible to reopen one of the Fold Points, but the odds favor us finding little more than sun-bleached, sand-scoured bones.”

“And this does not concern you?” she said, her voice nearly cracking.

“Let us focus on the triumph, not the tragedy.”

She stared at him, unsure of how to react, which was a first for her. Having stepped from one planet to another, light years apart, she realized that she’d become uncharacteristically emotional in the few days since their crossing. Perhaps he was still disoriented or numb from stress and the subsequent shock brought on by the circumstances of the migration.

“Yes, father,” she said quietly.

Samhain held his hands behind his back and stared out over the encampment, at the people milling about under the gray drizzle, at Pylas and Wil among them, at the miracle of the massive Tree.

“I am configuring the interior of the Tree to accommodate habitation,” he said. “The Offices and all Institute personnel will be housed inside. Institute facilities will be reproduced as closely as possible. All rebuilding efforts will be directed from within. In the coming days and weeks, I will raise more living accommodations from the roots, so that our raw materials can be used to advance our progress instead of just get us back to a viable starting point.”

“Yes, father.”

“You may distribute the responsibilities of planning the celebration as you see fit, but there are requirements. First, it should begin today, at sunset, and continue until I say it’s finished. Second, I wish to sample the very best of what we brought with us: food, wine, companionship.”

“Father?”

“Is it so alien that I should want something in return for all the boons I’ve bestowed?”

She hesitated, still trying to process his words, which were indeed, coming from him, alien to her. “No,” she said. “I’ll see to it that you have everything you’ve requested.”

He snapped his head around at her word choice and favored her with a look she’d never seen before. His eyes were narrowed and he was smiling a smile that conveyed amusement and. . . tolerance. Finally, he nodded, broke eye contact, and walked towards the Tree, into which he disappeared.

Never before now had she experienced a frisson brought on by fear. Not unexpectedly, she found she much preferred the other varieties.

• • •

The feasting went on for seven nights and seven days. Bonfires burned constantly. Samhain had set up an area before the Tree where he accepted the offerings of food, wine, and companionship. For the latter, despite the indelicacy of the request, there was no lack of volunteers, and Samhain was not shy about his preferences, taking several at a time into the Tree to finish in private what he’d started very publicly. Wil and Pylas shared a number of concerned looks at these curious turns, but like everyone else, neither was prepared to call anything Samhain did into question, not once they’d made it safely here—well, most of them, anyway. Pylas saw that Leilia was disturbed by her father’s behavior, but the one time he attempted to raise the question to her, she smiled wanly and suggested that Samhain was still recovering from the inordinate stress of the crossing, which was not unreasonable or unrealistic.

• • •

Following the celebration, rebuilding began in earnest. As Samhain had promised, the Tree had become a secure warren, comprising 8,885 chambers of various utility and spanning a hundred levels. Roots of size swelled from the ground, like veins radiating out from the base of the Tree and rising thirty to forty meters, to create a number of intricate, hive-like complexes, ready to house thousands. Within months there was a working, efficient infrastructure; small-scale manufacturing was being done within the Tree; mining operations at six different locations had been established; several fields of crops had been planted and had reacted favorably to the native soil. There was some concern about the ever-present cloud cover and how it might stunt growth, but despite the constant gray and the almost constant precipitation, the sunlight transmitted its nourishing light through the clouds during the day, just as the moon did at night. Many joked about relocating to somewhere less inclement, but even with the rain, the temperature remained moderate and comfortable. A small number of intrepid individuals were more serious than others, though, and got permission to strike out on their own to attempt to establish colonies further out on the frontier, without any direct support from the centralized effort. Samhain gave his blessing and lauded their adventurous, pioneer spirit.







3.5 ELEVEN YEARS AFTER


The first year on the new planet passed quickly. Surrounding the Tree now was the vast Viscain City, representing both the remains of a dead planet and the realized hopes of this new one. The population had risen to match pre-migration levels and continued to grow. Conventional agriculture had flourished initially, but because of the unbroken and spreading urban sprawl, and because of superior results, underground aeroponics once more became the norm. Much of the former Central Police force had been repurposed to aid in public works programs, but a small arm remained. Crime was not prevalent, but nor was it altogether absent.

Samhain took a stream of lovers, with each becoming a part of his growing harem. Once taken in, the women were sequestered within his private quarters and reportedly pampered for the rest of their lives. It became less shocking and more mundane, more a matter of course, as time passed.

All was well. Food was plentiful. The sciences continued to thrive. Seven frontier settlements had been established and mirrored, on a smaller scale, the success of Viscain City.







3.6 TWELVE YEARS AFTER


Murder was not unknown in Viscain City, but it usually lacked imagination. In general, the Central Police had little trouble sorting out means and motive, unless that element of imagination played a part. When pairs of bodies began to appear across the south and east quadrants, the CP were faced with something new. The pairs—identified as such only after investigation and testing—were always the same: a man, mostly liquified through unknown means, and a woman, made up to look like Leilia Purpurata, raped, and subjected to severe internal organ trauma and spinal fracture.

Bruising on the female bodies indicated death by embrace, likely during the sex act, and achievable only by an F-Gene-positive. Simulated stress tests put the strength level at approximately fifteen gravities, assuming a male of average height, build, and musculature.

The liquefied remains of the male corpses contained traces of an unknown organic material that was thought to be part of an inert corrosive compound in need of an activator.

The pairs invariably turned out to be couples, with the length of the relationships varying from case to case.The fixation on Leilia was obvious, but the women themselves, aside from the elaborate makeup, bore little resemblance to her. Five pairs of bodies had been found, and none of them accompanied by a significant amount of physical evidence. The makeup, given the amount used, was the first lead pursued, but all attempts to identify a manufacturer—of which there were very few—turned up negative. Indeed, chemical analysis of the pigments revealed material similar to that found in the male victims, which led the CP to believe that the makeup was custom produced by the perpetrator.

With the discovery of the most recent pair, found openly displayed in a public square, the case took a decidedly strange turn. The CP had cordoned off the area, at the foot of a statue commemorating Samhain’s shepherding everyone to the new planet, but one man, observing from behind the line, became quite obviously obsessed with the female victim. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with unkempt blond hair and intense green eyes. He had the appearance of a laborer, was disheveled, and in need of a bath. He stared fixedly at the dead woman for some time, murmuring something unintelligible, until finally, he pushed his way through the others and entered the crime scene. With no real progress to show so far, the CP had already called in the Offices of Permanence and Subtlety for aid, which was fortuitous.

Of the three CP officers on scene, two were F-Gene-positives, one was half Yotunese, skilled in psychometry. The psychometrist focused on the remains, leaving his two fellows to deal with the distraction.

The man ignored their warnings, and despite their efforts and apparent prowess, he very casually nullified their attempts at subduing him and proceeded to push or strike them both, sending them hurtling, almost comically, through the air as their bodies came apart from the initial contact his hands had made with them. The remains of both were spread messily across the square in opposite directions. The psychometrist, turned and stood, his face a mask of terror.

“S-Stop,” he said.

But the other wasn’t interested in what he had to say. With a careless shove, the psychometrist was sent into the statue’s base where he crumpled and burst across several seams. The resulting blood, exposed bones, and spilling organs didn’t interest the man, either. He knelt down beside the dead woman, muttering to himself as he had in the crowd, slipped his hands beneath her, held her up close to his face, and directed his muttering to her. After a moment, he closed his eyes, leaned in closer, and kissed her on her unfeeling lips.

Pylas passed out of the backspace then and Wil’s particles assembled shortly thereafter. The surrounding crowd had been stunned into silence, but the fresh blood and gore staining the square spoke loud and clear. Pylas and Wil acknowledged the dead CP officers and knew immediately that they were dealing with an F-Gene-positive.

“Scan her and get what you can,” Pylas said. “Hopefully, we can retrieve her intact.”

Wil snorted in spite of himself. Pylas walked forward towards the big man, whose attention was occupied by the dead woman.

When Wil started his Divine Pattern scan, the man felt the power of the probe and turned around savagely. Pylas was nearly upon him by then, and the other realized that he couldn’t count on the relative privacy that he’d enjoyed so far. He took the dead woman up easily in one arm and batted at Pylas with his other.

Despite the increase in F-Gene-positives and the enhanced training to which most of them had access, no one had, as yet, come close to Pylas’s or Wil’s level. The alignment of aptitude, potential, and training regimen had never been so perfectly realized as with those two. So it was with great mental shock, that Pylas, taking the man’s blow, felt himself jarred through his Diamond Coat and knocked from his feet.

Pylas had become a projectile, endangering the lives of the spectators present, so he entered the backspace before crashing into them. Reorienting himself, he came out of the backspace almost exactly where he’d been when he was struck, skidding the last few centimeters to a halt. The man was gone, though. Pylas saw that Wil was staring after something and turned to see the man fleeing at an incredible pace.

“Did he just. . .?” Wil said, still stunned.

“He did.”

“Pylas, we’ve never seen any of these crime scenes so soon after. There’s definitely information to take away.”

Pylas nodded. “You stay here, keep at it. I’ll chase after our new friend.”

“There’s something odd about his Pattern,” Wil said. “Unfamiliar. You’ll know what I mean when you get a look for yourself. It may be nothing, but be careful.”

“Will do.”

Pylas disappeared into the backspace.

The man had gotten very far in a very short time. Bystanders and terrain made it hard to follow the man’s movements, but from a high vantage point, Pylas should be able to track him and close the gap before losing him.

There. In a narrow alley between concrete apartment rows.

Pylas shot through the backspace and emerged ahead of the man, meeting him with a Pin to the chest. The man started at Pylas’s sudden presence, but his face instantly contorted with rage. Pylas felt the power of his strike robbed from him on impact. His bent knuckle penetrated the flesh of the man’s chest, but did little more than that. The man drew back his free arm to strike, but Pylas entered the backspace and reemerged behind him, attempting with an upward sweep to saw off the free arm with the Vorpal Pin. Sensing Pylas’s presence behind him, the other glanced over his shoulder, his rage now mixed with contempt. The Vorpal Pin had cut two centimeters into flesh and then stopped, robbed of all its momentum.

Pylas stopped and scanned the other, who winced under the white-light grid of his Divine Pattern sense.

Momentum. All of his strike’s momentum had been countered. Twice. The man had struck him with F-Gene-enhanced strength, and with additional momentum that he had supplied. His running speed, too, had been augmented with added momentum. Such a facility could only be psychic in nature. That was the only explanation. But a physical psychic?

Blood began to trickle from the man’s nose.

“You don’t deserve her,” the man said. “The artist has been saying so, and now I see for myself.”

Pylas cocked his head. The man’s Pattern was baffling, but probably explained the combination of powers he was exhibiting. His words made little sense, and Pylas’s inability to process them was costly.

The man whirled around, swinging a whistling kick with his right leg into Pylas’s diamond-encrusted face.

The power of the kick caught Pylas completely off guard and sent him through the wall to his right. He crashed through several load-bearing columns, bringing much of the building down around him. Screams rose up, along with the squalling of several infants.

• • •

Rescue and cleanup took several hours. Pylas helped with locating trapped victims and finding the safest route to them. Ultimately, he was unhurt, not even bruised—which couldn’t be said of the twenty-three people in that section of the building when it came down. The man’s strikes, while potent, mostly just made Pylas himself into a deadly weapon. There were two fatalities. Shame and a sense of responsibility for the deaths circled through his head in an endless chase, threatening to consume him. It was dark by the time he left the scene.

• • •

Pylas found Wil back at the Tree, in the main Central Police office. Both remained in their transformed states, which had become customary. Wil had been consulting with the remaining officers assigned to the couples murderer. He’d also called in Professor Farsenkals, who still conducted F-Gene research, despite his advanced years. Using the several bound volumes Farsenkals had brought along, Wil had identified the man at the crime scene.

He took up one of the volumes and pointed his finger at one among many richly-detailed sepia-toned echographs.

“Pulcinello Feyden,” Wil said. “Goes by Pulce. A construction worker. We’ve already had witnesses from the scene confirm his role in the deaths of the three CP officers. Oh, and take this.”

Wil tossed Pylas a CP-issue wrist com.

Pylas caught it, fixed it around his left wrist, and nodded. “What do you know about him, Professor?”

“He didn’t score very highly on the intelligence test,” Farsenkals said. “He was quiet. Private. Didn’t seem to fully appreciate the possibilities associated with his F-Gene.”

“He was sloppy, too,” Pylas said, “which leads me to believe that he hasn’t really taken steps to develop it.”

“But. . .” Wil said and let the word hang.

Pylas snorted. “Sloppy does him a disservice, I guess. He killed at least three—five—people, knocked me around like a rag doll, and got away.”

“How did he do that exactly?” Farsenkals said.

Pylas sighed, looked at Wil, then back at Farsenkals. “You’re not going to believe me.”

Farsenkals raised his eyebrows.

“I think he’s a psychic, that he can control momentum somehow. Add to it, subtract it.”

“Huh,” Farsenkals said. “Psychic?”

“I think it’s physical,” Pylas said.

“A physical psychic? Is that what you mean to say?”

Pylas nodded. “It was all very natural, very seamless for him. There was no technique, no structure, just instinct, and yet he put me through a building that killed two people. The impact force against the Diamond Coat should have pulped his leg. That it didn’t proves he wasn’t using strength alone. He stopped my Pins on contact. All the built-up momentum, just gone.” Pylas thought for a moment. “Contact. . . Huh. Also, his Pattern is unique.”

Farsenkals looked confused. “I was given to understand that all Patterns, those to which you and Mr. Parish refer, were unique.”

Wil straightened. “They are, but he’s right. Patterns are like anything, similar for similar things. All people look like people, but a native from Yotun stands out pretty obviously from anyone from anywhere else. This is new or at least something neither of us has ever seen before. It’s also in line with eyewitness reports, which have Feyden barely touching the CP officers with casual pushes and shoves, only to have them fly off and burst apart.”

“A physical psychic. . . Extraordinary. So far, all of my research has shown that F-Gene-positives and psychics have very clearly defined aptitude pools, that, in general, do not cross, except through technique or some kind of mental formula, which can be learned to varying degrees by F-Gene-positives. Stellan Corso, for example—he once trained with the Vahl brothers—is currently developing a martial system incorporating many of the space manipulation theories and techniques—Approaching Infinity, he calls them—that the brothers had employed. In so doing, he’s proved that the Vahls’ facility with the non-physical aspects of their fighting styles was not genetic, and therefore not inherited psychic ability, but knowledge that could be codified and taught. Psychics on the other hand, cannot teach their abilities, which are innate, and may improve with practice, but those abilities have always been very clear mental processes that are independent of the psychic’s physicality.”

Pylas and Wil shared a look.

“So. . .?” Pylas said.

“Well, it may be that our man Feyden is a savant. Or you may well be right, Mr. Crier. He may be a physical psychic, the first we’ve ever encountered. If so, his value to research would be incalculable.”

“Research?” Wil said. “Did you not hear me say ‘fly off and burst apart’? Have you seen the echographs of the crime scene?”

“I have not.”

Wil whistled.

“I will draw up formal paperwork immediately, requesting his live capture.” His childlike excitement at the prospect of a new branch of research was plain. He gathered up his records and readied to leave.

Pylas bowed his head and sighed again.

“I trust that you and Mr. Parish will do your best,” Farsenkals said on his way out. “Your best has always proved to be more than sufficient.”

“So now we’re looking for two crazies,” Wil said.

