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  [image: P]re-robbery stress made buckling things difficult, especially with a limb constructed out of circuits and steel. The promise of the soon-to-come adrenaline rush made my every nerve sing with excitement.


  In the evening light, the crumbling, red bricks of my team’s favorite clock tower glowed crimson. Minutes ago, thousands of clocks around Fortuna tolled eight o’clock p.m., but the rusted silver bells behind me remained silent as a grave. Only the sounds of my team fiddling with their equipment and the gentle whirring of gears beneath the plates of my left arm filled the room.


  Naturally, Parker broke the pleasant silence.


  “Hey, Sid, what do you think?” Parker asked, holding up two different types of bombs, one a pocket watch altered to create a smoke screen at the touch of a button, the other a chaser beetle, meant to pursue moving targets until it exploded. Both were low-grade devices. Murder wasn’t on our agenda, and I’d never paid much tribute to the Goddess of Death. I hadn’t met her, but based on the stories she was a dreary and unlikeable individual.


  Sid shrugged, storing a pair of silver-lined revolvers in his jacket.


  “The pocket watch,” I answered, since Sid wasn’t one for audible feedback.


  Parker frowned. “No one asked you.”


  “I know, but I’m the team leader and I reserve the right to trump all other members of the team.” I gave the barrel of my gun a final once over with a dust cloth before securing it to my belt. “Take the pocket watch over the exploding critter. It’s handier for an escape anyway.”


  Parker pouted. “Aw, but the chaser beetles are so much more fun.”


  “Parker, Amontillado’s Temple has floor alarms,” Sylvia said, looking up from the loose thread she was so intently playing with. She sat on the windowsill of the old clock tower, the light of the setting sun catching her silvery-blonde hair in its rays, turning it nearly white. “If you need to use a Chaser Beetle, you’re probably already damned.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “Parker, this is why logic is a helpful tool. Try inventing some for yourself.”


  “Ha, ha.” Parker rolled his eyes. Sid’s mouth twitched, the slightest hint of amusement darting through his narrow, dark eyes. A smile tugged at my mouth as well as I stood to address my team.


  “So, I know this job looks difficult from the outside. Religious artifacts are always a bit tricky. But we’re prepared for this. This is nothing but a routine heist. So let’s get in, get the goods and get out.”


  “Eloquent as always, fearless leader.” Parker saluted. The corner of Sid’s mouth jerked slightly again. In “Sid language” that translated to cracking up.


  I rolled my eyes. “Eloquent inspiration doesn’t inspire stealth. It inspires loud, brazen battles. I’m not riling you up for a war. We don’t tick that way.” I rolled my steel shoulder to make sure the connection worked properly. The nerves buzzed dully at the motion, a sensation that once weirded me out. Now it was as commonplace as breathing–noticeable only when I paid close attention. “Everyone know they’re jobs? Parker, you’ve got enough wire?”


  “And extra to spare.” Parker pulled a coil of thick, black wire halfway out of his pack.


  “And you two are good on your equipment?” I looked at Sid and Sylvia. “You’ve practiced with the new harness Parker made?”


  “Yeah, it works fine,” Sylvia said, giving me a bright but anxious smile. “Makes maneuvering a little easier in midair.”


  Sid merely nodded, which was good enough for me, and I trusted Sylvia to be prepared. She always had her gear ready the night before the heist. Preparations distracted her from her frequent anxiety attacks.


  “Good.” I clapped my hands together. “Based on my evaluation of the temple, we should be just fine. The floors are well guarded but Sylvia found some excellent routes through the roofs. Basically fool proof so long as we don’t screw up.”


  “My plan was to bring a Chaser Beetle,” Parker said, chucking a shard of crumbled brick against the wall. “I don’t think things will be fine without a Chaser Beetle.”


  “Parker, if I see you with a Chaser Beetle, I will hit you.” I held up my steel fist. “With my left arm.”


  He held up his hands in surrender. “Fine, fine.”


  Despite appearances, my team was on good terms. But the closest teams are the ones who can poke fun at each other’s flaws constantly.


  We were known as the Pendulum Thieves, so dubbed for the master timing of our heists. We swooped in and out within a second, leaving our victims wondering where their valuables had gone. A nice name but I’d always had one problem with it. Pendulums are predictable. Sure as Aelius lights the sky with the sun each morning, they keep on ticking at a steady, foreseeable rate. We were not so easy to anticipate. No one expects a group of seventeen-year-olds to be so good at what they do.


  I liked defying expectations. Like our patron, the God of Mischief, it was our job to catch people by surprise.
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  Street sounds always comforted me the day of a heist. On the nerve-racking walk to our location, I distracted myself with the echoes of the nomads, calling out to potential customers up and down the narrow streets of the slums. Nomads–called Clock Hands by many because they traveled around the realms like the ever-ticking hands of a clock–were a colorful group of people and procurers of every product imaginable. Sandstone sundials of Kabila, still dusted with the crimson sand of the wilderness realm hung from violet awnings. Timepieces and stone carvings from the ancient halls of Tiyata sat upon multicolored cushions made of rare silk. Or so the vendors claimed. And all manner of pocket watches and clocks from the wealthy inner rings of Fortuna, glittered from within faux glass cases. I didn’t know how they acquired such trinkets, considering most nomads weren’t welcome in the inner rings. I guessed they didn’t have strictly honest methods.


  I loved that about them.


  The market was in high form today. If we weren’t in a hurry to reach the inner rings of Fortuna by nightfall, I might have stopped to browse. On days like today, the aroma of rare spices subdued the stench of industry and oil clinging to every slum dweller, filling my nose with a delightful scent each time I inhaled. The storm-gray clouds pumping daily from the workhouses seemed less grim when surrounded by so many bright colors. And the faces of every worn-down miner and underfed child brightened at the sight of the street performers.


  To my right, a woman garbed in azure silk danced to the beat of a migale skin drum. Only a few tents down a man sang songs in tribute to Artifex, the God of Craftsmen and one of the most revered gods in the outer ring of Fortuna. People passing by tossed tin gears into the bowl at his feet and, if they had a bit more change, copper ones. And of course, the air was rife with the cries of vendors, calling out from every direction.


  “A rare artifact from the temple of Kova! Red as her hair and immune to the hottest flames!”


  “This here plant is taken directly from the empty realm! Yes, from Cambiare itself!”


  “Here, here! Don’t miss this opportunity!”


  “I love market days.” Parker sighed, glancing wishfully at a man selling weapons. His dark-brown skin always got a certain glow to it when he noticed dangerous, shiny things. But, to be fair, maybe it was just the late afternoon sunlight.


  Maybe.


  “Me too, but unless this heist is a success, we don’t have enough gears to buy anything,” I ducked around a few giggling girls and the bearded jewel merchant trying to sell them a cheap necklace. “Even if we did, we don’t have long before sundown. We need to make our hit during our window of opportunity when–”


  “When the watchmen start drinking. I know, I know,” Parker said.


  “A talisman of the gods for the young lady?” one fellow asked, stepping in front of Sylvia and blocking her path. “We have a talisman for all twelve of the Clockwork Gods. And even some for the minor gods that serve them.”


  “Oh, I . . . well. . . .” Sylvia smiled uncomfortably.


  “Very cheap. A discount for you being so pretty.” The man beamed. “Come now, who’s your patron god, miss?”


  “The God of ‘we’re in a hurry,’” I said, taking Sylvia by the arm and pulling her away from the man. “Sorry, but we don’t have time for shopping today.”


  “Thanks,” Sylvia murmured as we pressed on through the crowd.


  “No problem.” I tugged my fingers through my tangled hair. “You really need to learn the word ‘no’, Sylvia.”


  Sylvia smiled impishly. “But I have you for that.”


  “Don’t exploit my backbone.”


  “Hear my words, children! You, who are all born of time, come forth!” A deep voice rang out above the other sounds of the cobblestone street. It was impressive to hear such a booming, grand voice, and my ears perked up at the sound.


  “Check it out,” Parker said, popping up between Sylvia and I. “Religious nut job at ten o’clock.”


  A man stood on a platform under a slanted, golden awning. He was bald and had a pointy little beard dangling from his flat chin. From his clothing, there was no doubt he hailed from Tiyata. His robe was bold orange, dusted with the crimson sands of the desert realm and stitched with swirling, red symbols meant to depict the constant shifting of time. The robe, much too long for him, fell in a rippling pool at his feet. Said pool shimmered with every word he spoke because he kept making sweeping gestures with enough zeal to impress even the most apathetic of passersby. Even if they didn’t believe a word coming out of his mouth, they had to give him credit for trying.


  “The Clockwork Gods you pay tribute to do not deserve your reverence. They do not deserve your prayers,” the man said. “They walk among us humans, lowering themselves to less than what they are. They’re no longer sacred! Even the Mother and the Father have lost claim to our reverence as they let their twelve children do as they please.”


  “Bold words,” Sid said. Parker, Sylvia, and I almost jumped at the sound of his voice. “I’m surprised he hasn’t been attacked.”


  I blinked. When Sid felt the need to speak, something profound usually lined his words. I one day hoped to decipher their elusive significance, but it was a work in progress.


  “As long as he doesn’t denounce Artifex, specifically, I don’t think anyone will give him much trouble,” Sylvia said.


  I nodded. The God of Craftsmen was beloved amongst the slum dwellers. No one would tolerate slander against his name. Fortunately, this preacher spoke in broad terms.


  “Only the Clockmaker, creator of all, deserves your reverence. Even the lesser beings who call themselves gods worship him. The Sacred Keeper of Fate and Time. The maker of the great clock binding us and each of the gods who govern it as one. Give your loyalty to him and carry his sign.” The man, out of pure chance, caught my gaze as we passed by. Lucky me.


  “You, girl! Take up the sign of the Clockmaker.” He held up a necklace with two charms on the end. One, a four-handed clock, so common across the city you could turn your head in any direction and see it ticking. But the second charm was a key, made up of six spiraled shapes. Three as the head and three as the blade. The Clockmaker’s Key.


  “Thanks.” I said, holding up my own identical necklace. The two charms clinked together. “But I’m covered.”


  “Bless you, girl. May fate be kind to you,” the man said. He went back to preaching his words to the “naïve” slum dwellers.


  “That’s the sign of the Clockmaker?” Parker leaned in to see my necklace. “Never noticed it before.”


  “Yeah, you’re a bit oblivious in that way,” I said.


  “Do you believe in that stuff?” Sylvia asked. “In a god above the Mother and the Father?”


  “My dad does,” Parker piped up. “But he believes in a lot of weird things.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Like father, like son.”


  “Hey!”


  “Just joking.” I rolled my eyes. “Anyway, I’d rather wear the Clockmaker’s sign on my neck than the signs of any of the other gods. The man’s right. The twelve clockwork gods don’t exactly command reverence.” I looked up at the sky. Night was falling fast now, drawing Fortuna into its dark embrace. My time of day. “At least the Clockmaker is mysterious. I don’t know enough about him to hate him.”


  Then again, I didn’t like the idea of some old god running a clock determining the fate of the world. But I didn’t care much about who governed the destiny of the universe, so long as I could call the shots in my own life.


  
    [image: ]

  


  Parker had this annoying habit while on a job. He talked a lot. Even if silence was absolutely, you-will-die-if-you-aren’t-quiet necessary, Parker talked. His incessant speech was annoying on the best of days, but especially grating when we were crouched in the rafters in an old shrine to the God of Abundance, lowering Sylvia down on a wire to retrieve an important gold artifact. I had priorities then, none of which involved listening to Parker ramble on. And yet. . . .


  “I’ve been thinking,” Parker said. “You know how the hour of mischief is at seven o’clock?”


  “Yes, Parker.”


  “Then why don’t we steal at seven o’clock?”


  “Because, Parker.”


  “That’s a terrible answer.”


  “Shut up, Parker.”


  Parker frowned and crossed his arms. I took advantage of his silence to call down to Sylvia. “Doing all right?”


  “Fine,” she whispered back. She looked so small in the great belly of the temple, surrounded on all sides by towering marble columns. “Just a little further.”


  My heart fluttered excitedly in my chest like one of Parker’s explosives gone spastic. I always got a certain joy from stealing, but my favorite victims were aristocrats. The high-nosed, stiff-necked snoots lived such frighteningly glamorous lives. Taking something away from them seemed like an act of civil service. They favored Amontillado, God of Abundance, Wealth and Snobbery. We were defiling his temple and I loved every second of it.


  Parker recovered from my brush off and launched right back into his questioning. “But seriously, why don’t we steal at seven o’clock? We’re stealing at nine o’clock. The hour of water. What does water have to do with stealing?”


  “Those who favor mischief do as they please,” I said. “We don’t conform to what others say is ‘our best hour.’ We just . . . steal.”


  “But–”


  “Parker, thieves don’t steal when expected.” Sylvia sighed from below us. “If we did, we would always be caught.”


  Parker went quiet, and I made a mental note to hug Sylvia later.


  “All right, I’m close enough,” Sylvia said, turning in her harness with the grace of a dancer. In her position, I’d flail my way out of the straps and onto the alarm-rigged floor. But she had extraordinary balance. She’d scamper across long rooftops only a few inches thick in a second. Even the movement of her silvery blonde hair appeared controlled.


  “Good,” I said. “Now, don’t worry. I did a check of the place earlier. As long as you don’t hit the ground, you’ll be fine. Just make sure there are no alarms right around the artifact.”


  “We’re good,” Sylvia brushed her hand inches from our prize. It was an ugly relic in my opinion; the head of a man with no eyes and a boxy nose way too big for his face. I don’t know if they meant it to look like Amontillado but I’d be insulted if I were the god.


  Ugly or not, it had value. Even from this height, I could see its golden light reflecting off of Sylvia’s hair. It made my fingers itch. My flesh ones, anyway.


  There didn’t appear to be any alarms set up around the artifact. Even when Sylvia’s fingers passed a hair’s breadth from the surface nothing happened. No sirens or bright flashing lights or cages. “I’m taking it,” Sylvia said.


  “We’ll pull you right up if something happens,” I promised. Sid agreed with a firm nod.


  Sylvia grabbed the golden head.


  That’s when the sirens started blaring and I started inwardly damning myself to the darkest depths of the Abyss. Ordinarily, alarms wouldn’t be a problem; we were very good at making a quick escape. But before Sid and Parker even had time to consider pulling up on the rope, a cage shot from the floor, entrapping both the artifact and Sylvia.


  Terror washed over Sylvia’s face and she dropped the artifact on the ground with a resounding clang. Sid, in a burst of panic, released the rope and Sylvia landed on her hands and knees on the floor. I could see the makings of an anxiety attack etched on her face.


  “Don’t panic, Sylvia!” I had to shout over the sirens. “We’ll get you out.”


  “Janet,” Sid called from across the room, his voice urgent. I followed his gaze to the entrance of the shrine, where the flashing yellow lights illuminated the shadows of the fast-approaching vigilant squad.


  “Shit,” I muttered. Before either Sid or Parker could object to me being an idiot, I grabbed the extra wire, threw one end to Parker and leapt from the rafters. Drawing my knife, I swung down and landed in a crouch in front of the cage, my knees cracking against the cold marble. I looked up just as the vigilants came into view.


  There were twelve of them, a whole squad, and all were armed with gold-lined revolvers. Sylvia squeaked and gripped the ivory-white bars of her cage, her nails scraping against the gold patterns swirling over the surface. Even the cages here cost more than anything I’d ever owned. “J-Janet–Janet don’t. You have to get out of here.”


  “No.” My free hand clutched at my necklace, as if to squeeze some good fortune out of the tiny configuration of gears and circuits. Moments later, Parker and Sid landed beside me, flanking the cage.


  “You are outnumbered and out-gunned, thieves,” the head vigilant said. “Drop your weapons.”


  “Janet, please,” Sylvia whispered. “It’s better if just one of us gets caught. You can make it out.”


  Of course, I had no intention of listening to her, or the vigilant guard. Twelve against four wasn’t in our favor by any means, but I didn’t care.


  “Parker,” I said. “Pocket watch. And because I’m feeling nice, throw in a few beetles.”


  Parker beamed. “Yes, fearless leader.” He raised one of his explosive pocket watches and hurled it to the ground. The gears smashed and smoke exploded from the shattered clock face, covering the entire room in a sea of grey. We dropped to the ground, obscuring ourselves in the cloud. Even outnumbered, we could still keep the element of surprise.


  I kept myself low as I shot forward, slipping a knife into each hand and going for the first vigilant guard. He heard my footsteps but as he swiped his arm to the side in attempt to hit me, I dropped and slid past his legs. My knife caught him behind each of his knees, one of the few parts of the vigilant guards unprotected by armor, slicing through skin and sinew. He collapsed with a scream and shot his pistol blindly into the smoke, but I bolted out of his range before the silver bullet left the chamber.


  The second guard I lunged for was more prepared and he bent slightly in anticipation of an attack from below. The poor sap assumed I would be predictable or something and he got a nasty surprise when I launched myself into the air and drove my knee into his face. The man’s nose crunched on contact, and he was knocked backward by the force. I rolled forward as he hit the ground, drawing my gun in the same instant and firing off two rounds at an incoming guard’s legs. He went down. For a moment, I crouched on the floor. Breathing. Scanning the room for more attackers. If my nerves were singing before, now they had joined together in an adrenaline filled choir that made me feel weightless and deadly all at once.


  “Heads up!” Parker called. I nearly lost it when a shiny, bronze, chaser beetle landed on my back.


  “Damn!” I grabbed the beetle and hurled it away from me, seconds before exploded.


  “Careful, Janet,” Parker said running by me. “You don’t want to get in their path or they’ll start chasing you.”


  “Yeah, I got that!” I said through gritted teeth. “Why don’t you watch where you throw those things?”


  “Sorry, I–Ah!” Parker cried out as a vigilant materialized through the smoke screen, gun raised. Thinking fast, I reached into my jacket and sent a pair of throwing knives spinning toward the guard. One hit the chink in his armor at the armpit and he lost his footing. I shot forward as he did, leaped in the air, and jammed my steel elbow into his face, breaking his nose. That was two smashed vigilant noses by my count. Not bad for a day’s work.


  “You okay?” I asked, landing lightly on the floor next to Parker.


  Parker nodded. “Thanks.”


  “You owe me one,” I said, straightening. The smoke screen had started to dissipate and through the thin film of grey, I spotted Sid fighting two other guards near the exit. The exit we couldn’t take until we had Sylvia. Ordinarily, we would have made our escape by now, but Sylvia was still trapped. And with the other vigilants regaining their bearings, I didn’t know how much longer we could hold them off.


  “Sid!” I called, hoping my friend would hear me in the midst of the chaos. “The cage. Does it have a lock you can shoot off?”


  “I tried.” Sid appeared to my right, having dealt with his guards. He had his “just in case” guns in hand. How many bullets remained? How long until we ran through our store of weapons? “But that lock is blessed by Amontillado. There’s no shooting it off.”


  “Damn,” I responded. I took a few steps toward the cage, intending to break through the bars with my steel arm. Before I could try, a voice broke through the cacophony of footsteps, steel-on-steel and gunfire.


  “Drop your weapons, now!”


  It was the head vigilant guard again and I didn’t plan on paying him any mind until I saw where he stood.


  Right next to Sylvia, aiming his gun at her head.


  Parker froze in the middle of pulling out another chaser beetle and Sid lowered his gun a fraction. Sylvia’s eyes filled with barely repressed terror.


  “No, Janet. Get out of here,” she pleaded.


  The guard pressed the barrel against her head. “You try to run and she dies,”


  Sylvia’s hair reflected the light of the gold-lined gun just as it had the artifact lying at her feet. Sid and Parker both looked to me for instruction. It was my job to keep them from dying and I wasn’t going to test the vigilant with Sylvia’s life on the line. Slowly, I opened my hand and let my weapons clatter to the ground.


  My friends followed suit.
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  [image: T]he sky above me was a dreary grey when I entered the place that would probably be my coffin. Stealing wasn’t punishable by death but one could only expect to live so long when trapped in the damp, underground cells of the city.


  We passed through the gate of the prison into a stone courtyard, absent of all colors besides shades of grey. Only sparse plant life peeked out between the cracks in the stone, but even the tiny blades of grass had lost their color. Above us, on the archway of the gate, were Axira’s sacred words, etched into the iron. “The Abyss Takes All In Time.”


  Not a prison of optimists, I guess.


  In the center of the stone courtyard, surrounded on all sides by towering walls and heavily armed guards, lay a single manhole, the prison’s entrance. According to the aristocrats, this form of punishment fit slum dwellers nicely. Sneaky little volpes belonged below ground, so why shouldn’t we? We ranked lower than vermin to them. Lower than dirt.


  Admittedly, we didn’t try to make a good impression, considering the dozens of sacred artifacts we had stolen from their temples. But I didn’t want to be on the good side of anyone who strutted like the filthy rich, center-ring inhabitants of Fortuna anyway.


  One of our escorts slid the manhole aside with a rusty screech. Moist air rose up from the prison like the breath of some great beast, filling my nose with its putrid stench. I tasted bile on the back of my tongue, but gagged it down. Living in the slums all my life, I’d adapted to bad smells, but this hole delivered a new kind of odor.


  I sized up the two towering guards on either side of me. The vigilant squad sure picked giants and strong ones at that. One even had a mechanical arm like me and the steel-plated hand currently held my shoulder in a crushing grip. My flesh shoulder unfortunately.


  Even if I could wriggle away from my captors, I wouldn’t make it past the other guards. Vigilants trained far too well in marksmanship. And out in the open with no cover, I’d be dead in a few ticks. Especially since my red hair stuck out like a target in this colorless place. Besides, I couldn’t leave my team.


  A few feet to the side, Sylvia gulped as she looked down into the pit before us. Her nose wrinkled and her eyes watered, either from terror, disgust, or both. This would be twice as bad for her because of her claustrophobia. If there’s one place a claustrophobic girl with a propensity for anxiety attacks shouldn’t be, it’s underground.


  Yet, when she caught my eye, she flashed a brave smile and I cursed myself yet again for screwing up our heist. If I had collected sufficient information, we wouldn’t have gotten into this mess.


  Sid and Parker looked equally unhappy with our new living arrangements as the head vigilant unlocked the grating of the hole. But they would never admit it––Sid never talked, and Parker didn’t like giving me fodder for my frequent jabs.


  I could see his hands shaking from here, but this was hardly the time to tease him.


  The guard ushered us toward the hole, and I stepped forward, gazing into the depths. The rusty iron ladder disappeared into an endless sea of darkness. “The Abyss takes all in time”, indeed. It seemed the vigilants had constructed a replica of Axira’s realm right here in Fortuna.


  Lucky us.


  I whistled. “Wow, sure goes down far.”


  Sylvia gulped again, and I regretted my nonchalant comment immediately.


  “But uh, I’m sure it’s really spacious down there,” I added.


  “Get moving.” The vigilant with the mechanical arm shoved me forward. I almost toppled head first into the hole.


  “I’m going!” I said. “Allow me to take my last breath of fresh air in peace!”


  The vigilant glared at me but said nothing. I took this as permission to breathe, so I stole a deep gulp of air and took my damn sweet time exhaling. When the guard looked like he was about to push me into the hole, I cast him a bright smile and lowered myself down.


  I was experienced with climbing, but descending the slick, narrow ladder into the prison was no easy task, even with my fingerless gloves. Partway down the ladder, my right foot slipped and I almost toppled off. Gasping, I curled my fingers around the metal rung as I dangled in the air, nothing between my feet and the invisible ground but an expanse of darkness. My free hand flew up, and I scraped my knuckles against the brick wall as I hooked my arm under the iron bar. The rusted metal creaked and groaned. I kicked inward to secure my footing again. For a few heart-pounding moments, I stood there, gasping, making sure I had regained my balance.


  Axira’s words flashed through my head once more. The Abyss takes all in time.


  Well, either the Abyss or gravity. Neither option seemed pleasant.


  I continued my descent as quickly as possible. Minutes later, my boots struck solid ground and I turned to scan my new home.


  The light of the dim torches danced over the slimy black walls, casting shadows on the prisoners crumpled in the cells to my right. They were pitiful, emaciated creatures who probably looked human at one time or another. Malnourishment and lack of sunlight had long taken that privilege away from them. Now, they resembled skeletons with skin and sunken eyes.


  The shadows stirred and a moment later, I jumped as something scuttled over my boot. A volp with ash-grey fur, as long as my forearm and almost as big around, growled at me through yellowed teeth. Amazingly, the vermin looked better fed than the prisoners.


  “At least we have friends,” I muttered to myself.


  Feet clapped against the damp stone beside me and a tiny gasp fell from Sylvia’s lips as she spotted our fellow inmates. She cupped her hands over her mouth, and her wide eyes ringed with water.


  “Hey,” I whispered. “Don’t worry Sylvia. Those are just the worst prisoners. It’ll be much better for us. We’re just thieves. We’re just. . . .”


  I was going to say kids, but age didn’t matter to them. A kid from the slum was just as low as an adult. Just as doomed.


  I put a hand on my friend’s shoulder. “Take it easy. Take deep breaths.”


  “I can’t take deep breaths,” she whispered from behind her hands. “It stinks in here.”


  I gave a halfhearted laugh. “Yep. Guess we’ll have to get used to that, huh?”


  Sylvia gave me a small smile. Her breathing calmed.


  When Parker, Sid and the vigilants joined us on the ground, our escorts led us deep into the prison, past the starved prisoners and to the empty cells. I tried to memorize every turn we took, every stairwell we descended, but this prison had been built to swallow up its victims. The further in we walked, the more my chest constricted, but I kept my face relaxed for Sylvia. If I started panicking, she would likely have a heart attack.


  Some ten turns and five narrow staircases later, we stopped outside an empty cell.


  The vigilants didn’t speak as they unlocked the door and shoved us inside. I let out a grunt of annoyance at the unnecessary force. As they relocked the door I leaned against the bars, “So, when do we get our fancy welcome dinner?”


  Again, they didn’t answer, but the one with the mechanical arm scowled at me as he walked away, as if to say, “Have a nice life. Or not.”


  “Not very talkative are they?” Parker asked.


  “Nope,” I said. Once again, my gaze went at Sylvia. I worried she might start crying. “Get some sleep Sylvie. We’ll figure this out in the morning.”


  She nodded once but didn’t move. Normally, Sylvia was pretty tough, but standing in the middle of the dank cell she looked like one of those fragile, rich girls, the waifs who seemed like they would fall over at the slightest breeze. I couldn’t stand seeing her sway like that, biting her lip to keep from bursting into tears.


  “We’ll make it out of this,” I said. “Promise. We’ve escaped worse.” False, but I liked to pretend it was true. “Now, sleep. Everyone.”


  My team cast each other understandably doubtful looks, but they obeyed.


  Because I was the team leader. The one who watches out for everyone.


  And I had landed them in the worst prison in all of Fortuna.
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  I didn’t sleep well that night. It wasn’t the rocky floor or the stench. I was used to sleeping on uncomfortable surfaces, whether on the wood floor of the tiny apartment my mother and I shared or the stone of the clock tower where my team so often convened. As for the smell, I got used to it after a few hours. It was the guilt rolling in my gut that kept me tossing and turning through most of the night. The worst part was, when I woke, our new, hellish home hadn’t disappeared.


  The air down here was suffocating, and every sound seemed to echo off the cavernous walls. Somewhere in the darkness, water dripped in a constant rhythm, driving me crazy with each hollow plink. It was so dark too. What time was it? Did time even matter down here at all?


  I pushed myself slowly to my hands and knees, my muscles groaning from the toll of our previous fight. Sylvia was the only one already up, sitting at the edge of the cell with her knees up to her chest, rocking back and forth and taking deep, slow breaths. She was shivering like mad, despite the damp, humid air of the prison.


  “Sylvie,” I whispered, crawling over to her, moving as quietly as possible so as not to wake the boys. “Hey.”


  She didn’t look at me. Just stared into space, still breathing deeply. She breathed in for three seconds and breathed out for six. But each breath seemed to tremble as it left her lips. Yeah, this was a bad one.


  I held out my right hand and she seized it in hers though she still didn’t look at me. She gripped my fingers with such ferocity I thought she might break them. I winced but did not take my hand away. In most situations, I would have used my left hand to avoid pain. It was instinct. But for this, I knew Sylvia needed the warmth only flesh could provide.


  I breathed with her in silence until her gasps seemed to calm. Then she blinked hard and looked up at me. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?” I asked.


  “For what happened in there,” Sylvia looked down at her knees. “It was my idea to go in directly above the artifact. I should have considered the possibility of a cage. We could have rigged something up to–”


  “No, don’t blame yourself,” I cut her off. “We both made the plan. And it was my job to figure out the alarms.”


  “And my job to check you,” Sylvia said. “And now we’re all caught because of me.”


  “Sylvie.”


  “It would have made more sense to leave me. You had time to escape. At least then, three of you would be safe.”


  “Sylvia.”


  “With three of you on the outside, maybe we could have orchestrated a plan. Maybe there would be a chance. But now we’re all stuck down here and–”


  “Sylvia, stop,” I snapped.


  She did, staring at me wide eyed. I sighed. I hated seeing my friend like this, caught between her mind and her emotions. Sylvia was a brilliant strategist. I relied on her for a lot of our greatest plans. But in moments like these all her worst, most suffocating emotions caged her mind and sent it spiraling to the worst places. I squeezed her hand.


  “I don’t care what made the most sense strategically,” I said. “We don’t leave people behind. You wouldn’t have left any of us behind and you know it. Don’t blame yourself. In the end, I made the call. I’m the leader. The blame falls on me.”


  Sylvia closed her mouth and stared at the ground. “I’m sorry.”


  “You’re okay,” I said. “It’s going to be okay.”


  “I know you’re just saying that to make me feel better,” Sylvia said. “You don’t want me to worry. But I already am.” She swallowed. “What do you really think?”


  I opened my mouth to let loose more mindless reassurances. But in the end I couldn’t. “I don’t know. I keep telling myself that we’ll figure something out. I just don’t know how. There will be a trial. But you know how trials for thieves go. We’ll be tried and found guilty. We’ll be lucky to get less than forty years. So the only hope is escape.”


  “But no one has ever been able to successfully escape this place,” Sylvia said.


  “Good thing we’re not like most people,” I said.


  “No. We’re not,” Sylvia replied, but her voice broke.


  “Listen Sylvie,” I said. “I’m going to take care of us. No matter what. I always have and I always will. I promise.”


  “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Sylvia murmured.


  “I’m not. I will keep this one,” I said, looking her dead in the eye. And I meant it. I didn’t know how I could keep such an impossible promise but in that moment, I meant it.


  Sylvia opened her mouth as if to say something more but footsteps sounded, coming down the hallway. The heavy clanks of a vigilant guard, and a lighter set that moved almost daintily across the stone. I released Sylvia’s hand and stood as two figures came into view, stopping in front of our prison.


  The first was the vigilant from earlier, the one with the mechanical arm I had to thank for the bruise on my right shoulder. The second I didn’t recognized. He was garbed all in black and white, in a simple suit with coat tails hanging to his knees. Not a flash of color on him. But there were telltale signs he was from the center ring. The way he kept his hair slicked back and plastered to his skull, the porcelain white buttons on his jacket, and the gold chain of a pocket watch clipped to his belt all pointed to his wealth.


  “You.” The vigilant guard pointed at me. “You’re the leader.”


  “That’s me.” I eyed them both warily.


  The guard unlocked the cell. “You’re coming with us.”


  Sid and Parker had stirred from sleep when the vigilant started talking and now they both stood.


  “Where are you taking her?” Parker demanded.


  “It’s not your concern.” The guard moved into the cell, as if he intended to drag me out. Sid stood in his way.


  “She’s our leader. Why wouldn’t it be of our concern?” he asked flatly. The look in his eyes was so deadly even the guard must have second guessed his size and strength.


  “We only want to question her,” the smaller man said, pushing up his spectacles. “As she is to represent you in trial. If she cooperates, this won’t take long.”


  Oh good, because I’m such a natural at cooperation.


  Sid looked as if he might fight the guard, and Sylvia and Parker looked ready to join in. I had no intention of letting my team get killed over something so trivial, so I rested a hand on Sid’s shoulder. “Its fine, I’ll go with them,” I said. “I can handle this.”


  Slowly, Sid stood to the side and I stepped forward. The guard reached for me and I held up a hand. “But only,” I said. “If you don’t hold my shoulder with that damn hand again. The bruise is bad enough already.”


  The vigilant didn’t look happy about that, but he let his hand drop and gestured toward the cell door. “Move.”
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  They took me to a small, dark room, closed in by thick stone walls instead of bars. But at least I didn’t have to listen to that incessant, dripping sound.


  A single electric light, the first I’d seen since I entered this prison, hung from the ceiling. Below the light sat a table and chair. The smaller man gestured for me to sit. I considered saying no, but that might get our interrogation off to a bad start.


  A rather elaborate map of Memoria was nailed to the wall next to the door. Though the room was dimly lit, the bulb above my head gave off enough light for me to see the sacred clock and the eight realms within. Being uneducated, I’d only read a few books in my life with Sid’s help. But the first one he ever gave to me contained maps of Memoria. Of each of the four human realms, even the empty realm, and of the great clock that contained them all.


  Fortuna was one of the smaller realms, containing only three of the hours: eleven, twelve and one o’clock. Tiyata and Kabila were much larger, about equal in size and each containing four hours. Tiyata housed two through five and Kabila, seven through ten. Cambiare, the empty realm, was the only realm smaller than Fortuna. It contained only one hour: six o’clock. The sign of each of the twelve clockwork gods was engraved beside their respective hour. It was said the placement of the clockwork gods reflected each realm’s highest values. How fitting Fortuna should contain the hours belonging to the Goddess of Festivities, the God of Love and the God of Abundance, the one whose artifact we had been charged with stealing.


  But the most important hour of this prison was clear. The black flame of Axira, Goddess of Death, was painted boldly across the pendulum hanging below the sixth hour, larger than any other sign. This place was fond of constant reminders of the Goddess and her domain, as if to warn us we would all one day be suffering there.


  “Nice map,” I said flatly, taking a seat. “Guess it’s no secret who this place favors.”


  The vigilant sneered. “Death is the only thing prisoners have to look forward to here.”


  “Charming.” I twisted my necklace around my finger, nearly crushing it in my grip. If the Clockwork God really did exist, he had just screwed me over. “I’m going to attempt optimism and say I have plenty more to look forward to before death.”


  “Only if your trial goes well.” The smaller man stepped forward. “Which if I have my way, it won’t.”


  “Ah, so that’s the reason for the black and white get up.” I gestured to him. “I wondered why you weren’t more flamboyant. You’re from the courts.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you’re trying to get my team sentenced here.”


  “Yes.”


  “So, why am I talking to you?”


  “Because I want to know the extent of your crimes.”


  “So that you can use them as evidence against me.”


  “Yes.”


  “Then . . . why would I tell you any of my crimes?” I sat back in the chair, crossing my arms. “That just seems incredibly stupid.”


  The man’s shoulders hitched and his glasses slipped a bit down his nose. “We value honesty in the courts. It is my right to have the truth.”


  “Yes, but I’m a thief.” I glanced down at my necklace, pretending to be disinterested. “I think we have slightly conflicting values.”


  “If you don’t cooperate.” The vigilant stepped forward. “We can lock you in here in the complete dark for three days. No meals.” His gaze locked on my necklace. “And why do you still have that? All possessions should have been taken you before you entered the prison.”


  “It’s a religious token,” I said, unwinding the necklace from my finger. “They let you keep those. I know it’s not the awe-inspiring black flame of death, but it’s still religious.”


  “Which one is that?” The lawman squinted at the necklace, leaning close enough I could have punched him in the face. But that move was best used as a last resort. Solitary confinement didn’t seem like my cup of tea.


  “Is that Cheveyo’s tree?”


  “No.” I sighed. “It’s the Clockmaker’s Key.” I held up the tiny charm to the light. “Really, why would I have the symbol of the God of the Natural World when the only forests in Fortuna are outside the city?”


  “Well, why would a thief have a Clockmaker’s Key?” the vigilant asked. “Why not Itazura’s hand? That’s your patron god.”


  “Or one of those other lowly gods,” the lawman said. “Like Artifex. You slum dwellers favor him, don’t you?”


  My, his face was looking infinitely more punchable with every word he spoke.


  “I don’t keep symbols of any clockwork gods. I don’t worship them much,” I said flatly. “I’m not the reverent type. Maybe you noticed when you caught me stealing from the God of Snobbery’s temple.”


  “Amontillado is not to be trifled with,” the law man said stiffly.


  “He was pretty easily trifled with when I stole from his temples all those other times,” I muttered.


  “So you have stolen from him multiple times. I’ll make note of that.” The lawman looked pleased. I scowled.


  The vigilant, on the other hand, still seemed stuck on my necklace. “If you’re not reverent, then why keep a religious token at all?”


  “Because the Clockmaker hasn’t pissed me off yet.” I shrugged. “He’s mysterious enough to command some reverence. Besides, if the religious wackos are right, the Clockmaker created all of the gods. Saves time just worshiping him, you know?”


  “Mysterious and missing,” the vigilant said. “The Clockmaker has never been seen in the human realms. He’s likely just some story. He plays no part here. You’d have been better off wearing the Hand of your God of Mischief around your neck. Then you might not have botched this job.”


  “Or the Heart of Meroquio.” The lawman leered. “You’re a Redstone after all. Doesn’t that mean–”


  He never finished that sentence because I decided to play my punching card. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground.


  “She hit me . . . she actually hit me. . . .” the lawman whimpered, cupping his jaw. It looked like I’d knocked a few teeth loose.


  “That’s it,” The vigilant said. “We gave you the chance to cooperate–”


  “I can’t feel my mouth.”


  “–but we’ll see what a few days of solitary confinement does to your resistance.”


  “I think she broke my jaw.”


  The vigilant hauled the lawman to his feet, leading him, still muttering under his breath, out of the room. He glared at me before he slammed the door. The lock clicked from the other side and moments later the lights switched off.


  “Damn it,” I muttered. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.” I stood to my feet, but since I couldn’t see, my foot caught on the chair and sent me sprawling. The chair landed on top of my legs and I groaned. “Shouldn’t have punched him. I am stupid.”


  “I don’t know. I thought it was entertaining.”


  I started at the sound of a new voice–inside of the room.


  “Who’s there?” I asked, vaulting to my feet.


  A chuckle rolled from the darkness. “Me, of course,” the figure said in a distinctly male voice.


  “Okay, vague, mysterious, voice in the darkness.” My eyes narrowed. “Do you expect me to know who you are?”


  “Well of course I do.” The light switched on. I whirled around to see a man right beside the door. Funny, because this room was definitely empty a few seconds ago.


  He was tall and thin with a head of disheveled brown hair and twinkling green eyes. He wore a pocket-lined, black trench coat reaching all the way down to his boots with a pocket watch for every pocket. The chains gleamed in the dim light of the torches, some of them gold, some of them silver. I didn’t know how he managed to keep them all. The guards confiscated all belongings from prisoners. Unless he was a guard but he sure didn’t look like one. I studied him for a long time before shaking my head.


  “Sorry, but your face isn’t ringing a bell. You’ll have to be more specific.”


  “Ah, details.” The man sighed. “I hate details.” He clapped his hands together. “But why should we talk about me?”


  “Because I have no idea who you are, and I’m incredibly suspicious of you?” I suggested.


  “Of course you are.” The man pointed a slender finger at me. “But I’d rather talk about you. I hear you botched a supposedly simple heist yesterday.”


  I flinched but tried to keep my face steely. “Uh huh? How do you know about that?”


  “Oh, I’m something of an expert on thieves. I make it my business to hear about their affairs, successes and failures,” the man said. “Shame you let your team down, huh?”


  I let out a hiss and lunged for the man. He laughed and danced out of the way. “Temper, temper! Hitting me won’t get you out of prison.”


  I stopped briefly to consider his words and he smirked in satisfaction. Then I decided I didn’t care, and I punched him in the nose.


  He stumbled back in surprise, eyes wide. “Great Abyss, what was that?”


  “It’s called a metal arm,” I said, pulling off my gloves to reveal the steel appendage. Gadgets whirred and clinked beneath plates of steel as I moved my fingers. “It packs a punch. And so do I.”


  Surprisingly enough, the man tipped back his head and started to laugh again. Usually, victims of my physical aggression reacted differently. “Oh, I like you. You have a lot of nerve. A lot of guts. You’re just the kind of girl I need.” He jumped back to his feet in a tick as if I had never punched him at all. In fact, his nose looked way too shapely for something recently smashed by my left fist. Usually there was a lot more blood.


  “What do you mean?” I asked. “I’m not doing anything for you. Besides, I happen to be in an inescapable underground prison. I can’t do much.”


  “On the contrary, you can,” the man said. “Because I can get you out of here.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Oh, yeah? How?”


  “I can do that sort of thing.”


  “You’re going to want to consider getting more specific really fast, bastard.” I raised my metal fist again. I itched for another good punch, preferably one to knock the smug expression off his face. “How can you expect to get me out of one of the most heavily guarded prisons in the human realms?”


  The man’s green eyes twinkled. “Because I am the God of Mischief, little human.”


  Now, just to make something clear, I can be accepting of a lot of things and am generally good at keeping my calm in even the most outlandish situation. But in that moment, my jaw dropped, and I blinked dumbly. “You’re. . . .”


  “Itazura, at your service.” The man gave a low bow.


  I stared, closed my mouth, and then punched him in the face again.


  I was playing that punching card a lot today.


  “You expect me to believe that?” I snapped.


  “Great Abyss, girl! Stop using your left arm.” The supposed God of Mischief rubbed his cheek. “And I’m not lying. I got into this room without opening the door, didn’t I?”


  I paused and dropped my fist ever so slightly. He had a point. That was pretty weird.


  “And if you need more proof,” Itazura said, reaching into his pocket. “I also nicked the keys.”


  I stared at the shiny, beautiful keys dangling from the man’s fingers, and I lowered my fist the rest of the way. Here’s the thing about stealing keys from a vigilant guard: You can’t do it. Believe me; I’ve tried and it almost ended very badly. They get these operations in the center ring of Fortuna to improve their senses. Robotic ears, enhanced vision, and mechanical limbs much fancier than my arm. Plus you couldn’t even become a member of the vigilant squad unless you passed an exam testing your skills of observation. Bottom line: you can’t steal keys from the vigilant squad.


  Yet here this man stood, dangling a glimmering set of keys in front of my face. If he had managed to snatch them, he had to be the God of Mischief.


  Oh gods. . . .


  “I just punched a god,” I muttered, taking a step back from him. “Holy Abyss, I just punched a god.”


  “Yes. Twice.” Itazura nodded, an amused expression on his face. “It happens to me more than you’d think. People just don’t appreciate me.”


  “Maybe because you’re annoying.” I scowled.


  Itazura laughed. “You know I’m a god, yet you still insult me. Oh, I really like you.”


  “Glad to hear it.” I crossed my arms. “So, are you getting me out or not?”


  “Wait, wait, little human. I have conditions,” Itazura said, holding up a finger.


  “Great.”


  “Oh don’t look so miserable.” Itazura leaned against the wall. “I just require the assistance of a human for certain matters. No, no.” The god held up his hand, when I opened my mouth to interrupt. “Don’t tell me to be more specific because I won’t. I will explain after you agree.”


  “This sounds like a questionable business deal to me,” I muttered. “What’s the catch?”


  “Catch? Whatever do you mean?”


  “You know, for a god who’s supposed to be good at lying, you are terrible at it.”


  Itazura tilted his head to the side. “Not when I don’t want to be.”


  “So let me get this straight,” I said. “I agree to help you and then you help my friends and me escape?”


  “No, no.” Itazura shook his head. “I’ll help you escape first and I will only help your friends escape when you have done what I ask. I’m not so foolish as to trust someone who calls me their patron god.” He rested a hand on my head and I swatted it away.


  “You expect me to abandon my friends here and go around doing all of your dirty work?”


  Itazura shrugged. “It’s the only way you can save them, little human. Whether you like it or not, no one else is going to bail you out.” He shook the keys and I bit my lip at the sound of their enticing jingle. “You could make fix this entire botched job. You aren’t going to let your anxious little friend stay down here are you? She’ll go insane pretty soon. The others will follow and so will you, as everyone does. I’ve seen many thieves get sent down here. Some of them last longer than others, but they all end up just as crazy as the next. That’s what a lifetime of this dark underground prison does to people. It will do the same to you.”


  I glared at the god. “You’re a bastard.”


  “I prefer to think of myself as morally ambiguous,” Itazura said. “So, do you wish to make a pact with me?”


  I gritted my teeth together. The god was right, though I wanted to punch myself for admitting so. I screwed this heist up. It was my job to fix it. I had promised Sylvia I would get us out of this, but I couldn’t see the light at the end of the tunnel. This was a light, a bright, unwelcome light like the kind that wakes you up too early in the morning, but a light all the same. Besides, helping Itazura couldn’t be worse than a prison sentence.


  “Fine. I’ll make a pact,” I said, holding out my hand. “But I don’t have anything sharp on me so you’ll have to do it for me.”


  “My pleasure.” Itazura held up a single finger. I stared as his nail morphed into a much sharper claw. Then he took my wrist and drew the sharp end swiftly across the palm of my hand before I could go back on my decision. Crimson blood sprang to the surface of the wound but I did not give Itazura the pleasure of seeing me wince. The God then made a similar cut across his own palm. His cut oozed silver instead of red. I’d always heard the blood of a god looked like liquid starlight, but I’d never seen it up close.


  “Thinking about backing out?” Itazura asked when I paused. A challenge gleamed in his eyes and I was all too happy to meet it. I clasped his hand in mine.


  “Not a chance.”


  As our blood mixed, a silver light flashed, briefly lighting up the room and I could feel some of the energy drain from me. Some of my control. I knew I’d placed myself at the God of Mischief’s mercy.


  But it didn’t matter. I lead the Pendulum Thieves. I had to dig my team out of the ground I buried us in in the first place.
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  “You’re very impatient you know that?” The hinges of the door squeaked as Itazura pushed it open. “After you.”


  “I just gave you partial control over my soul.” I strode out of the room, back into the dimly lit belly of the caverns. “I don’t think I’m asking too much.”


  “Full control over your soul actually.” Itazura closed the door behind me and started down the walkway toward the nearest stair case. “But all right, I’ll give you the details. Mind you, there are a lot of them. You might want to write this down.”


  “Do I look like I have any paper nearby?” I asked irritably. “I think I can handle it.


  “Fine then, I–wait here comes a guard,” Itazura said, holding up a hand. Sure enough a shadow appeared from just behind a corner. He looked down at me. “Watch and learn from the master of mischief, little thief.”


  I rolled my eyes, trying not to appear too curious.


  Itazura took a step forward and raised his hand. Just as the vigilant guard hit the bottom of the staircase, he snapped his fingers. The lights flickered and went dark.


  “What in the great Abyss is this?” the guard muttered. “Hey, who turned off the–Ah!”


  A series of thuds, sounding vaguely fists connecting with flesh, followed by the dull thwap of a body hitting the stone floor, echoed through the dark. Another snap and the torches flared back to life. Itazura no longer stood next to me, but beside the unconscious guard on the other side of the hall.


  I fought the urge to laugh. Instead I said, “Wow, you turned off the lights. Is that the extent of your godly powers?”


  Itazura chuckled. “Not quite. Follow, little human.”


  As we walked, he explained exactly what I had gotten myself into and the only upside to the whole thing was I got to watch the God of Mischief at work in his natural profession: Messing with people.


  “You’re saying this has to do with what?” I asked as we stepped over the body of yet another fallen guard.


  “Elder gods,” Itazura said.


  “Is that another name for your Mother and Father? Or the Clockmaker?”


  “Oh, neither.” Itazura shook his head. “Step back against the wall, please.”


  I did, just as another guard came into view. This time when Itazura snapped his fingers the guard spun around, like a puppet on strings, and ended up walking the opposite direction. After a few steps the guard stopped and looked about as if confused. “What the. . . .”


  I clamped a hand over my mouth to cover up a laugh.


  The guard turned back around to continue on his way but Itazura only flipped him again. The guard shook his head. “Great Abyss, what’s going on?”


  Itazura answered him with a sharp jab to the neck.


  “Anyway, as I was saying,” Itazura said, gesturing for me to follow him. “The elder gods do not refer to the Clockmaker or Mother and Father. When the Clockmaker created the world, he created Mother and Father to be his governors. His . . . hands so to speak.” He chuckled at his own joke. “But he didn’t create the Clockwork Gods just yet. Instead he created four elder gods, one for each season. One for each quarter of the clock. They once did our work for us.”


  “Other gods existed before the twelve?” My eyes widened.


  “Oh yes,” Itazura said. “You wouldn’t know of such a time. It was a rather chaotic era and most of the records of it have been destroyed. Even the wisdom twins are short on documents. But these four gods held dominion over the powers of the seasons and all things associated with them. Nasty ones, those four were. They had no regard for timing or order. I mean, neither do I.” He grinned. “But even I know my limits.”


  “They were that insane huh?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow.


  “Yes. See, the seasons had no boundaries. One day it would be freezing and snowing and the next it would be hot and muggy. The world was completely upside down under their dominion. Humans were dropping left and right because of the natural disasters and the weather conditions.” He cast me a look over his shoulder. “Tell me, did you know the clock used to only have three hands?”


  I stared at him. Now I knew he was messing with me. “Funny.”


  “I’m serious,” Itazura said, reaching out and grasping my clockwork necklace between his fingers. He held it up to the dim light of a nearby torch. “It used to just be those three straight hands: the hour, the minute and the second hand. The Clockmaker created the fourth hand later,” he tapped the black, squiggly hand pointing to the summer quarter of the clock. “And he contained the power of the elder gods. That’s why all the seasons are so neatly organized.” Itazura smiled brightly. “And why you have the pleasure of my company.”


  “Joy,” I said. “But I’m thinking I’d chance the natural disasters if I had a choice.”


  “Touchy, touchy. Oh! Back against the wall, little human.”


  I sighed and did as he said. Itazura crouched down as another vigilant came through the steel door in front of us. As soon as he had closed and locked it behind him Itazura cupped his hands under his mouth and blew harshly. It was as if someone just opened a window during a windstorm. A huge gust of air knocked the guard off his feet and sent him slamming into the door. The impact knocked him out instantly.


  Itazura winked at me. “Isn’t this fun?”


  I gave a noncommittal grunt, though, yes, it definitely was fun. “Okay, so I get the elder gods but what do those have to do with me?”


  Itazura’s light hearted façade faded a bit, a fact from which I received great satisfaction. “Well, I’m afraid the elder gods have been causing a bit of trouble downstairs.”


  “Downstairs? In the Abyss?” I asked. “But I thought you trapped the elder gods in the seasonal hand.”


  “No, no.” Itazura shook his head. “Their powers are trapped in the seasonal hand. The elder gods still have complete freedom to roam around. Their abilities are just confined to their specific seasons. Occasionally they are able to break a fraction of their powers loose of the seasonal hand and cause some nasty natural disaster, but for the most part they are contained.” Itazura ran a hand through his hair. “Unfortunately, they still have a voice and I’m afraid they’ve been pandering to the minor gods. Especially the ones downstairs.”


  “The Abyss.” I huffed. “Why do you keep on calling it ‘downstairs’?”


  “What?” Itazura raised an eyebrow. “Oh, that’s because it annoys Axira. My dear, deadly sister doesn’t like her domain being referred to as ‘down’ because it makes her seem lower. So I call it downstairs to spite her.”


  I blinked. Spiting the Goddess of Death. If I were talking to anyone but Itazura, I would think they were crazy. But I had crossed that bridge with Itazura from the moment I laid eyes on him.


  “Ah, there’s the ladder,” Itazura said. I blinked. He was right. We had made it all the way back to the entrance. “Now this might get a little bit tricky so we’ll have to hold off on my explanation for now.” He climbed up the first few rungs. “You just . . . stay down here.”


  “What are you going to do?” I asked, grasping the side of the ladder.


  “The grand finale.” Itazura winked. “Stay.” Then he scampered up with all the agility of a skinny volp. I looked up into the darkness after him. The manhole creaked high above me and I caught my first whiff of precious, fresh air. I didn’t have time to take a breath before he slid it closed again. I waited. One beat. Two beats. Three.


  Then I heard a sound that I can only describe as a cross between a screeching cat and chorus of high-pitched giggles. In other words, the most disturbing sound in the entire world. I had to cover my ears to block out the wretched noise.


  The screeching cat giggle (Wow, those are three words I never thought I’d put together) lasted for ten solid seconds before it faded. The manhole slid open.


  “Come on up, little human!”


  He didn’t have to tell me twice. I scrambled up the ladder as fast as I could, eager for a taste of free air. After a few moments, I caught my first glimmer of starlight. A sigh of relief fell from my lips.


  Hello sky, my old friend. Didn’t think I’d see you again.


  Finally, I reached the top and clambered out of the manhole to observe the damage. Every one of the forty-something guards lay unconscious on the ground while Itazura sat cross-legged beside the hole, twirling one of his golden pocket watches in his hand, a contented expression on his face.


  “Okay, now you’re just showing off,” I said.


  “It’s what I do.” Itazura beamed and I silently prayed I didn’t have to deal with this pact for long.
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  “I’m going to repeat this back to you, just to make sure I heard correctly,” I said, rubbing my temples. We sat in an alleyway a few blocks away from the prison, me perched on a steel trash bin and him hovering in the air across from me. Yes hovering. Because Itazura can apparently do that. “You’re telling me these elder gods are stirring up an apocalypse that is moving up through the realms, leaving a destructive trail in its wake, because they’re angry with Mother and Father–”


  “Well they did imprison them in the season cycles. I would hate them, too.”


  “–and the gods are trying to ignore it because they don’t want to surrender their power or give the elder gods their freedom because it will cause widespread chaos. So their brilliantly lazy plan is to try to keep the apocalypse a secret from us–”


  “Yes, the vast majority of them don’t care much about humans.”


  “–so that they can keep their worshipers for as long as possible before the end. And what you want me to do is convince some of the other gods to spread the word–”


  “Just a few. Some of them are quite friendly, by the way.”


  “–instead of you because you don’t want to get in trouble with the rest of the twelve because you’re a damn, lazy coward,” I finally finished.


  “Well, I don’t recall the last part, but other than that, you’re spot on,” Itazura said.


  “I hate you.” I balled up my fists. “You tricked me!”


  “I did not,” Itazura said. “I just refused to tell you the details.”


  “And manipulated me into accepting your offer.”


  “I’m the God of Mischief, little human. I do that.”


  I groaned and resisted the urge to beat myself over the head with my metal fist. “I thought you liked causing mischief! Why is getting in trouble with the gods such a bad thing? You’re their brother, you persuade them.”


  “Ah, that, well. . . .” Itazura ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “This is considered an especially serious issue. The others usually put up with my antics in times of peace or in less dire situations like human wars–”


  “War isn’t dire?”


  “–but in this case they have made it clear they won’t tolerate mischief on my part. Mother and Father have weighed in on the issue. They’re kind of our supervisors. None of us can disobey them.”


  “But you’re domain is mischief.” I pointed out. “Isn’t disobeying Mother and Father a thing with you?”


  “Well, when I say ‘won’t tolerate’ I mean they have literally forbidden me to mention the subject when in the presence of any of the other gods,” Itazura said. “I’m no longer able to argue my point or persuade them that they’re doing the wrong thing. I can’t even say ‘elder gods’ around them. They’ve cut me out of the conversation.” He shrugged. “I’ve been sent to my godly corner, so to speak.”


  “How undignified,” I said. “I guess I’m missing something. Why do you even want to warn the humans? You could abandon us like the others.”


  “I am the God of Mischief,” Itazura said. That seemed to be his favorite excuse. “Without humans, there is no mischief. No thieves, no liars, no cheaters. There’s nothing. My domain would be utterly useless. Like Kalite, if all the water dried up. Or Kova, if we declared peace throughout the realms. Like she needs war and Kalite needs water, I need humans. And if the human realms are destroyed . . . it will take a long time before we get around to repopulating Memoria.”


  I chewed on a hangnail. It did make sense. But why would a god come to me with this issue?


  “What about the minor gods?” I asked. “You could get one of them to help you. They still have influence with the other gods and you’re technically their boss so–”


  “Ah ha, ha.” Itazura laughed nervously. “That’s the other issue we’re facing. See, the minor gods have been on slightly tense terms with us for a while now. They have worshippers in Kabilia but no one really knows who they are in Fortuna and Tiyata. We sort of create them as assistants. To do the work we don’t have time for. But we usually get the credit. Take Lakansha, for instance.”


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Exactly.” Itazura sighed. “Lakansha is one of the minor gods of my domain. Goddess of Locks. She is the one who had the honor of holding the keys sealing the Elder gods’ power. But Autumn has tricked her into unleashing a fraction of their power. Only a fraction, but the elder gods are using said power to cause the apocalypse in the human realms. The rest of the fuel for the fire comes through the minor gods. They’re bitter and they want to be noticed. I imagine the Elder gods have promised them power and recognition when they regain their dominion over the eight realms of Memoria. They’re probably lying, but it doesn’t matter.” Itazura shrugged. “So, you see, I must rely on a human.”


  “Why me?” I asked. “There are a lot of people with more resources. The upper class–”


  “Oh gods,” Itazura groaned. “It doesn’t matter how many shrines those spineless snobs build to us. None of us really like them. Especially not me. They aren’t the rule breaking type.” He gestured to me. “You on the other hand are just my type. You’re young, impulsive, reckless–”


  “You might want to consider throwing a compliment in there somewhere.”


  “–you’re a decent thief when you’re not screwing up–”


  “Nope, that doesn’t count as a compliment.”


  “And,” Itazura poked me in the forehead. “You happen to be desperate to save your friends. Which means you won’t back out no matter what outrageous things I ask you to do.”


  “Oh yeah, that makes this situation sound so much better,” I batted his hand away. “You really think I can persuade gods to spread the word about the apocalypse? Or persuade them that we are worth saving at all? What makes you think I can do anything you want me to do? I’m seventeen.”


  “You’re also desperate. I find desperate people very effective,” Itazura said. “And you’re interesting company.”


  “Glad to provide the entertainment,” I muttered, blowing a strand of hair out of my eyes.


  Itazura laughed. “You just can’t go a second without throwing out a biting comment can you? I like that.” He leaned forward. “So, shall we get started?”


  “Have I mentioned how much I hate you?”
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  So, I shook my regretful thoughts from my head and cast them to the wind. There’s no sense regretting something you can’t change. Besides, this wouldn’t be all for nothing. If I succeeded, then my friends would be released. My mistakes would be righted.


  “I’ll do this,” I finally told Itazura. “But I need to make a side trip first.”


  “And what might this side trip entail, pray tell?” Itazura asked.


  “A weapons stock-up. I have to go home.” I hopped off the trash bin, my feet splashing in a shallow puddle. “The guards took all my good weapons.”


  “Fine, but make it snappy. I want to make a try at Laetatia tonight, if possible,” Itazura said.


  I cast him a sideways glance. “Tonight? It’s nearly midnight.”


  Itazura’s eyes gleamed as he chuckled. “Laetatia is the Goddess of merriment and drink, little thief. She doesn’t have early bedtimes.”


  “Don’t make me punch you with my left arm again.” I raised my metallic fist. “I will do it.”


  “Careful, human. You’re under pact with me now. Doing any damage to me could do damage to your soul.”


  “I don’t think so,” I said. “Because you still need me. I don’t think you’ll hurt my soul so quickly.” I continued on my path down the alleyway. “Besides, it’s not like my punch does any lasting damage. Your nose doesn’t even break when I hit it.”


  “Oh, you sound so heart broken,” Itazura said, gliding along beside me.


  “I really am.” I shot him a glare. “And will you walk on the ground like a normal human being?”


  “But I’m not a normal human being,” Itazura sang. “I’m a god.”


  Great Abyss, this was gonna be a long week.
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  The apartment was unusually quiet when I cracked open the front door and slipped inside. Normally at this hour, the sound of my mother’s work still echoed from the bedroom.


  It must’ve been a slow night, but I couldn’t complain. The less of her work I had to hear the better.


  “So little human, where–” Itazura started but I quickly cut him off.


  “Quiet. I don’t want to wake her if she’s asleep.”


  “If who’s asleep?” Itazura asked, lowering his voice ever so slightly.


  “My mother,” I murmured, picking at the hangnail I’d almost gnawed off earlier.


  I slunk down the hall on tiptoe, wincing every time the floorboards creaked beneath my boots or the joints of my left arm squeaked. My fingers traced along the peeling, red wallpaper, leading up to my mother’s bedroom door. It was cracked open but the lights were off. Maybe she had gone to bed.


  “Janet dear, is that you?”


  I froze in mid step. For a moment, I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. Maybe if I just stayed quiet she would go back to sleep. But after a few moments of silence, she spoke again.


  “Janet?”


  “It’s just me, Mother,” I said softly. “Go back to sleep.”


  The bed creaked from within the bedroom as my mother turned beneath her sheets. “Oh,” she said. She sounded rather inebriated. Not that I would stay sober in her place. “Good to see you, honey. You haven’t been in since this morning.”


  I stared at the ground. I could practically feel Itazura’s curious gaze but I chose to ignore him. “It’s been since yesterday morning. I’ve been gone two days, remember?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said. “Silly me. So glad you’re home, Janet.” She let out a contented sigh and my heart clenched.


  “Get some sleep, Mom.” Then I closed the door the rest of the way and continued on to my room.


  “Seems your mother has drunk a bit more than she can handle,” Itazura commented when I’d shut the door.


  “She’s usually like that,” I said, fumbling through my drawers for my spare knives. I tossed my weapons onto my bed as I found them. “It’s hard to be sober when you have her job.”


  “Is it now? What does your mother do?”


  I paused, my throat tightening. “Every man in town.”


  A brief silence filled the room before Itazura said, “Your mother favors Meroquio then.”


  “Meroquio?” I shook my head in disgust. “What she does has nothing to do with love. It’s all work. Work and sick pleasure. There’s no love in it.” I exhaled, my shoulders sagging. “Though yes, she does favor him. Keeps his talisman around her neck and his symbol on her bedroom wall. All of the women in her profession do. I’m sure your fellow God would be pleased to hear that.” I slammed the drawer closed.


  “I don’t know. I’d have to ask him,” Itazura admitted. “I imagine you don’t appreciate him quite as much.”


  “Not really,” I said. “But he’s not the one who forced my mother into this. And he’s not one of the men who come knocking every night. I’m used to it by now.”


  “Really?”


  “Sure,” I said, snatching a leather pouch from under my bed. “When I was a kid, it was worse. Back before she got out of the whorehouse and found an apartment for us. My last name is Redstone, so I guess you know where I was born.” I hated that last name. Redstone. The sign of Meroquio. The last name of all children born of whores. “Anyway, she saved up money for the longest time. We’re lucky to have this place. But these apartments still have thin walls. I go to sleep to the sounds coming from her bedroom. But I’ve learned to block it out.”


  Mostly, anyway.


  I scooped my supplies into the satchel, a set of five throwing knives, two long daggers for hand to hand combat and, in case of emergencies, a revolver “But even so, I try not to spend too many nights here. When I don’t want to hear it, I just go to the clock tower down the road. That’s where Sid stays when his dad gets too drunk. That’s where we met.” I managed a smile, but it quickly faltered when I remembered where Sid was right now. Had my friends woken up yet? Did they wonder where I had gone?


  Did they think I’d abandoned them?


  I pushed the thought from my mind and slung the bag over my shoulder. “So, ready to get this show on the road?”


  “I suppose so,” Itazura said.


  I lead the way back through the house, this time not stopping when my mother called my name through the closed door.


  “Janet. Where are you going?”


  I didn’t answer. My mother needed to sleep, and even if I told her my plans, she’d only forget a few minutes later.


  I opened the front door and almost ran headlong into a man.


  He was a broad-shouldered brute, the kind of slum dweller who usually worked in the mines or the factories. Somewhere requiring heavy manual labor. But beyond that, he bore the typical look of one of my mother’s customers. My eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”


  “Where’s your mama?” the man drawled. His breath reeked of alcohol as it wafted over my face.


  “She’s closed,” I said shortly. “Come back tomorrow. Or never, if you don’t mind.”


  “Your mama doesn’t close until two in the morning. I’ve been here before,” the man said, giving me yet another reason to dislike him.


  “Well she’s closed now. Sorry.”


  “If she’s closed, then who is he?” The man nodded at Itazura, who stood in the doorway behind me. “He’s her customer, ain’t he?”


  “No, he’s not her customer.” My steel hand clenched slowly into a fist. The gears whirred faster beneath the plates.


  “Yours then? You taking customers now?” The man leered.


  Those were the last words he spoke that night. Seconds after that question exited his mouth, I drove my left fist into his gut with a force that drove the breath from his lungs and sent him flying off our porch. He hit the cobblestone ground and stilled.


  “Bastard,” I muttered, stepping off the porch. “Hey. Itazura. You don’t happen to have the ability to lock doors do you?”