Pylas nodded. “Feyden called the killer—the first one—an artist. Given the first’s means of expression and the second’s fondness for corpses and conception of art, I’d say crazy is apt.”

“Are you worried?”

Pylas recalled the rest of what Feyden had said, how Pylas didn’t deserve her.

“How can I not be?” he said. “Leilia was already struggling to appear impassive about the killer’s fixation on her. Now there’s another one? It definitely bothers her, which bothers me. She doesn’t understand it. It’s hard for her to accept that some people are just broken. What really bothers me, though, is that today we learned that we don’t know everything we thought we did. We come to a new planet, with a whole new set of potentials, and the alien thing we find here is something we brought with us.”

“I’m glad I didn’t open my mouth while the Professor was here, but you aren’t going to like what I found.”

“Oh?”

“I had a good look at both the makeup used to paint the female victims and some of the compound found in the males’ remains. I wouldn’t have been able to add much to what the CP has already come up with, but for our man, Pulce.”

“What about him? We’re both sure he’s not the couples killer, right?”

“Right. But that wild Pattern of his. . .”

Pylas stared in silence.

Wil knew him well enough to know that beneath the crust of yellow diamonds covering Pylas’s face was a look of total incredulity.

“I told you you weren’t going to like it.”

“Two? Both of them crazy and both of them like Feyden?”

Wil shrugged. “What are the odds, right?”

“And now both of them are fixated on Leilia.”

“Might be hard to grant the Professor’s request, whether or not Samhain approves it. Oh, and, ‘Couples Killer’, is that what we’re going with?”

Pylas’s head was bowed and he didn’t answer.

“I’ve ordered the CP to put Feyden’s apartment and his current worksite under constant surveillance, to report any sightings, but not to approach him. Echographs are being circulated. He’ll be all over the news tonight and every night until he’s caught.”

“That’s exactly one half of a problem that’s twice as big as we thought,” Pylas said.

“Yeah,” Wil said quietly. He put a hand on Pylas’s shoulder. “We’ll get them, Pylas. Both of them.”

• • •

Pylas pushed open the door to his personal quarters and was, as always, reinvigorated by the sight of Leilia inside. She was sitting at the small table where they sometimes had their meals together, reading his latest book. She put it down, and stared at him through narrowed eyes.

“Where does this all come from?”

He shrugged, reverted to normal. He was dressed in baggy beige pants and a white T-shirt. With his eyes closed, he patted at his pants pocket, and frowned.

“You forgot again,” she said.

“I did.”

“Hold on,” she said.

She got up, retrieved his glasses—wire-framed with yellow diamond lenses—and placed them over his eyes.

“Thanks,” he said, wrapping his arms around her to keep her from leaving.

“You need a shower.”

He sighed, released her, removed his shirt.

“You also need more than one pair of those.”

“You’re right. You know what you get for being right?” He removed his pants.

“What?”

“To take a shower with me.”

“Oh?”

He raised his eyebrows in confirmation, and proceeded to help her out of her clothes and into the shower.

She stood with her back to him, allowing him to soap her up while he blocked the warm spray.

“How are you doing?” he said with quiet gravity.

She knew what he meant. She shrugged and she was glad that he couldn’t see her face.

“Ketcher Vahl scared me,” she said. “I don’t think of myself as superior to human beings, but I never thought that one could hurt me, not like that. I thought that I was too strong, too durable.”

He wrapped his arms around her again and held her close.

She smiled and let him.

“It could have been different, but the only casualties resulting from the Bloom Vahl caused were ones who deserved it. If I were caught by this killer, it wouldn’t matter where we were. If I used the Bloom, many people would die along with him.”

She turned suddenly, slipping with soap-slick ease within his grip, and stared up into his face, into his eyes, through the lenses of his glasses, which were too smooth and too perfect for water to cling to.

“I don’t know if I would be able to stop myself. I have known only you, Pylas, and I would keep it that way. I think the moment he put his hands on me, I might, even without thinking, set off the Bloom. Isn’t that terrible? Doesn’t it make me a monster?”

“No, Leilia. I think it makes you very human.”

She pressed herself against him, her cheek to his chest.

“It would be terrible, though,” she said.

“It will never happen. I know you can protect yourself, but on the off chance that you couldn’t, I’m just a thought away, no matter how much distance separates us. You think it, and I’m by your side. You think it, and these hands are yours to command, to offer comfort or calamity.”

She hugged him fiercely and they stood together like that for a time, letting the warm water wash away their fears and concerns.

• • •

“Pulce, Pulce, Pulce. What have you gone and done?”

Sevros Koso sat alone in his dark, sparsely furnished room, staring at the face of Pulcinello Feyden upon the flickering echo set.

“I mean, I saw what you did, but how crass. And that picture. What are you doing participating in studies and surveys? It’s like you want to get caught.”

Koso rose from his chair, standing straight and stretching his back. He was dark-haired, tall and lean. His face was marred by pockmarks that luridly snared the borrowed light of the echo set.

He sighed. “Oh, Pulce. I know you’ve been admiring my work, but I didn’t realize you had such a personal interest in my personal interest.”

Koso shook his head. “She’s dirty now. I don’t want her anymore. You take her. From here on out, I will sample an endless variety and bury myself in flesh and musk and desire. It’ll be fresh and new each time and it’ll be glorious. I guess I always knew I could never be a one-woman man.”

• • •

Even though the rains were falling less frequently, early morning fog was common throughout Viscain City. This morning, Pulcinello Feyden thought it might just be enough to warrant his coming out of hiding. He wanted to leave the city, but it would take money to do so quietly. Currency and what it represented had all but been abandoned before the mass migration as all essentials were provided for by a concerted, centralized effort, but anything above and beyond that, people quickly realized, could be a viable source of profit. Money was comfort and right now, Pulce had little of either. He had no doubts that he could force his way through just about any situation, but the bigger the scene he made, the more he would be hassled and pursued. He just wanted to get away. And to keep her safe. He’d left her behind, bundled up, dry and warm, and would return to her as soon as possible. First, he’d see about collecting his paycheck. It was his money after all.

He wrapped himself in a voluminous gray coat with its hood pulled down to just over his eyes and walked, as he had every morning for the last four months, to Public Works Project 6637 near the demarcation line between the south and east quadrants.

As he walked, he planned what he would say. He would be polite, but firm. The money was his. He didn’t want to hurt anyone, so it was best not to get in his way. Chernaff would understand. The CP had been by the worksite more than once, and Chernaff had always covered for his crew.

When he arrived at the site, standing below a skeleton of steel, rising up into the pale blindness of the fog, he saw several familiar faces. Everyone was busy, preparing their equipment. Some were making their way up into the unseen heart of the building-to-be. No one seemed to notice him, or perhaps everyone was actively ignoring him. He couldn’t tell. Chernaff stood alone, bent over a table, poring over a schematic he held flat with a hand at each end. Good. This would be easier than he thought.

“Mr. Chernaff, sir?”

“What is it?” Chernaff replied in a gruff voice without looking up.

“I need to resign and was hoping to collect my pay.”

Chernaff began to chuckle. “That’s a pretty good imitation of that freak Feyden,” he said, their eyes meeting and his face darkening just as he finished his sentence.

• • •

Tindal Rillson and Hammon Faro, both of the CP, stepped out of their resonant lift car to a bloody, gore-strewn scene. A rough estimate put the body count between six and eight, but the pieces would have to be catalogued and reassembled to be sure. One man could not stop himself from screaming himself hoarse. Everywhere he looked he was presented with more body parts, and he began his screams anew each time. Several men had come down from their workstations up within the steel framework.

Two CP officers were already there. They’d been assigned to watch the worksite, but the combination of fog and the pace of escalation had made their presence moot. The two directed Rillson and Faro to witnesses, the first of which was a tall man with pronounced facial scarring.

“What happened here?” Rillson said.

“Pulce Feyden happened,” the man said.

“You saw him?” Faro said.

“I did.”

“How long ago?”

The man shrugged. “Things get crazy like this, time kind of loses its everyday grip on you.” He shrugged. “Twenty minutes maybe? Maybe he left about twenty minutes ago, but we’ve all been holding our breath till about now, so hard to say.”

Faro stepped away and began speaking to the other CP officers, then into his wrist com.

“What’s your name?” Rillson said.

“Koso. Sevros Koso.”

“Mr. Koso, please describe what you saw in as much detail as possible.”

“Sure. Some of us heard Chernaff, he’s the foreman, mixed in with the rest of this bloody muck spread around, start to laugh, which is unusual since he’s not much for humor on the job. Then he gets really quiet all of a sudden. Someone notices that he’s in pieces and starts to shout. Then I believe, he was in pieces.”

“And Pulcinelo Feyden was responsible?”

Koso nodded. “I’ve known Pulce for a few years. He’s always had it easy around a construction site. I guess, for the same reasons, it doesn’t take much for him to blow a human body apart.” Koso stared blankly at nothing in particular, as if he’d just become aware of what he’d said after saying it, how ridiculous it sounded, how horrifying it was since it was true. He swallowed hard. “Some of us, uh,” Koso said, licking his lips, “went down, some of us came up. I stayed right where I was. I think everyone on the ground came away dead or crippled.” His brow furrowed and he frowned. “You know, I just realized that I don’t want to be around if he comes back here. I mean he could come back here, right?”

“It’s unlikely,” Rillson said as Faro returned to join him.

“Wasn’t it unlikely that he’d come here in the first place?” Koso said, his frown firmly in place.

Rillson and Faro shared a look. “Good point,” the former said.

“I think it’s time for a career change,” Koso said.

Rillson shrugged. “Maybe not a bad idea.”

Koso looked at him, then at Faro.

“Don’t I know you two? Sure, they did an e-cast on you. Some of the last normals in the CP. Maybe you should think of a career change, too.”

Faro pursed his lips, let out a sigh. “Thanks for the concern, but I think we’ve both got a few good years left in us.”

“Suit yourselves. With crazies like Pulce and the Couples Killer roaming around, seems like that kind of thinking might be overly ambitious. Anyway, thanks for helping me make my decision.”

Koso started to walk away, but Faro called after him. “What if we have more questions?”

“You’re going to hear the same story from just about everyone, but just in case, management can provide you with my information. I just need to get away from here.”

Rillson nodded assent and the two let him go.

“A team is already on the way,” Faro said. “I’ve tagged two kilometers in every direction. Besides the obvious, any suspicious behavior calls are to be flagged and routed to us.”

Rillson nodded. “Let’s get what we can from the rest of the witnesses.”

• • •

Wil, normal and wearing nothing at all, stood before the broad picture window of his personal quarters, staring down at the nightscape Viscain City presented. He held a glass of potent alcohol in one hand and sipped at it periodically. Behind him, Silla Andirs rose from the bed they shared, wrapped a short silken robe about herself.

“I guess it was naïve of me to think that we’d left things like murder behind,” she said.

“There will always be murder,” Wil said. “We’re just experiencing a temporary boom.”

She nodded.

“We’ll get them, Silla.”

“I know you will. It’s just. . .”

“What?”

“When we got here it felt like we’d come so far forward, but,” she said, shaking her head, “now I don’t know.”

He cocked his head, stared at her reflection in the glass, not wanting to face her directly. “What do you mean?”

“Have you seen the newest environmental report?”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“Why should it?”

She snorted in spite of herself. “When we arrived, measurements were taken as a baseline, something we didn’t really have before. The newest report shows a noticeable depletion of soil nutrients, of ocean levels, of precipitation rates, an overall decrease in temperature of five to ten degrees. Despite their initial success, all of the colonies have failed.”

“It was a baseline, Silla, but an arbitrary one. We introduced agriculture. We had a cold, dry year.” He shrugged. “Variation is expected.”

“But those levels. . .”

“What about them?” he said, losing patience.

“You’re telling me they don’t concern you?”

He threw his head back and sighed loudly. “Why are we talking about this?”

“Because it bothers me. And I think it should bother you, too. Doesn’t it seem like we might be seeing a repeat of events?”

“It’s one bad year, Silla,” he said sharply.

“What if it isn’t? What if it’s a trend? What if. . .” She swallowed hard, trying to work up the nerve to continue. “What if she was right?”

“She? She?! You’re bringing her up? Because we had a bad year?!”

“Don’t talk to me like that,” she said, despite the look of timidity on her face. “I never agreed with how she treated you, what she did to you, but I was there, Wil. At the time, all I could do was think of how unfair it was, how I wanted to make it better for you. She was my queen, but all I could think of then was you. I watched you erase her and thought you were justified, but I’ve never been able to forget her accusations, mostly because, at the very least, she believed them. And now—”

He whirled around, pointing a finger at her while still holding his miraculously unspilled drink in the same hand. “And now you believe them, too. Is that right?”

“I told you, it bothers me.”

“Who else does it bother?”

She frowned and shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe a lot of people.”

“Like your old friends in the assassination business?”

She stared at him, hurt by his words. “Why did you say that?”

“Because that seems to be the direction this conversation is taking.”

She shook her head, her face a mask of pained disbelief.

“Samhain brought the world together and found us a new one when the old one fell apart. Nena Shloss fed me fiction for truth. She turned me against my own beliefs, against Samhain, against my friends. She is in my head every day and I can never escape her, but I’ll be damned if I allow her lies to take root here, where we’ve all gotten a fresh start.”

“But—”

“But nothing! We are not having this conversation.”

She smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, it’s the only conversation I want to have with you. Maybe it’s time I stopped reminding you of her altogether.”

She picked up her clothes from where they were draped over a chair, put them on, took a number of toiletries from the dresser top.

“What are you doing?”

She swept the hair from her face and made eye contact with him. “I told you once that I’d never betray you. That hasn’t changed. Goodbye, Wil.”

He stared dumbly as she closed the door behind her.

• • •

Jillene Brascom sat alone, wearing a mixed expression of worry and exasperation. She noted all the other tables filled with couples or families. She didn’t like being alone, especially when she was supposed to be on a date. The restaurant was noisy in a way that would have been lively and pleasant if she wasn’t in the process of being stood up, but instead the noise was grating and insufferable. After an hour of waiting, she finally decided to give up. She gathered her things and left.

Outside, it was dark and the streets seemed strangely empty. Her anger at Jos began to shift to worry. Why should she worry, though? Jos was an F-Gene-positive. He could take care of himself. He could take care of them both. But where was he?

A man, dark-haired, tall and lean, stood ahead of her. He was handsome, she thought, and immediately chastised herself. She wasn’t giving up on Jos. Besides, the man’s face. . . There was something odd about it. It was too smooth. It caught the light of the nearest streetlamp and it shined, like it was made of wax or plastic. His lips, too, were too red.

She lowered her head to avoid staring and continued on, attempting to pass him by. Without a word, though, he stepped to block her path.

His movements were deft and sudden. Even as she looked up, startled by his presence immediately before her, his hands were on her shoulders. Reflexively, she shook herself free, which she was surprised to find she was able to do. But as she came free of his grip, he spun her around, reached his right arm around her to pull her against him, his hand clamping over her mouth and forming a perfect seal. She began to hyperventilate, finding that she could only breathe through her nose. He bent his head down close to her face, and as she strained her eyes to her left, she could see that he had the index finger of his left hand against his unmoving lips.

“Shhhhh,” she heard come from him.

Despite her panic, she forced herself to calm down. His fingers were close to closing off her nose as well, so she began to take deep breaths while she knew she could.

“I know that Jos is meeting you,” his voice came as from behind a mask. “But I don’t want to meet Jos. I’m going to make you mine. Do you know why?”