  “I do, why?”


  “Lock that door.” I glared out into the empty darkness. “I don’t want anyone else trying to bother her tonight.”


  Itazura raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you have a key yourself?”


  “No,” I said without turning around. “My mother has an open door policy. Lock the door, please.”


  “All right.” There was a zap and a clicking sound from behind me. Itazura came up to stand beside me. “Ready to begin now, little thief?”


  “Why not? I need something to distract me.” I started forward, kicking the unconscious body of the man as I passed it. “Lead the way O God of Mischief.”
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  Usually, the parties were just getting started at this time, but I couldn’t imagine the people packed inside getting much louder. I could hear them a mile away, cheering, laughing, and beating their fists against the tables or their nearest companion’s face.


  “I really hate parties,” I muttered.


  “Why’s that?” Itazura asked.


  “Thieves like to stay in the shadows and out of crowds,” I said. “When I drink, I go to the emptier bars.”


  “Little young for alcohol, don’t you think?”


  “Maybe,” I said. “But it’s safer than the water in the slums. The point is, I hate large, drunken crowds.”


  “Well, Laetatia loves them, so you might as well put a smile on your face,” Itazura said as we neared the door.


  “You’re sure this is the place?” I started when a drunken man flew out one of the windows. He hit the ground, rolled, and then staggered to his feet and stumbled back into the building.


  “Yes, why?”


  “It’s just–I can’t see a Goddess hanging out here. It’s the rich who hold the lavish parties in the center ring.”


  “True.” Itazura steered me toward the door. “However, said lavish parties are lacking in their supply of strong alcohol. Laetatia finds the rich as boring as I do. The middle-class bars are the best for a good time.”


  “As opposed to lower class?”


  “Well, think of it this way. Middle-class bars are still depraved enough to offer tons of drunken entertainment, but they can afford the stronger alcohol.” He knocked once on the door. “Besides, gold doors. That makes it fancy.”


  “Sure.” I turned as he opened the door–and barely ducked in time to avoid a flying glass. “Shit!”


  “Welcome to the world of fun and games.” Itazura laughed.


  He called it fun and games, I called it an obstacle course for the intoxicated. Tables were crammed all throughout the room, leaving very little space for walking. Such narrow paths were potentially deadly to drunken folk, and several customers sprawled over tables, chairs, and the ground where they had tripped. Some stumbled back to their feet, sluggishly. Others decided they liked lying on the ground just fine and passed out right there. No one appeared sober in this bar. Even the bartender stumbled a bit as he slid glass mugs to his customers. The air smelled distinctly of whisky and sweat and the air was stifling. I clutched at one of my knives on instinct as a group of men lumbered past us.


  “Ronnie! We’re low on shots. It seems my competitor is putting up more of a fight than I expected!” A woman’s voice pierced the drunken ruckus, rising from a large crowd gathered on the opposite side of the room. Men and women were packed together in a ring around a small table. I searched for the owner of the voice but I couldn’t see her.


  “Ah, there’s Laetatia.” Itazura said. “Another drinking competition. How predictable. Do you see her?”


  “No, I’m a lot shorter than you.” I clambered onto a table, one of the ones not occupied by rowdy guests, to get a better look. “Give me a second.”


  At one end of the table sat a huge man with a thick beard that almost hid his face. At the other end sat a young, cheerful woman in a red dress much nicer than the occasion called for. She wore a corset fancy enough for the center ring, embroidered with silver gears and emblazoned with a golden mug in the center. The sign of Laetatia, Goddess of Festivities. She and the man across from her each had a large stack of empty shot glasses in front of them.


  “Red dress, right?” I asked.


  “That would be her,” Itazura said.


  “She looks far too sober for someone who’s drunken that many shots,” I said.


  “Well, one of her domains is drinking,” Itazura said. “She has to work very hard to get even a little drunk.”


  “How much is very hard?” I asked as the two competitors took another shot.


  “Barrels,” Itazura said. “She’s probably already competed in several competitions tonight and the poor girl still can’t get more than buzzed.”


  “Well, she still looks happy.”


  “That’s because Laetatia likes winning almost as much as drinking.” Itazura said.


  The bartender handed the competitors another shot and Laetatia grinned.


  “To your health, my drunken sir.” She tipped her head back, emptying her glass.


  The man, who looked to be not at all in good health, was slower to raise the glass to his lips. A bright-red flush covered his face and his eyelids hung heavy.


  “He’s going to pass out after this one,” I said flatly.


  “You think so?” Itazura asked. “Hmm, he might last one more.”


  “Nope. That’s a look of a man who is about to lose a drinking game.”


  Itazura raised an eyebrow. “You know something of drinking games, little human?”


  The man finally managed to drain his glass. Then he swayed on the spot and tumbled out of his chair.


  “Yes.” I smirked. “I do.”


  Itazura’s eyebrows rose. “Impressive. It’s a shame spectating on drinking games won’t garner Laetatia’s favor on its own.”


  “Who says I get my knowledge from spectating?” I asked.


  Itazura stared. “Wait, you actually participate?”


  “I told you alcohol was safer than the slum water, didn’t I?” I shrugged. “You survive by building up a tolerance. I could never quite keep up with Sylvia, but that girl has a hollow leg, I swear.”


  I smiled fondly at such a memory. Many nights Sylvia and I sat across from each other at a table in one of the rundown taverns, tipping back shot after a shot. We’d always had a good tolerance for alcohol. My mom only ever kept hard liquor around the house and Sylvia had come across the stronger stuff while trying to cure her anxiety. She could hold her liquor even better than I could. Both of us could out drink Parker and Sid any day. Though, then again, Sid didn’t drink at all, so he didn’t provide much competition.


  On busy nights in the local taverns, we drew a small crowd of miners fresh off a rough days work. We were quite a spectacle, two girls in the midst of a crowd of broad shouldered, dirty men, drinking until our heads spun, and Parker and Sid had to drag us out of the bar and back to the clock tower.


  A tremendous hangover greeted us the next morning, but it was worth it. They never lasted too long anyway.


  I wished for Sylvia more than ever now. She was the strategist of our group. She could convince every god to spare humanity if she put her mind to it.


  “Girl,” a quiet voice spoke below me, jerking me from my thoughts. I looked down to see a hooded man, sitting at the table I perched on. He was of the few calm people in the tavern, which probably explained why I hadn’t noticed him before. “Do you mind removing yourself from my table?”


  “Oh, yes.” I jumped down. “Sorry.”


  The hooded man nodded and went back to his drink. For a split second as he looked at me, I could have sworn his eyes flashed . . . red. I frowned.


  “Come on boys, who wants another go?” Laetatia called, drawing my attention back to her as she raised her mug above her head. “I still have a few games left in me! Let’s not leave it at just thirty.”


  “So you want me to get her attention?” I asked Itazura.


  “If you’d be so kind,” he said. “I can’t help you. If she sees me first, she’ll never give you the time of day.”


  “Fine. Useless bastard.” I stalked forward and pushed my way through the crowd, using my steel hand to pry apart the wall of bodies. I emerged at the unoccupied end of the table where the chair had been tipped over by the last competitor’s fall. “I’ll challenge you,” I said, slapping my metal fist against the table, locking eyes with the Goddess of Festivities.


  Laetatia blinked at me in surprise. “Well, this is new.”


  Some of the onlookers laughed. I didn’t blame them, but their chortles still hit my ego hard.


  “What?” I snapped. “Bet I could out drink all of you any day!” I looked back at Laetatia, trying to keep my face cool and confident, despite the fact I was challenging the Goddess of Drink to a drinking competition. But seeing as she had probably had over three hundred shots already, maybe my odds would be a little better.


  Maybe.


  “So, are you up for round thirty-one?”


  Laetatia studied me for another long moment before a grin split her face. “Bartender! Let’s have some clean glasses!”


  The crowd cheered


  “Take a seat.” Laetatia gestured to a chair.


  “Actually, I have a better idea,” I replied. “See, drinking is one thing, but my friends and I like to add an extra something to the competition.” I reached into my belt and drew two throwing knives. I stabbed them both into the center of the table. “With each shot, we throw a knife at a target. Any target will do. We keep going until one of us misses the target or passes out.”


  Laetatia raised her eyebrows, and the crowd roared their approval, banging their half-empty mugs on tables and sloshing liquor over the red wood.


  “Interesting idea,” the Goddess said.


  “You have an advantage when it comes to drinking,” I said. “But I know knives and I know how to throw them. Unless you think it would be too difficult.”


  Laetatia’s eyes flashed. The Goddess of Festivities would never back down from a challenge, especially one questioning her skills. She pointed to a group of burly men standing near the barrels of unopened wine. “You three. Bring that barrel over here. Put it on the table.” She looked to the bartender as he brought over the requested shots. “I’ll buy off the barrel, Ronnie, if we cause a spill.”


  “Of course, my lady, it’s not a problem,” Ronnie said, setting the shot glasses on the table across from our target.


  “So,” Laetatia looked at me. “You’re the challenger. How many paces back?”


  “Fifteen,” I said.


  “Fifteen it is.” Laetatia nodded at one of the women. “Jasmine? You’re not too drunk to walk in a straight line yet. Measure out fifteen paces for us.”


  “Yes ma’am,” Jasmine said, swishing the skirt of her purple dress as she took her place by the target and began walking out fifteen paces. The crowd counted along with her as she walked. By now, the entire tavern had their attention on us and the room was nearly bursting with onlookers.


  “Fifteen,” Jasmine sang, twirling around to face us. “Here’s the line, my lady. As you asked.”


  “Very good,” Laetatia said. Jasmine moved back to the edge of the crowd, swaying her hips as she did. She walked like my mother on the days she worked the street.


  I shook my head to empty it of that thought, and turned my attention back to Laetatia. She picked up one of my knives from the table and strode over to the marked line, scooping up a shot as she went. “I declare this game,” she held up her glass for everyone to see then downed it one gulp. “Begun!” She slammed the glass down on the table and let the knife loose. The point buried itself near the center of the barrel, quivering upon impact. She had a good throwing form. I guess, being a god, she had time to learn lots of things.


  She laughed at her victory and turned to me. “Let’s see what you’ve got, girl.”


  I took my place and tipped back a shot with as much dramatic flair as possible. A smirk curled over my face as an idea sparked in my mind. If I was going to gain the favor of the Goddess of Festivities, I would have to do something especially interesting, and I had an idea of what might help.


  I stepped up to the line, still turning the glass my hand. Every eye in the tavern was locked on me. It was an exciting feeling. My adrenaline so often came from moving in the shadows, as my trade required. The spotlight was a whole new arena. My every nerve pulsated with excitement as I raised my knife in my left hand.


  But my right hand moved first. With a flick of my wrist, I sent the shot glass whirling toward the target. My knife followed after, spinning with deadly accuracy through the air. The blade sliced through glass, shattering the cup, before burying itself in the dead center of the barrel with a satisfying quiver.


  Dead silence lingered as the last shards tumbled to the ground, scattering across the wooden floor. Then the crowd thundered with applause, vibrating the whole room. The sound made my nerves sing like never before. I had to fight to keep from beaming like a child as I turned to face Laetatia. “Good enough for you?”


  Laetatia laughed and scooped up another shot glass. “Good enough? You know how to use a knife, girl. I think I’ll have to up my game.” She swallowed the liquor and took her place again.


  We continued like this, drinking and throwing, matching each other shot for shot, blade for blade. In the beginning, the trick shots were easy. Underhanded, overhanded, over the shoulder, eyes closed. But as the drinking went on, I was reduced to basic throws. Soon the simple act of standing became difficult.


  I swayed on the spot as I took my place on the line for the twentieth time, my shot glass shaking in my hand. Around me, the shouts and cheers of the spectators sounded duller and slower than normal. Kalite had clearly taken over our game and plunged us under water. My limbs certainly moved as if I was at the bottom of a lake.


  But I wouldn’t surrender so easily. I raised the twentieth glass to my lips and tipped it back. I made my throw before the spinning got any worse. The knife buried itself in the outer edge of the barrel. Even Laetatia gave a shout of approval and downed her own glass. She made her throw. Her knife buried itself in the center. All of these shots and she still hadn’t faltered.


  Laetatia looked me over, her mouth twitching. “Wouldn’t blame you if you gave up now, girl.”


  “Give up when I have the lead?” I asked weakly.


  Laetatia burst out laughing and I struggled to raise glass twenty-one to my lips. I tipped my head back and swallowed the contents in one gulp.


  My hand shook as I raised the knife and my vision blurred in and out of focus as I looked about the room, taking in the faces of the drunken guests. Their rosy cheeks and liquor stained teeth. But somehow my stare locked on a flash of purple in the corner.


  Jasmine, the woman from earlier, talking to a man. No, not talking. Yelling. Because he kept on trying to grab her arm. Pull her close to him.


  She fought.


  She slapped him and screamed.


  Janet, go upstairs. I’ll handle this!


  No, that couldn’t be right. The words didn’t match her lip movements. But I heard them all the same.


  I said, GO, Janet.


  The man, as if in slow motion, turned his face back to look at the woman, bloodshot eyes enraged, drew his fist back. Only I seemed to notice. No one else even turned to look. They were too busy cheering me on.


  The man punched Jasmine in the face.


  She fell back, knocking hard into the table.


  The knife left my hand.


  It hit the wall between Jasmine and the man. Only the quiver of the blade echoed through the sudden dead silence of the tavern. There was a beat. A second beat. The man stumbled back with a yell, his hand over his now bleeding ear.


  “Whoops,” I said through gritted teeth. “Missed my target.”


  The world spun like the hands on a broken clock and the next thing I knew, I was staring up at the whirling ceiling, watching red lights and golden whisky swim across my blackening vision. The voices buzzed around me like a faint lullaby, willing me to sleep.


  I would regret this so much when I woke up.
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  [image: Y]ou know how to put on a show, girl, I’ll give you that.” The voice of a woman woke me. I lay sprawled across a plush couch, staring at a different ceiling than the one where I had passed out. It was quite a comfy couch and for a long moment, I wanted nothing more than to fall asleep again for a good two days.


  But then I remembered why I had passed out in the first place. I had decided it would be a good idea to challenge the God of Drink to a drinking competition.


  I also realized it wasn’t just any woman in the room. Laetatia herself leaned over me with mischievous grin on her face.


  “Wake up, little human.”


  Why did the gods have to call me little? Did it refer to my height or my insignificance? Either insult really jammed my gears.


  I opened my eyes all the way, wincing as the light pierced my vision. “Lights . . . bright.”


  “Ah, there you are,” Laetatia said. “Glad to see you awake. You recovered surprisingly quickly for a human. I feared you’d be out for twelve hours at least. You have a way with drinking games.” She shrugged. “And causing a bit of drama to go with them.”


  I winced. “Um . . . right. About that–”


  “Don’t apologize.” Laetatia silenced me with a wave of her hand. “The men here give Jasmine trouble sometimes. She used to be a whore. Once I got to know her, I helped her get out of that nasty business. But men still seem to think she’s open.”


  “Drunks don’t know the meaning of the word ‘no’,” I muttered, my expression darkening.


  Laetatia grinned. “A knife to the ear can help their hearing.”


  “It sure can.” I looked around the room. It was a small space with only the couch I occupied, a faded-red armchair and a little table that sat in between. That and a private bar in one corner of the room. For a middle-class bar, it looked nice. “Where am I?”


  “My personal backroom.” Laetatia sat down in the chair across from me, propping her feet up on the little table. “This is one of my favorite bars in the middle ring of Fortuna. I decided to give them a little donation, so they installed this room to honor me. I come here when I want to drink by myself.” She winked. “I think I’m lucky. Some gods get shrines, I get my own personal bar rooms. It’s so much nicer.”


  “It is nice,” I agreed. “Why am I back here?”


  Laetatia shrugged. “I didn’t want you to be trampled.”


  “Oh,” I couldn’t help but be surprised that a goddess had concerned herself with my wellbeing. “Thanks.


  “I couldn’t let all your efforts to be for nothing,” Laetatia said.


  “Efforts?” I asked.


  “You had quite the determined look on your face when you challenged me, so I got the feeling you might want to talk to me.”


  Oh yeah, that’s why I challenged her. How kind of her to remind me.


  “A lot of people challenge me to drinking competitions when they want something from me.” Laetatia continued at my blank stare. “Not many people would do it out of their own free will. Unless they’re already intoxicated. Humans think they can impress me with their tolerance for alcohol. But I only give them that something if they prove themselves against me. Your drinking was moderately impressive. The knife throwing more so. But I might not have let you back here if you hadn’t helped Jasmine.” She picked up a glass of clear alcohol from the table and took a swig. My stomach rolled at the thought of more liquor. “So let’s hear it.”


  “Right, well,” I took a deep breath. I doubted there was a good way to ask for what I needed without earning a shocked and/or angry stare. So I just went ahead and said it, hoping Laetatia was in a good mood.


  “I know about the apocalypse.”


  Laetatia almost choked on her drink.


  In retrospect, I could have handled that better.


  “Okay.” Laetatia smoothed back her hair once she had regained herself and took another swallow of her drink. She seemed to hope this little sip would make her a whole lot drunker. “I’ll entertain this. How do you know about the apocalypse?”


  “Doesn’t matter. I just know.” It’d be best to leave Itazura’s name out of this conversation if I wanted to be taken seriously. “I came to speak to you about the gods’ stance on this issue. They’re trying to keep it a secret from humans, right?”


  “Because they think you might have an objection to being sacrificed to a game of cat and mouse with the elder gods.” Laetatia nodded. “Telling the humans forces us to actively do something about the elder gods rather than letting them run through their store of power.” She brushed her russet bangs from her face. “Admittedly that plan walks a thin line between strategic and lazy.”


  “I’m leaning toward lazy,” I said. “Why not crush the elder gods?”


  “Wars between gods take a lot of time and energy.” Laetatia pointed out. “And if we expose ourselves on the open field, so to speak, the elder gods will have a better chance of winning. They know this. The human realms weaken us. We can’t take on our true forms as long as we walk inside the clock face. If we hole up in our realm, the elder gods can’t touch us.” She stared at her drink. “I’m a little fuzzy on the details. Kova is the Goddess of War, not me. We don’t mesh to well.”


  “I can’t imagine why,” I said flatly.


  “And anyway, why are you coming to me about this?” Laetatia asked. “I can’t change Mother and Father’s mind. They’re the Clockmaker’s hands and voice, and even he has expressed his worries about the elder gods, though he did not suggest any solutions.”


  “The Clockmaker?” My eyes widened. A lot of people didn’t believe the Clockmaker existed for a reason. There weren’t many records of him playing a hand in the human realms, so he had very few worshipers. People saw him as an observer rather than one who acted. The fact he had weighed in on an argument at all was mind blowing. “The Clockmaker? Actually . . . speaking?”


  “Yes,” Laetatia said. “He hasn’t appeared to us. He relays his message through Mother and Father. But it’s making everyone antsy. We’ve been ordered by Mother and Father not to mention anything about this conflict. We can’t surrender our powers just because the elder gods are holding the human realms hostage. Warning the human realms could turn them to the elder gods and weaken our position.”


  “But someone has to warn them,” I said, sitting up even though my head screamed in protest. “And you like humans, unlike some of the other gods. So we–I mean I–figured, you might help.”


  Laetatia frowned. “It’s not in my nature to spread bad news, girl. I love festivities and merriment and drunken bar songs in the early morning hours. Not spreading bad rumors and causing panic. I’m not sure I’d be suited for such a dreary topic.” She swirled the remnants of her drink in her cup. “Eventually the elder gods will realize they cannot hope to challenge the Realm of the Gods with only half their power.”


  “By that point they’ll have destroyed most of the human race,” I said, my voice rising in both volume and conviction. “I know the rumors aren’t ‘fun’ but if you don’t spread the word, then all the humans could be wiped out by the elder gods and their damn apocalypse while other gods do nothing. Then maybe you recreate the human race but what if the elder Gods destroy that too?


  “Then there–there won’t be any humans left to sing drunken bar songs with. There won’t be any more parties. There won’t be any more drinking competitions or festivities.” I recalled what Itazura said earlier about his domain and its need for humans. “If this apocalypse isn’t stopped, you’ll have nothing. You need us for your domain.”


  When I had finished, I took a deep breath and prayed Laetatia wouldn’t punish me with her godly powers. I was quite sure she could take away my resistance to alcohol if she wanted, and if she did, I would likely keel over dead.


  But she didn’t smite me. She just studied at me for a long while. Maybe she was considering my statement. The tiniest flicker of hope blossomed in my chest.


  Finally, Laetatia sighed. “Show me your palm, human.”


  “What?” I asked.


  “Your palm.” She held out a hand. “Let me see it.”


  There went the hope. With a tentative smile, I held out my left arm.


  Laetatia’s mouth twitched. “Your flesh one, please.”


  I exhaled and obeyed. She took my wrist and examined my hand where Itazura’s mark remained, a thin silver line.


  “That’s what I thought.” She released my hand. “Itazura, get in here. Now.”


  Itazura appeared on the windowsill, faking a yawn. “Hello Lae. How are you this fine early morning? Fancy running into you. I was just passing by and–”


  “Cut the crap.” Laetatia nodded at me. “You made a pact with a human. A dangerous pact. You’re really using humans now to disobey Mother and Father? That’s pretty low.”


  “That’s what I said,” I muttered.


  “I’m not using her. I offered to take her out of an undesirable situation for a small price,” Itazura said.


  “The price of letting you use me.” I leaned forward, but upon doing so, my vision swam again. Maybe lying down was smarter.


  “Why are you doing this?” Laetatia demanded.


  “I would tell you,” Itazura said. “Unfortunately my lips have been sealed on that topic. I can’t even say the word when in the presence of another god. Trust me, I’ve tried.”


  Laetatia observed him with narrowed eyes for a long moment before she snapped her fingers. “I grant you permission to speak of the apocalypse to me.”


  Itazura beamed. “Aw, thanks sis.”


  “Don’t make me regret it.” Laetatia leaned back in her chair. “Usually I’d rather shut you up than give you permission to talk. Say something worth listening to.”


  “That’s a laugh,” I muttered under my breath.


  Itazura ignored me. “We’re playing right into the Elder God’s hands, Laetatia. They’re smart. They wouldn’t attempt this plan without a full set of gears. We think they don’t have enough power to challenge the realm of the gods. But what if they find a way?”


  “How?” Laetatia asked.


  “By gaining worshipers in the human realms when we turn our back on them,” Itazura said. “Worship gives us a portion of our power, Laetatia. They’ll grow in strength.”


  “If the elder gods smite the human realms, there won’t be anyone to give them worship.”


  “That’s not their plan.” Itazura said.


  My eyebrows shot up. What did he mean that wasn’t their plan? That’s exactly what he told me their plan was.


  “They’ll cause destruction, yes, but their real goal is to turn the human realms to their side. They knew we’d withdraw into the realm of the gods and wait out the apocalypse. And while we do nothing, they’ll make their move. They’re chaotic, but they’re not stupid.”


  “Since when did you get so strategic?” Laetatia raised an eyebrow.


  “I’ve always been strategic. You’ve just never appreciated my intelligence.” Itazura straightened, crossing his arms.


  “Hold up a second.” I said. “Why didn’t you tell me this? You told me that the Elder gods wanted to wipe out the human realms as revenge.”


  “No, I said that’s what the other gods thought they were doing,” he replied dismissively.


  “You still could have let me in on that detail,” I grumbled. What else had he not told me? I didn’t trust the guy, but he had to tell me all the essential information, right? He needed me as his speaker, after all.


  “Well, I thought the imminent destruction of all humanity would be a better motivation,” Itazura said. “And really, humans won’t be that much better off with the elder gods in charge. A lot of them will still die.”


  “Then why not tell me that in the first place?” I asked.


  “One thing you’ll learn about my brother is that he loves to keep secrets and feed false information.” Laetatia glared at the god. “Even if they did turn the human realms to their side. . . . It’s unlikely they’d gain enough worshipers. They’ll get stronger, but not strong enough to take on our realm.”


  “They’ll find other ways,” Itazura insisted.


  “You seem sure. Why?”


  “I just am.”


  Laetatia studied her drink. “Let’s say you’re correct and spreading the word about the apocalypse is the right thing to do. You’ve still taken a huge risk making this damn pact.”


  “Wait, he’s taken a huge risk?” I asked.


  “Maybe I have, but I had to do something,” Itazura said. “Risk or not, it’s better than sitting around and watching the destruction of the human realms.”


  “Hey, why is he the one taking the risk?” I asked.


  “You shouldn’t have–”


  “Hello! Gods, the lowly human has a question!” I called. Another bolt of pain shot through my head upon shouting. “Ow . . . damn drinks.”


  “Ask then,” Laetatia said. “I think you deserve a few straight answers, seeing as this fool probably hasn’t given you any.”


  “I like you much better than him,” I said. “I want to know why he’s the one taking the risk. I thought I was the only one in peril here. I’m the one putting my neck on the line. And if I break the pact I die.”


  “True, you’ve taken a risk,” Laetatia said. “A risk that makes you almost as idiotic as Itazura.”


  “Hey!” we said in unison.


  “But Itazura is in danger as well. When a God makes a pact with a human, they surrender a fraction of their powers. If the pact is prematurely broken, as in the human dies, that power is lost. Itazura wouldn’t have enough power left to govern mischief. He would lose his place as one of the twelve. That is why we rarely make pacts with humans.” She nodded to me. “As long as he remains connected to you, he retains his powers. But he needs you now more than he cares to admit.”


  I stared at her. “He’s actually . . . risking his status as a god to seek my help?”


  “Yes.” Laetatia glared at Itazura. “Which is an especially stupid decision considering our position. If he loses his power, we lose one of the twelve. Without one of the twelve, the clock cannot function properly. It means only fifty-five seconds in a minute, fifty-five minutes in an hour and twenty-two hours in a day. Complete chaos. Without the balance of the twelve we will be weakened and the elder gods are all the more likely to seize control of Memoria.”


  “Wow, he sounds incredibly stupid when you put it that way,” I said through gritted teeth. Itazura started whistling and wandered toward the private bar.


  “He does,” Laetatia agreed. “And I forgot to mention that if our enemies get wind of this pact, they will focus all of their energy on one thing.” She looked back at me. “Trying to kill you. Because you are now the key to crippling the gods.”


  I blinked, opened my mouth to speak, and then closed it again. My tongue had gone suddenly very dry as Laetatia’s words cycled through my head like a broken clock that wouldn’t stop chiming. I had known this would be dangerous. But not this dangerous. Not suicidal dangerous. That miserable bastard!


  After several long moments of silence, I held up a finger. “Can you give me one moment please?”


  Laetatia nodded. I stood, strode over to Itazura, who actually had the gall to pour himself a drink during this revelation, and punched him as hard as I could. With my left arm of course.


  His glass shattered as it hit the floor and he stumbled away from me. “Ow! Damn it all, little thief. Stop doing that!” he said.


  “No, I think she has every right,” Laetatia said. “You’ve made her the most wanted girl in the eight realms of Memoria.”


  “You son of a bitch,” I said. “You don’t think you could have warned me about that little detail before you made a pact with me? I already knew my life was in danger but this. This is . . . this is. . . .” I swayed on the spot as the alcohol started to take hold again. “Damn you,” I mumbled.


  Itazura caught me before I could face plant, but that didn’t make me loathe him any less. I continued to curse him as he dragged me back over to the couch and draped me over the soft, velvety surface. But the cushion beneath my cheek made sleep sound more inviting than any amount of damning.


  “You have to understand why I did this,” Itazura said in a low voice to Laetatia. “The human said it herself. Both of us need humans. We can’t just let this happen. And this whole ‘standing our ground’ plan might not work. I would have argued the point myself, but after Father and Mother forbid me from speaking about the apocalypse, I didn’t have a lot of choices”


  “Yes, clearly seeking the help of a human child was the next logical option.”


  “She’s more than a child Laetatia. Trust me. I think. . . .” Itazura paused. “I think she has a better chance of surviving the elder gods than others.”


  I wanted to ask what he meant but I didn’t have the energy. My head was about as clear as the tap water of the slums.


  “I don’t care how smart or talented you think she is. She’s still a human.”


  “Just get on my side, Lae. That’s all I need,” Itazura pleaded. “If a few of us spread the word then–”


  “One of us or several of us, it doesn’t matter. Mother and Father won’t be any less angry. And the uppity ones like Amontillado and Cheveyo won’t be pleased either.”


  “Does it matter what they think? The clock is ticking Laetatia. Even if what I said isn’t true, which it is, we have to think about our own domains. They aren’t affected like we are if the human realms are sent straight to the abyss.”


  Laetatia sighed. The ice in her glass clinked as she swirled the last bit of liquor around. “Yes. I must admit your human friend can make a pretty good argument in her half drunken state.”


  She nodded at me. “I do need humans almost as much as you do. Kind of sad to admit but it’s true.” She tipped her head back and drained her glass. “But I’m not willing to split the blame for this half and half with you, because there’s a whole lot of blame to be had. If you want me to take this risk with you, then you have to get someone else on our side. Win over one other god. Then I’ll spread the word.” She looked at me. “I promise.”


  “Thank you,” I murmured, trying to push myself off the couch but failing miserably. The alcohol in my system really wanted me to sleep. “My gods, this couch is comfortable.”


  Laetatia chuckled. “I believe you’ve worn your human out, Itazura.”


  “I did no such thing. It was her idea to challenge you.”


  “Well, if nothing else you are bold,” Laetatia stood. “I need another drink. I’ll let you two take this room for tonight. Sleep off the alcohol before you try anything too strenuous. If you have a wicked hangover when you wake up, which you will, come to me for my personal remedy.” She opened the door and started to leave, but leaned back in before she disappeared. “What’s your name, human? I don’t believe I ever caught it.”


  “Janet,” I said.


  “Janet.” Laetatia winked. “Well, I enjoyed our little drinking game, Janet.”


  “You’re more impulsive than I thought,” Itazura said when the door had closed.


  “And you’re even more of a bastard,” I said into the pillow.


  Itazura sighed. “You should get some rest, little thief.”


  “What, do you think if I sleep I’ll forget everything I heard tonight?”


  “I wouldn’t mind it,” Itazura joked, but when I didn’t laugh, he sighed. “To tell you the truth–”


  “Stop the clock. The God of Bastards is telling the truth?”


  “Quiet, little thief,” Itazura said. “To tell you the truth, I knew you weren’t desperate enough to become the elder gods most wanted. I had to trick you to get you to make the pact. That was always my intention. I could apologize, but I don’t regret not telling you.”


  “Why me?” I asked, my eyelids growing heavy as I spoke. “Why not anyone else? A more advanced thief, a good speaker, or a skilled fighter. Why me?”


  “You are a talented thief,” Itazura said slowly.


  “You’re the one who says I keep damning up heists. So why me?”


  Itazura was silent for a long while, fiddling with one of the gold pocket watches in his jacket.


  “Why me?” I tried to sit up, but I fell immediately back onto the soft cushions.


  “Sleep, Janet.” Itazura sighed. “We can discuss these things later. Just sleep.”


  “It doesn’t matter if we discuss them now or later,” I said bitterly. “You’ll never give me a straight answer.”


  “Maybe, maybe not.”


  “See, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.”


  Itazura chuckled. “I’m the God of Mischief, little human. I live on catching people by surprise, and messing with their expectations. Much like you. Now sleep. And if you remember your questions in the morning, then you can ask them.”


  “I hate you.”


  “You’ve made that quite clear. Now shut up.”


  In spite of myself, I obeyed. But I blame my crippling exhaustion and drunkenness. I went to sleep that night to the muffled sound of drunken bar songs and the breath of the wind as it wafted through the open window and lulled me into darkness.
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  [image: L]aetatia was right about the splitting headache. As soon as I opened my eyes, I wanted to die. Anything to get rid of the excruciating pain engulfing my head.


  “Damn it all. Why did I decide that was a good idea?” I muttered.


  “I don’t know,” Itazura said. He stood next to the private bar, pouring a drink. “I personally thought you were insane. But I enjoyed watching your poorly planned game.”


  “Bite me,” I muttered, throwing a pillow over my face. “It worked, didn’t it?”


  “Oh, it did,” Itazura said. “I’m not going to deny that. Now you just have to convince one other God to spread the word. Once you do, we’ll have two gods on our side. The word will spread quickly and once the human realms understand their situation and start making a ruckus, I’ll break the pact and free your friends.”


  “You make it sound so easy,” I said, peering out from behind my pillow. “What happens if the elder gods or their allies find out about our pact?”


  “Things get a bit more complicated.”


  I groaned, chucking the pillow at him. He dodged. “Well, I hope you have a plan accounting for things getting more complicated because I don’t think I have the skill required to fight off a god, elder or minor, as amazing as I am.”


  “It might not be a God who comes for you.” Itazura shrugged. “It could just be a beast of the Abyss.”


  “Lovely.” I forced a smile. “Beast of the Abyss. That sounds so much better.”


  “Don’t worry, little thief. I’ll make sure you don’t get yourself killed,” Itazura said. “It is my power on the line, you know.”


  “Oh, I’m so sorry.”


  Itazura sighed. “I believe your hangover has made you less agreeable than normal. I’ll go find Laetatia. I don’t want to deal with a grumpy you. A normal you is bad enough.”


  “Thanks,” I mumbled as he closed the door. Then I flopped back down on the couch, staring up at the ceiling.


  Honestly, Itazura didn’t make this whole situation sound too hard, beasts of the Abyss aside. I had already gotten Laetatia’s approval and if I convinced one more god, they would spread the word with no problem. And the pact would be finished. If I hurried, I could solve this whole mess before any nasty gods got wind of it.


  All at once, I couldn’t wait to leave the tavern and get this quest over with, but the moment I tried to get up my ears started ringing and black spots danced across my vision. I collapsed again, my tangled hair falling in front of my face.


  “Damn hangovers.”


  “Yes I imagine you aren’t having a wonderful time with that one,” Laetatia said from the doorway. She held a cup of steaming liquid in her hand.


  “Have you ever even had a hangover?” I asked, brushing my hair aside.


  “Once,” she admitted. “Four hundred and fifty years ago. An unhappy day for all of the gods. But the minor Goddess of Alcoholic Beverages, bless her one thousand times over, concocted this little brew for me.” She held up the glass of steaming liquid. “Since then I’ve perfected the brew into the ultimate cure for the hangover. I even got it to stop tasting like volp piss.”


  “Excellent. Hand it over,” I said, forcing myself to sit up. I took the steaming cup and downed the drink in a few swift gulps.


  I almost spat it back out.


  “Great Abyss, I thought you said you got it to stop tasting like volp piss.” I sputtered.


  “I did,” Laetatia said. “It used to taste worse.”


  “No kidding?” I wiped my mouth and shook my head. To my great joy, my skull didn’t throb with pain at the movement. The hangover had already begun receding.


  “My gods.” I blinked and stared at the still steaming, empty glass. “This stuff is amazing.”


  “Isn’t it?” Laetatia said. “You can see why we’re lost without our minor gods. That’s one of the worst parts of this apocalypse. So many of them have turned on us. Not that we showed them the gratitude they deserved.” She ran a hand through her hair. “You’re lucky you’ve gotten a taste of this little drink. I reserve it for the humans I actually like.”


  “Flattered,” I said. “I don’t suppose you’d give me the recipe.”


  “Not a chance,” Laetatia said, sitting down in the chair across from me.


  “Trust me I’ve asked her for it before,” Itazura said. “I’ve even tried to steal the recipe from the Goddess of Alcoholic Beverages.” He rubbed a hand behind his head. “It did not go well.”


  “Not at all,” Laetatia said, cheerfully. “So, you need to find another God to win over. Who did you have in mind?”


  “I’m letting him lead the way,” I said, jerking my head toward Itazura. “I don’t know any gods personally, so I don’t know who’s easiest.”


  “Oh, I know who’s the easiest,” Laetatia said, glancing at Itazura.


  “I do too,” Itazura said. “But I thought she’d take to you better.”


  “I’d imagine so. I’d imagine she’d take to Axira better than our little brother.”


  “Who are we talking about?” I asked.


  Itazura looked away uncomfortably which once again left Laetatia to give me the straight answer. “Meroquio.”


  I froze. “Meroquio? As in ‘God of Love’ Meroquio?”


  “Is there any other?” Itazura asked.


  “Unfortunately no,” Laetatia muttered. “Our brother has his good points, but I can’t stand to see him with any of his worshipers. It can be a rather revolting display.”


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Give me someone else. Anyone else. I can’t convince Meroquio.”


  “Why not?” Laetatia asked. “He’s much easier to convince than me. Meroquio is rather accessible if you have . . . certain features.”


  “Like a pulse,” Itazura said helpfully. “And lips.”


  “Wrong,” I said. “I would rather have a hundred drinking competitions with you than–there is no way I’m going to do this!”


  “You don’t really have a choice, if you want to finish this pact as quickly as possible,” Itazura said. “You can win over Meroquio within the night. The others will be much more difficult to convince. Not to mention more difficult to find.”


  “Meroquio on the other hand, isn’t too far away,” Laetatia said. “He’s attending a higher end middle-class party tonight at a mansion on the edge of the middle ring and the upper ring.”


  “Well, then that settles it,” I said. “I don’t have anything remotely formal. I can’t possibly go.”


  Itazura and Laetatia cast each other a mischievous glance. “Oh we can arrange something.”
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  I’d never worn a dress before. For one thing, dresses weren’t practical wear during a heist, especially when climbing up scaffolding and pipes. For another thing, I couldn’t afford a fancy dress anyway. And lastly, I had been cursed with a bulky mechanical arm from a young age, and it didn’t exactly compliment formal wear.


  Did Itazura and Laetatia care about any of that? No. They forced me into a middle class dress anyway. One of Laetatia’s extras. I should have been flattered to wear the clothing of a Goddess but resentment far outweighed my gratitude.


  “It doesn’t look so bad,” Itazura said. “You and Laetatia are about the same size.”


  “In the waist and hips.” I picked at the strap of the dress. “But I think Laetatia is a bit more well-endowed. This dress is pretty loose across my chest.”


  “Oh, thank you.” Laetatia flicked her dark-brown hair over her shoulder. “I do try.”


  “It’s not too noticeable,” Itazura said, observing the area of my body I didn’t exactly want him to observe.


  “Take your eyes off my chest or you’re going to feel what it’s like to be smacked across the face with steel,” I hissed.


  “Thanks to you, I already know the feeling.”


  Laetatia eyed Itazura. “You know, you could have picked someone who liked you a little bit more for this pact.”


  “Anyone who genuinely liked me probably wouldn’t be a good fit for this job,” Itazura said.


  “True.” Laetatia guided me in front of an oval shaped mirror. “Well, what do you think?”


  I stared at myself for a long moment. Actually, it didn’t look half bad. At least not as bad as I feared. My auburn hair was combed nicely, no longer the usual tangled volp’s nest. The red fabric of the dress went well with my light-brown skin and the silver bangles around my right wrist brought out the grey of my eyes. But the shoulder of my mechanical arm stood out against my body. Unlike many people with false limbs, my circuitry wasn’t as neat and tidy and several jagged scars still marred my skin around the shoulder plate where the mechanic had attached the arm to my stub of a shoulder. Not the most attractive thing in the world. I never felt so self-conscious about it before. Usually it matched my clothing, adding a little grit to my appearance. Now, it seemed so foreign and out of place.


  “I guess there’s no way to find a dress to cover this.” I traced my finger along one of my scars, a frown on my face.


  “Better to just show it off,” Laetatia said. “A long sleeve dress would just draw more attention to your arm. The fabric would stretch too much over the metal. Sleeveless is the best way to go.”


  “Sure,” I murmured, rolling my shoulder. The metal creaked and I winced. Never had it sounded so loud.


  “Don’t worry. You’ll be in good company. The higher classes have made it a fashion statement to cut off their real limbs and slap on enhanced mechanical attachments.” Laetatia shivered. “Personally I don’t see the appeal.”


  “Neither do I,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong, this thing can be pretty useful in some situations. But if I could, I would get my flesh arm back.”


  “Exactly how did you lose your flesh arm?” Itazura asked.


  “That’s not really your business, is it?” I snapped, glaring at him. Itazura’s eyebrows shot up, as if in surprise. Maybe that was harsh, even for me.


  “Sorry,” I muttered. “Just . . . it doesn’t really matter. Let’s just get this over with. The sooner I’m out of this pact with you, the better.”


  “I second that,” Laetatia said. She spun me around to face her. “Don’t worry about how you look in the dress. It’s just to get you into the party.”


  “And then I’ll be the center of attention once I’m there,” I protested. “This makes me stick out. Putting a dress over me can’t cover up the fact that I don’t belong with those people.”


  “It might work in your favor though.” Laetatia shrugged. “If you stick out, you’ll be interesting. And if you’re interesting, you’re more likely to catch Meroquio’s eye. Meroquio is attracted to interesting women like an aristocrat is attracted to eccentric clothing.”


  “Great,” I forced out through gritted teeth.


  Laetatia squeezed my flesh shoulder. “You’ll be fine, Janet.”


  “Maybe. But it’s not attracting him I’m worried about.” I glanced at my steel hand. “It’s afterward that makes me nervous.”


  “Well, I’m not sure how much I can help you there,” Laetatia said. “Just try not to take my little brother too seriously.”


  “Is he even younger than you?” I asked. “I thought you all came into being at the same time.”


  “Technically,” Itazura said. “But everyone considers Meroquio their younger brother. It’s a maturity issue.”


  “Wow, people must consider you a little brother too.”


  Laetatia chuckled. “Actually, yes, they do.”


  Itazura frowned. “Thanks, Sis.”


  “No problem,” Laetatia said. “Take this too.” She held out her hand. A gear sat in her palm. It was copper in color but it wasn’t a normal coin. Laetatia’s Mug was etched in the center of it. “Just in case you get into trouble. If you flip this coin you’ll end up back here.”


  “Really? Why is that?” I asked, taking the coin and turning it in my hand.


  “We all have them,” Itazura said, reaching into one of his pockets and pulling out a dark green gear of his own. This one bore a hand at the center, the sign of mischief. “They make travelling to the human realms easier. We all have a location assigned to our coins. Whenever we flip them we travel there instantly.”


  “Right,” Laetatia said. “And my coin flips to here. It is my favorite tavern after all. So if you get into trouble, be sure to use it.” She offered her hand. “Good luck. I’ll keep my part of the bargain if you manage this. I promise. If you need to find me, just come back here.”


  “Thanks.” I slipped the gear into my pocket and accepted her hand. “For everything.”


  “And thank you for the entertaining drinking game.” Laetatia winked.


  Laetatia had succeeded in cheering me up, but as soon as I stepped outside the tavern, warm optimism turned to ice in my chest. It was bad enough I had to go to a formal, middle-class party, but speaking with Meroquio was a far worse prospect.


  Because when that name came to mind, I saw the symbol hanging over my mother’s bedroom door, and the pendant she kept around her neck. I heard the prayers she whispered in the dark. Romantic prayers for a man who might stay with her until morning.


  Prayers Meroquio never cared to answer.
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  [image: S]o, this may be an issue,” I said when Itazura and I stopped outside the mansion of my worst nightmares. Bright light spilled from the windows, onto the street and the house glowed against the night sky. The lull of conversation from within made my stomach do ten times more flips than the raucous chorus from the tavern. “I don’t know how to flirt.”


  “What?” Itazura stared at me. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating, little thief. Most people flirt, whether unconsciously or not.”


  “I guess I’m the exception.”


  “You’ve liked a boy before, haven’t you?” Itazura asked.


  “No, not in that way.”


  “Perhaps your pendulum swings the other way then?”


  “No.” I crossed my arms. “I think my pendulum is just broken.”


  “Well, Meroquio swings in just about every direction.” Itazura said. “So you should get along great.”


  I shot him a look deadly enough to earn the approval of Axira herself and he held up his hands in defense. “Kidding, kidding. Look, don’t worry yourself too much. I hear Meroquio has an effect on people that makes flirting much easier.”


  I mumbled a few curses under my breath and fiddled with the left strap of my dress.


  Itazura sighed. “Stop fidgeting with your outfit. You look fine, little human.”


  “Would you tell me if I didn’t look fine?” I eyed him.


  “Probably not. You’d hit me again.” Itazura gave me a push toward the door. “Now go in there and save humanity!” He winked. “Not to mention your friends.”


  He made it sound so much nobler when he put it like that and I hated him for it.


  I likened entering the party to descending into my own personal Abyss. All around me stood men and women of the upper-middle class, talking, laughing, and drinking alcohol Laetatia would not approve of. They all dressed in rather gaudy clothes, not quite as bad as the upper ring, but almost. Women wore wire corsets that constricted their waists into painful looking hourglass shapes and spiky-toed high heels on their feet. Note to self: if ever without a knife, one of those heels could make a viable replacement.


  The men wore high-topped boots and long jackets with bright, ridiculous-looking colors and patterns. Their top hats nearly reached the ceiling and they seemed to have a pocket watch for every pocket, just like Itazura.


  Laetatia was right about the mechanical limbs as well. Nearly half of the guests were fitted with some sort of steel attachment. Arms, legs, eyes or a combination of all of them. Some of their limbs were even inlaid with jewels or trimmed with gold and silver. They considered it fashionable, but it only made them appear less human and more like strange mechanical creatures from Artifex’s most hallucinogenic nightmares.


  I weaved my way through the crowd, making myself as small as possible. There were a hundred rooms in this place and all of them looked the same to me, filled with extravagant couches lined with decorative pillows and guests talking in low voices. A few times I felt eyes on my back and it took all my willpower not to bolt for the nearest window.


  I searched for a crowd. Wherever Meroquio was, he would be surrounded. As I passed through a lavish ballroom, a swell of laughter echoed from a parlor branching off the right side. I slid as discreetly as possible toward the noise, peeking into the room.


  It could have been a fancy bar all on its own. Waiters with trays of drinks bustled through the crowd, offering champagne. Small round tables with chairs lined one wall, providing spaces for the guests to sit and talk. And on the other side of the room sat a set of matching couches and chairs, with fluffy, pink cushions and red fringes. A man occupied one of these couches. A man who could be no one other than the God of Love himself: Meroquio.


  He sprawled across the couch, with one leg propped up on the cushions and the other leg dangling off. One hand held a drink and the other arm had wound itself around the shoulders of a giddy, young woman. His other admirers surrounded him like a pack of furry volps stalking a trash bin, dangling on his arms, clutching his legs or leaning over his shoulders. As long as they were touching him, they clearly didn’t care about their position.


  “How am I supposed to get his attention if everyone else is fawning over him too?” I cursed. “Gods, I’m too sober for this.” I snatched a too-small drink off one of the waiter’s trays as he passed by. “Do you mind?”


  “Not at all, girl.” The waiter inclined his head, and then continued on. I stared after him. Hadn’t I seen him in the tavern?


  A less than sober woman knocked into my shoulder, drawing my attention away from the waiter and back to the situation at hand: trying to drink myself as far away from sobriety as possible. Not an easy task, considering the alcohol here didn’t have nearly enough potency. I went ahead and snatched up two more drinks and gulped them both down in one go. Then I set the empty glasses down on a smooth, ebony-wood end table and took a deep breath.


  Okay, Janet. Think of a plan.


  I edged closer to Meroquio and his hoard of admirers, trying to see if there was a place to squeeze in. As I did, I quickly discovered what Itazura meant about the effects Meroquio had on the average human. I found myself contemplating the perfect way his silky smooth locks framed his strong jaw, and the way his light-brown skin seemed to glitter in the bright lights of the chandelier. And–


  Damn! Snap out of it Janet. You will not become just another one of those girls. I considered slapping myself across the face, but a second thought interrupted me. Wait . . . not just another one of those girls. Be . . . different.


  I remembered Laetatia’s words from earlier, about Meroquio’s taste. She said he went after the interesting people, not the ones who excelled only at sighing his name.


  To get Meroquio’s attention, I had to play hard to get.


  And thank the gods for that, because if I had to throw myself at his feet like one of those men and women, I would lose all of my dignity in one fell swoop.


  I inched a few steps closer and watched Meroquio, waiting for him to look up at me. I had to wait a long while, because the dear God of Love was too busy laughing at his own jokes and flirting with each of his worshipers. Not to mention he seemed a bit tipsy and unfocused. Maybe not all gods had the same alcohol tolerance.


  At last, he smoothed back his hair and glanced up. Our eyes caught for a fraction of a second and the stare lingered just long enough for him to know I was checking him out. Then I tore my eyes away from his–a much more difficult task than you would think–and wandered over to the opposite side of the room, chin high. As if I had evaluated him, but decided I had seen better. Which, unfortunately, I hadn’t.


  I picked up my fourth drink on my way to a small table in the corner and sat alone to wait. I counted to thirty-two before Meroquio took a seat across from me.


  Suddenly “hard to get” became much harder, I’m sorry to say. Everything about Meroquio’s smell, appearance, and attitude made me want to give into feminine urges I was sure had been nonexistent a few moments ago. One part of me wanted to run as fast as I could. The other part wanted him, and such a sensation made my heart flutter and my stomach roll in unison.


  Keep it together, Janet.


  “I don’t think I’ve seen your face before,” Meroquio said softly, passing me another drink. I downed this one too. I needed to get drunk really fast.


  “I’m new,” I said, casting a bored look at his abandoned admirers. Several of them gave me death glares, and I worried for a second that if the elder gods didn’t get me, the jealous humans would. “So who are you? Local player?”


  Did I just call the God of Love a local player?


  Meroquio stared in surprise before he laughed. “Oh, you are new, aren’t you? If you came here often you would know.” He brushed a strand of his silky locks from his glimmering green eyes. “Do you have any idea who I am?”


  “No, should I?”


  His eyes are a nice shade of green. I like–Shit! Cut it out Janet!


  “You should.” Meroquio leaned forward a little bit, much too close for comfort. I could only take so much of his scent without melting into a puddle at his feet.


  Damn this god!


  “Well, I give up. Tell me,” I said.


  “You happen to be speaking to Meroquio himself.” A seductive grin crept over the god’s face.


  “God of Love?” I raised an eyebrow.


  “The one and only.” He made a casual swooping motion with one gloved hand.


  “Sure you are,” I said, looking at my unfortunately empty glass. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see his priceless expression and I struggled to keep my laugh in my throat. “That pick up line has been used on me before.” Lie. “By a lot of guys.” Lie. “And you don’t seem much more special than them.” So much lying happening right now.


  Meroquio’s grin widened in a way that seemed to say “challenge accepted”. “Oh, I can prove it to you, love.” He nodded to a hallway that branched off the main room. “Mind stepping out with me?”


  I was torn between “Gods no! Get me out of here” and “YES! Take me, I’m yours!” Why did this God play such strange and uncomfortable tricks with my mind?


  “All right,” I agreed, slipping off my chair and following Meroquio down the back hall, much to the disappointment of his admirers. A sharp ping echoed from behind me as one tried to throw a fork at my head. They missed, either because they had bad aim or they had a very poor tolerance for alcohol.


  Middle class.


  Meroquio guided me down the hall of the mansion and away from the crowds, resting one hand lightly on the small of my back as he did. My spine tingled at the contact and I resisted the urge to bat his hand away. The softer the lull of conversation became, the antsier I grew. At last he stopped outside a door and held it open to allow me inside.


  “After you, my interesting little human.”


  Great. Now he was calling me “little human”. I was beginning to resent that nickname more and more.


  I stepped into a room with hideous, fluffy purple carpet and a bright red couch. Either the people who owned this mansion were poor decorators or this was Meroquio’s personal room, and he just had bad taste.


  Whatever the case, I hoped not to end up on that couch by the end of the night.


  The door clicked as Meroquio closed it behind him, that charming grin stretching over his face again. “How about I offer you proof now?”


  I held up a hand–my steel hand, just in case I had to punch him–in front of me, barring him from moving any closer. “Actually, I’ve known you were the God of Love this entire time,” I blurted, relieved I could finally stop playing this dumb game.


  Meroquio gaped, an expression that made me want to crack up laughing. “You knew and you still played hard to get?”


  “I had to get you alone somehow,” I pointed out. “And no, not for the reason you’re thinking.”


  “Really?” Meroquio cocked his head to the side. “Hmm . . . most people who get me alone have the same motives.” He gazed at the nearly empty drink in his hand as if searching for the code to my strange behavior.


  “I imagine,” I said tightly. “But you might find my motives a bit different.”


  “I see.” Meroquio sat down on the couch, head tilted in a way that highlighted all of his best features. Not that he had bad ones. Oh, sonofa–


  “So what is it you want my interesting little human? After all, you did manage to lure me away from my loyal worshipers. I’ll entertain a request. I owe you that much.” He took a sip of his drink.


  “It’s about the apocalypse.”


  Meroquio choked on his drink.


  It’s funny, but all of the gods seemed to have the exact same reaction. I needed to practice being less blunt about this whole apocalypse business.
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  Once the God of Love had finished coughing up his beverage, I relayed to him exactly what I had to Laetatia and explained how devastated his domain would be without us humans to . . . engage in certain activities with. I tried to be as collected as possible, praying all the while he would keep his focus on my face and not areas I didn’t want him to stare at.


  When I finished, he studied his lap for a long while, stroking his chin thoughtfully. That’s funny, I didn’t know Meroquio often engaged in long periods of concentrated thought.


  “You do make a good argument, love, even though I don’t know how you found about this little issue of ours.” Meroquio finally said, tipping back his head and draining the rest of his glass.


  “It’ll be a shame if we lose humans. They’re just so much fun.” He winked and once again, I found myself torn between wanting to swoon and vomit. “I have a lot of worshipers among humans. The young, love-struck maidens, swooning bachelors who just can’t win over their favorite girl . . . or don’t want a girl at all. Anyone who wears my sign over their doorway and on their hearts.”


  My shoulders tensed, and I couldn’t help but recall my mother, sleeping in a bed she had shared with too many men to count. I could see Meroquio’s symbol carved into the pendant around her neck and into the doorframe over her bedroom. The red stone. The mark of a harlot’s quarters and my last name.


  Memories of my mother enabled me to keep my senses, even in the midst of Meroquio’s charming smile, sparkling eyes, and intoxicating scent.


  “Nonetheless,” Meroquio continued. “This does sound like awfully grim stuff. I’m just not the one to spread bad news. I’m more of a fun-loving kind of god. You’d be better off trying one of the others.”


  “Yeah, like who?” I’d veered into pissed off territory, a surprisingly helpful emotion for keeping my head clear of wanton thoughts. “You’re the most logical option. You’re the one who needs humans to fuel your little love games. The others don’t care as much. The others would rather see us rot. I’ve already talked with Laetatia. You’re the next best pick.”


  “Next best, I’m hurt.” Meroquio rested his cheek against his hand. “But panic, death, fear . . . not much fun at all.” He studied me. “I guess what I really mean is what’s in it for me?”


  I stared at him as his question echoed through my mind like the beat of a drum echoing through the caverns of the Fortuna mines. After a mining accident, they played that drum six times for each person who had died. The number of Axira. They said it could be heard all throughout the mines.


  “What’s in it for me?”


  I knew the answer he wanted. I knew what he was looking for, and most girls would have agreed in a heartbeat. Maybe if I was normal, I would too.


  But my thoughts were clouded with images of my mother, tangled in soiled sheets at home, whimpering in her sleep.


  “Tell you what,” Meroquio said when I didn’t reply. He stood and took a few slow steps toward me.


  I should have found his smooth demeanor seductive, but now it reminded me more of a beast stalking prey. I held my ground, though I desperately wanted to take a step back.


  “Why don’t we agree to one hour? Perhaps getting to know you a bit better might convince me to do as you ask.”


  “So that’s what you want, huh?” My voice came out cold but shakier than I would have liked.


  “I’m the God of Love after all.” Meroquio shrugged. “It’s what I’m best at. It’s what I do.”


  He was only a few feet from me now. His scent wafted over me again, as if in an attempt to lull me into submission.


  “Quite a few people would love to be in this position.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you have quite a selection of admirers,” I muttered. “So, why would you want me?” I hoped he might consider my undesirable qualities. My scarred shoulder. My flat chest. But he didn’t seem to care about any of that.


  I had interested him. Just as Laetatia said I should. I had hooked him in and now I couldn’t pry him off.


  “I don’t really need a reason,” Meroquio said. “And I figure, as long as you’re asking me to take such a risk, I might as well ask for a little something in return.” He raised his hand and traced his fingertips along my jawline in a way that sent tingling through my whole body. “But you’ll enjoy it. I hear I’m quite good at what I do. It would be unfortunate if I wasn’t.”


  Now he was right in front of me, looking down on me with lustful eyes. I still, miraculously, stood my ground, though my fists clenched so tight, I feared for the gears in my left hand. Gods, my legs were shaking. My chest was so tight I thought it might burst. Why? I wasn’t afraid of this god. I hated him, but I was not afraid. I’d faced so much worse than this. I’d faced prison for gods’ sake! I couldn’t be. . . .


  “So,” Meroquio crooned, snapping me from my thoughts. “Shall we?”


  Then he kissed me.


  A few days ago, if someone had told me my first kiss would be with the God of Love, I would have laughed in their face. Or I might have punched them. Either way, I wouldn’t have believed it. And yet here I stood, wide eyed and frozen, caught in the embrace of Meroquio himself.


  The kiss was raw. Passionate. Absolutely unlike anything I have ever experienced before, or ever expected to experience. He claimed my mouth with an expertise I’m sure no one else in the world would match. He didn’t kiss too roughly, or too softly. It was just . . . right.


  Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to go along with what he wanted. It couldn’t be the worst thing in the world. And besides, wasn’t I doing all this to save my friends? If I didn’t manage to convince another god to help me, then the human race might never find out about the apocalypse and I would never see my friends released from jail. I had landed them in that god-forsaken prison. I had to get them out, no matter what the cost. If I had to give myself to Meroquio . . . well maybe I deserved to pay that price.


  I had to make myself do this. Accept this.


  Meroquio had backed me up against the wall during the kiss, completely without my knowledge, and just as my lungs were about to explode from lack of oxygen, he broke the kiss. I gasped for air, tilting my head to the side so I didn’t have to look into the entrancing green eyes of the God of Love again. To my dismay, my whole body now trembled with emotions I couldn’t properly discern.


  “There’s no need for you to be nervous, little human,” Meroquio murmured in my ear. “I am the God of Love after all. Love and pleasure.” My eyes widened as his soft lips grazed my jaw, just below my ear. I involuntarily shivered again. “I promise you have no reason to fear me. I’ll take good care of you tonight. Just relax.”


  His words washed over me like a soothing lullaby and my body did want to relax. I wanted to melt in his arms and let him carry me into a cloud of bliss. I wanted to give in to him. His touch, his lips, his voice, which ran smoother than silk through my ears. I wanted to surrender.


  Meroquio seemed to sense my teetering on the edge and he grasped my chin and turned my face to his directing my stare toward his captivating eyes. “Trust me, little human.” He smiled gently. Then he kissed me again with the same raw yet tender passion. And it felt so. Damn. Good. His lips on mine, his tongue, the way he held me in his arms. Everything he did brought me to a state of near euphoria, to the point I barely noticed him starting to guide me forward, toward the couch. At that moment, I could have surrendered myself without regrets.


  But my memories swooped in to save me. Memories of those men who came knocking on our door, men who took my mother over and over again. They kissed her. They held her. Sometimes they said they loved her. Yet at the end of the night, they were gone all the same. At least until they needed another night of relief. Then they would be back. And all the while, the symbol of Meroquio looked down on them.


  In the end, Meroquio was the same as these men, no matter how skilled. How many women and men had he taken? Did they mean anything to him? No. They were instruments of pleasure. When the morning came, he moved on to the next lover and left a string of swooning worshipers in his wake.


  He was no different from those other men. No better.


  Pulling away from him may have been the hardest thing I had ever done, and I don’t say that lightly. I had gone through artificial limb attachment without a drop of anesthesia. And yet this was the hardest thing.


  I reached up, placed my hands on Meroquio’s shoulders, and pushed hard before I could change my mind. Our connection broke and I stumbled backward, hitting the wall behind me. Anger clogged my throat and desperation clung to each of my ragged breaths.


  Meroquio stared at me as if he’d never been turned down after the first kiss. Maybe he hadn’t. I didn’t care. He could get angry if he wanted and I wouldn’t flinch. As long as he didn’t kiss me.


  But after a long moment of silence, he recovered his default smarmy expression. “You are an interesting one.”


  “If you kiss me again,” I hissed. “I will hurt you. I know gods don’t bruise easily but I think I can manage some damage.”


  Meroquio shrugged, looking unperturbed by this comment. “I don’t work for free, little human. No one in this world does. So if you want humanity saved, you’re not really going to have a choice.”


  “I’ll go to other gods.”


  “You said yourself, I’m the most logical option,” Meroquio said. His smile had twisted into a mocking smirk. “Good luck with that though. I don’t think you’ll be successful but,” he shrugged. “Who knows?” He turned and headed toward the door, scooping up his empty glass on the way. Just before he left he looked back over his shoulder. “Oh, but if you ever get desperate, come back. I’ll be glad to . . . entertain your request again.” He winked and stepped out of the room. The door closed with a resounding click.


  “What did I just do?” I whispered, my heart sinking into my stomach as the weight of what just happened settled over me. I . . . had failed. “Damn it!” I drove my fist into the wall, ripping past the disgusting purple wallpaper with ease. The room seemed to shake upon impact.


  I was selfish. So selfish. I put myself before my friends. Before all of humankind. Any decent person would march after Meroquio and give in to his demands.


  But apparently, I wasn’t. So I stayed there, fist lodged in the wall, cursing myself a hundred times over.


  Itazura would be pissed if he found out what happened.


  Truth be told, I just didn’t care.
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  [image: I]left the building through the window. I couldn’t bring myself to walk all the way back through the party, past the attendants in their unnatural, gaudy clothes and the young hopefuls who fell at the feet of the God of Love. So, I slipped into the dark alleyway like the thief I was.


  It was raining outside, not too hard, but still enough to plaster my hair to my forehead within a few minutes. I slid out of the uncomfortable heels Laetatia had lent me and trod barefoot through the puddles on the ground. The cool water soothed my blisters, but did little else to calm me.


  I walked slowly, because where was I going anyway? Not back home. Not back to Itazura. Maybe I would just go back to prison. Lock myself in with my friends and accept my fate. The vigilant squad would surely welcome me with open arms, and possibly a few bullets to the head.


  So what? Maybe that would be easier.


  “Too good for the front door?” an unwelcome voice asked. I turned to see Itazura, hovering in midair, the usual smug expression plastered on his face. Anger boiled within me, but I kept silent in attempt to squelch it.


  “What, no witty retort? That’s not like you. Or maybe you’re finally running out of them?” Itazura lowered himself to the ground. His boots splashed in the puddles when he landed. “So, how did it go?”


  “How do you think it went, you son of a bitch?” I shot back.


  So much for reining in my anger.


  “I told you, you’re doing this for the good of mankind. Stop being so grouchy.” Itazura shook his head. “He couldn’t have been that bad.”


  “Don’t know.” I turned away from him. Heat pressed at my face, like a fine coating of shame. Selfish. Selfish. I am selfish. “Guess I’ll never find out.”


  The silence seemed to echo behind me. I could practically hear the gears turning in Itazura’s head. “So he didn’t ask you to–”


  “No, he asked me,” I said bitterly, staring at my reflection in a dark rain puddle.


  “And you said no?” Now Itazura’s playful tone started to drop. Any other day this would have been satisfying.


  Tonight it wasn’t.


  “I guess I did.” I replied dully.


  “So he’s not going to help us?”


  “Not unless I give him what he wants.”


  Again, silence filled the alleyway, save for the soft lull of the rain as it dripped down my face and onto the ground at my feet.


  “You have to go back in there.” Itazura finally said.


  “And do what?”


  “What he wants.”


  “No.” My fists clenched so tightly I feared for the metalwork of my arm. “I’m not going to do that.”


  “What?” Itazura seemed absolutely astounded.


  “I said I’m not going to do that.” I shook my head viciously. “You might want me to go in there now and throw myself at him. Pledge my love to Meroquio. Swoon and sigh and do whatever he wants me to. But if that’s what you need me to do, then you should have picked another girl to make a pact with.”


  “I fail to see what the issue is here.”


  “Of course you do.” I whirled around to glare at him. “You’re a god. What have you ever known about hardship, or misfortune or poverty?” I spit the poisonous word at him. “You live your life how you want it and no one tells you to do otherwise because you’re the God of Mischief. That’s just who you are. But we humans? We can’t do that so easily. In the slums, we have to scratch and claw and fight every waking moment. And if we’re lucky, we make it through another day.”


  “What does this have to do with our problem?” Itazura asked. “Or your friends? Or the human race for that matter?”


  “Because I watched my mother fuck every last man in town so I could eat, sleep with a roof over my head, and live. That’s what this has to do with our issue.” I snarled. “I listened to her work every damn night because that’s all she knew how to do and I sat upstairs with my hands over my ears trying not to scream. It took everything in me not to go downstairs and slice every single one of her customer’s throats because I knew we couldn’t live without money.”