She felt him pressing into the small of her back and despair began to overwhelm her fear. She squeezed tears from her eyes.

“Your scent. It’s intoxicating.”

She felt him relax his hold on her with his arm, felt hope spike in her breast as a result, and tried to tear herself free from him. He reigned her back in, but the strength he used to do so was less than she expected. His hand was still firmly in place over her mouth and the seal seemed more than just an accidental vacuum. She thought that he must be using some adhesive despite the impracticality. There was no way that this was the Couples Killer. He was just some pathetic fool who hoped to capitalize on the Couples Killer’s notoriety. He was most likely still dangerous, though.

“If we don’t hurry,” the muffled voice said with a slight tremor that was not lost on Jillene, “Jos will find us. I’m not very good at this, but I don’t want to fail before you and I have had a chance to be close.”

She tried to shout then, knowing that the sound would not carry far, but if Jos were close by, she would have a chance.

The man pressed his hand tighter against her mouth and walked her into an alleyway off the main road, out of view of anyone who might be passing by. He held her against the wall where she couldn’t see anything. He seemed to be scanning the street to make sure no one was there.

“Shit!” she heard him say. “He’s coming.”

She smiled and felt hope surge inside her again, despite what was still prodding the small of her back.

He took her roughly and ushered her further into the alley where the darkness gathered.

“Shit!” he whispered furiously. “Move!”

She could see nothing in the pitch blackness and nearly tripped when made to climb five or six steps up a set of metal stairs. They stopped. Her eyes were beginning to adjust, to make out the presence of what was in front of them as she heard a latch releasing. She felt herself pushed along a half-opened door into a cool, damp space that reestablished total darkness. She heard the door close behind them, then a low gurgling noise and a steady drip drip drip. Something smelled awful, rotting and sweet at the same time.

“Got to hurry or he’ll catch us,” he said.

Jillene’s emotions were spanning the extremes, but for the first time, she found herself annoyed. His tone had been not one of fear, but of impatience and excitement. Was he really so stupid as to proceed knowing that Jos was right outside? Was his own gratification more important than his life? Because she had no doubt that Jos would kill this man once he found them. She would goad him into it if he hesitated even slightly, never mind the Central Police.

She felt herself thrown down onto a foam mat, his hand peeling away and leaving a hot sting upon the tender skin surrounding her mouth. He stood over her and started to laugh, the sound coming clearer and clearer. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling to her left and its filament began to glow. The light was exceedingly dim and slow to intensify, but she could see him working his fingers into the waxy sheen of his face.

“Did you know that each of your emotions has a distinct scent? It’s your scent—which is delicious—but nuanced with a slightly different flavor. Fear. Hope. Confidence. Annoyance.”

Her eyes went wide with terror.

“Oh!” he said. “Yes! That’s a good one. So bursting with bouquet.”

“J-J-Jos?”

In the increasing light, she could see that the man hadn’t been wearing a mask, that he was molding his very own flesh, though how, she could not conceive. It was a mottled mess and repellant.

“Jos?” He repeated. “I’m afraid I misled you. Jos has actually been waiting for us here all along.”

He turned his head to look to her right. She followed his gaze and barked out a short, sharp scream when she saw that they were not alone.

Several hooks hung from the ceiling. Hanging from one of them, with its point buried between his shoulder blades, was Jos, or what was left of him. His body was a semi-transparent gelatinous mass, which had separated at the waist. The drip drip drip was dropping from his torso onto the completely unrecognizable conglomeration of his lower body on the floor. The gurgling she’d heard, she now realized, was coming from Jos’s chest and throat. He wasn’t quite dead yet.

She stared and shook her head, unable to process what she was seeing. She knew that it was Jos, but what could turn him into that? She knew, of course. She wanted to believe otherwise, but as soon as she’d seen the man under the light of the street lamp outside, she’d been lost.

He grinned crookedly as he carefully removed his clothes. There wasn’t a pinch of fat on him, but his entire body was scarred with what looked like termite trails. It was repulsive, but also strangely hypnotic. She couldn’t move. She was terrified. She was disgusted. She was angry. She was appalled. But more than anything, she was fascinated. She recalled the prodding at her lower back, saw what had been responsible, and felt that fascination redouble amidst a burning heat she couldn’t ignore and for which she could no longer be troubled to feel shame.

“It’s always the same,” he said, chuckling and dropping to his knees before her. “It’s a service I provide, really.”

• • •

“The body and the remains were found this morning when the receiving crew showed up for work at 0400.”

The CP officer stared down at the woman, cocked his head, then cast his gaze at the jellied mass still dripping from the ceiling hook.

“This looks like the Couples Killer,” he said, “but. . .”

Wil scanned the material suspended from the hook, then squatted down, closer to the woman’s corpse to study it.

“It’s him,” Wil said.

Pylas walked over to the hook, applied his own scan to familiarize himself with the signature Pattern of the Couples Killer’s male victims.

“Something’s changed, though,” Wil continued. “There’s no makeup.”

“Maybe he was interrupted?” the CP officer offered.

“Maybe,” Wil said, standing. “Looks like he got everything he wanted, though.”

“Maybe he’s just getting lazy,” the CP officer said grinning. “Or better yet, sloppy.”

Pylas joined Wil and was now scanning the corpse.

“Maybe he’s just changed his preference,” Pylas said.

“Oh,” Wil said, wondering why he hadn’t considered that. One possibility that Pylas’s rationale suggested gave him pause. “Oh,” he said again, but the word was laden this time with disquiet. He’d noticed something else, though. “I, uh, think I know why, with all the sexual assaults, there’s no semen left behind.”

“We assumed he was dry or unable,” the CP officer said.

Wil shook his head. “There’s been mild erosion of the vaginal walls, the cervix, and the uterus. All show tell-tale signs of the same corrosive used on the males.”

Now Pylas squatted down and took a closer look with his Divine Pattern sense.

“The erosion is subtle and hard to notice, but comparing her condition to the previous victim’s, I’m now quite sure.”

“You think he’s injecting them afterwards to hide the evidence?”

Pylas and Wil shared a look.

Wil sighed. “Maybe not afterwards exactly and maybe not in the way you’re suggesting.”

“I don’t get it,” the CP officer said.

Wil ignored him or didn’t hear him and started for the door.

“Forget it,” Pylas said. “It may confirm something, but otherwise doesn’t help us too much.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let us know if Psychometry turns anything up,” Pylas said and followed after Wil.

• • •

Outside, Pylas put a hand on Wil’s shoulder.

“You okay, Wil?”

Wil turned and was slow to answer. “I don’t know.”

“What’s the matter?”

“This,” he said pointing back towards the crime scene with his chin, “is good news for Leilia and you.”

“Yeah, it is, but in the grand scheme, not much has changed.”

Wil cocked his head. “The killer is reacting to something. He’s shortened his timetable. Something about his fantasy has changed.”

“Feyden,” Pylas said.

“Yeah. Yeah, maybe so. Maybe the Couples Killer isn’t too keen to share. Maybe Feyden spoiled his fantasy and now he’s moving on and speeding up.”

“Which makes him all the more dangerous.”

“And we’re still no closer to finding him. I don’t think there’s any doubt that he’s producing that solvent—and the makeup—biologically.”

“Agreed,” Pylas said.

“Which eliminates two possible leads.” Wil sighed.

“Wil, something else is bothering you. What is it?”

Wil stared for a moment, directing the purple light from where his eyes were supposed to be at nothing in particular. Several thoughts went through his head. How he envied Pylas his immortal paramour. How he was ashamed of himself in his realization that he’d taken some solace in the Couples Killer’s fixation on her because of her immortality. Through naïveté or wishful thinking, he’d never entertained the thought that she might actually become a target herself and this too shamed him. It was perhaps irrational, but he couldn’t help thinking that Silla might now become a target. Not a surrogate. Silla. He needed to find her.

“No,” Wil said. “This is exactly what’s bothering me. There’s something I need to do.”

Now Pylas stared, but didn’t pursue the contradiction he’d just witnessed. He nodded and was both startled and pleased by the sudden interruption provided by his wrist com.

“This is Crier,” he said into it.

“Faro here, sir.”

Wil began to disintegrate.

“Go ahead,” Pylas said.

“It may be nothing, but then again, it may be everything. We got a call on a misplaced industrial trash receptacle and follow-up reports of someone making repeated use of the hiding place its new position affords. That by itself doesn’t mean much except that those containers are basically immobile without a resonant lift hauler. It looks like the occupant is currently out, but if Feyden is still as fond of that corpse as he was, he’d need a place to keep it right?”

“Right.”

“Rillson and I have been keeping an eye on the site. No activity as yet, but no way to be sure if anyone or anything is really back there. If Feyden is using it as a hiding place, we don’t want to give ourselves away and ruin our chances of catching him.”

Pylas nodded unconsciously. “You want me to come take a look?”

“We know you’re busy, but we’ve got to be closing in on when he would be coming back, if he’s coming back. It would be good to confirm whether we’ve been actually waiting for him or just wasting our time.”

“What’s your location?”

• • •

Sevros Koso sat at an open-air table at a cafe, sipping a drink. The sky was gray and might actually come through with its threat of rain, but he didn’t care. He stared up the length of the Viscain Tree, then back down, scanning the ceaseless human traffic surrounding its base, with much of it passing through the Tree itself. Here were the best and the brightest, those capable of the widest range, all in one place. He’d prided himself on his selection process, his hunting prowess, but with Feyden claiming his leftovers, the fantasy no longer held him in thrall. He’d already done the prep work for Jillene and Jos, and one last time was exactly what he needed for closure, but from now on, couples would only be a factor if chance so decreed. His eyes fell upon woman after woman—business professionals, civil servants, service industry workers—it didn’t matter who they were. If they caught his eye and the scent was right, they would be his.

And just as he thought this, one particular woman did catch his eye as she descended the steps leading up into the Tree. He sat up straighter in his chair to make sure he could keep her in sight. A smile formed upon his lips, but was lost within the rugged landscape of his pockmarked face.

• • •

Pylas emerged from the backspace behind Rillson and Faro, giving both a start.

“Never get used to that,” Rillson said, catching his breath.

“Sorry,” Pylas said, crouching down along with them.

They’d set up at the far end of a park, behind the service equipment block that provided electricity and regulated water flow to the facilities. The block was a little over a meter high and mostly surrounded by bushes meant to preserve the park’s aesthetic. A street that saw little traffic separated the park from the base of a towering bridge. Across that street, pushed up against the support piles and the triangle of space created by the rise of the bridge, was the trash receptacle, four meters long, two meters wide, two meters tall, with no wheels.

“Well?” Faro said.

Pylas nodded. “I saw from the backspace. He’s made a cozy little nest for them.”

“So what now?” Rillson said.

Pylas shrugged. “Unless we get a call that says otherwise, we wait.”

• • •

It wasn’t strictly necessary, but Wil felt the need to calm and control himself, so instead of rushing into the Tree in his incorporeal, particulate state, he came together at the top of the steps leading into it. There he paused long enough to compose himself. He took a deep, entirely symbolic breath, and ignoring the stares dropped jaws, he entered the Tree and found his way to the hospital the way normal people did.

Once inside, he maintained a polite demeanor, but did not hesitate to take advantage of his position. Though there were several people in line ahead of him, some of them obviously sick, some of them obviously injured, he was the Office of Subtlety, and this fact was not lost on the bank of nurse receptionists. The line of them made eye contact with one another and shared an unspoken communication. One woman, perhaps in her forties and still attractive, lowered her eyes briefly before ignoring the person she was already helping and addressing Wil.

“What can we do for the Office of Subtlety today?” she said, displaying a combination of pride and fear. She wore a name badge, which read Hanna.

“Excuse me,” Wil said, gently pushing his way ahead of the man Hanna had begun to ignore. “I’m looking for one of your employees,” he said to her. “Silla Andirs.”

Hanna first blushed then frowned. “I’m sorry, Mr. Parish, Silla was in this morning, but. . . I heard that it was only to resign.”

Wil swallowed hard. “I see. Can you tell me what contact information you have for her?”

“One moment.” Hana looked down at a screen set within the counter, visible only to her, and fingered a keypad next to it.

When she looked up, her frown had intensified and was mixed with a species of guilt. “I’m sorry,” she said shaking her head. “The only listing we have is here in the Tree. Your lodgings, I believe, sir.”

For a moment he was silent and Hanna was afraid that despite saying the only thing she could that she’d said something wrong.

“If. . . If she returns for any reason or if you hear from her, please contact the CP and have them let me know immediately.”

“Y-Yes, sir.”

“Thank you,” Wil said softly and took his leave.

• • •

Back atop the steps leading up to the Tree, Wil forced himself once again to calm down. He had to be overreacting. She’d left him. Now she’d quit her job. It wasn’t so crazy. Thinking that she was in immediate danger was closer to crazy. But he couldn’t get the thought out of his head. He had to find her, had to know where she was if only to confirm her safety. He would respect her decision, but not at the cost of her safety. He stared out at the plaza below the Tree, the streets that framed it, the constant pulse of activity. She could be anywhere. A mass of human chaos was before him, but it also spread in every direction for several kilometers. How would he find her?

While in his particulate form, he retained approximations of some of his senses, mostly his vision and hearing. It took several years, but he’d learned to split his attention across multiple perspectives. It had scared him at first because it challenged his conception of consciousness and self, but eventually, he’d achieved a kind of limited omnipresence, able to see and hear—and process—the encompassed area in its entirety in three dimensions, easily seeing around objects. Searching this way would be a start, but it wasn’t enough. Walls didn’t get in his way physically, but, from so many perspectives and orientations, their opacity made piecing the whole picture together in a coherent way rather difficult. He needed something more. He needed to push himself and attempt to use his Divine Pattern sense in this way while spread out. He’d never done it before. He’d never needed to. Thinking about it now, he realized that he’d been unconsciously afraid of what might happen if he pushed himself while spread so thin. The worst that could happen—total, permanent dispersal—meant nothing, though, if Silla was in danger and he couldn’t help her.

Wil bowed his head, released the anchors that held him together, that made him solid, and dispersed his particles in every direction. Since what he would be attempting was new and untested, he knew of no ideal criteria to meet, and so he wasted no time, switching vision to Divine Pattern sense almost immediately, first from one perspective, then two, then five.

The intensity of singular focus often nauseated living subjects, but he noted that that was not the case with this new application. However, the volume of sensory input was starting to nauseate him, which was an odd sensation since he had no physical body in that state to sicken. He grew accustomed to, and overcame, the sensation as he proceeded, and indeed, the nausea soon evolved into burgeoning euphoria, both mental and physical.

He spread further and further over Viscain City, increasing, by degrees, the number of perspectives, finding that the more he did so, the more he was filled with a sense of complete and inexplicable, all-encompassing bliss. Unable to hold back, he switched his senses over all at once and achieved an explosive climax, which could only be described as sexual despite his incorporeal state, and which thundered in endless waves throughout his being.

The waves persisted, but his sensitivity to them diminished enough for him to really see the results of his effort. He’d extended himself to cover maybe a quarter of the city from its center, but it was enough. Traces of a familiar Pattern revealed themselves not too far away and fear that he might be too late cut through the spell of pleasure that had overwhelmed him. With a thought, he drew his particles to the spot and began reassembling.