  I gave him a mirthless grin. “Oh, and you know who my mother worshipped? You know who she prayed to every night, begging for a man to come through her bedroom door and stay, and truly love her?”


  I stabbed my finger toward the mansion. “That bastard in there. He’s the one who gives his blessing to the whorehouses. He’s just as bad as those men! He doesn’t give a shit about his worshippers. He just watches them do their work. He watches them drown in it. And you thought I would offer myself to him?”


  My final question echoed off the surrounding buildings with the volume of a gunshot. Each ragged breath tore from my hoarse throat like a rusty blade. And for the first time in a long while, I felt like crying.


  Itazura didn’t speak. He gave no witty retort. No clever insult. He just stared.


  I didn’t know how long we stood there, facing each other, but finally I couldn’t take the silence anymore. I spoke, this time my voice softer. “You know I’m really not cut out for this business. Saving the human realms?” I gave a hollow laugh. “I can’t even save my friends.” I lifted my eyes to the sky and exhaled shakily. “It doesn’t matter how big I talk. I’m just a kid. And none of your little tricks can change that.”


  With these words, I turned and walked from the alley, not caring when the rainwater splashed up from my feet and sprayed my dress. I listened for footsteps behind me, but none came.


  The raindrops still ran down my face. But funny . . . they seemed to be coming from my eyes. And I never tasted raindrops before that tasted like salt.


  Salty rain drops. After everything that had happened, they shouldn’t have surprised me.


  I hated their taste all the same.
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[image: Chapter Ten]


  [image: I]’m not exactly sure how far I walked, but somewhere along the line, I finally stopped and sank onto a soaked rain barrel. My legs were heavy, my chest tight, and I didn’t want to go anywhere. A rainy, back alley seemed as good as any other place. The water soaked every bit of my body, all except for my waterproof steel limb. It wasn’t high tech but it at least had the little luxuries.


  I sat there a good long while, resting my head back against the steel exterior of the building behind me. Somewhere in the distance, the bell tolled midnight.


  That’s when I heard the footsteps.


  “If you try to convince me to go back into the party, Itazura, I swear to all the gods and beasts of the Abyss you will regret it,” I muttered.


  The footsteps stopped but no one answered, which was very uncharacteristic of Itazura. Usually he opened his loud mouth in every situation, even with my gears wound to a breaking point. But he did not reply.


  Much to my annoyance, my heart rate picked up and I slipped slowly off the rain barrel to face the direction of the footsteps. I couldn’t help but wish for my knives in that moment. Laetatia had made me leave them at her private room in the bar.


  “There’s no way I’m going to risk you tearing up my dress with one of those damn weapons,” she had said. “And besides, you don’t need any temptation when it comes to my little brother. You might just try to stab him if he makes a pass at you and that won’t get you on his good side.”


  Admittedly, if I had a knife when faced with Meroquio’s advances, our conversation could have gone a lot worse. However, when I stood alone in a dark, back alleyway in the middle of a rainstorm that would warn most law-abiding citizens off the streets, and I heard footsteps, I couldn’t help but wish for the comforting feeling of a razor sharp blade in my hand. Just in case.


  “Hello?” I called out into the rain.


  Silence. The footsteps didn’t even start up again. Only the soft trickle of the rain down the roof and the light plops of the water drops as they fell in already sizeable puddles filled the alleyway. Had I imagined the footsteps?


  No. I couldn’t have. My senses rarely betray me.


  “I know you’re there,” I said, my voice coming out stronger now. Nothing like the threat of attack to whip me into shape. “I’d just like you to know that I do have a metal arm and if you attack me, your face will regret it.”


  “I doubt it, girl.”


  The voice came from behind me, the exact opposite direction I expected it. Fortunately, it gave me a split second heads up. Enough time to roll out of the way to avoid a knife blade. The weapon whistled past my ear as I summersaulted rather ungracefully across the wet cobblestones and came up panting on one knee. Adrenaline shot through my system, but at least it was the kind I knew. I’d been looking for an excuse to fight something and here came the answer.


  A man stood next to the rain barrel I had sat on a moment before. A red-eyed man, the was the same man who had been lurking in Laetatia’s favorite tavern, and the same man who had served me a drink at the party. Though he still wore his now-soaked suit, he had donned his black cloak once again. Even with the hood casting shadows over his face, I could see the glow of his crimson irises and the sharp teeth gleaming from beneath his curled lip.


  “Quick for a human,” he remarked. “Perhaps I should have killed you without revealing myself. But most humans are much slower.”


  “Glad to be the outlier of this situation,” I retorted. “Who are you? And how long have you been following me?”


  “A few nights,” the man mused. “But you were nearly always in the presence of that damn God of Mischief. I could never find a decent opening to kill you. Fortunately, now that you have stormed off,” he flipped his knife in his hand and held it up in front of his face. “I have ample opportunity.”


  He lunged at me, even though he never answered my first question of who in the great Abyss he was. A blade sliced across my chest, cutting my dress, forcing me to flop backward. I rolled on the slick cobblestones a few yards to my right before scrambling to my feet. He lunged again, stabbing at my throat, and my left arm flew in front of my face. The blade clanged off the steel plates of my forearm with a force that rung throughout the alleyway like a clap of thunder. Too close.


  “Sorry, wrong arm, pal.” I raised my foot and kicked the man as hard as I could in the stomach. He stumbled back a few steps, but seemed rather unharmed all things considered. I was getting really tired of going up against people I couldn’t hurt as much as I wanted to.


  “Your metal attachment does come in handy.” The man straightened. “But you can only do so much without a weapon of your own, girl.”


  “Possibly,” I said, keeping my arm raised in front of me like a shield. “But I’m trying to ignore that at the moment.”


  “Hmm.” The man smirked. He did not have the mischievous smirk of Itazura, or the seductive smirk of Meroquio. This man bore a smirk etched with malice and nothing less than that. It seemed to say, “Killing you would make me happier than Axira at a funeral.” My heart beat faltered. Okay, maybe it was a bad idea to take this guy lightly.


  He lunged again, raining blow after blow down on me. I tried to block his strikes with my arm in order to protect my face and body. Unfortunately, this didn’t allow me many opportunities to fight back. He moved too fast and he didn’t give me any windows to lash out. I could only stumble about the alley, hoping I didn’t make a wrong step.


  He brought his blade down again, for what seemed like the hundredth time and in my frustration, I lashed out and seized the blade with my steel fist, squeezing down on the weapon as hard as I could. Usually, I could break even the sturdiest of knives with a firm grip, or at least damage them.


  But the blade didn’t break. It didn’t even bend a little. It remained immovable in my hand. My eyes widened.


  “An interesting trick,” The man said jamming his fist into my stomach before I had time to think about blocking him. All the breath whooshed from my lungs and stars burst across my vision. I crumpled to the ground, landing roughly on my knees with a force I’m sure left serious bruises. My hand slipped free of the knife’s blade.


  “Unfortunately for you, this blade happens to be blessed by Axira herself. She looks favorably upon the weapons of assassins.” The man kicked me in the face. My head struck the cobblestones and I almost blacked out again. A throbbing sensation swelled in my cheek and a thin stream of blood trickled from the side of my mouth. I rolled my tongue across my teeth to check if he’d knocked any loose, but my mouth was so numb I couldn’t be sure. Fear gripped my heart in its icy hand and my body protested at the slightest movement, all while my mind helpfully screamed for me to spring into action.


  Get up, Janet. You already damned up once tonight. You can’t do it again!


  “You humans never offer me a real challenge. It’s so disappointing. I can count on one hand the times I’ve enjoyed a fight with a human.” The man reached down and knotted his fingers in my hair. I cried out as he jerked me up to my knees again. Now he stood behind me and I went very still as sharp steel kissed my throat. “You do not make that hand, unfortunately.”


  On instinct, I tried to raise my left arm but the man released my hair, tearing a few strands out in the process, and snatched my steel wrist. With a swift jerk and twist of his arm, he pinned the arm behind my back.


  Let me stress, this is not normal. A metal arm far outclasses a flesh arm in strength. They were popular amongst the Vigilant Squad and egotistical jerks who liked beating people up for a reason. And yet this man simply grabbed my metal arm in his fleshy hand and twisted it behind my back without breaking a sweat.


  What in the Abyss was I dealing with here?


  I struggled against his grip but he only squeezed harder. A lot harder. Even though my senses in my left arm were considerably muted, my nerves tingled and buzzed as the metal of my wrist began to give. This man was crushing my arm with just one hand.


  Gods help me. Any gods. I wasn’t picky. I’d even take Meroquio at this point.


  “I suppose, given the circumstance, I thought you would be a more interesting target. Not a child. It’s a shame.” The man sighed.


  “Why are you doing this?” I hissed, even though I had a pretty good guess. Honestly, I just wanted to stall. I had to figure a way out of this. Wait! The coin! It was in the right pocket of my dress.


  “My master wishes me to protect her interests. It would be favorable for all of us if you died.” The man leaned down next to my ear and I gagged as his warm, rotting breath coasted over my face.


  My fingers fumbled with the red fabric, trying to feel for the pocket without being too noticeable.


  “How does it feel to be the key to destroying the power of a god, girl?” The knife eased away from my throat. He was seconds away from plunging the blade into me. Damn it all, where was that gear. “At least you can say your existence had some significance. Most humans can’t say that much at all.”


  He raised the weapon a fraction more. I didn’t have time to flip a coin. Instead, I closed the fingers of my free hand–my real hand–around the blade.


  I screamed as the blade cut straight through my flesh, nearly to the bone. Blood gushed immediately from my wounds, mixing with the rainwater as it flooded down my arm and soaked Laetatia’s dress. I wanted to let go. I needed to let go before the pain got worse. But if I did, I was dead.


  The man tried to pull his blade free of my hand but I tightened my grip with a hoarse scream, jerking his arm further around me. His wrist leveled with my mouth. Without thinking, I sank my teeth into the flesh.


  It was his turn to howl as my teeth ripped as deep as they could into his skin. I didn’t know if my last efforts would make a difference on this thing, but I had to try. I could have laughed out loud when the man released me, ripping his hand from my mouth to get away. I toppled forward, letting out a cry as the blade tore free of my skin. I cupped my injured fingers in the soothing cold steel of my left hand. The gashes ran so deep I could see the white of my bone peeking out between torn flesh and muscle. I stared at the mess of my hand in horror.


  “Damn humans. You never do give up, even when you’re beaten,” The man said, pulling down his sleeve to cover his still bleeding wrist. He had dropped the knife and it seemed to have skidded off somewhere into the dark. However, my relief at his lack of a weapon was short lived as he held up a hand in front of him. I watched in horror as his fingers grew into razor sharp claws.


  Could my night get any worse?


  The man started toward me, probably intent on driving said claws into my throat. His eyes gleamed especially red with malice. I was going to die. I had no other options. Not even acts of desperation. I was going to die.


  Then the man stopped, eyes wide, his vicious snarl frozen on his face. There was a ripping sound from behind him and moments later a steel tip of a blade sprouted from his chest. Itazura’s wonderful face appeared over his shoulder.


  “I find the persistence of humans quite handy if I do say so myself,” Itazura said, a dark note marring his usually light tone. “Shape shifter.”


  The God of Mischief whipped his arm, which had somehow morphed into a long steel blade–I wasn’t going to question a damn thing at this point—around and sent the “shape shifter” flying. The red-eyed man smacked against the steel wall of a building and slid into a crumpled heap on the ground.


  “Itazura.” My whole body relaxed. For once, I wanted to hug the god.


  “Hey, little human.” Itazura winked.


  I was about to say something more, but the red-eyed man started laughing. I blinked and slowly turned to look at him. I didn’t have a lot of experience with being stabbed in the chest and thrown into a steel wall with enough force to cause a small dent but I guessed that kind of injury would shut you up. Forever.


  But the red-eyed man was laughing and actually standing up.


  And the wound in his chest started knitting itself back together.


  “You know it takes more to kill a shape shifter than that,” The red-eyed man said. His head lolled to the side. “God of Mischief.”


  “I do,” Itazura said. “I’ve killed several of your kind before. And I’m about to add another to my list.”


  “Flattered, but I should be going,” the shape shifter said. He looked down at me, his red eyes gleaming with malevolence. “I’ll be seeing you soon, girl.”


  Lightning flashed through the night, and when it dimmed, a huge, dog-like creature bolted from the alleyway. The man had disappeared.


  On any other day, I probably would have tried to contemplate this strange phenomenon. Instead, I flopped back down onto the cobblestone street, exhaling with absolute relief.


  “Janet?” I looked up to see Itazura kneeling beside me.


  “You know,” I mumbled, staring up at the dark sky. “I have had a really terrible night.”


  Itazura’s mouth quirked. “You all right, little human?”


  “Oh yeah, I feel like a million gold gears, what the hell do you think?” I groaned.


  “Well, you’re fine enough to make smart remarks.” Itazura raised an eyebrow. “So I think you’ll live with a little rest.”


  “Yeah, because all this needs is a nap and it will be right as rain,” I said, raising my mangled right hand. It still gushed blood. Not as much as before, but I still couldn’t move my fingers without screaming. What if I lost this hand as well? My stomach lurched. I couldn’t lose another limb. One was bad enough.


  “Let me see,” Itazura said, taking my hand in his. I hissed in pain as his fingers brushed against my wounds but I forced myself to keep still.


  “Don’t worry,” Itazura said. “Simple fix, just stay still.”


  “How exactly is it a simple . . . fix. . . . ”


  I trailed off, watching in wonder as a blue light enveloped my hand. Then, my pain melted away, receding like the thumping of my heart against my chest. The skin of my fingers slowly knit back together, and moments later, I couldn’t see the bone anymore, or even the muscle. Within a few seconds, the pain had disappeared completely and my cuts healed. When the light faded, it looked as if nothing had happened at all.


  “What . . . the. . . .” I blinked then looked back up at Itazura. “How did you do that?”


  Itazura shrugged. “At this point you should just assume the answer to all of your questions is ‘I’m the God–”


  “–of Mischief, right.” I sighed. “Though I’m not sure how healing is very mischievous. Shape shifting, maybe. But healing?”


  “Oh, it’s not, but all of the gods have some base powers, and since we’re always getting into fights, healing abilities can come in handy,” Itazura said. “So when you try to steal Kova’s weapons or get in between Laetatia and her drinks or openly insult Axira’s domain–”


  “I’m sorry, you’ve done what?”


  “–healing abilities are quite useful.” Itazura continued without missing a beat.


  I stared at him. “Exactly how insane are you?”


  “Oh quite,” Itazura said cheerfully. “I’ve tried to steal something from nearly every god and goddess. Sometimes successfully, sometimes not so much.” He shrugged. “But you know, the mischievous never learn.”


  “That much is true.” I sighed and stared up at the sky again. The clouds had begun to the break and the rain had slowed to a barely noticeable drizzle. “Hey, Itazura?”


  “Yes?”


  “Thanks,” I murmured. “If you had come one second later, I would be–”


  “Dead. Yes. But then again, I was protecting my own interests as much as yours,” he said. “And if you held out on your own for a second less, neither of us would be doing well. You did all right.”


  I gave a weak grin, and tried to push myself into a sitting position. But as soon as I bore weight on my left arm the metal screeched and shuddered. I fell onto my back again. “What the. . . .” I held up my steel arm, only to see the wrist completely crushed and the hand dangling at a rather awkward angle. When I tried to move my fingers, they only twitched feebly.


  That arm had lasted me years, and this one encounter destroyed it.


  “Aw, shit,” I said. “How they hell did he manage that?”


  “That will happen when you encounter a shape shifter.”


  “Shape shifter,” I repeated. “What do you mean, shape shifter? What are they? Besides the obvious.”


  “Well, they’re–” Itazura stopped and looked around. “Tell you what. Let’s get you off the streets before another potential assassin stumbles across you. Then we’ll talk.”


  “Good idea.” I used my flesh arm to push myself to my feet, which proved to be not the best idea. Black spots danced across my vision and I swayed on the spot. Itazura caught my shoulders to keep me from falling flat on my face.


  “Easy there, little human. Take it slowly.”


  “I feel like I’ve been hit by Automated Carriage,” I mumbled.


  “No worries.” Itazura took my arm and placed it over his shoulder before I could protest. “I’ll make sure you don’t kill yourself on the concrete.”


  I lifted my chin. “I can walk on my own.”


  “Not likely,” Itazura said, holding my wrist so that I couldn’t pull my arm away. “Just accept my help, Janet. You don’t have to do everything on your own.”


  I sighed. “Fine.”


  As we walked from the alleyway, my boot kicked something and sent it skidding ahead into a crate of empty bottles. The shape shifter’s abandoned knife flashed in the darkness. My blood still coated the blade.


  “An assassin’s blade.” Itazura noted. “One of Axira’s favorite weapons. Outside of her traditional scythe of course.”


  “Hurts to high paradise when it cuts you though,” I said. “Bend over will you?”


  “That’s what cut you?” Itazura’s eyes widened, leaning down to let me pick up the blade. “That blade should have cut through your fingers. With Axira’s blessing that weapon is about as sharp as you can get.”


  “Sharp as you can get, huh?” I flipped the blade in my hand and held it up to the starlight. “It’s nice. I think I’ll keep it.” After all, the shape shifter had kicked me inches from consciousness and almost sliced my fingers off. The way I saw it, he owed me this lovely little weapon.
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  [image: W]e boarded up in Laetatia’s back room at the middle-class bar. She wasn’t around that night, but Itazura said she wouldn’t mind us using her back room. I was too tired to argue and I wanted to change out of Laetatia’s bloodstained dress. I hoped it wasn’t some kind of priceless artifact because blood does not come out of clothing. After several minutes of cursing as I attempted to change with one hand, I collapsed on Laetatia’s couch.


  Itazura slipped into the room with two mugs of alcohol and slid mine across the coffee table.


  “Please tell me you got the strongest stuff in the house.” I scooped up the mug.


  “Of course.” Itazura chuckled. “Not enough alcohol at that fancy middle class party, huh?”


  “No, unfortunately.” I took a huge swig of my drink, enjoying the burn of the liquor running down my throat. “Thanks.” I forced myself to sit up on the couch. “So, shape shifters? What are they?”


  “Well, they’re pretty much what the name implies.” Itazura sat down across from me, resting his head back against his arms. “They can change shape into animals and human beings.”


  “Kind of guessed that,” I said. “But I’ve never heard of any shape shifters in Fortuna, and I have a feeling something like that would be hard to miss.” I shrugged. “I mean, they talk about them sometimes in children’s stories, but other than that. . . .”


  “You’re not crazy,” Itazura assured me. “Well, all right, you are. But in a different way.”


  “Thanks a lot,” I muttered. “Insult the injured person.”


  “You’re not injured. Just bruised.”


  “You try getting punched in the stomach and kicked in the face by that guy, and then tell me how you feel.”


  “I’ll pass.” Itazura exhaled. “Anyway, the reason you haven’t heard of shape shifters is because they haven’t entered the human realms for a good thousand years. Not until recently. The last time they walked among humans, Cambiare was a thriving realm.”


  I nearly spit out my drink. “Cambiare? The empty realm?”


  Itazura’s mouth twitched in amusement and I instantly regretted giving him such a reaction. “Well, you’ve heard of that at least. That’s good.”


  “Everyone has heard of Cambiare.” I tugged at the frayed cuff of my jacket. The empty realm was the subject of many ghost stories swapped by my team on late nights in our clock tower. We tossed around theories about what had happened to the realm to make it so completely devoid of sentient life. People often said that the hours contained within each realm on the maps of Memoria were symbolic of its values. And if that was the case, fate had doomed Cambiare from the outset. It contained only one hour. Six o’clock. The Hour of Death. “It’s been empty for hundreds of years. Thousands of years!”


  “Only a couple thousand, but yes,” Itazura said. “Cambiare is the oldest of the human realms, so the shape shifters were around even during the domain of the elder gods. The incident with Cambiare occurred only a few decades after the twelve clockwork gods took over.” Itazura shrugged. “It’s not a pleasant period in our history so you don’t see a lot of records about it. The gods were always fighting over who governed over what, and we weren’t very experienced with ruling our own domains yet. That’s when we created the minor gods. They were sort of like . . . assistants in our time of confusion. They helped keep things a little bit more orderly.” Itazura frowned. “But some of the minor gods could be a bit of a nuisance. Like the God of Beasts, Cleptos.”


  “Cleptos? I don’t know him,” I said.


  “Humans in Fortuna don’t know any of the minor gods.” Itazura sighed. “Which is exactly why many of them are siding with the elder gods now. But anyway, Cleptos was a minor God for my dear, deadly sister, Axira. One of her favorites. He held dominion over all the beasts of the Abyss and he often conducted punishments on evil souls. Sadistic fellow. Greedy too, and not very good at parties.”


  “Yeah, I imagine he didn’t get a lot of invites.” My mouth quirked.


  “Not at all.” Itazura said. “When Cleptos first came into being, shape shifters were still living in Cambiare among humans. They were equals in every way and they coexisted rather nicely despite obvious differences. But the way Cleptos saw it, the shape shifters were beasts by design, suppressing their primitive urges. He believed they belonged under his rule.”


  “And did they?” I asked.


  “Well, it sent the Realm of the Gods into an uproar,” Itazura said. “Axira argued on the side of Cleptos, though I consider her a bit biased since she created him. A few others also sided with Cleptos, but most of the gods agreed shape shifters were human enough to belong to all the gods. They had the civility of humans, so we decided Cleptos did not have full control over them. I especially argued against it. Since I have shape shifting powers of my own, shape shifters could just as easily belong to me.”


  “So that’s how you turned your arm into a blade. You can shape shift.”


  “It does come in handy when it comes to stealing. I can change into just about anything I want. I prefer this form though. Nice and young.”


  “Nice, young, and annoying.”


  “You’re too kind.” Itazura winked. “Anyway, Axira and Cleptos are both very sore losers, unfortunately. You never want to cross them, and I don’t recommend trying to play any games with them. Much too competitive, in a very bad way.”


  “Oh damn.” I snapped my fingers. “And I was just thinking how much I wanted to play cards with the Goddess of Death. You’ve spoiled all my hopes and dreams, Itazura.”


  Itazura grinned, but the lighthearted look quickly faltered as he continued on in his story. “Cleptos and Axira decided that the only way to bring the shape shifters under their domain was to make them inhuman. They used the minor God of Diseases to introduce a parasite into Cambiare. It latched selectively onto shape shifters, lodging itself in the brain and causing psychosis.”


  “Psy- what now?” I asked. “I never went to a fancy center ring university. I don’t know these big words.”


  “It’s basically insanity of the psychotic nature,” Itazura said. “The shape shifters of Cambiare turned hungry with blood lust. They raged through the realm killing every human in their path. Within a few days, the entire human population of Cambiare had been wiped out. The other gods had been too busy arguing about the other realms to notice the incident. Cambiare turned into a wasteland filled with monstrous shape shifters right under our noses.”


  “But they punished Cleptos?” I probed, my eyes wide. Gods could do whatever they wanted for the most part but not something like that. “They couldn’t let him get away with that.”


  “Oh, they gave him a harsh reprimand,” Itazura said. “But in the end, it didn’t matter. The race of shape shifters had been spoiled. So Mother and Father gave Cleptos and Axira permission to remove the remaining shape shifters from Cambiare and store them in the Abyss for safe keeping.” Itazura leaned back in his chair. “Over time, their inherent insanity has decreased but shape shifters still maintain a psychotic, inhuman edge to them. The most skilled and sane of them are used by Axira as assassins. They’re very handy too. As you experienced firsthand–no pun intended–shape shifters are far stronger and faster than normal humans.”


  “No joke.” I looked down at my mangled steel wrist. “But Cambiare has remained empty all this time? Why did you never repopulate it? Was it in honor of all those who died?”


  “Huh?” Itazura’s eyebrows shot up. “No, no. We just never got around to it again.” He shrugged. “Three human realms are a handful all by themselves. Adding a fourth might kill us. So we let the plants over take the realm. As time passed, ghost stories and rumors sprouted up about the place. Humans are fascinated with researching the empty realm. Quite entertaining to watch them grasp at straws, I must say.”


  “You gods can be sick sometimes, you know that?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “So why are the elder gods using shape shifters to get me?” I asked. “Did Cleptos side with them?”


  “That’s just it.” Itazura frowned. “Cleptos has always been very loyal to Axira. She treated him well, probably better than most of the gods treated their minor counterparts. I can’t see him straying from her.” He stared down at his drink.


  I tensed. “Wait, you don’t think Axira has it out for me do you? Why would she side with the elder gods?”


  “She wouldn’t. It’s not like her.” He shook his head. “No . . . no it has to be the elder gods. I don’t know why but . . . but it has to be.” His voice had turned soft, confused even. It sounded as if Axira coming after me would be worse than the wrath of the elder gods. I knew Axira wasn’t a walk around the clock but she had to be better than the world-destroying rulers of the ancient past.


  Itazura’s face remained somber for a moment before it snapped suddenly back into his usual mischievous guise. “But, maybe I’m just reading too much into things. I’m sure you’ll be fine.”


  “I’m not reassured.” I reclined back on the couch, letting my left arm hang limply by my side. I tried to flex my fingers again but the hand only jerked feebly with a soft crackle of energy. “Think he’ll come back for me?”


  “Oh, I know he’ll come back for you,” Itazura said. “Didn’t you hear what he said?” His expression melted into the chilling dead stare resembling that of the red-eyed shape shifter. “‘I’ll be seeing you soon, girl.’” He raised an eyebrow. “Sound like a sign of surrender to you?”


  “Guess not.”


  “Exactly,” Itazura said. “Which is why I’m not letting you out of my sight until this pact is complete. I’m not going to risk a possible fall from the clock face like that again.”


  I blinked. “You mean . . . I have to stay in your line of sight for . . . gods know how long?”


  “Yes,” Itazura said. “And the gods don’t know how long. Except for maybe the old Clockmaker.”


  I groaned, throwing my head back. “Damn it. I don’t want to be stuck next to you every hour of the day.”


  “Perhaps you’d rather be dead then,” Itazura said. “Come on, little human, that’s no way to treat the god who saved your life.” He paused. “Actually, it’s no way to treat a god at all. You just have no respect.”


  “You want respect, maybe you should command some,” I quipped.


  Itazura’s mouth twitched. He fingered one of the pocket watches hanging from a loop on his jacket. I’d seen him play with that particular watch several times. It was a pretty gold trinket, but the clock face was chipped. Why would he keep a broken pocket watch?


  “I meant to tell you,” Itazura said. “I’m sorry about what happened earlier. With Meroquio.”


  I stared at him. I didn’t expect the god to give a damn about my emotional quandaries with the situation when the world was on the line. “You . . . are?”


  “Yes.” Itazura looked up at me. “You’re right, I’m a god. I don’t understand a lot of things about being human. Human problems often look . . . very small to us.” He slipped the broken pocket watch back into his jacket. “But there are some things I shouldn’t expect of you. So yes, I am sorry.”


  I nodded once. “Um . . .apology accepted.” I tugged at a piece of my hair. “It’s not like I expected a god to understand anyway. You’ve seen so much of humans, even their biggest issues must seem small to you by now.” I sighed. “Anyway, you saved my life. Let’s call it even for the day.”


  “That sounds fair,” Itazura said, relaxing a bit. “Thank you.”


  “For what?” I asked.


  “Not still being angry with me.” Itazura grinned. “You’re very difficult to deal with when you’re angry.”


  “Oh, ha ha.” I closed my eyes. “Can you at least leave me alone enough to get some sleep?”


  “No,” he said. I opened one eye to glare at him and he held up his hands in a placating way. “But I’ll be quiet for you. Get some sleep, little human. You need it.” He rose from his seat and retreated to the opposite corner of the room. “Sleep tight.”


  “That doesn’t sound like quiet to me,” I mumbled, though I had already begun to drift off. The last thing I heard was Itazura chuckling before I went out like a light.
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  Laetatia was upset about the dress when she found it the next morning. Not godly wrath upset, but definitely irritated.


  “That’s what I get for lending out clothing to a human,” she muttered, holding up the blood-stained gown in front of her. “This is one of my favorites. I love my red dresses.”


  “Well, it’s just blood,” Itazura pointed out, peering at the garment over her shoulder. “Blood is red. It should be fine.”


  Laetatia wacked Itazura over the head with the ruined garment. “They’re different shades of red, you idiot.”


  “All right, all right, they’re different shades. Don’t get your gears in a jam.” Itazura held up his hands in surrender.


  “I am sorry about that,” I said, fiddling with the twisted remains of my left wrist. “I didn’t want to ruin your clothes. But, you know, evil shape shifter assassins aren’t great for formal wear.”


  “Ah, don’t worry about it.” Laetatia sighed. “I’m a goddess. I can have another one made easily. But you should have used the coin.”


  “I couldn’t find it in the heat of the moment.” I tapped the coin that now sat atop the private bar. “It’s a tiny bastard. And that dress had a lot of folds.”


  “True,” Laetatia said. “The only important thing is you’re alive.” She shot a glare at Itazura. “Of course, what happened last night just proves Itazura’s idiocy when he made that pact with you.”


  “I agree,” I plopped back onto the couch. “So, Laetatia, what do you think about the circumstances? Do you think Axira would actually betray the gods?”


  “Don’t know,” Laetatia said, pouring herself a drink at the private bar. “Of all the gods, I probably associate with Axira the least. Death and festivities just don’t click, if you know what I mean.” She sighed.


  “But if I know two things about my sister, it’s that she’s clever and she’s powerful. She has an entire realm to herself after all, and it makes sense for the elder gods to start their attack from the bottom and work their way up. She may have decided we have little chance for survival so she cut her losses. Which doesn’t bode very well.” Laetatia tipped back her drink, draining it one gulp. “If Axira has turned to the elder gods, then we’re in bad shape.”


  “Maybe they’re manipulating her,” I suggested.


  Itazura and Laetatia exchanged a nervous smile.


  “Well. . . .”


  “What?” I raised an eyebrow. “They could be.”


  “Here’s the thing about our sister, little human.” Itazura traced his finger along the edge of the bar. “Axira does the manipulating. She’s no one’s puppet and no one in their right mind would mess with her. Except me of course.”


  “Since when are you in your right mind?” Laetatia and I asked in unison.


  Itazura blinked. “You two are becoming much too similar.”


  “Nice one, Janet.” Laetatia winked and I grinned. I didn’t mind being compared to the Goddess of Festivities. Laetatia was probably the most amazing person/god I’d ever met.


  “Well.” Itazura clapped his hands together, looking satisfyingly irritated by our comments.


  I didn’t blame him, of course. We’d been at this kind of verbal abuse all morning.


  “I would love to stay around for more insults but don’t you need your arm repaired before we can continue, little human?”


  “Yeah.” I vaulted to my feet. “The sooner the better too. I don’t want to run into that shape shifter again with only one working arm.”


  “Well, we’ll continue the insulting later,” Laetatia promised. “Keep them up will you?”


  “No problem.” I gave her a thumbs up.


  “I’m not sure I like this team up,” Itazura muttered.


  “Deal with it,” we replied in unison.
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  [image: M]y mechanic lived on the outer rim of the middle ring in a ramshackle, tin house that sat in plain view of the slums. It was a large place for most outer ring dwellings, but small for someone who lived in the middle ring. Still, the rickety exterior only acted as a cover. That tin shack housed a factory of machinery and all sorts of amazing gadgets. I could spend all day browsing and never get bored.


  “Not much of a house,” Itazura mused. “You know I could use some of my godly pull to get you a good mechanic.”


  “This guy is a good mechanic,” I said, knocking on the door. Carved in the surface was the hammer of Artifex, the sign of the God of Craftsmen and all those who paid tribute to him. “Best there is in my opinion. And besides, I’ve got some pull of my own here. This mechanic gives me all my repairs absolutely free.”


  “Did you threaten his family?”


  “Ha, ha.”


  I knocked again, and this time a familiar voice came from behind the door.


  “Coming, coming. So sorry.”


  The door opened to reveal the always oil-stained Grant Peterson. He held a greasy wrench in one hand and a blackened cloth in the other. His hair stuck up at odd angles as it usually did and his dark-skinned face was beaded with sweat from hours concentrating on his work. As soon as he saw me, a grin split his face.


  “Janet! Nice to see you drop by. And who’s your friend?” He spied Itazura over my shoulder. “Oh, how rude of me. I should have let you inside first before asking prying questions. Come in. Come in.” He opened the door wider to allow us entrance.


  “Asking my name is a prying question?” Itazura asked under his breath. I elbowed him in the side, hoping he would take that as a sign to shut up.


  Then again, he didn’t even take the words “shut up” to mean shut up, but I could dream.


  “It’s been ages since you’ve been by,” Grant said. “I’d been wondering when you were going to drop in for your next checkup.”


  He led us through the mechanical labyrinth of his home. All about the kitchen and living room, strange gadgets whirred and jerked, all performing their own specialized task–washing, building, even cooking. I had to duck under the whirling arm of one malfunctioning device. Did Grant even notice it was broken? Maybe he did, but couldn’t be bothered to fix it. He wasn’t what I’d call an organized mechanic, but if any human came close to Artifex, it was definitely Grant.


  Itazura looked around. “I suppose I know who this man favors.”


  I snorted. “You think?”


  Grant ushered us into his workshop, the nirvana of mechanics, which took up half of the small shack all by itself. He waved his hand at a lumpy, faded green couch shoved in the corner next to an old grandfather clock that always ran an hour too fast. “Go on, sit down.”


  I obeyed but Itazura hovered next to the couch, still observing the workshop with a mixture of awe and greed. I made a mental note to check Itazura’s pockets later. If he stole anything from this place, I would have to kill him.


  “So, here for a tune up?” Grant asked, leaning over his cluttered worktable.


  “Um . . . a little more than that, unfortunately,” I rubbed a hand behind my head, reluctantly raising the remains of my metal arm.


  Grant blinked and stared at the arm as if it were some dead pet. “Good gods, Janet, what did you do?”


  “I didn’t do anything,” I insisted. “I got into a . . . scuffle. My opponent crushed it.”


  “Who’d you fight? A god?” Grant rubbed the back of his neck.


  “Close,” Itazura muttered under his breath. I kicked his foot.


  “No, nothing like that,” I said tightly.


  “Well, please tell me it wasn’t one of my son’s explosions,” Grant said. “Because I know Parker tends to damage everything around him.”


  Itazura shot me a surprised glance and I winced. “No, it wasn’t him.”


  “That’s good,” Grant said, too busy hurrying around the room to notice my pained expression. “Hold on one second. I have to find the plans to your arm. Let’s see. . . .” He opened up a drawer and shuffled through some papers.


  “So how is Parker? He hasn’t been by lately, but then again, he almost never stays at home. Which is just as well since he’s always playing with his explosives. Ah! Found them!” Grant pulled a rolled up piece of parchment from the bottom drawer and placed it on his worktable. He scanned over the design. I couldn’t have understood it if I tried.


  “You know, it figures. I love to build and my son loves to destroy. The Clockmaker has a wicked sense of humor.” Grant gave a little laugh. “If he exists that is.”


  “Yeah,” I murmured. Guilt settled like a lead weight in the pit of my stomach. I could see Parker sitting in the cell with my team, Parker trying to put on a brave face. And worse, Parker smiling and joking in the clock tower only hours before the screwed up heist.


  “All right, I think I can fix this up with no problem,” Grant said. “Hold up your arm again?” I obeyed and he nodded. “Yeah, it looks like just the forearm and wrist are damaged. That’s just a matter of a quick replacement. You’re lucky I have parts already made. We’ll just have to hope one of them fits you.” With these words, he disappeared behind a torn brown curtain leading into his back storeroom, leaving Itazura and I alone in the workshop.


  “So,” Itazura said as soon as Grant was out of earshot. “Your mechanic is the father of one of your team members.”


  “How observant of you,” I muttered, trying to ignore the heat rising to my face, pressing against my cheeks as if it wanted to escape.


  “I see the pull you mentioned,” Itazura said. Either he was ignoring my severe expression or he wanted to push my buttons as usual, because he didn’t drop the subject. “You get special privileges here because of your friend’s dad. The boy put in a good word for you, so you found a mechanic.”


  “No, actually,” I said. “I didn’t use Parker to get in with Grant. I didn’t mean to get in with him at all. I met both of them on the same night.”


  “So, you weren’t in the market for a mechanic then.” Itazura raised an eyebrow.


  “No,” I said, glaring viciously at him. “Because I met them the night I lost my arm. Now will you please shut up?”


  Itazura’s eyebrows shot up and I turned away, picking angrily at the place where my steel shoulder joined with skin. It might have crossed my mind once to apologize to the god, since he was a god and all. But I didn’t care.


  Grant came back into the room, saving us from the tense silence, gripping several long cases under his arms. His muscles bulged from beneath the sleeves of his shirt, but he didn’t buckle under the weight of his load. A lifetime of working with machines made him strong as a water ox.


  “Okay.” Grant set five cases on his worktable. “Let’s see if we’ve got what you need. These are all models roughly the same size as your arm, but you can’t be sure until you see them next to each other.” He motioned for me to come over. “Sit over here so I can fit you.”


  “Sure.” I rose from the couch and went over to sit in the metal reclining chair he reserved for his clients.


  “I never did catch your name, mister,” Grant said as he disconnected my old forearm from my elbow joint. I winced as an electric shock went through my shoulder, but I kept my cry of pain trapped in my throat.


  “Ivan,” Itazura answered. I stared at him. I’d expected Itazura to say his real name, just to get a kick out of Grant’s expression. I would have been phenomenally angry with him if he had. Maybe he wanted to keep a low profile because of our precarious situation.


  Or maybe he realized I wasn’t in the mood to be messed with.


  I put more stock in with the former answer.


  “Ivan huh? So you’re a friend of Janet’s?” Grant went over to his table to take another look at the forearms.


  “Something along those lines.” Itazura said brightly. I grumbled under my breath but Grant didn’t seem to notice. “I’m just here to make sure her arm gets replaced. It would be bad if she got into another fight with only one arm.”


  “True enough,” Grant said. “But one arm or two, I’m pretty sure Janet would still fight. She’s persistent even if the odds aren’t in favor. Even if her opponent is twice her size.” He traced his oil stained fingers along the edge of his workbench. “Or a burning building.”


  “Burning building?” Itazura raised an eyebrow.


  “H-hey, Mr. Peterson–” I tried to interrupt him to change the topic. Unfortunately, Grant was just as talkative as his son.


  “Oh, yes. She didn’t tell you? Well, she wouldn’t. She doesn’t like to talk about it. But Janet saved my son’s life. Didn’t know us at the time. Just saw the fire and heard he was still trapped inside. Then, bam! She ran into the building.”


  “She didn’t tell me that.” Itazura’s gaze slid to me.


  I looked away, concentrating as hard as I could on my arm.


  “But I agree with you on the persistence part. She doesn’t know when to quit.”


  “Let’s stop talking about me as if I’m not here, all right?” I muttered as the heat rose to my face.


  “My apologies,” Grant said, which just made me feel worse. “Let’s just get this attachment fitted.” He held up one of the arms. “This should be the proper size. It’s the same kind of metal too, though it’s a slightly different shade. You don’t mind do you?”


  “Since when have I been concerned with mismatched colors?” I shrugged. “Though, I do have another request, if it won’t be too difficult.”


  “If it’s something to do with mechanics, then it’s not too difficult for me,” Grant said proudly. “What do you need?”


  “It’s just that when I was attacked I didn’t have any weapons on me,” I said. “I only had my arm and that put me at a disadvantage. I don’t want to be in that situation again.” I looked up at Grant. “So, is there any way for me to have a weapon of some sort fitted into my arm? A blade preferably. Because of . . . certain circumstances I think I should have a weapon on me at all times.”


  Grant got this eager look on his face, the same look he got when I had asked if he could give my shoulder more motion or a way to make my fingers stronger. Nothing got a mechanic excited like a new project.


  “I’m glad you asked.” He scurried back into the back room.


  Itazura raised an eyebrow. “He does like machines. Are you sure he isn’t related to Artifex in some way?”


  “Well, that would be difficult,” I said. “Considering he is a human and Artifex is a god.”


  “No, it’s not so difficult,” Itazura said. “Maybe you don’t realize this but gods can procreate with humans. It’s not exactly encouraged but it happens, and since Artifex looks on humans so fondly, it’s happened quite a few times.”


  My eyes widened. “I thought stories about the children of the gods were just rumors.”


  “Of course,” Itazura said. “When a god has a child they are forbidden to contact them. That’s how we keep their existence a rumor. Mother and Father decided not to forbid us from human relations, but they compromised by saying we couldn’t have any dealings with our half-human children.” Itazura shrugged. “The child just ends up especially gifted in the domain their mother or father God governs. The only time it gets a little bit complicated is when the children start developing abnormal powers.”


  “Like?” I asked.


  “Powers only the gods should have,” Itazura said. “Children of Kalite sometimes are able to manipulate water. Children of Amontillado can turn things to gold just by touching them. And children of Celine are able to create night in the middle of the day. These abilities develop very rarely but when they do. . . .”


  “What happens?” I asked.


  “We have to get rid of them. Immediately.”


  “Oh,” I said. “Have you ever had . . . um . . . children?”


  Itazura laughed. “None that I know of. I’m generally very careful when I sleep with humans. I don’t think I’ve had any children. They aren’t exactly my area of expertise.”


  I stared. “But you have had . . . relations with humans?”


  “Why do you ask? Jealous?” Itazura leaned forward.


  “No!” I shot back, though my cheeks got suddenly warm. Why did my cheeks get warm? I did not give them permission to do that.


  “So defensive.” Itazura laughed. “And yes, nearly all the gods have had some relations with humans at one point or another. Even the more uppity ones who choose never to associate with them. They’ll never admit it of course. Though it is fun to tease them about it.”


  “I’m sure Meroquio has loads of children.”


  “Oh, you have no idea.”


  Luckily, Grant came in at that moment to save me from the terrible images in my head. He held another case under his arm. “I just happened to start working with weapon implants recently. I don’t get a lot of vigilant squad customers but the ones who do stumble through my doors always need some kind of weapon fitted into their arm. A blade, a gun, or something else of that nature.”


  He opened the case and took out the mechanical piece. I skimmed my flesh fingers along the surface. It felt bulkier than my usual forearm, but still lightweight. “With this arm all you have to do is press this here.” Grant pointed to a small button just below the palm of the hand. He handed the forearm to me. “Try it, but be careful. You don’t want to accidentally stab yourself.”


  I nodded and pushed the button. Luckily, I had the arm pointing away from me because a blade shot from a compartment on top of the forearm. It was about a foot long and jutted out over the fist, creating a makeshift sword. The blade was razor sharp, shiny, and absolutely perfect.


  “This is incredible, Grant.” I breathed. Honestly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Artifex was his father. Grant had such a way with machines. “This is just what I need. If you want money, I’ll pay.”


  “You don’t pay for anything here, Janet. How many times have I told you?” Grant waved his hand dismissively. “Not to worry, I have other forearms with implants just like that one and I can easily make more.”


  “Thanks.” I forced a smile. Don’t get me wrong, I was excited about getting an amazing, new arm. But I didn’t deserve special treatment from Grant. I never had. But as I’d learned from Parker, it’s hard to argue with a man who just never takes a breath in between sentences.
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  [image: Y]ou’re an interesting girl, little human,” Itazura commented when we had left Grant’s house.


  “How so?” I asked, fiddling with my new arm, trying to get used to the new connection. My arm always felt a little weird after repairs. Sort of tingly. I had to move it a lot before the nerves fully settled.


  “Most humans enjoy being praised for their courageous acts.” Itazura spun around to face me and continued walking backwards. “You flush bright red and try to ignore it entirely. Or you bite my head off.”


  “So what?” I avoided his eyes.


  “Well, considering you are a bit arrogant–”


  “Look who’s talking.”


  “–I wouldn’t think you’d be so opposed to praise.” Itazura shrugged and twirled back around. “You did save a boy’s life after all.”


  I stopped walking, another spike of guilt shooting through my heart, sharp as the new blade attached to my arm. “That’s just how he tells it. He always leaves out an important detail.”


  “Hmm?” Itazura stopped, looking back at me.


  “I did save Parker,” I murmured, staring down at my steel hand. Sometimes when I squinted, I could almost picture it as skin and bones instead of circuits and metal, even though it had been years since I’d lost my real arm. “He set off an explosion in their old home. That idiot is always setting things on fire, and this happened when they lived in one of the slum complexes. You know those three-story buildings that cram way too many people inside?”


  “Sure, I know them,” Itazura said.


  “Well obviously, a fire in one of those buildings is bad news,” I said. “Most of the people got out of the building in time, including Grant. But Parker got trapped inside. I had gone to see about the fire because my mom couldn’t stop mumbling about it, and I wanted her to get some sleep. When I found the fire, Grant was standing outside, screaming for his son.”


  I leaned back against an iron fence between an old soup kitchen that had closed down years back and a junkyard. Parker used to find scrap metal for his explosive inventions in scrap heaps like these. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I just charged into the burning building. I can’t explain why.” I smiled bitterly. “Maybe I’m just idiotically impulsive.”


  I paused, waiting for Itazura to slide in a snide comment, but he didn’t say a thing. He only raised an eyebrow and waited for me to continue.


  “Anyway,” I said. “I found him on the third floor and I somehow managed to make it all the way up there without getting burned. The stairs hadn’t collapsed yet. That was a miracle. I found Parker upstairs on the floor, almost unconscious from the smoke intake. He had a few more explosives tucked under his body, like he was trying to smuggle them out first.


  “Idiot pyromaniac.” I shook my head. “I grabbed him and threw him over my shoulder. Luckily he’s always been small for his age so it wasn’t too difficult. But when I reached the second floor someone else called out to me.”


  Memories of that day came rushing back to me. I closed my eyes as if I could make them disappear but images continued to dance on the back of my eyelids. “It was a girl. Young. Maybe six-years old. Absolutely terrified. She didn’t know what to do or where to run. Her parents had abandoned her. So she called to me for help.”


  I gritted my teeth. “I had Parker over my shoulder and I panicked. I didn’t think I could get her out too. So I told her ‘I’ll be right back. Wait here.’”


  For a while, I couldn’t force myself to continue. My words lodged in my throat in a tight lump that made it hard to breathe. It had been so long since I’d talked about this. In fact, come to think of it, I’d only ever told Sylvia about that night. Not even Parker and Sid knew. I couldn’t fathom why I was talking about it now to Itazura.


  This pact had started messing with my head.


  “She didn’t want to wait. She reached out and grabbed my arm, trying to pull herself with me. But she was only weighing me down. The building was crumbling and I had to get out. I had to save myself and Parker. She kept on pulling at my arm and crying for help. I pushed her away. I yelled at her to wait and then I kept running. I left her there. I was stupid, thinking the building would hold up that long.


  “I got Parker out and dropped him by his father. Then before he could thank me, I turned and tried to run back in. I reached the door just as the building collapsed.” I touched a hand to my metal shoulder. “A flaming beam fell on me. It landed on my shoulder and cut halfway through my arm. The bone shattered completely. In my shock, I barely felt the pain, but I would have burned to death or bled out or something if Grant hadn’t pulled me from the wreckage.”


  I exhaled and finally opened my eyes again to stare blankly down at the ground. The cobblestones remained damp from the previous night’s rain. “He stopped the bleeding, helped me recover, and attached my first arm. All without anesthetic, but I can’t really complain. I’m lucky to be alive.” I looked up at Itazura. “He’s been giving me his services for free ever since then.”


  “But you feel guilty for the girl,” Itazura murmured.


  “Yeah.” I held my left arm up to the light. “I kind of hate this arm. Every time I stare at it for too long, I start remembering how I got it. I shouldn’t have pushed the girl away. I should have known.” I exhaled. “This arm is kind of my punishment. You know what they say. The Clockmaker has a nasty sense of humor.”


  “I don’t think the Clockmaker took it upon himself to guilt trip you,” Itazura said. “Even in a world ruled by time, there is such thing as coincidence.”


  I stared at him. “You really believe that?”


  “Sure.” Itazura shrugged. “It would be very disappointing to me if everything was meant to happen exactly one way. Mischief doesn’t like being confined. The world is still full of choices, accidents, and delightful coincidences. You know that well enough, don’t you?”


  “Sure I do.” I touched the small, fourhanded clock hanging around my neck. “But when I do walk outside the lines, it always comes back to kick me in the teeth.” My brow furrowed. “I became a thief to spread a little mischief and I landed all my friends in prison.” A finger tapped my forehead and I jumped, batting the hand away on instinct. “Hey!”


  “Wipe off the long face, or it’ll freeze that way. You’ve been wrinkling your forehead way too much lately,” Itazura said.


  “Why do you care?” I glared up at him, still holding a hand over my forehead.


  “Because there’s no need for it,” Itazura said. “You are going to save your friends. And you’ll help the rest of humanity in the process. You really think I would have made a pact with you if I thought you would fail?”


  “I couldn’t follow through with Meroquio,” I said. “I backed out. The last time I hesitated, that girl died.”


  “Your friends aren’t in a burning building, little human.” Itazura sighed. “We still have time. Sure, there’s a clock ticking, but not quite as quickly. There’s no need to panic.” He smiled.


  It was one of those rare, genuine smiles without a mocking, sarcastic, or mischievous edge. I could almost call it sympathetic.


  “I promised you I would set your friends free if you help me. I’m going to keep that promise. They aren’t going to end up like that girl. All right?”


  I looked away, back down at my hand.


  “Hey, little human, a god is asking you a question.” Itazura poked me in the forehead again.


  “Will you quit that?” I snapped, batting his hand away again.


  “I will when you answer me.” Itazura crossed his arms.


  “Okay!” I threw my hands up in the air. “My friends are going to be fine. Happy?”


  Itazura winked. “That’s the spirit, little human.”


  “Gods, you’re obnoxious,” I muttered, stuffing my hands in my pockets and stalking past him. “So, are we going back to Laetatia’s place or what? I need a strong drink. Now.”


  “You’re going to drink yourself to death by the time you’re thirty,” Itazura said.


  “No I won’t. I’m on Laetatia’s good side. Her blessing will keep me alive and well and tipsy until I’m eighty.”


  Itazura laughed and I smiled.


  I didn’t know why, but Itazura had started to grow on me. I mean yes, he was still the most annoying being in the entire clockwork world, but somehow, it didn’t seem to bother me as much anymore.


  Maybe he really did care about humans and who we were. Spending so much time around humans, maybe he got a little attached.


  Maybe that’s why I had started not minding his presence so much.


  Just a little bit though.
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  “So, who’s the most logical choice?” I asked after we arrived back in Laetatia’s favorite tavern. “Who should I try to sway to our side?”


  “Hmm.” Laetatia leaned back against the wall, holding a fresh drink in her hand. Unfortunately, my glass already sat empty since I had downed it the moment Itazura had placed it in my hand. “Well I can tell you the least logical.”


  “Somehow I don’t think that will do anything but lower my self-esteem,” I said. “But fine. Shoot.”


  “Well, we know the superior four won’t listen to a word a human says,” Itazura said. “So they’re ruled out.”


  “Who are the superior four?” I asked.


  “The four of the twelve gods who are most uninvolved with humans,” Laetatia said. “Generally speaking, the twelve gods can be split into three groups. The four who are uninvolved, the four who are very involved–”


  “And the four who involve themselves depending on their mood,” Itazura said. “The superior four are Amontillado, Celine and Aelius and Cheveyo. Because . . . what was it you said about them, Laetatia? You always put it best.”


  “Because Amontillado is cold as the metal he values, the night and day sisters are too busy arguing with each other and Cheveyo would rather chase a tail than a skirt,” Laetatia said. “So yes, they’re out.”


  “What about the four most involved?” I asked. “You and Itazura are involved and I imagine Meroquio is one of those four. Who does that leave?”


  “Artifex,” Laetatia said.


  “As I told you earlier, he’s very fond of humans.” Itazura nodded. “In fact, of all the gods I’d almost call him the most human. He’s a hard worker and he’s humble.”


  “Yeah, that trait seems to run low in the godly family,” I said.


  “Oh, you flatter us, little thief.” Itazura gave a mock bow.


  “Artifex would be the next logical choice,” Laetatia said. “The one problem is he’s not around.”


  “What do you mean, not around?” I asked.


  “He retreated to the Realm of the Gods the day Mother and Father made the decision not to tell the humans about the elder gods,” Itazura said. “He said he couldn’t stand to be around humans if he had to lie to them. Which it’s not lying, it’s omission. But Artifex sees it as the same thing.”


  “He was quite torn up about it.” Laetatia nodded. “But too respectful of Mother and Father to protest. If you went to him now, he would agree to help you immediately. But he’s unreachable, especially considering we can’t take humans to the Realm of the Gods.”


  “Right, because I’ll burn up if you do,” I said.


  Laetatia and Itazura cast each other a glance, covering up snickers with their hands.


  “What?” I demanded.


  “That’s just a silly rumor the humans made up.” Itazura said, trying and failing to keep a straight face.


  “Mother and Father really only put that law in place because they were tired of Meroquio bringing up so many humans.” Laetatia drew in a deep breath, trying to stop giggling.


  My face fell. “Seriously?”


  “Yes, but it’s still a rule,” Itazura said. “Especially now, given our situation. The others would suspect something if I suddenly brought a human to the realm of the gods.”


  “Fine.” I plopped down on the couch. “Forgive me for not knowing all the rules of the gods.”


  “Oh relax, Janet,” Laetatia said. “We just find human rumors incredibly amusing. It’s not just you.”


  “Sure,” I said. “So, if Artifex is out, who are the four other gods? The ones who are occasionally involved with humans.”


  “Well first off there’s Kova,” Laetatia said. “But she’s . . . um . . . how do I put this. . . .”


  “Temperamental and war hungry,” Itazura said. “To her, a large, human death count might not be such a bad thing. She does like conflict after all. And she was one of the ones who helped come up with our whole ‘hide in the Realm of the Gods and let the Elder Gods run through their store of power before we crush them’ plan.”


  “Okay, so not Kova,” I said.


  “Then there’s Axira,” Laetatia said. “And given the fact she may or may not want to kill you–”


  “Not a great idea.” I nodded. “Others?”


  “The other two are Kalite, and the wisdom twins, Viden and Kaval,” Itazura said. “Kalite’s probably the most uninvolved of that group, but she has a really nice temperament. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her angry.”


  “Oh I have,” Laetatia said. “You remember that time when Meroquio–”


  “Oh,” Itazura chuckled. “Yes. But still, one incident in a couple thousand years? I’d say that’s a pretty good track record.”


  “Wait, what happened with Meroquio?” I asked.


  “Long story.” Laetatia brushed my question away, though honestly I really did want to hear this story. Anything that involved someone getting mad at Meroquio sounded awesome. “Kalite is probably your best bet.”


  “Why not the wisdom twins?” I asked.


  “Well, since they know everything,” Itazura reasoned, “it’s hard to get on their good side. They see through every act. You can’t win their respect with a drinking competition or your flirtation–”


  “I can’t win anyone with my flirtation,” I pointed out.


  “Well Meroquio made you an offer,” Laetatia said. “You just rejected it. I highly respect that by the way.”


  “Thanks,” I said, though I hadn’t stopped beating myself up about the whole incident.


  “Anyway,” Itazura said. “The point is the only way you win favor with the wisdom twins is through your intellect. And you mentioned you never received an education. We might run into a road block with that one.”


  “Of course, on the other hand, if you managed to get the wisdom twins on our side we’d have a huge advantage,” Laetatia mused.


  “She’s not going to get them on her side,” Itazura said.


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said sourly.


  Itazura sighed and looked at me. “It’s nothing against you, little human. It’s just that if we take a gamble with the wisdom twins, it could end up damning this whole plan up. If they disagree with what I’m doing, they would tell Mother and Father immediately.”


  “Good point. Probably too much of a risk.” Laetatia nodded at Itazura. “If I could sniff you out, they’d discover your entire plan the moment the human opens her mouth.”


  “Or before,” Itazura added.


  “I’m not a bad liar,” I said.


  ‘Oh you’re a fine liar,” Laetatia said. “Viden and Kaval are just the masters of all the knowledge and wisdom in the universe.”


  I exhaled and my head dipped. “Okay, fine. I’ll take my chances with Kalite.”


  “That way, at least if you fail, we can probably convince Kalite to keep the lid on our plan,” Itazura said lightly.


  “You know, for someone who expressed so much confidence in me earlier, you sure are being negative now,” I said.


  “Just keeping you on your toes.” Itazura winked.


  “You could call it that,” Laetatia said, going over to the window and brushing the red curtains aside. “Or you could call it ‘being your annoying self.’”


  “That’s what I call it,” I said.


  “Oh, you like me, little human. Don’t try to hide it,” Itazura said, leaning above me over the arm of the couch.


  “Yeah, right.” I turned my head into the cushions, partially because I was tired, and partially because his close proximity made me uncomfortable.


  “Shit,” Laetatia muttered. And not the kind of “Oh no, I spilled my drink,” shit. This was the “we’re in a deep Abyss of trouble” kind of shit.


  “What?” Itazura and I asked in unison.


  Laetatia looked back at Itazura, “It’s our favorite hellion.”


  Itazura paled. “Damn.”


  “Wait who’s the helli-” But before the words could fully leave my mouth, Itazura scooped me up off the couch and rushed me over to the cabinets under the private bar. Before I knew what was happening he had shoved me inside and closed the doors on me.


  “Hey, Itazura!” I snapped, banging on the door. It wouldn’t give. The stupid god was holding the door closed. “What in the great Abyss are you doing?”


  “Stay under there if you want to live, little human,” Itazura said. “Kova is paying us a visit.”


  I couldn’t help it: my jaw dropped. “K-Kova?”


  “Just stay in there and keep quiet.” Itazura peered at me through the crack in the cabinet. “Oh, and try to stay calm. If you’re too anxious, she’ll be able to smell your blood more easily.”


  “Sorry, what?” I asked.


  “Itazura, get over here,” Laetatia hissed.


  “Right,” Itazura said. “It’ll be fine, Janet.”


  Then he left. I squirmed and wriggled to adjust myself, getting as comfortable as I could. Easier said than done, especially when I was trying to be quiet so the Goddess of War didn’t hear me moving.


  Or . . . smell my blood, since apparently she can do that.


  “There you are,” said a raspy voice that seemed to balance just between masculine and feminine. “Where in the Abyss have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for both of you.”


  “Well, you probably should have started with the bars.” Itazura pointed out. “Seeing as you were looking for Laetatia.”


  “Or the bedrooms if you wanted Meroquio. I’m sure he’s somewhere around here,” Laetatia said.


  “I don’t need Meroquio. I need useful gods.” The raspy-voiced goddess said.


  I leaned forward to peer through the tiny gap between the cabinet doors. Itazura and Laetatia stood side by side, looking rather nervous in the presence of their sister. The war goddess herself stood before them.


  I’d seen paintings of Kova before, but images really didn’t do her justice. Sure, they captured her likeness reasonably well–her blood-red hair, golden-brown skin, and her fitted silver armor and gold cape billowing all the way to her spiked boots–but none of the paintings really captured her presence. She absolutely filled the room with her entire being. Her sharp gaze, her frightening scowl, and her commanding voice seemed to demand worship. It was impossible to take Itazura seriously. I respected Laetatia but it never occurred to me to worship her because she was so friendly with humans.


  But with Kova? If I made a snide comment to her, she would cut me down where I stood with that very large broad sword she had balanced over one shoulder.


  “What’s with the weapon?” Laetatia said. “And why are you even down here?”


  Kova gave a long sigh. “You know, for gods who are so obsessed with humans, you don’t pay much attention to their plights do you?” She flicked her blood-red hair from her eyes. “I know you two are too busy drinking and fooling with humans to notice when something important happens but we are on the verge of a crisis right now. You could stand to pay better attention.”


  “What are you talking about?” Itazura asked. “Someone steal one of your weapons?”


  “No,” Kova said. “Wendigoes. That’s what I’m talking about.”


  Itazura and Laetatia fell silent as if the news had completely stolen the clever retorts from their mouths. An astounding feat, considering Itazura’s propensity for smart remarks. What kind of creatures were wendigoes and why did their presence prompt this reaction from two gods?


  “That’s what I thought.,” Kova said.


  “How many?” Laetatia asked. “Two? Three?”


  Kova pointed one steel-gloved finger to the sky, “Higher. Much higher.”


  “How much is ‘much higher’?” Itazura asked. “We’ve never had an outbreak larger than five since we’ve sealed them.”


  “Nice statistic,” Kova said. “But we have a new record. It’s a whole tribe of them. Twenty-five strong.”


  Laetatia and Itazura inhaled sharply and I resisted the urge to snap, “What the hell is a wendigo” since I didn’t think my sudden emergence from Laetatia’s private bar would go over well with Kova.


  “There’s no way. Twenty-five?” Laetatia asked.


  “Exactly. That’s why I came looking for you two.” Kova shrugged. “Five, I could handle by myself. I could take all of them, really, but it would take too long. My sword can only occupy itself with five heads at a time.”


  “The great Kova, asking for our lowly help?” Itazura said, but his usually light tone was strained.


  “Not the time to make jokes, Itazura.” Laetatia jammed an elbow into his side. “We’re on our way. Where did the tribe get off too?”


  “Well, they just blasted through the western sector of the middle ring,” Kova said. “So somewhere around there. They picked up a hefty meal of souls when they went through the prison. That should slow them down a little bit.”


  My heart stopped. I had to cover my mouth to keep from gasping. The west sector prison . . .


  Where my friends were being held.


  My mind dropped into a panicked fog and my vision went blurry. Time slowed nearly to a stop, just as it had the day I lost my arm. Only my heartbeat sped up, ringing in my ears like a war drum.


  “Three of us should be enough,” Laetatia said. “For one tribe at least. We should hurry.”


  “No need. The hoard isn’t going anywhere. They’re having too much fun.” Kova shrugged.


  “Just because you don’t mind human casualties, that doesn’t mean Itazura and I feel the same way,” Laetatia said.


  “Well maybe you should pay better attention to your precious humans then.” Kova sneered. “Mother and Father aren’t pleased with your negligence.”


  “We’re sacrificing all the humans to the elder gods, so why does it matter?” Itazura retorted.


  “Don’t get smart with me, little brother. I will lob off your head again, if I have to,” Kova said. “Personally, I’m only here because I like the hunt.”


  “Don’t decapitate the one who brings logic to the situation,” Itazura said, though he held up his hands in obvious surrender. “Fine, we’ll indulge your bloodlust and help you. Are we going or what?”


  “We are,” Kova adjusted the broadsword balanced over her shoulder. She gave a dark and honestly terrifying grin. “It’s been a good while since I’ve gotten to battle wendigoes. I kind of miss it.” She turned and strode from the room. “Don’t fall behind.”


  “We’re not,” Laetatia muttered, following after Kova. “And we’re not your minor gods, Kova. Don’t give us orders.”


  Kova said something in retort, probably a death threat of some kind, but at that point, she was too far away for me to hear her. Itazura stopped in the doorway, looking back at my hiding spot. I could see the concern in his gaze. He must have figured it out, too.


  My friends were in the prison attacked by these wendigoes. I didn’t know what these mysterious creatures were capable of, but whatever it was, my friends were in grave danger.


  Or worse, they were already dead.


  Itazura stared at me for a good five seconds but at an irritated command from Kova that I couldn’t make out, he hurried from the room.


  For a while, I just sat in the cabinets, completely forgetting Kova had gone and I could come out. I could only stare at the dark wood of the doors, blank faced. My mind whirled with questions.


  What’s a wendigo? Why are twenty-five of them so bad? Are they like shape shifters? Did they kill everyone in the prison?


  Are Sylvia, Parker, and Sid gone?


  Did I fail again?


  “No. I can’t have failed. They’re going to be fine. I made this damn pact to save them, so I’m going to save them.”


  With this promise burning on my lips, I kicked the cabinet doors open and scrambled out. I touched the button on my left arm just below my wrist and my newly installed blade shot into view.


  Whatever these wendigoes were, I hoped they were vulnerable to the taste of steel.


  Because if one of them so much as touched my friends, I would destroy every last one of them by myself, no gods required.
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  [image: L]ooking back on it, I probably should have considered the possible repercussions of charging into battle with a tribe of creatures I had never seen or heard of before in my life. After all, they were so bad it took three gods to take down one tribe. Not to mention, there was that little issue of me being in a pact with Itazura and if I happened to die, I could cause the end of the world as we knew it.


  That seems to be a trend with my life, actually. Looking back on all the things I should have mulled over before charging in like an impulsive moron. No wonder Itazura didn’t think I could persuade the knowledge twins to come over to our side. I was as logical and contemplative as . . . well, Itazura himself.


  The closer I got to the western half of Fortuna, the more chaotic the streets became. It seemed as if people were trying to run away from something, crawling over each other to escape. They squeezed through alleys and stumbled around abandoned carriages, heedless of anyone but themselves. But the thicker the crowd became, the faster I ran.