• • •

The park had infrequent visitors and most of the vehicles passing along the road below the bridge were industrial transports. Pylas, Rillson, and Faro were beginning to think that Feyden had smartened up and decided not to return for his dead lady love. They’d been watching for two hours when a figure appeared beneath the bridge, keeping close to the support piles and coming towards them. It was a man in a heavy gray coat with myriad dark stains and a hood pulled down so that it obscured his face, which was consistent with the last description they had.

Rillson gawked. “Surely he would have at least changed his coat,” he hissed in a harsh whisper. “It’s covered with dried blood

“Shhh,” Pylas said.

Nobody moved. After a brief pause, Faro whispered, “It is him, though, right?”

Pylas gave a slight nod, shifted his weight forward, and disappeared.

He was standing immediately before Feyden. Feyden, a half-comical look of surprise adorning his face, raised his head at Pylas’s sudden presence.

Maintaining his posture, giving no indication of his intent, Pylas drove his right Pin into Feyden’s midsection. To Rillson and Faro, it looked like a casual jab to the stomach, but several reports sounded in rapid succession and Pylas pivoted gracefully, like an opening door, to allow Feyden to double over and crash, face-first, into the pavement, where a widening pool of blood formed from around his tattered gut.

“Call for Hostile Pickup,” Pylas shouted.

Faro stared at the blood for a moment before nodding. Rillson had come out of hiding and was making his way towards Pylas and Feyden.

Pylas rolled Feyden over onto his back with his foot.

“I wouldn’t get too close,” he said.

Rillson got as near as he dared and squatted down to get a better look at Feyden’s shredded stomach. Blood oozed and bubbled from several different sources.

“How many times did you hit him?” Rillson said in awe.

“Twelve times. Only half got through, though. He’ll live. Or he won’t. If he does, good for Professor Farsenkals. If he doesn’t good for Viscain City. The pain of six stomach perforations should distract him enough to prevent him from using his psychic ability, but he’s still strong, so we’ll need to make sure that everyone who comes in contact with him is careful and takes proper precautions.”

“Yes, sir.” Rillson seemed to be mulling something over. “May I ask, sir?”

“What is it?”

“Why was it so different this time?”

“When we first encountered him, both Wil and I were surprised by his Pattern. Neither of us had seen anything like it before. The Couples Killer’s is similar so we were a little taken aback. That distraction aside, I realized that pain, as it’s supposed to, alerts him to incoming threats, but that he has to be able to react fast enough to stop them. So, I did him a courtesy. I treated him as an equal.”

Rillson saw at once that there was nothing equal about them, which, he knew, simply meant that Pylas was too used to scaling back to a staggering degree. He knew firsthand how strong Pylas was, even before becoming the Office of Permanence. When Rillson thought about what Feyden had done, the state of the corpses he’d left behind him, and then about how easily Pylas had subdued him, he shuddered.

• • •

What Wil saw with his own eyes, uselessly confirming the information he’d taken through his Divine Pattern scan, sickened him. He had indeed arrived too late. He stood at the mouth of a blind alley, watched the man rise from his conquest, watched him pull his pants back up. The woman, her stark white skin showing in lurid abundance, was still, her back arched in an untenable U. Her mouth was open, as if in mid scream. Had she screamed? Had anyone heard? Had anyone thought to involve themselves in someone else’s troubles? Would it have been different if there hadn’t been two extremely efficient killers on the loose? All of these thoughts scrabbled back and forth in his head, as he tried to avoid and address the permanent loss of. . . of. . .

The man cocked his head and started to chuckle as he buckled his belt.

“Your scent is. . . different,” he said. “I think it’s that gemstone you got from Samhain that does it.”

He turned around, nodding with a wide, nervous grin.

When Wil didn’t reply, the other looked back over his shoulder, noting the Yotunese woman. “You’ve got to admit, right? She looks an awful lot like her.” But as he finished, his smile collapsed into a frown, and Wil was upon him with impossible speed, driving thumb into sternum.

Will had stopped, but the man shot from his place, with a perfect continuation of Wil’s momentum, impacting into the stone wall that backed the alley and forming an X against it. The man dropped down to his feet on wobbly legs that threatened to fail him and vomited out an inconceivable volume of viscous black fluid. His face, torso, and arms appeared to be horribly bruised, his mottled skin to be paper thin. He blinked in surprise at the fluid he’d expelled until his eyes rolled up to whites, and he fell into the glistening black pool.

Wil had meant to disintegrate the man and couldn’t understand why he was still in one piece. He studied the man’s Pattern and saw that his circulatory system was abnormally active in spite of the trauma sustained. He shook his head, raised his left wrist to his face. The wrappings about his arm unraveled slightly to allow the wrist com to surface.

“This is Parish. I’ve found the Couples Killer. Request pickup.”

He knelt down beside the dead woman, gently placed his hand upon her face, his thumb clearing away a stray lock. She did look like Silla and the resemblance was enough to keep his worry alive.

• • •

Even with the Couples Killer safely in custody, Wil couldn’t stop worrying about Silla. He’d left pickup and cleanup to the CP and resumed his search for her in earnest. Once again, the pleasure consumed him, just short of blinding him to his objective. It took him an hour, but finally, at the extreme edge of the North Quadrant, he found her. He slowly gathered inside a tiny one-room apartment. The lights were on, but it was quiet. The locked front door was at his back, a small kitchenette immediately to his right, a made bed straight ahead, and the half-open door to the bathroom to the right. A solitary drop of water sounded from within, beckoning him. He didn’t want to go in there. There was a piece of paper on the kitchenette table. Even without a closer look, he knew it was a note. He took a deep breath to brace himself psychologically, picked up the note, and read. Another lonely drop of water called to him from the bathroom. He still didn’t want to go in there, but he had to.

He returned to normal, and it seemed fitting that he was naked without the power of the Unstable Amethyst to cover him. He pushed the bathroom door open and saw what he’d expected. Silla sat in bathwater that looked like pale wine. Her eyes were closed and she looked as if she were sleeping. Cuts up the length of each wrist were dark and obvious against her otherwise white skin, even within the tinctured water. He stood there, staring for a moment, blinking away tears that kept coming until, finally, he approached her. He dropped down beside the tub, took her head and cradled it in his arms as he recalled her final written words:


 Wil,

When I understood what she’d done to you, it broke my heart. Everyone and everything I’d ever known fell away and became meaningless. You became my everyone and everything. I naïvely thought that I might be able to heal the harm done to you, that maybe I could fill the gap she created. Because or in spite of my resemblance to her, you accepted me into your life. You made me so happy, then and after. I think we were tricking each other, or thought we were, but really we both knew what we were doing. I told you I’d never betray you and this is my solution, the only possible way I see to keep my promise. You didn’t agree, but I know now that despite the cruelty of her actions, she did what she did because she believed in a future that she saw, a future that came to pass, and that’s threatening once again. I wish she’d seen it differently or that you and I had managed to reshape it in some meaningful way. I love you, Wil Parish. Goodbye.

-Silla









3.7 THIRTEEN YEARS AFTER


The release of the annual environmental report caused something of a stir. It was quickly pointed out that the figures stated within were identical to those published two years prior. Every drop had risen back to previous levels. Some saw this as encouraging, but just as many saw it as suspicious, especially since a small group had taken to keeping a publicly shared journal to record rainfall and temperature, both of which had continued to decrease. Also, one needed only to travel a short distance out of Viscain City to see that seas had stretched noticeably further from shores, that rivers had become mere streams. Aeroponic food production didn’t seem to be affected, but that was all handled beneath the city. Much of what happened outside the city remained unknown, mostly due to the failed colony drives that followed planetary migration.

Requests for confirmation from individual members of the scientific team responsible for the report revealed that not one of them could be reached. The Environmental Affairs Division, housed in the Tree, as all official divisions were, seemed incapable of anything but circular communication, which is to say, no communication at all. It was almost comical, except that some felt certain that the inefficiency was by design, making it very darkly opposite that.

While there was no real resolution regarding the report’s authenticity or the wellbeing of its authors, one clear result was the rebirth of a fresh strain of anti-Samhain sentiment. Regular pirate com-casts, untraceable despite earnest efforts, regularly called for Samhain to admit his guilt, to quit humanity, to sacrifice himself to ensure the survival of the population he was responsible for thinning.

While these voices were occasionally loud and insistent, the message was not universally embraced and Samhain did not want for support. Life in Viscain City went on, and it was good, for the most part. The climate, though it had worsened, was notably more pleasant within city limits than without. They had enough food. They had enough water. There’d been no rationing and none seemed to be forthcoming. If the rest of the planet was dying, Viscain City didn’t seem to suffer for it. As for the true fate of the environmental report team, speculation provided an endless list of possibilities.

• • •

The time came when the voice of discontent could no longer be ignored. While the Offices were official titles, each had a physical office with a staff. Permanence and Subtlety answered directly to Samhain and occasionally worked with the CP and other official divisions as the need arose. The Office of Truth was no different, but also dealt quite a lot with the general public. Leilia had the largest staff of the three, with her office doing the most business and seeing the most traffic. The pirate com-casts were becoming nearly constant now, but strangely, the Office of Truth saw no increase in claims, and not one to challenge Samhain directly. One claim was all it took.

Leilia looked up from her work, responding to the sudden hush that draped over everything like a lead curtain. Before she could really register the change, the flash blotted her vision and the force of the blast knocked her spinning, disorienting her. She was essentially unhurt, but her office had been charred and gutted. Fires burned everywhere, but were obscured by the accumulating black smoke. Through all the disarray, it was hard to see what had become of her staff. She heard someone moaning beneath an overturned desk and went to help.

“Miss. . . Purpurata. . .”

With one hand and little effort, Leilia flipped the desk away, setting it to roll end over end until it came apart. She knelt down to attend to the woman who’d called her.

“I’ll call for help,” Leilia said.

“No,” the woman said, coughing. “You must call the Offices of Permanence and Subtlety. I—”

She coughed raucously.

“I know who did this. I must tell them.”

Wanting to ease the woman’s distress, Leilia did as asked, communicating with Pylas and Wil through the Yellow Diamond and Unstable Amethyst.

Both arrived in seconds, using their unique methods of travel. Pylas joined Leilia to tend to the woman while Wil scanned the room with Divine Pattern, looking for survivors.

“There’s no one—”

Absolute darkness swallowed them.

• • •

“—here.”

As Wil finished his sentence, the darkness gave way to a foreign landscape. They were in the middle of a dry, windswept desert, with occasional Tree roots rising through the cracked, barren ground. The sun, still high in the sky, was a pale white and gave off little more than the light of dusk. Pylas and Leilia rose from the positions they’d held in the room, taking note, along with Wil, of the sky, which seemed unfamiliar to them. The woman, who didn’t appear to be injured at all, was moving away, with speed and strength indicative of an F-Gene, to join two other men. At the strangers’ backs was a modified resonant lift barge, half of which supported a com-cast antenna. Occupying the other half were a number of temporary structures tied down against the wind. A group of about twenty people were gathered there as well. Leilia recognized them as her staff.

“Get out of the city much?” the man in the middle said. “Didn’t think so.”

“Thanks for saving us the trouble of having to find you, though,” Wil said. “Now, we’ll just wipe you out and be on our way.”

The man grinned. “Of course we appear to be the villains, but hear us out. No one was harmed. All of Miss Purpurata’s staff is safely aboard our barge—as I think she can confirm—and will be returned in the same condition. I must apologize for the property damage, but it’s our mission to get people to listen.”

“There are other means,” Pylas said.

“Perhaps, but our powers are so meager when compared to yours. We need every advantage. If we’d just asked you to come, there is no telling how things might have gone. This, however, has been meticulously planned. It takes days of study and memorization, but I can facilitate point to point teleportation. I can send you back just as quickly and easily as I brought you here—before you have the chance to kill us. All we ask is that you listen. You’ve already heard our message. It’s become tedious perhaps, but we ask you to consider the fate of the environmental report team. We have proof that they’re dead, of who killed them.”

“And you’re saying it was Samhain.” Wil said.

The man continued to grin, nodded. “Despite your open animosity, Mr. Parish, your skepticism tends to speak against complicity. That’s heartening. We can prove that Samhain is responsible for their deaths, for this and our last planet’s.”

“What is your proof?” Leilia said. “I would verify it or dismiss it.”

“Would you verify it, though?” the man said.

She looked stunned, hurt. “What do you mean?”

“Our apologies, Miss Purpurata, but you more than anyone here have cause to ally yourself with Samhain. But Mr. Crier and Mr. Parish, their reputations precede Samhain’s birth. I’d like to think that justice still means something to them.”

“It does,” Pylas said.

“Good. My name is Sammesh. You’ve already met Triece. Cort here,” Sammesh said, nodding to the man at his right, “is a bridge. He can—”

Cort reached out a hand and Wil moved to subdue him.

Phweep.

Pylas was instantly transported more than thirteen years into the past. An overwhelming fear for Leilia’s safety drowned him in a muzzy fever dream, where he saw repeating images of her being cut to pieces. He heard himself cry out, “No!” as a hand wrapped around his wrist and drew him from the fog of his own thoughts.

“It’s me, Cort, Mr. Crier. I’m sorry. Triece is only doing what’s necessary to keep us safe. No one will be hurt. I don’t think anyone can hurt you.”

With each word, Pylas saw Cort more clearly. Their surroundings had changed. It was just the two of them now in an actual fog. Pylas examined himself, saw that he was normal. He touched his clothes, his glasses.

“It’s nice to see that you’re still human under the Diamond Coat,” Cort said.

Pylas looked around, peered through the fog, saw that the Tree roots had taken on monstrous proportions, and formed an enclosure around them, including the ground they stood on.

“Where are we?” Pylas said.

“You saw the Tree roots. They’re our way in. As Sammesh started to tell you, I’m a bridge.”

The fog was dissipating rapidly now and Pylas could see that the roots were gnarled and coiled so that the folds resembled the convolutions of an elaborate brain.

Pylas half shook his head. “In? You can’t mean. . .”

Cort nodded. “Listen.”

And Pylas did.

No matter what I do, it’s the same. My hunger has come to define me. Still I try to satisfy the covenant. . . the covenant. . . But I have only failure to show.

Despite the never-before heard self-pity underlying it, Pylas recognized the voice at once as Samhain’s. He started to move towards the source, turning and making eye contact with Cort, as he went.

Cort put a finger to his lips, “Shhh. We’re in the shadows where he can’t see us. Whatever you do, don’t stray from the shadows and get too close.”

Pylas looked around and noted that, despite the uncertain light source, there were odd shadows cast by the convolutions of the walls. He made his way within them, moving closer to the sound of Samhain’s voice.

What have I not done? What have I done wrong?

Peaking around a corner of gnarled roots, Pylas got his first glimpse of Samhain and the chamber in which he sat. He was huge. His back was to him and despite what Pylas now realized was an ongoing monolog, Samhain appeared to be engaged in some activity that was best done in private.

“It doesn’t matter what he’s doing,” Cort whispered from behind Pylas. “He says the same thing, over and over again, or a variation of it.”

This world will soon be used up. Its sun, too, grows cold. All of it nourishes, but it does not satisfy.

Samhain lifted something from himself and flung it onto a pile.

When Pylas looked at the pile, it suddenly took on the proportions of a mountain. It was like a dream, and like a dream, he couldn’t see what composed the mountain, no matter how hard he scrutinized. His Divine Pattern sense, like his Diamond Coat, didn’t seem to work here, but he had to know so he edged ever closer, hugging the root wall, clinging to the shadows which diminished in intensity and frequency the closer he got to Samhain. He didn’t have to go too far to see, but he instantly regretted bending to his curiosity.

The pile was made up of stiff, gray corpses, all of them women, all of them with their mouths fixed in permanent, soundless screams and with twists, sometimes up to two meters in length, of what looked like driftwood having burst from their bellies. He put a hand to his mouth to stifle a scream, especially since Samhain had resumed his activity anew with what must have been another woman.

Should I continue to bother with humanity, which has provided me with no legacy and shows greater and greater acknowledgement of the bad over the good? Is that fair? Or is that my punishment?

From this new vantage point, Pylas could see another, smaller pile, but again could not make it out in detail. He turned to look at Cort, who stared back, wide-eyed and sweating, and then, seeing what Pylas intended to do, shook his head vigorously.

Silencing some incites others and the hunger only serves to exacerbate matters. I cannot stop it.

Pylas ignored Cort and moved yet closer, coming out of the shadows. The other pile was also of corpses, this time of both men and women. All of them had had their heads twisted several times around, so that their necks looked like tapering coils. Some of the heads had come loose. Every face held a fixed expression of terror. He thought he recognized some of them as belonging to the missing environmental report scientists. Beyond them, were hints of more piles, infinitely vast piles, of what Pylas knew to be corpses as well, corpses of sufficient number to populate an abandoned planet. Pylas couldn’t stop himself from drawing nearer to get a better look.

What was the damned covenant? How did I fail to satisfy it? I chose! Twice! I created the Dualist Fruit and shared of myself. I gave freely. But it was already too late?

Samhain suddenly stopped what he was doing, grew silent. He cocked his head. He’d already seemed huge to Pylas, but now he’d become monstrous, as big as the Tree itself, yet still contained within this space that held an approximation of infinity. Samhain started to turn around. He moved as if in slow motion, the veneer of his pale green skin cracking and falling away as he grew ever larger, his features becoming garish, exaggerated, dangerous, his eyes narrowing to malevolent slits, his teeth gnashing, lengthening, sharpening.

Pylas couldn’t move. He stood there a tiny man, the focus of a god wearing a hungry, lie-soaked grin. All of the shadows fled, light lit everything everywhere.

“Why, hello, Pylas Crier,” Samhain said. “You don’t belong here.” His attention shifted to something behind Pylas. To Cort.

“Mr. Crier,” Cort said, desperately trying to remain calm but failing, “come to me as quickly as you can. As the bridge, I can’t leave first, and I need contact.”

His eyes still fixed on the demonic image looming before him, Pylas started to back away towards the sound of Cort’s voice.

“That’s good, but, uh. . . hurry!”

Samhain took a thunderous step forward. Pylas turned and ran. He reached Cort’s waiting arms and felt himself pass through the man.

Once again, Pylas, clad in the Diamond Coat, stood in the middle of the rocky desert. Wil and Leilia were as they had been. Triece was squatting on her haunches examining her nails. Sammesh, still standing where he had been, gently nudged Triece with his foot when Pylas started moving again.

Both Sammesh and Pylas turned their attention to Cort who’d begun to seize. Triece rose suddenly. Pylas gripped Cort by the shoulders, but the seizing continued. The activity roused Wil and Leilia from their state of hypnosis, but they were more confused than the rest. All could do little but watch as Cort’s life began to visibly drain from him. His flesh eroded as his skin turned leathery and shriveled until it clung to bone. His eyes became dark, empty pits, searching for help or for hope and finding neither. A strong wind gusted and broke what was left in Pylas’s hands.

Triece held her right hand up, was about to snap her fingers, but was halted by Sammesh, who was wide-eyed and terrified.

“Pylas! I wanted to test him for the truth!” Leilia knew that her accusation was baseless, but couldn’t otherwise understand what she’d seen. She immediately regretted her tone.

Pylas, panting and staring at Cort before him, shook his head uncertainly. After a moment, as if through supreme effort of will, he released his grip on Cort’s corpse, letting the remains collapse to the ground, and subjecting them to more of the wind’s whim. He looked at Sammash, at Triece.

“He-He saw you, didn’t he.” Sammesh said.

“Yes,” Pylas said hoarsely.

“Triece, we have to leave. Now!” Sammesh cried.

“Go,” Pylas said.

“What about the people? My staff?” Leilia said.

“They will be returned as soon as I reach the barge,” Sammesh cried over his shoulder, already on his way back. Triece, followed after him, doing a sort of sideways trot, keeping the Offices in view and ready to respond to them if they should pursue.

Wil took a step forward. “Are we just going to let them go?”

“Yes.” Again, Pylas’s voice was hoarse. He seemed dazed.

Leilia’s brow was furrowed, her tone distressed. “Pylas. . .”

Pylas looked at her, but didn’t know what to say. Sense was beginning to return to him, but he didn’t know what to do. Had he really been inside Samhain’s psyche? Cort’s corpse went a long way to confirming that he had. Had the content of Samhain’s monolog been true? If so, was Samhain even aware of the ongoing rationalization? In light of all the things Samhain had done for humanity, it did make a kind of sense that there would be a cost. There was nothing of comparable scale that could otherwise explain what had happened on their previous world, what was happening now on this one. But the lives he’d taken—as a consequence of his hunger, or to hide it, or through his attempts at paternity—could those be excused? Any of them?

He looked at Leilia as he thought this, unsure of where her loyalties might lie. For the very first time, he found himself aware of her alien nature, afraid to touch her or be touched by her, for fear of what that touch might reveal of him to her and of her to him.

He hated himself instantly. He felt tears beneath the mask of the Diamond Coat. He lurched forward, embracing her, craving undeserved forgiveness for his moment of weakness as the reassurance of their union sang through his bones.

“Pylas!” she said, surprised but gently returning his embrace.

“Do you trust me?” he said.

“Yes. Always. I am for you, Pylas. No one knows you better. No one trusts you more.”

Wil looked on, folded his arms, sighed. “Pylas, what’s going on?”

Pylas composed himself, shook his head. “Nothing. . . yet. There will be no more accusations, only truth.”

“What happened?” Wil said.

Pylas shook his head again.

“Pylas!”

“Leave it, Wil! For now at least.”

How could he tell him? How could he make Wil understand what he’d experienced, what he thought he’d learned? It was still too surreal, like a dream except that it refused to fade from his memory. Pylas didn’t want to do anything until he had confirmation. Besides Cort’s brittle bones setting his clothes to dance in the whipping wind, there was only one way to confirm the truth or falsehood of what he’d witnessed.

• • •

Leilia was the only person Pylas could safely take with him through the backspace. However, while in the backspace, she remained a potential force. It was as if entering the backspace started to trigger her Bloom, but upon exit, this was undone and she emerged whole and undamaged. She described her condition in the backspace as unconscious and insensate, save for the tone that hummed through them while maintaining physical contact.

When they all arrived back at the Tree, Wil was even more agitated.

“What’s going on, Pylas?”

“Wil, please, just trust me a little bit longer. You’d never believe me if I told you what I saw. Even with Leilia acting in her Official capacity, all she could verify is that I did in fact see what I saw, not that it was empirical truth.”

“This isn’t making any sense. Did they do to you what Nena Shloss did to me?”

This hit Pylas like a physical blow. He’d had his share of doubts, but could they have fabricated the whole thing?

“How did we get out into the desert?” Pylas said.

“There was an explosion at the Office of Truth. That, along with that girl, Triece, was bait. Sammesh teleported us out into the desert.”

“Who else was there?”

“Somebody named Cort. He made a move and so I did, too. And then. . .”

“Triece,” Leilia said. “She uses a version of Infinite Cascade Fist, much like Ketcher Vahl’s. She hypnotized us.”

“Okay,” Wil said. “Then next thing we know, Cort is going into fits and wastes away before our eyes.”

Pylas nodded. “You both saw him die.”

Wil and Leilia shared a look, nodded.

“And Sammesh’s reaction to that was. . .?” Pylas said.

“He clearly wasn’t expecting it,” Leilia said. “He was terrified.”

“While you were hypnotized, Cort took me somewhere. I saw things that I can’t unsee or forget, but like I said, we need empirical truth. Come with me.”

“Where are we going?” Wil said.

“To see Samhain.”

• • •

As the three approached Samhain’s apartments, the vault doors leading to them opened of their own accord. Samhain stood there, waiting, his arms behind his back, a strange grin upon his face.

“I’ve been expecting you,” he said. “Leilia, Mr. Parish, I’d like to discuss something with Mr. Crier. Alone. Would you excuse us, please?”

The three exchanged looks. The strangeness of the request was heightened by all that had just occurred.

Wil hesitated, was about to nod when Leilia spoke.

“No. I don’t think that that would be wise.”

“For whom, my dear?” Samhain said, his grin widening, his tone sickly sweet. “Mr. Crier or me?”

She frowned. His manner confused and disgusted her.

He narrowed his eyes, studied her reaction, and considered.

“Leilia. Was it you? Were you the mistake?” Samhain said. “I couldn’t decide if Mr. Crier or Mr. Parish was the one. Chance provided opportunity to study Mr. Crier first, and in so doing I will admit to succumbing to an overwhelming desire to experience the world and express myself in the manner of men. But surely that was no sin. Was your birth the result of my unconscious decision?”

Samhain examined his hands, his body, as the others stared in stark confusion.

“I made you for him. I couldn’t help myself,” Samhain said to himself. “Had I not, could I have crafted this perfect vessel? Perhaps not. Still, it hardly seems fair. I have been more than generous and yet the sun turned its back on me, became poison to me.”

“Do you deny being responsible for the death of this and our last planet?” Pylas said.

“No, it would be foolish to do so. Men can be foolish, but there are limits.”

“Do you deny killing the environmental report team?” Pylas said.

Samhain shrugged.

“Do you deny killing the thousands of concubines you’ve taken since our arrival on this planet?”

Leilia and Wil shared a startled look.

“That’s not fair. Would you fault a man trying his damnedest to reproduce?”

“I would if the attempt resulted in cruel agony and horrific death. And as I said, there are—were—thousands.”

“To whom do you think you’re speaking, Pylas Crier? Though I play at being a man, I am no mere man.”

Wil looked nervously from Samhain to Pylas to Samhain again.

“I thought I knew who you were. I was wrong.”

“Well, let me tell you. I am the god who stood for millennia, observing humanity, gently guiding humanity, and finally outright leading humanity. I am the god who made you and Mr. Parish into powerful reflections of myself, into the Shades of My Being. I am the god who plucked humanity from a dying world to replant them anew on another. One thing I have recently learned in my long journey through time, which is perhaps unfortunate, but nonetheless true, is that I am a predator, Mr. Crier. You three should know best, having benefited from the gifts of my fangs.”

“Humanity is not your plaything,” Pylas said. “I won’t let you deceive them any longer.”

“Why not?” Samhain said, scoffing. “I’m a god, Mr. Crier. My hunger is insatiable. I must drink the wine of stars and eat the bread of planets. The sun of our last system was toxic to me, but not so this one. Despite my hunger, I am healthy, replete compared to what I was when I brought us here. I can take us elsewhere, and this time ensure that everyone survives the crossing.”

“And what about the next time? And the time after that?”

“Yes! Every time!”

“And what if one of those worlds is already inhabited? We cannot be the only instance of humanity in all of space.”

Samhain’s fervor quieted. “Well, as I told you, besides being a god, I’m also a predator, a fact I’ve come to accept. In time, you, too will accept it.”

“No,” Pylas said, shaking his head.

“No?”

“No! You’ve made us all participate in a lie that has already amounted to countless deaths. I will accept no more.”

“You? You will accept—”

Incredulous and unable to finish his sentence, Samhain shook his head, and brought himself to a deadly calm.

“Mr. Crier, I cultivated the Dualist Fruit with these two hands, and with these two hands, I can reclaim what I gave you. I would prefer that you surrender the Yellow Diamond to me of your own volition, though, seeing as you find what it represents to be morally reprehensible.”

Pylas shook his head. “The Yellow Diamond represents what you were at your birth, not what you’ve become. You picked me to be your Office of Permanence because of who I was, and I have not changed.”

“Leilia, surely you see his folly,” Samhain said.

Leilia stared at her father with frightened eyes. “No, I do not. How can I? Removing the Yellow Diamond would kill him. Mistake or not, I was, and always will be, for him. He continues to uphold all the principles that you so admired. What has happened to you?”

“I’ve already told you. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by your loyalty to him. And yet, I cannot wean myself of the affection I feel for you. It’s quite the puzzle, really.”

“Pylas,” Wil said. “Maybe you should rethink this.”

“Rethink this?”

“He’s given us everything. Divine Pattern, what we’ve evolved into. He gave you Leilia. He’s kept our world alive, and promises to continue to do so.”

“The cost, Wil. And saving some doesn’t negate his killing, directly or indirectly, all the hundreds of thousands of others.”

“Are you ready to see a world without him? Because I’m not.”

“Wil,” Pylas said, his tone heavy at once with desperation and disappointment.

“I’m afraid I grow weary of this discussion. Mr. Parish, I trust that you have vision enough to see that I am humanity’s friend. Without me they die. This planet is doomed, but there will always be others. Similarly, there will always be a need for sacrifices, but sacrifices ensure the common good and pave the way for growth. All of space awaits us.”

Pylas stared at Wil awaiting his choice.

Wil stared back at Pylas, his response a hesitant shake of the head.

At this, Samhain moved. Even with his assumed divinity, no one thought him capable of such speed, and only Leilia, because of his chosen target, reacted fast enough. She struck bodily with her shoulder, upsetting her father’s aim and balance. She was only partially successful in preventing his attack.

Samhain’s right hand came away from Pylas, his fingers curled and dripping with bright red blood and viscous, pale yellow fluid.

Pylas staggered backwards several steps, dropped to one knee. Blood and tissue had spattered to the floor, marking his progress. Leilia rushed to his side.

A gash ran from left shoulder to right hip. His ribs were exposed, as was the endlessly-faceted Yellow Diamond behind them, where his heart should have been. The Diamond Coat, where it had been ruptured, was dripping and beginning to run like thick oil. Pylas panted, regained his feet, with a modicum of shaking grace. Everything below the wound was dark with his blood, but it no longer flowed out of him. He held himself together with his left arm, trying to bring the halves of the gash together. He inhaled sharply and with a grunt, he exercised control over the flow of the liquified Diamond Coat, so that the runnels ignored gravity’s pull, reached for each other, and began to seal the breach.

“Let’s all just stop,” Wil said. “Please, can we stop?”

“I don’t think so, Mr. Parish,” Samhain said, beginning to circle Pylas.

“Back away, Leilia,” Pylas said.

“But—”

“Back away!”

She did as commanded.

“Wil Parish!” Leilia cried. “Does his friendship mean so little to you?”

“Pylas, stop. Everyone, please stop!”

Pylas, his rent breast heaving, steadied himself, raised his right Pin to eye level.

“What can you do with your blood and your guts spilling out all over the floor? You’d need to hit me to hurt me, and even then. . .” Samhain shook his head. “All I need to do, is reach in and take back what I gave you.”

Pylas snorted. “Do you mean to say that in all my life as you’ve witnessed it, I’ve never once exceeded your expectations? Take it! If you can.”

Now Samhain snorted. He stepped forward, stretched his right hand out before him.

Pylas, too, stepped forward, his movements swift, but carrying surprising, immeasurable weight. He still held himself together with his left arm, and with his right Pin, he struck harder than he ever had before, impacting, audibly, the space before Samhain’s face.