  At one point a short, balding man caught my arm and tried to stop me, “You can’t go that way! Strange things are about. Evil things. You must turn back.”


  “Thanks for the concern, but I’m not going anywhere.” I jerked my arm from his grasp and kept on running.


  My lungs were nearly burned out by the time the time I reached the intersection of West Street and Vigil Boulevard, and the landscape had changed immensely as well. Usually this intersection was quite busy, filled with automated carriages, crowds of busy people, and even caravans. This was the only section of the middle sector that allowed the nomads to sell their wares. Now their carts were overturned and their tents collapsed. A thin layer of pocket watches, pendants, and other trinkets littered the cobblestone streets. Many of the goods had been trampled and ruined in the previous commotion.


  The silence scared me the most. The voices of the crowds had long faded from the area and only the faint lull of the crisp wind as it ruffled my hair filled the streets remained. There wasn’t another person in the vicinity.


  I couldn’t help but rest my right hand over the button on my wrist, just for precaution’s sake. When I had regained my breath and my legs no longer felt like jelly, I hurried on, this time at a brisk walk. Shattered pocket watches crunched under my leather boots. The splintering of already shattered glass echoed through the silence, rattling my nerves.


  I walked for two minutes without running across anyone. No guards, no civilians, and no evil creatures. Then, a new sound joined the crunching of my footsteps.


  ‘Ping’


  I stopped and looked around, searching for the source of the sound. I still didn’t see anyone on the streets. Maybe something had fallen over. I took a slow, hesitant step forward.


  ‘Ping.’


  I stopped. No, it wasn’t the sound of something falling. It was the sound of something striking a hollow, metal object. Sort of like the sound a knife made when it bounced off the helmet of a vigilant guard.


  ‘Ping.’


  An annoying sound too. In normal circumstances, it would be easy to ignore but in the crushing silence, my nerves tingled each time the sound echoed through the streets.


  ‘Ping.’


  The noise sounded almost rhythmic in nature, like the slow ticking of a clock. The intervals between “pings” never grew longer or shorter. I counted twelve beats in between each sound. Twelve beats; twelve gods.


  Ping.


  I continued forward, cautiously, keeping my arm out in front of me in case I had to block an attack. I walked, unconsciously, in the exact same rhythm of the noise. I took twelve steps in between each hollow, metallic sound.


  Ping.


  The sound grew louder. Slowly I rounded the corner, praying silently to all of the gods—yes, even Meroquio—that nothing would catch me off guard. If anything so much as moved, I might’ve had a heart attack.


  Ping.


  The sound echoed from my left. I turned, though I almost didn’t want to, searching for the source.


  Ping.


  I exhaled, annoyed I had been so nervous. It was only a child, a little girl, sitting on the side of the road. She crouched over what looked like the dented helmet of a vigilant guard. Her stringy brown hair fell like a curtain in front of her face, obscuring it from view, but by her dirty, travel worn clothes and sun-tanned skin, I guessed she was a nomad child.


  Ping.


  The girl held a small metal rod in her hand and she appeared to be entertaining herself by striking the helmet in front of her over and over again. Why? Why wasn’t she running like everyone else? Perhaps she was in shock. Her parents must have left her behind in the chaos.


  I took a step forward, but stopped as she struck the helmet again. Now, her beats seemed to be speeding up. She waited only four counts before striking the helmet again.


  Ping.


  Ping.


  Then she waited only two beats.


  Ping.


  Ping.


  One beat.


  Ping.


  Ping.


  Until at last, she didn’t pause at all. She struck the helmet over and over again, as if counting the seconds with the sound.


  Ping, ping, ping, PING.


  The final strike rang loudest and reverberated through the empty streets like a gunshot. Despite the girl’s age, something about the steady noise still set me on edge. I did not take my hand off the button on my arm.


  The girl laid her metal rod aside and I took this as a chance to try to talk with her.


  “Are you lost?” I asked.


  She didn’t reply. She didn’t even look at me. A soft breeze past between us, ruffling her stringy hair in time with mine.


  “It’s all right, I’m not going to hurt you,” I said taking a step forward. “My name is Janet. I’m a good person.”


  “Good person.” The girl repeated, though she still did not turn. “You are good? Do you want . . . to play with me?”


  “I think we should get out of here first,” I said, taking another cautious step forward. I didn’t want to advance to quickly or I might upset the girl more.


  “But I want to play.”


  The girl finally turned to look at me. I froze in place.


  Until now, I couldn’t describe exactly what unnerved me about the girl outside of her strange hobby of hitting metal helmets with steel rods. But as soon as she met my eyes, I could put words to my caution. Her eyes were not the eyes of a child. They were calm, unblinking, and completely inhuman.


  They were like the eyes of a corpse.


  As soon our eyes met, I knew this child wasn’t scared. Or in shock. I didn’t know what she was, but her mere gaze made me take a step back.


  “Play.” The girl repeated, standing slowly to her feet. She swayed on her thin, little legs as if she’d only just started walking a few days ago, but she did not fall to the ground. She turned to face me, neck bent at an odd angle, her stringy hair dipping in front of her face. “I want to play now.”


  “Actually, I’m kind of busy.” I took another step back. “Maybe another time.”


  The girls eyes flashed, “No, we play now!”


  Then she lunged for me, and I got the feeling her favorite kind of play had nothing to do with dolls or dented vigilant helmets.


  I leaped out of the way just in time to avoid the child as she moved through the air with the speed of a bullet. My body smacked the cobblestone; I rolled and skidded to a stop in a crouch a few feet away, slicing my knees on bits of broken glass in the process. The girl tumbled head over the heels through the air, careening face first toward the ground. But before she could complete her fall, a sudden gust of wind whipped past us, tossing my hair every which way. I watched in amazement as the girl used the gust to right herself in midair. She flailed like a broken doll before she steadied herself and landed softly on her two feet. She turned to face me again. Oh gods. Oh gods, this was bad.


  “I want to play now.” She demanded, a feral grin creeping over face. Pointed teeth gleamed from beneath her curled lips, so similar to that of a certain shape shifter assassin.


  This time when the girl lunged for my throat, I was prepared. I slammed my hand against the button on my wrist and my new blade shot out just in time to skewer the girl through the chest. She jerked, but she did not scream or cry out. For a beat, she just hung there, limp on my blade, arms swaying back in forth like bony pendulums. I almost breathed a sigh of relief.


  Until the girl reared back her head, jerked forward and sank her teeth into my flesh shoulder. I cried out in pain and threw my arm out to the side. The strength of my steel arm tore the girl free of my shoulder, though she took bits of my flesh and blood with her. She went flying across the street.


  But the girl just wouldn’t fall. The gust of wind returned and balanced her in midair, as if she were a mere puppet. I was getting really tired of facing enemies who had the uncanny ability to avoid pain.


  The girl’s head lolled to the side as she studied me. Her tongue darted out to lick the blood–my blood–from her jaw. The bloody hole in her chest remained, but she didn’t seem too bothered.


  “Humans,” the girl sighed. “Taste so good. I want more souls to eat. May I have yours?”


  “Not in a million years,” I muttered, raising my blade arm and trying to ignore the burning pain in my shoulder.


  “I want it.” The girl’s eyes flashed again and she shot through the air. This time she rammed straight into my stomach sending my flying backwards. I slid several feet over the ground, over broken glass and scattered objects until I came to a stop. The girl crouched over me, eyes wide and gleaming with bloody glee. Her sharp-toothed smile spread so wide it nearly split her face in two.


  “I want to eat.” She hissed, grabbing my steel wrist and pinning it against the ground when I tried to move it.


  “Damn it!” I screamed, half in terror and half in complete frustration. “Get off me!”


  Then, something quite amazing happened. At the moment I screamed, another gust of wind swept down the street in a curtain of cool air. It coasted over me like a trickle of water. The sound filled my ears along with whispers. Whispers in some foreign language. I couldn’t identify the source but the girl cocked her head to the side, as if listening.


  Then, slowly, she rose to her feet, her bony fingers leaving my wrists. Her image seemed to shimmer as she did, as if she wasn’t as solid as I thought. Almost . . . transparent. She stared at me, her gaze dead calm once again. Then she turned and staggered off down the street, swaying unsteadily with every step she took.


  I exhaled and let my head drop back against the pavement. With the adrenaline fading, I became more aware of the pain. My backside burned with multiple cuts and bruises and bits glass had embedded themselves in my flesh. My shoulder burned from the bite and my entire body ached, particularly my head, which had been slammed into too many hard surfaces lately, and my mid-section. Each breath, even the shallowest inhale, tore through me like a knife’s blade. I definitely had a broken rib. Maybe two or three. Damn it all, why hadn’t I remembered Laetatia’s gear? Then I could have gotten back to the tavern. As it was, moving sounded like a terrible idea so I just stared up at the sky, watching grey clouds drift lazily across my vision.


  If I died here, I was going to be so pissed with myself.


  “There’s another one!” Laetatia called from somewhere far away. I could have laughed. Thank the gods, the gods were here. “A wendigo going down the street. You see her?”


  “I’ve got this one.” Kova rasped back. I heard the rapid clap of leather soles on cobblestone and the clink of armor as the war goddess ran by me, so quickly a breeze rustled my hair. If she had stepped on me with one of her steel clad boots, she would have crushed me like an ant.


  “That has to be the last of them,” Itazura said. “Damn, these abominations are annoying.”


  “Itazura,” I tried to call out to him but my voice barely moved above a whisper. It hurt too much to add volume to my voice and the less I tried to breathe, the better.


  “I agree,” Laetatia said. Their voices drew nearer. “Luckily, Kova is taking care of most of them. We’re just back up.”


  “I don’t like being her back up,” Itazura said. “I don’t like her.”


  “Well, she doesn’t like you either, so I guess you’re even,” Laetatia said. Something snapped under her foot and she sighed. “What a mess. Everyone just abandoned the streets.”


  “Humans have good survival instincts,” Itazura replied.


  I resist the urge to groan in frustration—since I didn’t want to inflict pain on myself—at their obliviousness to my presence, and I raised my steel arm, the only part of my body that didn’t hurt right now.


  The flash of movement must have caught Laetatia’s eye because she gasped. “Oh, great Abyss.”


  Their footsteps quickened and a second later, Itazura knelt over me, his face as panicked as I’d ever seen it, “Janet, can you hear me?”


  “No worries, I’m alive,” I muttered.


  “Barely,” Itazura’s gaze drifted down my cut up, bruised body. “What are you doing here, little human? Didn’t I say to stay where you were?”


  “You just told me to stay in the cabinets until Kova left,” I said childishly. “She did, so I came after you.”


  “What possessed you to do that?” Laetatia asked.


  “Because, I–Ah!” I winced as pain shot through my torso and shut my eyes as they watered with pain. “Sh-shit.”


  “Easy, little human. Don’t move,” Itazura said, placing a hand over my shoulder to hold me steady. “Where’s the pain?”


  “Everywhere.” I mumbled.


  “I mean, where is it the most intense?” Itazura asked.


  “Rib cage,” I said. “B-broken ribs I think. Not to mention the bite she took out of my shoulder–Ah!” I jerked as Itazura’s fingers brushed against my rib cage.


  “It’s okay,” he murmured, not removing his hand. “Just stay still.”


  “Not a good idea, Itazura.” Laetatia warned.


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “He can’t afford to heal you right now. That only adds fuel to the fire,” Laetatia said.


  “It’ll be fine, Laetatia,” Itazura said.


  “Given how many near death experiences she’s had in the past twenty-four hours?” Laetatia said. “I’d say it’s a risk you can’t take.”


  “Why is it a risk?” I asked. “He did it before.”


  “You did what?” Laetatia glared at Itazura.


  “He’d almost cut her fingers clean off. I didn’t have a choice.”


  “Well, you do have a choice now. It’s broken ribs. She’ll live.”


  “And what if she gets into another near death experience? How is she going to fight if that happens?” Itazura snapped.


  “Will someone tell me why he’s taking such a risk?” I demanded, but I immediately regretted raising my voice. Another bolt of pain shot through my middle with the force of a bullet and I cringed. “Ow! D-damn it.”


  “Easy,” Itazura said, squeezing my shoulder gently. “I know you like to shout, little thief, but that’s not such a good idea at the moment.”


  “Then answer my damn questions.” I hissed, taking shorter shallow breaths.


  “Gods aren’t meant to heal humans.” Laetatia told me. “Our power is for ourselves. When we heal a human, we transfer a section of our power into that human. Just a little bit usually, but when a pact is made between a god and a human, the transfer of power amplifies.” She looked back at Itazura. “He’s just risking his power even more than before.”


  “You seem to be making all sorts of stupid decisions lately.” My eyes narrowed but I had little energy behind my glare.


  Itazura’s mouth twitched. “This coming from the girl who decided to fight a wendigo? You’re lucky to be alive, you know.”


  Lucky wasn’t even the right word for it. I shouldn’t be alive. The girl, or wendigo, had me. She could have easily killed me. But the gust of wind . . . the whispers. . . .


  “Hey! Laetatia! Itazura!” Kova’s raspy voice echoed from down the street. “Where in the Abyss have you two gone off to?”


  “Shit.” Itazura muttered. He waved his hand at Laetatia. “You distract Kova. I’ll get Janet back to the tavern. Think you can handle our favorite hellion?”


  “I’m the goddess of wild parties and their drunken attendees,” Laetatia said. “I can handle just about anything.” With that, she rose to her feet and hurried off to meet Kova.


  “I want to sleep,” I murmured as my head lolled to the side. My cheek rested against the rough stone, as soft as any pillow to me in that moment.


  “You’ll be able to in a minute,” Itazura said. “I’m going to have to pick you up Janet.”


  “Hmm,” I replied eloquently, focusing on an open pocket watch a few feet away. It still ticked faintly, undamaged by the chaos. Lucky bastard.


  “It’s going to hurt. Just try not to scream.” Slowly, Itazura slipped one arm under my legs and another under my shoulders. Then he lifted me. I gritted my teeth and threw my head against his shoulder. I wanted so badly to let out a cry but I managed to lower the sound to a soft whimper of pain.


  “You all right?” Itazura asked.


  “Not the first word I’d use,” I muttered.


  “Still making snide comments.” Itazura shook his head as he started walking. His footsteps were light but every time he took a step forward, my body jostled enough to cause extreme pain.


  I grunted.


  “What’s wrong?” Itazura asked.


  “Besides the obvious?” I asked. “Your footsteps are slowly killing me.”


  “I can remedy that,” Itazura said and suddenly I could no longer feel his footsteps, even though we were still moving. I twisted my head to the side to look down. He had levitated a few inches off the ground.


  “Much better,” I murmured, letting my head rest back against his shoulder.


  Itazura laughed. That was the last sound I registered before I drifted off into a restless sleep.
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[image: Chapter Fifteen]


  [image: I]dreamed I was back in the underground prison, locked in the cell with my friends. The details of the horrid place came back to me with unnatural clarity. The light of the torches dancing on the wall. The cool, damp air. Even the stench. My friends were scattered about the cell. Sid sat slumped against the wall, Parker lay flat on his back and Sylvia huddled in a corner, shivering, arms wrapped around herself as if trying to keep warm.


  They didn’t look like themselves. Their eyes were sunken in and their cheeks sallow. Sylvia’s once silvery blonde hair had a dull, grey hue. And Parker’s lifeless eyes could have belonged to a completely different person. Even Sid, who never showed emotion in the first place, seemed worn out and miserable.


  It was as if they had been in their cell for years, even though it had only been a few days. Already they were wasting away like the other, older prisoners. It was all my fault. I landed them there and I had left them.


  “Janet,” Sylvia muttered. She pushed herself, with shaking arms, onto her hands and knees. Her dull hair fell in a curtain in front of her face. “Where are you?”


  “I’m coming,” I croaked. “For all of you. I promise I didn’t abandon you. I would never do that.”


  “Why not? You always act annoyed with me.” Parker said, raising his head to look at me. “Do you wish you hadn’t saved me? If you had never gone into that building you wouldn’t feel so guilty.”


  “N-no. I don’t regret it! Of course not.”


  “You would still have your arm.” Parker murmured. The monotone in his voice was frighteningly foreign to me. “You wouldn’t have to worry about us. You could just worry about yourself.”


  “That’s not true.” I shook my head. “I don’t want that.”


  “Then why did you leave?” Sid asked.


  My eyes widened. Sid never spoke much, and when he did, he was usually calm and collected. Now his tone was hard and cold as ice. “To avoid your guilt, right? You want to erase your mistakes like they never happened.”


  “No, that’s not it,” I said hoarsely.


  “Of course it is.” Sylvia’s head flopped to the side as she stared at me. The grey of her irises seemed to roll like storm clouds. “But it’s too late. You already failed. Janet. You failed us. If you really cared, you wouldn’t have run from Meroquio. You would have done anything.” She crawled forward. “You promised, Janet. You promised me.” A noose of guilt tightened around my throat, almost choking off my breath. She looked up at me through her bangs, her smile bitter and so unlike Sylvia. “You didn’t keep your promise,” she hissed.


  “I-I know. I know,” I whispered.


  Down the hall, a door slammed open and a sudden rush of wind filled the caverns of the prison, whipping my hair about my face. I heard screams from the other prisoners a few cells away. When the wind died down, a fifth person stood in the center of our cell. The girl. The wendigo from earlier. Her sharp teeth flashed as she grinned, her eyes gleaming blood red.


  “Play!” she cried, throwing herself at Sylvia.


  I wanted to move. I wanted to stand in the wendigo’s way and run her through with the blade on my arm. But all too often, you can’t do what you wish you could in dreams. I could only stare. Frozen. Silent.


  Useless.


  I watched them all fall. Every one of my friends fell beneath the sharp teeth and strong grip of the girl. They weren’t in the position to fight back in their sickly state. I wanted to scream for someone. Anyone. But the noise was trapped in my throat. At last, the wendigo rose from Sid’s body and turned to look at me.


  “Too late.” She sang in that childlike voice. Then she lunged at me.


  My body unfroze and I unleashed the blade in my arm, just in time to run the girl through as she soared through the air. As soon as the blade point sank into her stomach, her image shimmered.


  Suddenly, the wendigo girl no longer hung on my blade. The girl from the fire . . . The girl I had abandoned to die in the flames. She stared at me with terrified eyes as blood trickled down the corner of her mouth.


  “Why didn’t you help me?” she whimpered. “Janet. Why did you push me away?”


  “I didn’t mean to.” I tried to shake the body off of my blade but she stayed lodged on, staring me in the face. I couldn’t drop the blade either. It was fused my arm. Fused to me.


  “Too late,” the girl said. “Always too late. You’re always too late.”


  “I’m sorry!” I screeched, squeezing my eyes shut.


  A high-pitched giggle reached my ears and I opened my eyes to see the girl from the fire had once again morphed into the wendigo. She seized me by the throat, squeezing her bony fingers around my neck and choking off my air.


  “Too late.” She cackled.


  “Janet!” another voice called out to me. It seemed much further away and it didn’t quite register. I was trapped in the burning of my lungs. The pressure around my throat. The leaden guilt in my heart.


  Always too late.


  “Wake up, Janet!”


  The scene faded to blackness and I became aware of a stabbing pain in my midsection. I woke up abruptly on the couch in Laetatia’s back room, hacking so violently it felt like my abdomen might explode. My back arched as the coughs racked my body and something, maybe saliva, flew from my mouth.


  “Janet.” Itazura knelt over me, his face even more panicked than it had been when he found me sprawled across the road a few hours ago. Or was it days ago? I had no idea. “Great Abyss.”


  “It’s f-fine.” I hissed between coughs.


  “Fine? This is fine?” Itazura held up the thin sheet he must have covered me with. Something stained the white surface. Something red.


  Blood.


  “Is that . . . from me?” I gasped out.


  “Yeah.” Itazura muttered. “Damn it.” He placed a hand against my heaving torso.


  “W-wait! Don’t,” I said. “I’ll be all right. You can’t risk your power anymore. L-leave it.”


  “If you’re bleeding from the inside, it’s only a matter of time before it kills you. Then I’ll lose half of my power anyway,” Itazura said.


  I tried to get up but he gripped my shoulder and pushed me back against the sofa.


  “For the love of all the gods, Janet, stay still. You’re only hurting yourself more.” He squeezed my shoulder, hard enough to make the wendigo’s bite burn. “Don’t. Move.”


  We both seemed to take that advice because we both went very still, staring at each other. His gaze was insistent. Worried even. Was he actually worried for me?


  At last, I released a painful breath and shut my eyes. “Fine.” I spit out. “Idiot.”


  “Thank you.” Itazura settled a hand over my ribs. His touch brought pain only for a few seconds, but when a familiar blue light flashed from his palm, my agony slowly drained from my body. I could inhale without wanting to die. The pain simply melted away, like the wax of a tiny candle. Within a minute, it had disappeared altogether, minus the soreness in my muscles and the burning in my back from the glass shards. My head had stopped aching too and I could think a little more clearly.


  Exhausted I collapsed against the pillow, drawing in deep, beautiful gulps of air.


  “Better?” Itazura asked. His smile seemed wearier than usual.


  “Yes.” I nodded weakly. “Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it,” Itazura said, fiddling with one of his pocket watches—the broken one—again. The cracked surface flashed in the dim light.


  “It’s broken,” I murmured.


  “What? Oh, yes.” Itazura had looked down at the trinket as if he had just noticed the flaw. “It is.”


  “Then why do you keep it?” I asked. “You’re always playing with it. Why keep a broken pocket watch? Can’t you afford ones that work?”


  “I see working clocks all day every day,” Itazura said after a pause. “It’s a change of pace, you know? Mischief always likes a change of pace.” He stowed the watch back in his jacket pocket. I sensed he was hiding something but I was too tired to ask.


  “How are you feeling, little thief?” he asked, changing the subject.


  “I’m not dying,” I said. “In fact, if it wasn’t for the glass stuck in my back I’d be feeling pretty wonderful right about now.”


  “Glass?” Itazura’s eyebrows shot up. “Exactly how did you manage to get glass stuck in your back?”


  “The wendigo plowed me through a bunch of broken pocket watches,” I ran a hand through my hair. “Scratched it up pretty good. If I had been wearing one of my usual jackets I would have been fine but since I kind of charged off without thinking. . . .”


  “You weren’t,” Itazura finished. “Roll over, little human.”


  I shot him a suspicious glance. “The scratches on my back aren’t deadly. You don’t need to heal them. You only get to heal ribs and vital organs.”


  Itazura rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to heal your back. That would be a waste of my energy. I’m not an idiot, no matter what you might believe.”


  “So what are you planning to do?” I asked warily.


  “I’m going to get the pieces of glass out of your back,” Itazura said. “I hear untreated cuts from glass can lead to a nasty infection. It’s probably best you get the shards out before the skin grows over them. Roll over.”


  I grunted. “Is this going to be painful?”


  “Next to getting your fingers nearly sliced off and having half your rib cage broken? Not really,” Itazura said.


  I sighed and obeyed. My muscles groaned in protest at this movement and I winced as the texture of the couch grated against the tiny glass shards stuck in my back but the pain abated when I rested on my stomach. Itazura’s fingers brushed the edge of my shirt and I tensed.


  “Wait,” I said.


  “What?” he asked.


  “Before you lift up my shirt,” I muttered. “Tell me this. Can I trust you not to do anything . . . bad?”


  “That’s a very poorly worded, vague question,” Itazura said. “Being the god of all things mischievous and untrustworthy, trust is something I can never exactly guarantee. Try being a bit more specific.”


  I exhaled, “Can I trust you not to try anything with me while you’re doing this?”


  “Is my name Meroquio? Of course I’m not going to try anything with you,” Itazura said. “Quite frankly, little human, you’re scratched up, bruised, covered in blood and very grumpy. None of those traits pique my interests. Does that answer your question?”


  I exhaled and forced myself to relax again. “Guess so.” A brief silence filled the room before I said. “But just in case you do–”


  “You won’t hesitate to pummel me multiple times with your left fist, I know.” Itazura shook his head. “Janet. Relax.”


  “Sorry.” I rested my cheek against the cushions. “Carry on.”


  “Thank you.” Itazura slowly lifted up my torn shirt, moving it carefully so as not to irritate my skin any more.


  He whistled. “That’s a lot of glass. No wonder your shirt got torn up.”


  “That bad?” I asked weakly.


  “Worse,” Itazura said. “Hold on. I think Laetatia keeps tweezers in this room for occasions such as these.”


  I watched him as he flitted across the room to the private bar and began shuffling through the cabinets. “Mind if I ask why Laetatia would need tweezers?”


  “Drunk people break glasses.” Itazura shrugged. “And they fall a lot. Add broken glass to a large crowd of rowdy, clumsy people and you get a nasty combination. Ah ha!” He drew out a shiny pair of tweezers from the drawer. “Anyway, Laetatia is the Goddess of Festivities. As such she keeps tools for all sorts of bizarre situations and injuries.”


  “Thank you, Laetatia,” I murmured.


  Once Itazura located a bowl for the glass pieces, he set to work. He moved nimbly, causing as little pain as possible given the situation. But that didn’t keep me from cursing every time he plucked a piece from my back.


  “I hate my life,” I muttered into the pillows of the couch after Itazura extracted a particularly large piece of glass and placed it in the bowl with a clink.


  “It could be worse,” Itazura said. “You could be dead. Then you wouldn’t have a life to complain about at all.”


  “Somehow I think that would be an improvement,” I said.


  We were silent for a long while, except for my grunts of pain. Without conversation to distract me, memories of my dream slipped back in. Funny, it played through my head more like a bad memory than an actual dream. Every detail seemed so fresh. The words. The sensations. I touched my neck where the girl had wrapped her fingers around my throat and squeezed.


  Too late.


  Always too late.


  And maybe it was. If the wendigoes had raided the prison then my friends. . . .


  “What’s wrong, little human?” Itazura asked.


  “Nothing,” I mumbled.


  “Then why are you crying?” Itazura asked.


  “What?” I glowered at him. “I am not crying.”


  “I would check again, because I think you are,” Itazura said.


  He had to be messing with me. I wouldn’t cry in front of him. I–I touched my face just below my eye. Wetness dampened my fingertips. “Oh gods, I am.”


  “I know,” Itazura said. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing,” I croaked. “Just in pain, that’s all.”


  “Little human, in the time I’ve known you you’ve been kicked half to death by a shape shifter, you’ve almost lost your fingers, you’ve broken part of your rib cage, and you’ve had a killer hangover that would put some gods out of commission. All of those things are far more painful than what you are experiencing right now,” Itazura said. “But you never cried. You don’t cry at pain. The only time I’ve seen you tear up is after your encounter with Meroquio. And you weren’t crying because of pain. Not physical at least.”


  “Since when did you become so observant?” I murmured after a pause. And how had he noticed me crying in the middle of the rain? I had surely turned away before the tears started.


  “I’ve lived amongst humans for a while. I’m good at figuring out how they work in a short amount of time.” Itazura shrugged. I flinched as he plucked another shard of glass from my back. “So?”


  “So what?”


  “You didn’t answer my question. Why are you crying?”


  I exhaled, pressing my cheek against the couch cushions as if I could hide my tears in the comfortable surface. A few days ago, when I first met Itazura, I would have snapped at him and told him it was none of his business. But right now, I didn’t have the energy to put on a tough face.


  “Kova said the wendigo hoard picked up a meal of souls when they went through the prison,” I said, instead of giving him a straight answer. “What did she mean?”


  “Do you not know what a wendigo is?” Itazura asked.


  “Not really, no,” I said. “I know I fought one today, but I’m not exactly clear on what she was. She seemed as if she could control wind, or something. And even though she was in human shape she looked. . . .”


  “Not entirely solid?” Itazura finished for me.


  “More or less,” I said.


  “That’s because wendigoes were first created by the master of winds. Autumn, the Elder God. He was the most chaotic of those four,” Itazura said. “He created the wendigoes for a bit of fun, because he didn’t relate to the ways of humans. After all, weather and seasons go on, even when humans do not exist. Wendigoes were more to his liking.”


  “And what do they do?” I asked. “They eat people?”


  “Not exactly,” Itazura paused with his tweezers. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glance of his heavy expression. He seemed to be trying to find the best words to minimize my likely strong reaction. “They dine on human souls. Not their bodies.” He rubbed a hand nervously over the back of his head. “Basically, since the soul is what moves on into one of the realms of afterlife–Paradise, the Abyss or Purgatory–the wendigo keeps the human it consumes from moving on. It traps the soul in an eternity of torment surrounded by other souls as it is slowly driven insane.”


  I guess Itazura pretty much gave up on finding the best words, because his explanation was probably the worst possible thing I could hear. My throat closed up. The invisible noose returned, but this time it wasn’t a dream. More tears sprang to my eyes, the beginnings of a flood I couldn’t stop.


  “Then . . . when they went through the prison, my friends were–”


  “I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion so soon,” Itazura said.


  “Why not?” My voice cracked. “It seems pretty obvious. My friends were trapped in a cell with no weapons. If one of those creatures found them, they wouldn’t be able to run or fight back.” Hysteria started to take hold and my flood kept coming, much to my horror. I could count on two hands how many times I had cried in my life and yet in the last two days, I had cried twice. Both in front of the damn God of Mischief. “They’re gone. One of those things ate their souls and now they’re suffering because of me.”


  “Janet.”


  “If I had acted faster, or given in to Meroquio or something, then maybe they would be alive. But I didn’t. And now they’re all suffering because of me, because I couldn’t save them.”


  “Janet, stop,” Itazura said, but I kept going like he hadn’t spoken at all.


  “You said the clock wasn’t ticking on them. That they would be fine. ‘They aren’t in a burning building, little human,’ that’s what you told me.”


  My fingers dug into the cushions. I wanted to rip them apart. I wanted to rip something other than my heart apart. “Well, they were on a ticking clock and I failed them. Just like I failed before. Just like I’ve always failed. I’m–”


  “Janet, shut up.” Itazura snapped, gripping my shoulder hard enough to make me wince. The words died in my throat at his hard tone. I’d never heard him speak in such a severe voice. “Great Abyss, I hate it when you humans do this. You go over all the things you should have done in your head as if somehow that will make things any better.


  “I may not believe our world is completely governed by fate in time but I do know this about the clock. It can’t be turned back. Not by guilt. Not by anger. Not by placing blame. Not by cursing or wishing or wallowing around in our sorrow. Time keeps on going. And it’s cruel, but you can’t do a damn thing about it. Even the gods can’t turn back time.”


  I turned my head into the cushion, as if I could block out his words but he jerked my shoulder.


  “Janet, look at me.” Slowly I turned my head and found Itazura kneeling beside the couch looking straight into my eyes. “Whatever happened to your friends isn’t your fault. You couldn’t have protected them. And even if you had persuaded Meroquio, the word wouldn’t have gotten out in time. I said I would release them after the majority of the human race found out about this.


  “Rumors take time. If I had known this would happen. . . .” He trailed off, shaking his head. “Look, if you want to blame someone, if that really makes you feel better, you might as well blame me.


  “Isn’t that what a lot of humans do when they’re angry? Blame the gods.” He looked back at me. “Just don’t blame yourself. It really gets under my skin. This wasn’t your fault. This happened because of circumstances a whole lot bigger than you. More than you can even understand.”


  “I know it’s bigger than me,” I murmured. “That’s why I can’t understand why you would go to me. Why not someone else? Anyone else?”


  “It doesn’t matter why I chose you,” Itazura said. “But I wouldn’t have if I didn’t think you would succeed. I’m sorry about what happened to your friends along the way. I didn’t want them to be hurt. Do you trust me on that?”


  I laughed weakly. “Trust the God of Mischief?”


  Itazura’s mouth twitched. “I don’t lie all the time, little human, as fun as it is.” He reached out and grasped a strand of my hair between his fingers, twirling it absently. “And I’m trying not to lie to you.”


  I bit my lip and closed my eyes as more tears threatened to spill over. “I just wish–”


  “I know.” Itazura murmured. “Don’t devote your wishes to the past, Janet. Those never come true. The future comes with so many more possibilities.” He shrugged. “Besides, they could have survived. There would have been a commotion. The vigilants wouldn’t be concerned with the prisoners. They could be all right.”


  “Do you really believe that?” I stared up at him.


  “There’s always a possibility,” Itazura said slowly. “But whatever the case . . . don’t blame this on yourself anymore. Blame me if you have to.”


  “I can’t blame you,” I muttered. “Even though I wish I could. You’re making it difficult.”


  “Really? How so?” Itazura asked.


  “You’ve sort of saved my life twice. I wouldn’t be very grateful if I blamed you for this now.”