Samhain’s fingers were centimeters away from Pylas’s chest, but Pylas’s Pin sent cracks through reality, following the pattern of Cleave Planes that only Pylas could see. The cracks spread from Pylas’s knuckle, described a jagged tear shape, stretching two meters long and one meter around at its widest point. Samhain’s head separated easily from his shoulders, was bisected.

Upon bisection, Pylas, Leilia, and Wil all experienced the same thunderous instant of shrill, debilitating feedback exploding through their own heads. All shook the effects off as the halves fell to the floor, gray and lifeless. Samhain’s body lost all muscular control and crumpled into a heap.

“What have you done?!” Wil cried.

Pylas faltered, hugged himself tighter with his left arm. He started to back away from Wil.

“Pylas. . .” Leilia said.

He turned to face her, unsure of how she viewed what had just happened.

She started to shake her head. “Don’t go.” She was pleading.

“I can’t stay here.”

Tears were in her eyes, but they weren’t for her father. “Take me with you.”

“Leilia!” Wil shouted.

“Did you not see what he did?!” she cried back at him. “Did you not hear what he’s done?!”

“Leilia,” Pylas said. “You’ve never used guile, but you may have reached a threshold that calls for it. Even so, I don’t care. If you want revenge, it’s yours. I will die happily by your hands.”

“Shut up,” she said, half-laughing through her tears, “and take us away from here.”

• • •

The backspace exerted noticeable pressure against him in his wounded state, but Pylas had managed to close the Diamond Coat sufficiently before entering. When he and Leilia emerged into real space, she recognized the environment immediately. There was no sign of Triece or Sammesh or the barge, but Pylas started towards where the vehicle had been, scanning the ground with the criss-cross light of his Divine Pattern sense.

“What was that?” She said, following behind him. “What you did to my father.”

“The Fracture Pin. I’m sorry it came to that.”

She shook her head and was silent for a moment. “He had become something altogether different, in need of correction. What are you looking for?”

“It was too dangerous for them to stay, but it would make sense that Sammesh would want to get in touch somehow.” He continued to survey the ground until finding something. “Here,” he said.

He knelt down and drove his fist into the earth, burying his arm to the elbow, then pulled out a small black box with a blinking red light on it.

He stood up, held his free hand out for Leilia to take, which she did. He pulled her close, held the box out at arm’s length, and addressed it.

“I know you can hear me Sammesh. You got what you wanted. Let’s talk.”

Something inside the box whirred audibly and then went silent.

Absolute darkness swallowed them.

• • •

When light returned, it was limited. Pylas and Leilia found themselves inside a cage inside a sealed room. Pylas bowed his head and sighed.

“I understand that you need to take precautions,” he said to no one in particular. “But really?”

“How do we know that you haven’t come to kill us?” Sammesh’s voice came from a speaker.

“I can’t prove anything to you Sammesh,” Pylas said. “Because of our relationship, you wouldn’t believe Leiila if she questioned me formally. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you that I challenged Samhain to confess and that he did so before all three Offices. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you that the blood covering me was my own, or that it was spilled by Samhain himself. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you that Leilia defied her own father in an attempt to save my life. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you that I took Samhain’s head with my own hands. But it all happened.” Pylas walked to the cage door, wrenched it from its hinges, set the door gently back against the cage, out of the way. “I’m tired Sammesh. I told you we need to talk. If we want to finish what we started, we’ll need a strategy.”

Leilia shot him a look.

“What do you mean?” Sammash asked through the speaker.

“I mean that even though I may have taken Samhain’s head, the Viscain Tree remains and is just as charged with life as it was. Also, there’s Wil to consider. I wasn’t expecting circumstances to degenerate quite so quickly, but they did and now the rules have changed. I don’t know how much, if any, of Samhain survived and I don’t know what Wil is planning to do now, but we should expect them to come for us. You had to know that this was a possibility. If not, or if you’re just giving up, Leilia and I will be on our way.”

Pylas stood at the room’s entrance, peeled back the steel door, and motioned for Leilia to follow him out.

“Wait,” Sammesh said.

“Fine.”

Pylas slumped, relaxing a bit, and focused completely on his wound. He’d lost a lot of tissue, but the wound itself was little more than a ragged tear. Normally, the Yellow Diamond would heal him in a few days, but if he concentrated on closing his Pattern, on knitting the flesh back together, he could get the same results in a few hours.

• • •

Wil sat, watching over Samhain’s corpse. It had been hours. No one had come. No one knew to. He couldn’t believe that Samhain was dead. He couldn’t believe that Pylas was responsible. And what was that technique he’d used? That was new. He shook his head. What should he do? What could he do? What would happen to Viscain City? To the world? He didn’t know.

Movement caught his attention. Something had dropped down onto the corpse and slithered over it. Wil scrutinized with his Divine Pattern sense and saw that it was a rope-like vine. He looked up towards the ceiling to see a bubble just as it burst, erupting with countless more of the fleshy vines. These reached down, curled around the limbs of the corpse, began to manipulate it like a marionette. Other vines reached for the pieces of Samhain’s head. Within moments, the vines worked in concert to stand the corpse up on its two feet and to place the remnants of the head back where they were supposed to go. When the head pieces touched the body, the body instantly grayed and withered and all within the vines’ grip liquified and splashed to the floor.

Wil thought he might be sick, both with revulsion to the putrid smell and because of the finality this transformation suggested. Fascinated by the vines’ activity, he kept watching, unable to turn away.

The vines had squirmed into a frenzy, like a bundle of angry eels. They writhed, tangled together, began to define the shape of a human figure, replacing the one that had liquified. The vines snapped free from the ceiling, one by one, until a single strand remained, connected to the very top of the figure. From this vine, a fruit of sorts began to swell into a makeshift head. The fruit grew and grew into an anemic gourd as the vines of the body dried rapidly, took on the appearance of pale, brittle driftwood.

When the process was done, Wil was shocked to see the figure—so much like a statue or macabre sculpture—move. A sharp finger rose up and plunged into the gourd where it traced out one triangle eye, then another, then a brutal crescent for a mouth. Bits of gourd shell—and meat?—fell to the floor with wet slaps. When its face was complete, orange light began to shine through its features. It blinked, worked its mouth into a variety of simple expressions, then threw its head back and roared, voicing endless rage and pain.

Wil held his hands to his ears, but it made no difference. The cry reverberated throughout the Tree. All of the city heard it.

The longer the cry went on, the more it seemed to rob Wil of his sanity. His thoughts lost focus, cohesion, they began to bleed together, threatened to whisk him away on a dream tide to oblivion. Through it all, he continued to watch and couldn’t be sure he was seeing what he was seeing.

The driftwood figure convulsed once, twice, it’s guttural cry altering slightly, as it doubled over and began to wretch. From its mouth, something bright red and glistening wet began to protrude. At first it looked like a bloody, swollen tongue, like the figure was choking on it, but further and further the red thing came, proving that it was something much, much larger being vomited up.

Finally, the figure disgorged the entirety of the red shape, which spilled to the floor, pulsing with silent life.

Silence, Wil realized, had overcome the chamber. The driftwood figure coughed a few times, turned and spat more of the gourd meat onto the floor, then knelt down to tend to the quivering red mass.

Wil’s thoughts were his own again. Without realizing it, he’d stood and moved to get a better look at what was happening. Somehow, he felt that if he used his Divine Pattern sense, it would send him right back onto that receding tide and that there would be no return. Even without Divine Pattern, though, what he saw was terrible.

The red shape, formless moments ago, he was sure, was not so now. It was a crouching figure, a full-grown man with blood-red skin. Each shoulder was a bulbous sphere that helped hide the well-formed head between. The red man bore a striking resemblance to Samhain, but as Wil looked to the tending figure, he knew that they were not the same.

“Mr. Parish,” the driftwood man said, “your loyalty will be rewarded.”

“Thank you, Samhain.”

• • •

“People of Viscain City. This is Pylas Crier, the Office of Permanence. Many of you will recognize my voice, but not my presence on these com-casts. I speak to you of my own free will and under no duress. Yesterday, evidence was presented to me regarding Samhain’s crimes of ecological plunder and outright murder. He confessed his guilt to the three Offices and then attempted to take my life, only to be thwarted by Leilia Purpurata. In continuing to defend myself, I took Samhain’s head, wounding him grievously, but not killing him. Leilia Purpurata, the Office of Truth, yet stands by me. Wil Parish, the Office of Subtlety, likely does not.

“You have the right to know the truth. You have the right to defend yourselves. You have the right to deny Samhain, even if he is a god, and should you choose to do so, I will be your sword and shield. We must work together to prepare for a world without Samhain.”

This pirate com-cast elicited a strong, almost universal response. For the first time, it wasn’t just an accusation and acceptance of the message wasn’t an abandonment of all hope. Few doubted that it was indeed Pylas Crier speaking. Many still remembered him from before Samhain’s birth. His accomplishments were many and revered. More than anything, though, was the balancing of the opposing views. Samhain had had the Offices to support him and even if all of what was left of humanity rose up against them, they would have failed, but with Pylas Crier—and Leilia Purpurata—the odds seemed even, or better than even, if humanity were in the right.

A response was quick in coming. Variously, in the skies above Viscain City, audible images of a changed Samhain addressed the people.

“This is what Pylas Crier has done to me,” he said, indicating his agglomerate body, his pale, bloated head. “Changed me into this horror. He speaks of admissions of guilt, of murder.” He shook his head. “I know Pylas Crier has bewitched my daughter. She, too, has committed unspeakable acts, but at his insistence, I have no doubts. I am the victim. But I am not powerless. My Office of Subtlety remains by my side.” The sepia image expanded to include Wil Parish at Samhain’s right. “And I have produced a new heir.” The image expanded again to reveal a dark-skinned man who looked very similar to how Samhain had previously. “Behold,” he said, “Arms Vermillion.

“Leilia Purpurata, Pylas Crier, and Wil Parish were the first generation of the Shades of My Being. Arms Vermillion will lead the second. He is my heir and speaks with my voice.”

The image shifted to focus on Arms Vermillion.

“Pylas Crier,” he said, “Leilia Purpurata. You have committed unforgivable crimes and are hereby declared enemies of Viscain. You will be pursued at any and all expense. Those found to be in collusion will be considered disposable and dealt with immediately.

“As he crafted the Dualist Fruit, and the seeds therein, so now my father works diligently, crafting two new tools, carefully designed Artifacts, that will be gifted to those who will become my associates in the 2nd Generation of Shades. Their coming is a certainty, but we can end this before their arrival. Any information on the whereabouts of Pylas Crier or Leilia Purpurata will be handsomely rewarded. Do not trust Pylas Crier. Do not support Pylas Crier. Pylas Crier is a would-be king, jealous of his betters. Trust in my father, Samhain: provider, protector, savior.”

Within hours of Arms Vermillion’s statement came a rebuttal, this time com-cast not only over public channels, but feeding to every public address system in the city as well, so that everyone, without exception, could hear.

“People of Viscain City, this is the Office of Truth, Leilia Purpurata. You have been presented with two opposing views. You may or may not wish to choose a side, but ultimately, you may find yourselves forced to. You have a right to know all the facts. Please know that the Office of Truth and the Office of Permanence remain true, not to Samhain, but to their charters. Part of what Samhain says is true, but all that Pylas Crier has told you is true.

“Samhain confessed to me, to Pylas Crier, and to Wil Parish that he was guilty of draining two planets of their resources, that he would drain more if given the chance. He admitted to the murder of the missing environmental report scientists and of his concubines, numbering in the thousands.

“Now he claims to be a blameless victim. He would have you believe that Pylas Crier is a mad dog, that he is controlling my words and my actions. This is false. I will tell you again: the Office of Truth and the Office of Permanence remain true.

“Arms Vermillion, my brother, suggests that Pylas Crier is a would-be king. Pylas Crier has not said or done anything to indicate any such desire, but perhaps a king would be a wise choice. Which is preferable: a fickle god who hangs death over your heads, or a benevolent king of your own choosing? Samhain tried to kill him and couldn’t. The Yellow Diamond endures.

“Samhain is my father. Arms Vermillion, though I do not know him, is my brother. These are facts that I cannot change. No matter what happens, though, my choice will always be yellow. I am, and always will be, for Pylas Crier.”

Her closing words brought raucous cheers that rose up throughout the city.

Someone somewhere cried out, “King!”

Many thousands responded, “Yellow!”

That single man repeated, “King!”

And the many thousands replied, “Yellow!”

This formula became an instant rallying cry, the signature of what was suddenly a fully realized rebellion.

• • •

“That’s not good for us,” Wil said.

“What does it matter?” Samhain said. “At the simplest, there are two sides in all things. Those who choose wrongly will suffer.”

“They have already been warned,” Arms Vermillion said.

They had taken to using Samhain’s apartments as their meeting place. A grand picture window gave them an oblique view of the city and let in the only noticeable light.

“I have to know that you will support humanity,” Wil said to Samhain.

“Those who choose correctly, of course.”

“For those who are still considering, shouldn’t we try to paint a positive picture of the future? Focus on what humanity can achieve by following you?”

“What do you mean?”

“With Leilia’s statement, even true innocence would be difficult to defend, but a facade of it is untenable. We have to show them what lies ahead. Just as you said to me, all of space awaits us. If we can convince them of the boon of your favor, of how this planet is just the beginning, then even with all of the negatives we can win at least some of them over.”

Arms Vermillion cocked his head, gave a quizzical look. “Is that necessary?”

Wil straightened and with voice like steel, he said, “It is.” He turned to Samhain. “Whatever you’ve made me, I’m still a human being. I’m not ready to quit my species. In the beginning, you spoke of fellowship, of brotherhood. We can start over with new rules and still strive for those.”

“Or even make it seem as if this has been the path all along,” Samhain said. “Yes, Mr. Parish, that is a good idea. That will certainly win some of them over, but I’m afraid I’m rather hung up on the issue of Mr. Crier’s freedom. I know you have the means. I want you to find him—and my daughter—so that we can remove them from the equation.”

“I don’t want to fight them.”

“Mr. Parish, I don’t believe you have a choice. They threaten the future you have envisioned. Besides,” Samhain said, examining his dry, spindly fingers, “this body is a poor substitute for what Pylas Crier took from me. I have taken steps to make Arms Vermillion particularly effective against Mr. Crier, but I no longer have the means myself to take back the Yellow Diamond.” He glanced up at the vine that still connected his gourd head to the ceiling. “I cannot step foot outside the Tree. You will find that the communication that we used to enjoy, which was never fettered by distance, is now very much ruled by it, and something in which I can no longer share.

“Arms Vermillion is here, and the 2nd Generation is forthcoming, but you simply must participate, at the very least, in their capture. If not, how can I say that my Office of Subtlety stands by me?”

Wil nodded sheepishly. “Yes, Samhain.”

“Good.”

“The 2nd Generation,” Wil said. “Who are they?”

“You’ll see.”

• • •

“We couldn’t have hoped for a better reaction to Leilia’s endorsement,” Sammesh said.

He stood over a table in a dim, low-ceilinged compartment in the heart of the modified barge. Triece was next to him. Pylas and Leilia stood across the table, opposite them. A schematic of Viscain City was projected up onto the tabletop from a mechanism within.

“Our people in the city report that those in areas closest to the Tree remain skeptical, but that we can count on support in all quadrants.”

“Do you think the support genuine?” Leilia said.

Sammesh shrugged. “It seems a little unrealistic for that kind of subterfuge so soon, but I suppose it’s possible. We only know what Samhain and his new brood have said publicly. They may have made promises. There is the talk of the 2nd Generation.”

Pylas nodded. “I tend to agree. I think things have moved too fast for that kind of strategy to be in play already. Besides, as you say, the 2nd Generation has been promised.” He turned to Leilia. “How many—what did he call them. . . Artifacts? How many Artifacts could he produce?”

“Over time and with sustenance, I suppose he could produce them endlessly, or nearly so. I know that, at my father’s peak, it was costly to produce the Dualist Fruit. I can’t imagine that he would be able to produce more than two or three now without significantly cutting into his own survival potential, especially since he has made it clear that he will need to find, and relocate to, another planet soon to continue feeding.”

“Pylas. . .”

Pylas perked up, sought the source of the voice, realized that it was in his head, that it belonged to Wil.

“Good to know that it isn’t Arms Vermillion alone I can communicate with in this way.”

“Where are you, Wil? I’m only responding because you observed my reaction. I know you’re close.”

“I’m in the room with you now, but I won’t hurt anyone.”

“Pylas?” This time, Leilia was speaking to him aloud. He held a hand out, indicating for her to wait.

“What do you want?” Pylas said to Wil through the Yellow Diamond.

“You’ve put me in a tough spot, Pylas.”

“That was your choice.”

“Maybe, but I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. I don’t want what she foresaw to happen.”

“You mean Nena Shloss. Wil, It’s already happened. And it’ll happen again.”

“Progress requires sacrifice. You and I both know that we wouldn’t be who and what we are if we hadn’t lost the people we have.”

“That’s not justification!”

“Once the pieces are in place, he can open up all of space to us. Think of it, Pylas. Planet after planet, the opportunities, the potential, all for humanity.”

“Still not justification. And what about those you would displace in the process?”

“I’m sure there’s room for negotiation, for sharing.”

“Wil, can’t you see? He said it himself. He’s a predator. Since coming here, he has demonstrated nothing but the single-minded pursuit of self-preservation at the expense of all else.”

“Pylas, I won’t let her vision come true, no more than it already has. I will do whatever I have to make things better. Without Samhain, this planet will die. All the people on it will die.”

“You don’t know that.”

“And you don’t know otherwise!”

“We’re not getting anywhere. What do you want, Wil?”

“I told you I don’t want anyone else hurt. If you are of a like mind, you will present yourself to Arms Vermillion at the steps to the Tree in one hour. If you don’t, I’ll be forced to report your position and this barge, along with everyone aboard, will be destroyed.”

“By you?”

“No. Arms Vermillion claims to be able to do this himself, no matter the range.”

“So I just hand myself over? Offer up the Yellow Diamond and my life?”

“Fight him. Maybe you’ll win. I don’t know what would happen if you did, but you have my word: if you go as requested, I’ll pull back and let the barge find a new hiding place. I’ll probably have to find you again, but let’s focus on one thing at a time.”

“Okay,” Pylas said.

“You’ll go?”

“I’ll go.”

“Thank you, Pylas.”

“Sammesh,” Pylas said, “our position has been compromised.”

“What?”

“Pylas, what is it?” Leilia said.

“Wil was here, in the compartment. Arms Vermillion has called me out.”

“You’re not going,” she said.

“I am. Wil has agreed to not report our location if I go, give you a chance to find another place to hide for the time being.”

“And you trust him?” Triece said.

“So far, yes. I guess we’ll see, though.”

• • •

Though they were several hundred kilometers from Viscain City, the way there took only seconds via the backspace. When Pylas arrived, he was startled to see that the city was covered by black clouds, that these were alone in an otherwise immaculate sky, and that rain poured down from them in an amount that seemed extravagant given the scarcity of precipitation of late. He thought that it must mean something, but couldn’t fathom what. It seemed that no one was out today, that everyone was shut indoors, perhaps due to the rain.

He didn’t emerge right away, but took some time to study Arms Vermillion, who stood at the base of the steps leading up to the Viscain Tree. Even without using his Divine Pattern sense, he could see that Arms Vermillion gave off the same signature energy that Samhain and Leilia did. With Divine Pattern, there was no doubt. All three were composed of the same infinite skein or variations so slight that they might as well have been the same.

It depressed him to see that Samhain had taken such measures. It depressed him further when he noted Arms Vermillion’s primary offensive weapons and how they must be employed.

Pylas exited the backspace and stood twenty meters before Arms Vermillion, upon the public square at the base of the Tree.

“Here I am,” Pylas said. “What now?”

“You come with me. Into the Tree. Father wants to see you.”

“Your father can come down and visit if he likes. I’m not stepping foot inside the Tree again.”

Arms Vermillion frowned. “He can’t do that, I’m afraid. It seems that someone close to him has robbed him of his freedom. It seems that someone he considered to be his own family betrayed him and attempted to kill him. Irrevocable damage was done, but death is thing far, far away from my father.”

Pylas snorted. “Betrayal. You make it sound as if it were unprovoked. As if Samhain is innocent. As if he hadn’t tried to kill me first.”

“Isn’t that his prerogative?”

Pylas shook his head. “No. It is not.”

“You swore an oath to follow him.”

“Yes and his dream as he outlined it. The dream died for him a planet ago, but I am resolute in my pursuit of it. I’ll keep the Yellow Diamond as a badge of my fidelity to the dream. I offered your father the same opportunity: strip it from me if you can.”

An ugly grimace curled into place upon Arms Vermillion’s face. “I’ll do just that.”

Arms Vermillion took a step forward, blurred, stood immediately before Pylas, reared and spat a volume of red liquid onto him. With the rain and the smooth character of the Diamond Coat, much of it washed away in seconds, but Pylas was left examining himself, unconsciously disgusted.

“Do you know what I am, Pylas Crier?”

“Juvenile? Crass?”

Arms Vermillion snorted. “I’m your foil. That wasn’t a child’s outburst, it was a marker. It looks like the rain’s washed it off, but it hasn’t.” He appeared to step back, but was instantly where he’d began, twenty meters away.

“Goodbye, Pylas Crier.”

Arms Vermiilion’s body convulsed and doubled in size. He now appeared to be covered in chitin of darker red, his face covered by a visor. The bulbs upon his shoulders had grown substantially and were each bisected vertically by a seam. Each hip was capped with a convex disc, similarly split by a seam. The four seams opened at once, like giant, malevolent eyes, and disgorged copious amounts of fire and smoke.

Despite the rain, the fire, the smoke, Pylas’s senses registered the threat as soon as it manifested. At first he wasn’t sure what he should do: endure it or evade it. The former choice had so far never failed him, but he wasn’t so sure, now, not with an opponent like this, so he slipped into the backspace again—and was still forced to endure it.

The projectiles, fifty-two in all—nineteen from each shoulder, seven from each hip—rocketed towards him in succession with impossibly efficient chemical engines. The first of them hammered into him, even as he entered the backspace, and the rest followed in after. These rocked him, sent him spiraling out of control through the cleave planes, and ultimately drove him from them and back onto the paving stones of the square.

Pylas rose to his feet from his hands and knees, faced Arms Vermillion. “This is the solution Samhain came up with? The one thing he swore he would not tolerate? The very reason he destroyed Alstacia? I guess that doesn’t matter to him, either. Or to you. But you know, Arms Vermillion, there’s just one problem. In your father’s decline, he’s underestimated me. Twice now. You can’t kill me with one barrage, but you can destroy your own marker.”

“You fool, I don’t need—”

This time Pylas disappeared to reappear immediately before Arms Vermillion, delivering a right Inertia Pin to the midsection. Arms Vermillion gagged, staggered backwards as a third of his stomach imploded and jetted out his back in a violent, wet rush.

Pylas watched as the other panted, put a hand to his already healing wound, and stood straight.

“Not so easy,” Arms Vermillion said and spat another volume of red liquid at Pylas.

Pylas was already gone, but did not escape entirely.

Arms Vermillion tracked his passage through the backspace as the still-open shoulder and hip pods quivered with life. Within each, seeds regenerated at a rate of at least one every two seconds in sockets saturated with a deep-red, viscous fluid. After a satisfactory number were ready, he set them upon what looked like empty space, but as they converged, they disappeared and silence dominated for a moment. But only for a moment as Pylas was forced from the backspace with a sudden clamor. His limp body, streaking to the ground with a perfectly straight trail of black smoke through the gray of the pouring rain.

Pylas rose from the broken paving stones, struggling for balance as he stood straight. The Diamond Coat had been breached in several places, but most notably along his left arm and up the majority of his shoulder. Blood mixed with what looked like liquid yellow plastic and pattered to the ground in irregular streams to mix with puddles of muddy rainwater. He started forward, towards Arms Vermillion, put his right hand to his left biceps and concentrated. Instantly, the pale yellow liquid firmed up and spread to once again cover his left arm. Shifting his focus to the regeneration rate of the seeds, he broke into a run. When he was fifteen meters away, he disappeared, and since the marker had been destroyed again with the second salvo, Arms Vermillion could not track him.

Arms Vermillion scanned the area, listened carefully for any sign of Pylas emerging, but was ultimately unprepared for it when it happened.

This time, the Inertia Pin struck at the apex of what would have corresponded to Arms Vermillion’s occipital bone. Pylas remained long enough to watch the destruction that proceeded from Arms Vermillion’s ruined face, and the man himself stumble forward into the slick mess, then he returned to the backspace. From there, he watched Arms Vermillion twitch, rise up on unsteady arms, and stand, momentarily blind, as his face and protective visor reconstructed themselves in seconds. He was whole again, but Pylas saw that he’d been indelibly marked with an overlay of pale white scars.

Arms Vermillion took a shaky step forward, then turned, steadied himself. “All you’re doing is proving your inadequacy, Pylas Crier. You cannot kill me. You keep trying, and you keep failing.” He shifted, addressed another direction. “I, however, have demonstrated a clear ability to break down the Diamond Coat and the man inside. You know what I realized, though? That I don’t have to hit you with my seeds. I am surrounded by targets. Let’s start eliminating some of the less appreciative.”

By this time, all the seeds had been replenished and burst forth from their sockets. Pylas watched in horror from the backspace as the missiles sped in every direction. There was no way to stop them all, but which ones should he start with? In seconds it was too late to decide. A perimeter of noise, debris, fire, and smoke rose up around them. The crying of children persisted after most of the other noise had died down.

“Let’s try again,” Arms Vermillion said. “You can stop this, Pylas Crier. Submit.”

“Never!” Pylas said, coming out of the backspace.

Arms Vermillion turned towards the sound of his voice, saw that Pylas walked slowly and deliberately toward him.

“Oh? But it looks like you have.”

Four seeds, one from each pod, burst forth, lancing for Pylas. Pylas paused, girded his Pattern and that of the Diamond Coat, allowed the missiles to hit him—without consequence—and resumed his approach.

Arms Vermillion cocked his head. “That’s not possible.”

“Three times, Arms Vermillion. Three times a god and his offspring have underestimated me. Samhain has the Tree. The Tree has all of the planet. But you. . . You are small. Finite.”

Another four seeds streaked for Pylas, but he walked through the conflagration they generated without pause and once again without consequence.

Arms Vermillion shook his head. “You can’t do that. You. . . you can’t!”

Pylas raised his right fist, first knuckle protruding and sharp.

“I’m going to take from you what you took from all of them,” Pylas said with a nod to the ring of fire surrounding them.

The other snorted. “How are you going to do that?” The words suggested confidence, but his tremulous voice betrayed him.

“I told you. You’re finite.”

Pylas struck the air immediately before Arms Vermillion with his right Pin. The point where his knuckle “impacted” formed the source of dozens of radiant yellow cracks, spiderwebbing geometrically through space, each one cleaving Arms Vermillion neatly, perfectly, and pinning him to the otherwise empty air. The bright lines faded and Arms Vermillion fell to the ground, a rain of cleanly shorn sections, which grayed even before they hit. No piece of him showed any further signs of regenerating.

• • •

Much later that night, after the rain had ceased, Samhain’s pale, bloated face populated the black skies of half the planet. His voice boomed from each image, creating an inescapable cacophony.

“People of Viscain City, earlier, while you were safe and dry in your homes, while the rains fell and my son was killed, I completed work on the 2nd Generation. I have no more anger, but my will remains unchanged. Know that today’s deluge represents the last of this planet’s free water and that I will no longer ask for your cooperation. Those who do not act in accordance with my will, who challenge or defy my Office of Subtlety or the 2nd Generation Shades, will be killed immediately. Those who embrace this new order, will be carried on a tide of plenty into the future. You will be given no more warnings. There will be no appeals for mercy. Make your choice and live by it. Or die by it. That is all.”

When Samhain was finished, Wil approached him in his chambers.

“Samhain, I cannot express how sorry I am for your loss.”

“It doesn’t matter. I am displeased, but as I said, I have no more anger.”

“But you still think it wise to leave no room for—”

“For what, Mr. Parish? Second chances?”

“Isn’t that what you’re looking for?”

“Oh, no. I make no excuses and ask for no forgiveness. I believe it was you who indicated a need for humanity. With a small number of Shades to operate on my behalf beyond the Tree, I need no such burden. I will keep my promise, though. Those who are loyal will live and prosper. Oddly, I owe Pylas Crier a modicum of gratitude. I need not hide my predator nature any longer. It was, after all, only a half-hearted cover-up.

“I sense you are still troubled, Mr. Parish.”

“All those people,” Wil said, shaking his head.

“In support of King Yellow. Yes. Well, I suggest we hurry and remove Leilia and Mr. Crier from the equation. At the very least, with them gone, no one will have courage enough to voice any misgivings.”

“I don’t know where they are,” Wil said.

Samhain cocked his oversized head. “Mr. Parish, I don’t believe I ever told you that I couldn’t find them myself.”

“But. . .”

“You don’t have to be involved in everything, but I do require your commitment. Without it, I have no reason to keep anyone in Viscain City alive. So, I’ll qualify my previous statement. I’ll keep my promise just so long as you do.”

Wil swallowed hard. “Yes, Samhain. You know where they are now?”

“Of course. The 2nd Generation is already en route.”

“En route?”

“Yes. Weren’t you listening? While Mr. Crier was busy killing my son, I was preparing the 2nd Generation. You may not be pleased with the recipient choice, but would likely take some satisfaction in knowing that unlocking their full potential involved subjecting them to excruciating pain.”

Samhain waved a hand and a section wall, made of unbroken wood, seemed to dissolve away to reveal twin apparatuses, which resembled bipedal animal art objects. From a wooden spine and the radiating limbs, bristled countless needle-sharp spines, all of which were gummed up with still-drying blood.

Wil scanned the blood unconsciously with Divine Pattern, but already knew what he would find.

“Why them?” Wil said with a shudder.

“Who else was there? Their psychoses alienate them from their fellow man. I’ve given them power and certain assurances that should, at least for the short term, guarantee their loyalty. I believe that Mr. Feyden may have even come out smarter. Perhaps it was merely maturation through pain, but that too would be an improvement.”

“What do you want me to do?” Wil said.

Samhain held out his right hand, his sharp fingers splayed, and an image coalesced just beyond them, showing the location of the barge in relation to Viscain City.

“Go,” he said. “Ensure that Mr. Crier is brought back here.”

“Alive?”

“Yes, alive. I no longer have the ability to remove the Yellow Diamond myself. I won’t ask you to kill him, and I don’t know if either of the 2nd Generation could do it. I’ve decided I want him alive and imprisoned. My son’s life was brief. Mr. Crier’s punishment will be eternal. He is the Office of Permanence, after all, but he will submit to his maker. In a hundred years, a thousand years, and forever thereafter, I want the satisfaction of knowing that he is, despite his title, nothing but a man, contained and powerless.”

Without the least hint of threat or drama, Samhain continued, “If I don’t see you return with Mr. Crier incapacitated, I will extract all of the oxygen from the degrading atmosphere and allow every man woman and child on this planet to asphyxiate. Pylas Crier reduced me in countless ways, but that much I can still do.”

“That and provide passage to other worlds?”

“Yes. He took from me nuance and sophistication, the ability to relate to man as a man.”

Wil stared at him for a moment.

“Regardless of whether or not you think I’d already begun to lose that capacity,” Samhain said. “I can kill everyone on this planet if I so choose or I can take us to a new one. I have been frank with you, Mr. Parish. Do not test me.”

Wil nodded hesitantly. “What about Leilia?”

“Mr. Koso has been charged with her capture.”

“Koso?” Wil couldn’t prevent his incredulity slipping out.

“Does it really matter which one it is? Both have their motivations for that particular task. She is to be punished, Mr. Parish. Now go. I can no longer communicate with you as I once could, so don’t take too long, or I might consider your mission a failure, and as you know, that would be bad for your species.”

• • •

Most aboard Sammesh’s barge were asleep when Samhain’s message started. The jarring noise roused some, but was too brief to bring everyone to full attention. When it was finished, Sammesh joined the two-man crew in the pilothouse, which was lit only by the myriad instrument displays.

“Tell me that show wasn’t just for us,” Sammesh said.

“No, sir,” the pilot said. “There were screens dotting the sky to the horizon.”

Sammesh leaned over the pilot’s shoulder to look out the main view port. “Shine a light down there.”

The pilot did as he was told, and white light bathed the desolate plain, but something about the landscape was different.

The pilot leaned forward to get a better look.

The co-pilot turned in his chair to look as well. “What is that?”

“The roots,” Sammesh said. “They’ve shifted. But yeah, what is that? Put an active mic on it and get it on screen.”

Once again the pilot obeyed, and all three looked at the screen, at what the active mic revealed. A spear of root, about a meter out of the ground, was vibrating at intervals, as if it were a string being plucked every thirty seconds or so.

Sammesh narrowed his eyes, pursed his lips. “Sample that frequency and scan for matches.”

Pylas arrived then and stood at the entryway. “What’s going—”

A deafening crash rocked the barge and set it to listing. Alarms began sounding all over the ship.

“I think we’ve been found, sir,” the pilot shouted over the alarms as all four struggled to right themselves in the midst of the chaos.

Sammesh glared at him. “Really?”

“Is everyone all right?” Pylas said.

“I think so,” Sammesh said. “You might want to go greet our guests if we want to keep it that way, though.”

“Guests,” Pylas repeated. “The 2nd Generation.”

Sammesh nodded.

Another crash shook the barge and spun it almost a hundred and twenty degrees.

“Leilia,” Pylas muttered. He turned and headed back down the way he’d come.

With the angle of the floor shifting constantly and the flashing red lights accompanying the alarms, progress through the close corridor was disorienting, and within seconds it didn’t matter since the ceiling had caved in, blocking further passage. Everything was moving so fast, it didn’t occur to him to slip into the backspace. Pylas climbed the debris, exiting the barge to stand upon its roof. He saw nothing at first, but when he turned to look back towards the pilothouse, he felt an inconceivable force impact against the jagged surface of his face and strain his neck muscles beneath the Diamond Coat.

Tiny shards of yellow diamonds peppered the barge top like broken teeth. Pylas steadied himself, shook his head to clear it, and saw his assailant.

Standing before him was a figure in a baggy bodysuit that had the color and dull sheen of lead. The suit featured a stand-up collar, fitted cuffs at the wrists and ankles, gloves and socks of the same material, and a bent-over cone hat with a polished steel ball depending from its point. The man’s face was a smooth mask of white porcelain with black painted features: triangle eyes and a simple crescent smile. With his right hand, flexing only his wrist, he bounced a larger polished steel ball, thirty centimeters in diameter, up and down with ease, like it was a child’s toy. His casual manner and fixed expression conveyed nothing but mockery and Pylas knew, without using Divine Pattern, that the ball was no plaything. With Divine Pattern, Pylas knew that it was Pulcinello Feyden behind the mask and that he’d become several orders of magnitude more dangerous after being augmented by Samhain’s Artifact.

Before, Feyden’s power felt to Pylas like an indefensible push, but now all the momentum Feyden could generate was behind a gleaming mass that was denser and more durable than true steel. While Feyden’s “pushes” had made fighting him complicated, they’d never been dangerous to Pylas. It was different now.

Pylas lunged forward with a right Pin. Feyden took the blow to the chest, but rolled with it, then exaggerated his movement, clasping his hands together with the steel ball suspended just beyond them, and whirled with incredible speed and force to bring the ball against Pylas’s left biceps. There was a sound like breaking glass and Pylas nearly folded at the impact point. Pain shot up and down his left arm, reached into his stomach, and almost made him vomit.

“All right, Feyden,” Pylas said, standing straight and massaging his left arm. “First, I treated you like an equal when you weren’t quite up to the comparison. Now, I’ll treat you like an opponent.”

Feyden laughed.

Pylas assumed a fighting stance for the first time in at least thirteen years. Both fists were held before him, his left Pin in advance of his right, his back slightly hunched. He pushed off with his back leg and shot forward, almost as if sliding upon the barge top and too fast for Feyden to react, to strike explosively with both fists at once so that Feyden could only stagger backwards this time. Another push forward and two more blows delivered. Feyden coughed and was pushed further back. His hands had come apart, but the steel ball remained suspended from his right fist, regardless of how he moved or was made to move.

Pylas was glad to see that, with augmentation, either Feyden’s control over momentum had been altered or he hadn’t learned to use it fully. The suit was tough and hard to penetrate, but it it didn’t eliminate momentum. Not entirely, anyway.

Feyden raised his right arm to swing the steel ball, but Pylas struck his funny bone with a left uppercut Pin and simultaneous right Inertial Pin to the solar plexus, which knocked Feyden back, head over heals over the pilothouse.

A scream, and not the first, Pylas realized, broke through his concentration.

He turned and quickly scanned the interior of the barge with Divine Pattern. Several of the crew were dead, many no longer whole. His stomach dropped when he came across Triece in two pieces in her cabin. An amebic shape was was making its way through all the cabins and stopped as soon as it felt Pylas’s scan. Pylas knew at once that it was Koso, no matter how he’d been changed by Samhain’s Artifact.

“Leilia!” Pylas blurted through the Yellow Diamond. He started forward, but another loud crash and a tug on the barge from behind—from the pilothouse, he knew—informed him that Sammesh and the two pilots were likely dead and that he wasn’t finished with Feyden yet.

Feyden rose up from the front of the barge, his arms folded across his chest, his feet together upon the steel ball, which supported him and provided locomotion.

“Leilia,” Pylas continued through the Yellow Diamond, “Feyden and Koso are here. They are your father’s 2nd Generation. Koso is on his way to you. Be careful.”

“I don’t want to harm the crew,” she thought back to him.

“I know. Get off the barge and run. I’ll find you, I swear it.”

A weight, warm and wet, even through the Diamond Coat, blanketed Pylas, first hitting his back then spreading to envelop his shoulders and conglomerate around his left arm. He heard Feyden laugh again as he studied the substance that squirmed over him.

Koso. He was like gelatinous rust, nearly black, but russet at the edges where his composition was thinner. Koso clung to Pylas’s back and shoulders, but writhed around his upper left arm in opposite directions, as if trying to unscrew it. And Pylas thought it might just work. He could feel heat from the building friction and the more worrisome caustic bite of whatever Koso was now made of. Pylas attempted to shrug Koso off, but the dark mass clung like honey with a will of its own.

Feyden eased forward and slipped off the ball onto the barge top. Out from under his weight, the ball bobbed up like a bubble to “connect” once again with his right hand. He held his hand out, palm, with the ball centimeters from it, facing Pylas. At the ball’s center, the steel liquified, spun itself into a meter-long rod, two centimeters in diameter, leaving the ball a fat rounded ring around it. Feyden jerked his palm forward, striking the end of the rod and sending it like a lance through Pylas’s upper left arm where it lodged halfway through.

Pylas felt his arm go immediately dead, but through the Yellow Diamond, he heard an inarticulate cry, which he accurately guessed was Koso. The acid touch of his jellied form subsided over his back and shoulders. He guessed it was the same for his arm, but couldn’t be sure since he could no longer feel it.

Feyden looked both pleased and confused and so Pylas took advantage of his hesitation. He leapt up and back and smacked the butt of the rod with the flat of his right hand, sending it all the way through his arm to stab into the barge top to half its length. When it was gone, his arm sang with an instant of sharp pain and then throbbed incessantly. Koso sloughed off of him, plopping onto the barge top in piles.

Pylas landed back down the length of the barge, holding his left arm, blood seeping from between his fingers. He could feel it, he could move it, but he might not be able to fight with it.

Feyden reeled in his steel ball, and as he did, the rod lurched free, liquified and refilled the hole it had left.

“Get up, Koso,” Feyden said. “We’ve got a runner.”

Pylas glanced in the direction Feyden was looking, saw that Leilia had gotten off the barge and was running as fast as she could and had already put substantial distance between them.

Koso gathered himself sluggishly, and poured over the side of the barge, down onto the ground where he started after her. He was a dark wave over the cracked terrain, picking up speed as he went.

Pylas swallowed hard, but had little time to worry. With an exaggerated swing, Feyden brought the ball down, but Pylas sidestepped and struck him in the right kidney, through the thick weave of his gray suit, which set him stumbling forward, then into a controlled tumble that brought him back to his feet. He launched, springlike, back towards Pylas, who leaned back to avoid the horizontal backfist sweep of the ball. Pylas focused and delivered another Inertia Pin to Feyden’s solar plexus. Feyden jerked from his trajectory and followed the dictates of Pylas’s fist, flying backwards, skidding against metal plating on his head and shoulders with his feet in the air until finally, his legs went over the top and he recovered, after the ungainly flip, into a ready crouch.

For a moment, Feyden paused and seemed to nod. A kilometer away, light and sound broke the night. The Bloom, Pylas thought, but then something his senses mistranslated as light and sound broke him.

• • •

Wil Parish, his body stretched cat-like and low to the barge top, struck Pylas in the small of the back with the technique he’d called the Dust Blossom. A ring of turbulence puffed visibly from the impact point, turning the Diamond Coat to unstable liquid.

In slow motion, Pylas watched Feyden, already up and leaping into the air, raise his ball on the flat of his left hand. As the ball climbed, it resolved itself into four rods, all aiming down at Pylas. Once at the apex of his jump, Feyden struck the ends of the four rods with his right palm sending them all at once and arrow-swift to pierce Pylas’s upper arms and thighs. The angle and force of the rods drove Pylas down until they further pierced the barge top, so that he looked like a pinned specimen. As Pylas fell, Wil rose up through him, like an apparition of smoke, then took on real solidity.

“I didn’t think you’d really do it,” Feyden said.

Wil was silent. He stood at the edge of the barge with his arms folded, looking at the faraway spectacle of Leilia trying or trying not to reform with half of her coalescing body trapped within Koso’s black gel. Koso, too was reforming, even as he returned.

• • •

Pylas heard Wil in his head but couldn’t be sure it was real. He couldn’t feel anything, see anything, hear anything else. He felt like he was floating in an endless, black expanse. The pain of betrayal was all he knew.

“Pylas, if you can hear me, I want you to know that I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”

Pylas struggled to find his own mental voice and finally replied, “Yes, Wil, you did.” Thereafter, he ignored all attempts at communication with him except those that might have come from Leilia. He tried without end or success to reach her until even that ability was taken from him.

• • •

“I can’t do anything with him pinned like that,” Feyden said.

“So how do we get back with him?” Wil snapped.

They were all atop the barge now. Koso had assumed a humanoid shape and appeared to be encrusted at various points with light, alternating between ghostly purple and sun yellow, with most of it concentrated upon his torso. When it shifted to yellow, everyone had the feeling that it just might explode.

“If Pulce hasn’t totally destroyed the pilothouse, or the stabilizers, I can drive the barge back to Viscain City.”

“Get it moving,” Wil said. “If we’re too late and Samhain kills everyone, I don’t care what the consequences are, you two are dust.”

“Kills everyone?” Feyden said.

When Koso remained for an answer, Wil cried, “Go! And you!” he growled at Feyden. “Get out of my sight.”

After a few minutes, the barge nearly shook itself apart before righting. It turned and started to move back towards Viscain City. Wil made sure that he and Pylas, still pinned to his place, were alone. He sat down next to his friend—could he still call him that?—and bowed his head, weeping tears that no one would ever see.






EPILOGUE

In the days that followed, no one in Viscain City spoke of Pylas Crier or Leilia Purpurata. As far as they knew, the two were gone, along with the pirate com-casts, and any appeal to them would mean death with no prospect of intervention or protection.

In the Tree, away from all public scrutiny, an artificial system was developed to work in place of Feyden’s rods. These Traction Rods required enormous power to function, but Samhain would spare no resource to incarcerate Pylas Crier. A fifth rod was developed as insurance and was put through Pylas’s chest. This Rod came in contact with the Yellow Diamond and prevented it from interacting with Pylas’s body, causing the Diamond Coat to recede. Despite the possibility of killing Pylas now, Samhain could not bring himself to do it and had already planned an elaborate facility to be built on the dead planet of their origin to house him.

An alternative means of containing Leilia was also devised, one which continually forced her Bloom and safely collected the released energy each time. Indeed, in the beginning, she was the answer to keeping Pylas confined, but eventually, Samhain grew anxious and decided that they should be kept far apart from each other.

Samhain established the Viscain Empire and kept his promise to shepherd humanity to the stars, though perhaps not in a manner that any expected. The Empire’s population grew. Science continued to flourish. Samhain’s crimes were glossed over and forgotten by most but not all.

Already plagued by guilt, Wil broke upon learning that Samhain was not willing to share acquired worlds with indigenous species, sentient or not. This pushed him over a dark precipice, submerging him in wild, unrestrained rage. Violence was his only outlet, and for centuries, he single-handedly spread the frontier of the Viscain Empire, until, eventually, his conscience once again caught up with him and he retreated from the Empire into well-deserved retirement.


TO BE CONTINUED. . .







AFTERWORD

It’s been an interesting couple of months. I was diagnosed with cancer, had surgery to remove it, and started chemotherapy to treat the limited spread. Still in the midst of chemo, but I’ve managed to avoid most of the really bad side effects so far. We’ll see how things go after my next cycle of treatment, which is just days away.

Anyway, here we are at the realization of another one of my dreams. King Yellow has been roaming my brain since at least 2005 and I couldn’t be happier with his story given life in (e)print. If this is your first foray into the world of Samhain and his Viscain Empire, you can pick up with Pylas Crier again in Approaching Infinity Book Six: The Damnation Reprieve, although it might help to read the first five books of that series beforehand. I hope to follow that up with a second King Yellow book sometime next year, if I’m able. Or, I might revisit Wil Parish and the immediate fallout of Tragic Providence. Let me know if you have a preference.



Chris Eisenlauer

May 2017
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