  “True, but that hasn’t stopped you from verbally abusing me every chance you get,” Itazura said.


  “You ask for it,” I countered.


  He chuckled and let my strand of hair fall from his fingers. “Perhaps I do.” For a moment, we just stared at each other again. And maybe it was my imagination, but his face seemed to drift a little closer to mine. A strange gleam lit his eyes, something I couldn’t name. My mind had gone startlingly blank.


  After what seemed like an eternity, Itazura stood abruptly. “We should probably get the rest of this glass out of your back.”


  “Yeah.” I released a breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding. “Good idea.”


  We didn’t speak for the remainder of the night, an amazing feat considering how much we usually argued.


  I guess in that moment, nothing more needed to be said.
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[image: Chapter Sixteen]


  [image: I]woke the next morning to the feeling of a cool cloth dabbing against my still deep wounds. I flinched as the cloth pressed against a particularly nasty cut. “Ow.”


  “Good morning,” Laetatia said, cheerfully. “Itazura said that your back might need cleaning this morning, so he sent me to handle it.”


  “Thanks for the heads up,” I muttered.


  “You slept through it for quite a while,” Laetatia said. “I’ve been at this for five minutes and you’re just now waking up. Wendigo fights take it out of you, don’t they?” She cracked her neck as if yesterday’s ordeal had made her sore as well. “Though I guess you would be worse off if Itazura hadn’t healed your ribs.”


  I tensed. “Listen, I didn’t ask him to heal me. It just ended up being worse than we thought and he’s damn stubborn so–”


  Laetatia laughed, “Relax, I’ve already heard the explanation from Itazura. Funny, he started babbling too, when I found out. There, that should do it.” She rose from her perch on the edge of the couch, carrying the wet, slightly bloody cloth with her. “Since your injury could have killed you, I gave him a free pass. If you died, we’d be even worse off.” She turned to look at me, leaning back against the counter top of her private bar. “Of course if you hadn’t rushed off after us like an idiot, you wouldn’t have been in this situation in the first place.”


  “I know, I know. I’ve heard it from Itazura already.” I huffed.


  “I imagine. He was worried about you,” Laetatia said. “I haven’t seen him so concerned over a human in a long time. Itazura usually isn’t one to let many things bother him.”


  I shrugged, “I’m sort of the host of a portion of his power. I’m not surprised.”


  “Not just because of his power,” Laetatia said. “Think about it. If that was the only reason, he wouldn’t have risked it by making a pact with you in the first place.”


  “But why else would he care?” I yawned, sitting up on the couch.


  Laetatia’s eyes twinkled. “Because he cares about you.”


  I froze mid-stretch. “What now?”


  “Gods can grow to care about humans,” Laetatia said. “As more than just pawns or worshipers. It’s happened to nearly every god, outside of Mother and Father. And the Clockmaker of course. Even Cheveyo has cared for a few humans, and he’s usually much too fascinated with animals. That’s why gods sometimes have children with humans. Not because we want them. But because we get . . . carried away.”


  “Except for Meroquio,” I muttered. “He just lusts over them.”


  Laetatia’s mouth twitched. “Perhaps it’s hard for you to believe, but Meroquio used to fall in love with humans all the time. Real love. That is his domain after all.” She wove her fingers together. “But it was hard on him falling in love so many times. Humans kept on dying. Or leaving. It just became easier for him to turn to lust as opposed to real love. That way he can’t get hurt. And that’s why your gears didn’t mesh quite as well with him.” She scratched her chin. “Also, he’s not the only one who sleeps around. It’s a God thing. We get bored sometimes, you know?”


  “Uh . . . right.” I picked at the broken edge of a nail I had busted in my fight yesterday. “So you’ve . . . grown to care about humans before?”


  “I have,” she said. “Sometimes I grew to care about them as friends. As really good drinking buddies. Like the founder of this tavern here. This place has been standing for nearly two hundred years now and I helped the owner get it as a token of my friendship. That’s why I’m so welcome here.” She observed her fingernails. “Being the Goddess of Festivities and Merriment, I don’t usually enjoy more serious emotions like love. I like fun. So I didn’t often become truly infatuated with a human.”


  “But you have before,” I said.


  “I have.” She nodded. “Once quite recently too. Only twenty years ago. He came into this tavern, just like you and challenged me to a drinking competition. He held his liquor even better than you did. An incredible talent. He had guts and I admired that. But I didn’t think much of our encounter when he left the next day. Then he came back. He came back every time I stopped by the tavern, just to drink with me. Before I knew it, I started to look forward to his presence. I got worried if he came late or didn’t show up. Worried like one of Meroquio’s silly lovers.” She smiled fondly and shook her head. “I knew it was foolish to fall in love with a human, but the gods have a hard time explaining emotion. Even Viden and Kaval, the all-knowing twins, struggle with the concept. It’s . . . hard to grasp.”


  “Yeah, it is.” I murmured in agreement.


  “Anyway,” Laetatia bent down to get a glass from the cabinet and poured herself a drink. “We saw each other for three years afterward. Until the inevitable happened.” Laetatia downed her drink nearly in one gulp. “Has Itazura told you yet about the children of the gods?”


  “He says it can happen and you aren’t allowed to have contact with them if it does.” I raised an eyebrow. “Can female gods actually get . . . pregnant?”


  “If that’s what you want to call it,” Laetatia said. “It doesn’t exactly work the same way and I’m not going to get into the details. But either way it results in a child. The day I had that child, I had to sever all contact with the man. That’s the rule. If I tried to see him afterward, I’d risk running into the child. At least I could explain it to him when I gave him my daughter. He hasn’t been back to this tavern since.”


  She shrugged. “Sometimes I still look at the door even seventeen years later, and think he might waltz in and challenge me to a drinking competition.”


  “Do you know what happened to your daughter?” I asked.


  “Fortunately, she didn’t inherit any abnormal abilities. She just gained a great tolerance for drinking. Unusual but not strange enough to turn too many heads. I’ve seen her a few times since then, from a distance. She looks more like her father than me.” She poured herself yet another glass. “She has his silvery blonde hair and blue eyes. And his tolerance for alcohol.”


  “Silvery blonde hair. . . .” I whispered and my eyes widened. “S-Sylvia?”


  Laetatia stared at me. “Yes, that’s her name. How did you know?”


  I slumped against the couch in shock. “N-no way. Sylvia is your daughter.”


  Laetatia took a step forward. “You know Sylvia?”


  “Sylvia is my drinking buddy,” I whispered. “And she’s on my team.”


  “Your team,” Laetatia repeated. “The team in prison. The prison the wendigo hoard came through.”


  I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t even nod. I could only stare at her. Apparently, that was enough because the glass slipped from her hand.


  “Where is Itazura?” she hissed.


  Interestingly enough, Itazura chose that exact moment to enter. “I heard breaking glass what–”


  He didn’t get any further. Laetatia seized him by the collar and slammed him up against the door, closing it with a bang in the process.


  “You damn bastard!”


  “What did I do?” Itazura asked, eyes wide with surprise and a little fear as well.


  “You left my daughter in that damn prison when you broke your human out.” Laetatia growled, jamming her face close to his. The lights in the room flickered in time with her words and the floor seemed to shudder beneath my feet. “My daughter. Wendigoes just raided that prison, so what do you think happened to her?”


  “Wait, I’m confused. Why was your daughter in prison?” Itazura stared.


  Laetatia’s fists tightened on his collar. “Because she was on Janet’s team.”


  A wide range of expressions crossed Itazura’s face in the span of a few seconds. First confusion. Then astonished realization. Then pale-faced terror.


  “I didn’t know–how was I supposed to know she was your daughter?”


  “I told you about her.”


  “Yeah, you told me she had a good tolerance for alcohol and she looked like her father. I never got to see the girl drink anything and I never met your human lover. So, how could I tell?”


  Laetatia’s grip tightened on his collar and I worried she might go for his throat next. Itazura couldn’t have known about Sylvia, but at the same time, Laetatia sort of had the right to kill him.


  At last, she released his collar and took a step back. “Damn it. Damn it all to the deepest reaches of the Abyss,” she muttered, running a hand through her hair. “I should have kept better track of her.”


  “We’re not supposed to be involved in our children’s lives.” Itazura murmured. Now he just looked really guilty. “You couldn’t have–”


  “Involvement has nothing to do with it. I still should have kept an eye on her. She was one of the only children I ever had. Now her soul is probably trapped in some wendigo’s body.” Laetatia slumped against the wall. “Damn it.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, staring down at my clenched fists. “I never knew. Sylvia and I were really close. She was . . . my best friend.”


  “You liked her?” Laetatia asked dully.


  “Who wouldn’t?” I said. “I don’t think I ever saw her get truly angry. Annoyed maybe, but that’s it. And she’s an amazing thief. Smart, too. A strategist at heart. She tried to get us to run when she got caught in the trap at Amontillado’s temple. She thought it was the smarter option. And she didn’t want us to get hurt.” I swallowed. “She was willing to sacrifice herself for us.”


  “But you didn’t,” Laetatia said.


  I shook my head. “Never.”


  “Thank you then.” Laetatia forced herself to straighten, though she still looked unnaturally glum. “I guess if I could pick a good friend for my daughter, it would be you. No wonder I like you so much.”


  I flushed at her thanks. I didn’t deserve it. Why did people keep thanking me when I didn’t deserve it?


  “Maybe we killed the wendigo who took her,” Itazura said. “Her soul could have been released.”


  “Doubt it,” Laetatia said. “We didn’t even kill most of them. Half of them disappeared, probably running back to the abyss where they belong.”


  “But it could have been fine,” Itazura said.


  “Stop it with your damn optimism, Itazura, I’m not in the mood.” Laetatia nudged the pieces of broken glass on the floor with the toe of her high-heeled shoe. “I need something stronger, if you don’t mind.”


  Itazura stepped out of her way as she went for the door. She slammed the door shut with a force that made the tavern shake.


  Itazura stared at the door for a long time before looking at me, still wide-eyed. “I really had no idea.”


  “Neither did I. I shouldn’t have mentioned it at all but when she described her, I just couldn’t help but say her name. I don’t know any other girl who shares Sylvia’s looks and talent for drinking.” I looked at the door. “Will she be all right?”


  “Sure,” Itazura said, though he looked a bit unconvinced. “Even if it takes a while. The good thing about being a god is you have nothing but time. Everything becomes insignificant after a while.” He cocked his head to the side. “Out of curiosity, little human, how did the conversation come up?”


  “Um. . . .” I flushed and looked away as Laetatia’s words came back to me.


  I haven’t seen him so concerned over a human in a long time. Itazura usually isn’t one to let many things bother him.


  “Nothing,” I said. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “You’re sure?” Itazura got an annoying grin on his face and leaned over the edge of the couch. “Why is your face red?”


  “My face isn’t red,” I said. “And we have more important things to be worrying about.”


  Itazura sighed. “I suppose.” He pushed himself off the couch–away from me, thank gods. His proximity had made my face a little hotter than I wanted it. “It will be difficult to locate Kalite. She’s usually pretty shy around humans and I’m not sure where she is at this moment. But if we do a little investigation work–”


  “Actually,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you about that.”


  “About what?” Itazura said.


  “Something Laetatia said got me thinking.” I threaded my fingers together. “About the gods and what they can and can’t explain. She mentioned there are some things only the Clockmaker knows. I think there are also some things only humans can really know too.”


  “What are you getting at, little human?” Itazura asked.


  “I want to talk to the wisdom twins.”


  If Itazura had been drinking something, he would have spat it out. “Did you hit your head yesterday, little human?”


  I sighed. I didn’t expect encouragement, but it would be nice if Itazura expressed a little confidence in me. “No, I didn’t.”


  “Then please, enlighten me,” Itazura said. “What is your reasoning behind this decision?”


  “If we can persuade Viden and Kaval to hear us out, then we’ve won,” I explained. “Because everyone listens to and respects them. You and Laetatia . . . that’s questionable.”


  “For someone who expressed gratitude to me a few hours ago, you sure are keen on keeping up your usual insults.”


  “You two are the gods of mischief and merriment,” I pointed out. “Neither of those things are very serious. Don’t try to deny it.”


  “All right, point taken,” Itazura said. “But how do you plan on persuading them.”


  “Just trust me,” I said. “I can handle it.”


  “Right,” Itazura said. “Trust a thief who calls me their patron god?”


  “I don’t always lie, as fun as it is,” I countered.


  He raised an eyebrow. “You were more awake last night than you let on.”


  I shrugged. “So, can you trust me to handle this situation? I exceeded your expectations with Laetatia didn’t I?”


  Itazura ran a hand over the back of his head. “You did,” he said grudgingly. “But. . . .”


  “But what?” I asked.


  “You do realize that if Viden and Kaval find out I’m part of this, which they will, and they don’t agree with what you’ve said, they will tell Mother and Father. It’s a big risk.”


  “No more of a risk than the one you took making a pact with me,” I said evenly.


  Itazura stared at me a long time.


  I threw up my hands. “Ugh, look, I know I’ve damned up a lot lately. Maybe I’m not the best human for this job. I’ve almost died several times and I couldn’t get Meroquio on my side. But I can do this. Just take me to see them. Trust me. I trusted you when I made this pact. You owe me that much. Please.”


  After what seemed like an eternity of no response, Itazura exhaled. “Fine, I’ll entertain this. After all, one of the reasons I made this pact with you in the first place was because you’re interesting. Let’s see what you have planned, shall we?”


  I sighed with relief. “Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me yet,” Itazura said. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”


  I shrugged. “Seems to be a trend with my life lately. I’m getting used to the unexpected.”


  “Spoken like a true lover of mischief.” Itazura winked.


  I couldn’t help but grin in return, though heat filled my cheeks again. Among other unexpected things were the warm tingles in my chest whenever he looked at me like that.


  I guess at this point I just had to run with it.
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  [image: I]had only been to the center ring of Fortuna in the dead of night. That was the only time my team and I could sneak in to pull off our especially risky heists. Since our last heist on Amontillado’s temple hadn’t gone especially well, paranoia gripped me as I entered the center ring with Itazura.


  “If you keep on looking around like that you’re going to draw attention,” Itazura said without looking at me. “You need to master the art of being nonchalant.”


  “I am nonchalant,” I said. “I’ve just never been here during the day. People from the slums aren’t allowed to come here.”


  “You’re not from the slums,” Itazura said. “You’re a middle class dweller entering the center ring for reasons of business.”


  “I know my alibi thank you,” I grumbled.


  “Well then, start acting like you know it,” Itazura said. “Little human, if I’m going to trust you to convince the wisdom twins to help us spread the word, I have to trust you with blending in. It’s a basic quality of the mischievous. Doing questionable things while looking innocent.”


  “You don’t look innocent when you do mischievous things.” I pointed out.


  “Yes but I am a god and therefore I can do whatever I want,” Itazura countered.


  “Except for convincing other gods to side with you,” I muttered under my breath.


  “What was that, little human?”


  “Nothing.”


  The White Library was placed near the very center of Fortuna, where the buildings stretched several stories high and took all manners of strange shapes. That’s one of the best ways I can describe the center ring. Strangely shaped. The walls of buildings often ended up zigzagging or curving rather than just going straight up like any normal wall and the windows were nearly always triangles, circles or a strange combination of both.


  I suppose square windows weren’t eccentric enough for the rich residents. Even the clothing of those surrounding us took on a strange forms. Peculiar skirts jutting out in triangular figures, corsets shaped like steel hourglasses. How could this place exist in the same realm as the slums I had grown up in? In the slums, everyone valued practicality. This place strayed as far away from practical as possible.


  “I hate this place,” I muttered. “Hate the buildings. Hate the people. I’ll probably hate this stupid library.”


  “Well, I’d keep that to yourself if you meet the Wisdom twins,” Itazura said as we turned the corner. “But you can decide for yourself what you think of it.” He nodded ahead of us.


  I followed his gaze. And my jaw unhinged.


  The White Library itself stood before us, gleaming like a pearl amid gaudy jewelry. I had never seen such an extraordinary building in my life. The structure had elegance without being flashy and overstated. It may have been the simplest in structure in the entire center-ring. Its walls were straight and its roof was a typical pyramid shape.


  White columns made of marble stretched several stories high in the air, making me feel miniscule in comparison. Gold trimmed each wall and hundreds of figures and scenes were chiseled into the marble all over the building, at the top just under the roof, on the sides, on the columns themselves. I wasn’t even sure where to look. It was in no way boring. The door, two stories high and carved of ebony wood, still gave off a distinct scent, fresh as the forest to which it once belonged. It, too, was etched with scenes, but these seemed to be of people. Fifteen people in fact.


  “The Clockmaker is at the top.” Itazura pointed to the old man holding up a pocket watch. “Then Mother and Father below him. Then the rest of the twelve clockwork gods. See, they organize it just as we do, splitting us into three groups.” He pointed them out “The superior four, the semi-involved four and the involved four. Nice isn’t it?”


  “That’s the best word you can think of to describe it? Nice?” I asked, craning my neck to better see the designs. “It’s amazing.”


  “I guess if you’re into knowledge.” Itazura shrugged.


  “You don’t have to be into knowledge. I’m not. But I’ve never seen anything like this building. I mean, I’ve seen it during the nighttime but never clearly. It just looked like a huge building. But this is . . . it’s. . . .”


  “Well, well,” Itazura said. “It appears the little human is for once at a loss for words.”


  “If only that could happen to you,” I retorted.


  “No. I’m afraid you’re stuck with the beautiful sound of my voice.”


  “Joy.”
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  The library, being so massive, had many levels and halls to it. Honestly, the place seemed like a maze. The possibilities for exploration were endless. Up the stairs to the right, to the left, to the front, to the basement or just down the dozens of hallways branching off from the main room.


  “It’s said some people can spend all day in here and never reach the center,” Itazura said. “That’s how they designed the building. It’s easy to find your way to the exit but difficult to find the center where the wisdom twins often stay. Those who want to seek their council have to find the path.”


  “I hate mazes,” I muttered.


  “Ah, don’t worry little human,” Itazura said. “You have me to guide you. I have quite a bit of experience with mazes, and I know all the shortcuts.”


  We descended into the maze via one of the halls to the left. Books crammed every shelf, but as we weaved our way further into the labyrinth, the contents began to change. Slowly, clean, fancy new books became dustier and the paper seemed more fragile, as if they had been stained brown by whisky. Slowly but surely, cobwebs began to appear on the shelves and dust piled up to the point that if I accidentally brushed the book a cloud of earth sprang up, sending me into a coughing fit.


  “Figuring out the secret yet?” Itazura asked.


  “I think so,” I said. “The older the books get, the closer we are to the center. It’s harder for most people to find the center, so they don’t touch the older books. The dust keeps on building.”


  “Exactly,” Itazura said. “The wisdom twins believe in the knowledge of all ages. Many people enter this library and only search for the newer content. Most of the rich care only for what is new so they never even attempt to look for older things.” Itazura shrugged. “The way Viden and Kaval see it, if a human can’t recognize the wisdom of the old and the new, then they probably aren’t worth talking to anyway.”


  “That and they have to figure out the way in,” I said. “How long did it take you to find your way to the center?”


  “Not long,” Itazura said. “The mischievous may not be strictly book smart like those who favor knowledge but they are crafty. Logic and practical knowledge count as much as what you can read in a book.”


  “Good,” I said. “That’s what I’m counting on.”


  At this point, the contents of the shelves varied much more in shape and size. There were hardly any regular books now. Instead, scrolls, stone tablets, and carvings stocked the shelves. Art pieces from ancient times, dusty journals, laws of the old worlds. Everything was there. Even a picture of a giant, dog-like creature ripping out the throat of a man.


  “A rare document from Cambiare,” Itazura explained. “Most likely painted by a survivor. It’s quite a priceless piece of knowledge now.”


  But by far the most impressive of the old carvings was a huge limestone slab engraved with the symbols of the gods. They were each simple in design, all made up of a series of spiraling shapes. Fortuna, and most of Memoria, had a thing for art involving spirals. It represented the eternity of the clock. These types of shapes made up the symbols of each and every god.


  At the top lay the clockmaker’s key, just like the one around my neck. The symbols of the Mother and the Father were carved just below it. If you split the Clockmaker’s key in half, you got the symbols for Mother and Father.


  Below them, however, were symbols I did not recognize. Four of them, all made out of spirals like the other symbols, but with a box drawn around them, cutting them off from the rest of the mural.


  “The symbols of the elder gods,” Itazura said when he noticed me staring at them. “The four spirals with ends trailing off represent the searing hot sun. That’s summer. The swirling cloud is the sign of spring. Like a storm cloud.” He pointed to each of the symbols. “Winter is the stack of spirals that get smaller as they go down. It’s supposed to be an icicle I believe.”


  “And Autumn’s symbol?” I asked, observing a series of four spirals swirling in every direction. “They don’t seem to depict much of anything.”


  “It’s the sign of chaotic winds,” Itazura said. “The wildest of the signs, because Autumn was the wildest of the Elder Gods.” He pointed out the box. “That represents their containment. And you see the symbols of the Clockwork gods below. And see down there?” He pointed to a huge group of smaller symbols at the bottom. “Minor god symbols. Bet you don’t know any of those.”


  “Probably not.” I said. Something else on the slab caught my eye. Another carving of a key, just above the signs of the clockwork gods. It looked just like the Clockmaker’s Key, except a tiny ruby dotted its center. “What’s this?” I asked.


  “That . . . oh, just the key,” Itazura said.


  “Then why does it have a ruby?” I asked, looking up at him.


  He rubbed a hand behind his head and shrugged. “Don’t know. Decoration probably. Maybe we should keep going, little human. Can’t stand around reading all day.”


  “Right,” I said, following after him. I got a funny feeling he was hiding something, but now wasn’t the best time to bring it up.


  A few turns later, we reached the vast center. The heart of the white library was cylindrical in shape, bordered on all sides by shelves of books, new and old, stretching several meters to the very top of the building where a skylight let in rays of radiant, natural light. In here, the white walls of the library seemed to absolutely glow under the kiss of the sun’s rays. In the center of the makeshift spotlight sat a series of small tables, layered with a thin sheet of papers, scrolls, and other tools of knowledge. The area wasn’t very tidy, but I guessed those who favored knowledge didn’t care much about being neat while reading. I could only read a little myself, but if I had gone to school, this place would be heaven.


  “I’m going to disappear,” Itazura murmured, staying in the shadows of the hall we had just passed through. “In order to find Viden and Kaval, you’re going to have to get through one of their pupils. Really smart people, they are. You’ll have to impress them to gain an audience.”


  “Finding my way to the center isn’t enough?” I asked, glancing back at him over my shoulder.


  Itazura shook his head. “I said you didn’t know what you were getting yourself into.” He winked. “Good luck.”


  Then he disappeared down the hall and I found myself alone in the belly of the great White Library.


  I took a few, nervous steps into the center. My arm gleamed beneath the sun’s rays and I could see every speck of dust drifting through the air. I slipped my fingers through the air, pushing aside the floating particles of dust. The tiny bits spiraled about my finger, making little patterns in the air. I smiled and looked around.


  “Hello?”


  Even when soft, my voice still echoed about the room. I waited for an answer but none came.


  I sighed, “Not much learning going on today I guess.” I stuck my hands in my pockets. “This is going to require patience isn’t it?”


  The echo of my own voice answered me and I shook my head, “Why am I talking to myself?”


  The bookshelves chose not to answer that question so instead I went to the tables in the center of the room, flipping open a random book. Upon trying to read the contents, my heart sank. I didn’t get this stuff. Some documents were written entirely in numbers, some in ancient languages, and some with so many big words they might as well have been in a foreign language. I could read, but only the basics. There were probably ten-year olds who could read better than I could. My mother couldn’t afford to send me to school and school for slum dwellers focused on learning practical tasks anyway. Sewing and manual labor and other such activities. They didn’t teach the skills you needed for stealing though, so what did I need it for? Sid taught me how to read. If he had been born to a middle-class family, he would have been an excellent student. And even without the education, he was a great teacher. He barely had to speak a lot when he taught me. He was just that good.


  “This is going to be bad,” I muttered, all of my previous confidence suddenly fading away. “I don’t know any of this stuff.” I sighed and ducked my head.


  “Is someone there?” a voice called.


  My head shot up and jumped away from the papers, spinning around to see a young man entering the center. He was clean and well dressed, not nearly as eccentric as most rich residents, but still clearly an upper class citizen. His skin was a rich brown color and he had his hair cropped nicely and slicked back out of his eyes. A watch chain hung from a loop on his fancy jacket, most definitely made of gold. He had three old books and a scroll tucked securely under his arm and despite the cloud of dust they emitted whenever he moved, he somehow didn’t look dirty. Unlike me.


  “Hmm.” The young man looked me up and down, seeming surprised. “You found your way to the center?”


  I didn’t like the tone his voice took on when he spoke to me. As if he had decided I was no good. Sure, my clothes weren’t particularly nice and my hair wasn’t as silky and shiny as his, but I hadn’t even spoken to him yet and he had made his judgments.


  “It wasn’t hard,” I said evenly. “Follow the trail of cobwebs and you find your way here relatively easily.”


  “How long did it take you to figure it out?” the man asked.


  “Not long. How long did it take you?” I asked. I probably wasn’t starting this meeting off on the right foot, what with my voice already taking on a snarky tone, but I didn’t care. I just wasn’t cut out for respect, especially when it came to stuck-up boys only a few years older than me.


  “Also not very long,” the man said. Then he strode past me and went straight to the tables to set down his books. “Well, anyone who finds their way has a right to the materials. Feel free to look around.” Then he turned to his work.


  I stared at him, trying to figure out what I should say. A solid minute of silence passed before he noticed I still stood in front of him, and he looked up at me, slightly irritated.


  “I’m a bit busy now, if you don’t mind,” he said.


  “That’s fine. I’m not interested in talking to you,” I sneered. His tone immediately put the words back in my mouth. “I need to speak with Viden and Kaval.”


  The man raised an eyebrow and from that simple movement I could tell his reply would piss me off.


  “You want to see the Gods of Wisdom?”


  “Yes I do. Did you not hear me correctly?” I asked.


  “No, I did,” the man said. He looked me over again and I couldn’t help but clench my fists. “I’m sorry,” he said in a way that didn’t make him sound sorry at all. “Your type doesn’t usually come here to request an audience with Viden and Kaval.”


  “My type?” I said through gritted teeth. “And what type would that be?”


  “You’re clearly from the slums,” the man said. “Don’t think you can hide it. Actually, I’m surprised you got in here. People from your part of the city always give off a distinct scent. Not to mention your dirty appearance.” A smirk came over his lips. Somehow, that expression managed to be even more annoying than Itazura’s mischievous grins. Quite an accomplishment. “Did you even go to school?”


  “No,” I said.


  “Can you even read?”


  “Yes actually, I can,” I said.


  “So can many.” The man shrugged. “Honestly, girl.”


  My eye twitched.


  “Just because you find your way here does not mean you are worthy of the Gods of Wisdom. It merely means you are competent. Competence is a common thing in this world. The Gods of Wisdom seek those who seek, live, and breathe knowledge. Someone who can offer them something more.


  “You cannot offer them anymore than I can. I’m sure I know everything you do.” He looked back down at his papers, ignoring the boiling mad expression on my face. “Feel free to read, but I doubt Viden and Kaval wish to have an audience with a slum dweller.”


  I couldn’t speak. Rage had formed a lump in my throat, trapping my words inside. A fire burned in my cheeks and I was surprised it didn’t raise the temperature in the room.


  Somewhere along the line, I managed to regain my breath and my words came back to me. When I spoke, my voice came out satisfyingly calm, even though I wanted nothing more than to wrap my steel hand around the man’s throat.


  “Do you know how to navigate your way through a burning building?” I asked.


  The man looked up in surprise. “What?”


  “Oh, it’s just you said you knew everything I did,” I said, my voice dripping with false sweetness. “So you must know how to navigate your way through a burning building.”


  “I . . . don’t. . . .” The man frowned. “I fail to see why I would need to know that.”


  “Simple,” I said. “If you happened to be trapped inside the burning building, it might help you out.”


  “I live in a building made of steel.” The man told me.


  “On the outside, yes. But not everything is entirely steel,” I said. “I bet the floors are made of wood. Ebony bark perhaps? Oh and the stairs. But it doesn’t matter if you don’t live in a building made of wood. I’m sure you’ve been inside one before.” I shrugged. “But a lot of material can be set on fire. Steel too. Do you not know how to set metals on fire either?”


  “I . . . you . . .” the man sputtered, looking around the room as if expecting to see a book entitled “How to Navigate your Way out of a Burning Building” or “How to Get Rid of the Slum Girl Who Won’t Go Away.”


  “Don’t bother looking around,” I said. “You can’t find this type of knowledge in a book. It’s knowledge that comes with solid experience. Luckily you have me to educate you.” I leaned over the table, staring him straight in the eye. “First off, you need to cover your mouth and eyes. Strong cloth will do. Nothing fancy like the silk or leather they like in this part of Fortuna.


  “Silk is too fragile and leather won’t let you breathe. You might need the rougher stuff for this job. Too bad you aren’t well stocked with that.”


  I looked him up and down in the same patronizing way in which he had observed me. “You cover your eyes, too, so you can see. If you’re on the lower level of the building, it’s sometimes easier to make your way through all the smoke and flames without getting too many burns. Of course, if your clothes are too flimsy you’ll be worse off.


  “That nice suit of yours wouldn’t do well. You’ll have to avoid all of those metal objects inside of your house, including doorknobs or you could burn your hands off. If you’re in a house filled with high tech gadgets, you could be in more trouble. Explosions, you know?


  “But anyway, you’d have to go through a window. Do you know how to jump through a window in a way that minimizes the damage done by the glass?”


  The man opened his mouth to reply but I’d already moved on.


  “Of course not. You’ve never been in that position, either. You’d be in for quite a surprise when you finally tried it. You’d scratch your clean skin up. It’d hurt pretty badly. But anyway, I was talking about the burning building.


  “The trouble comes if you have to go up and down stairs. Do you know where to step on a wooden stair in order to minimize the possibility of it breaking?” The man remained silent when I paused.


  “No? Well you have to step as close to the wall as possible. If you step in the center, it will likely give way. From there you have to navigate through the stronger parts of the second story or you might take a spill onto the lower floor.


  “Tell me, how do you tell a weak piece of wood floor from a strong piece of floor?” Again no answer, but this time I barely paused to let him think. My words poured out in angry floods.


  “The pieces that appear the least blackened. Step on a piece blackened by flames and it will crumble to ash under your feet. You’re more likely to survive if you weigh less but given all the three-course meals you’ve probably had all your life, I guess you’re at a disadvantage again.” I leaned closer to him, sneering. “So what were you saying about knowing so much more than me?”


  The man stood abruptly. Now he was the one looking murderous. “This is not knowledge.”


  “Then what is it?” I asked. “It’s not useless. Knowing those little facts is what kept me alive this long. Survival skills. Those are a part of wisdom. But you couldn’t know everything I know. Because you’ve never been in a position when your life is in danger.


  “You don’t know how to best ration a meager supply of food to survive for a month when you don’t have much money to get by because you’ve never had to. You don’t know the best routes to outrun a vigilant guard or their typical patterns when they fight. You don’t know pain either. You’ve never lost an arm, been seared by flame, had your midsection crushed, had your fingers nearly sliced off, so if you were in a life-threatening situation, the pain would put you out of commission and you would most likely die.


  “And you don’t know what it’s like to fail. I don’t know anyone has ever told you this, but sometimes failure can give you knowledge too.”


  “And what makes you think Viden and Kaval will be impressed by any of that?” the man said, leaning over me.


  Unfortunately, like most people in my life, he stood much taller than me.


  “I don’t know, I hear they’re pretty smart,” I snapped. “Smarter than an arrogant, pompous bastard like you. Here’s another thing I’ve heard recently, Arrogance isn’t wisdom!”


  The man’s eyes narrowed and his fist clenched ready for a punch—which would have given him quite a surprise when he found his wrist entrapped in my much stronger steel hand—but before he could even raise his arm a voice called out from behind us.


  “Vayrelius. You may stop now.”


  The man froze and immediately whirled around, clasping his hands in front of him and bowing his head. “Lady Viden. Lord Kaval.”
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  [image: I]turned slowly, my eyes wide. I don’t know what I expected to see when I lay eyes upon the twin gods but I certainly anticipated someone . . . older. Wisdom always made me thing of those really old men and women with bad backs and wispy grey hair who sit hunched over books and scrolls all day. The two gods before me certainly had silvery-white hair. But both Viden and Kaval took the form of children. Only around ten-years old.


  “She speaks wise words, her tone is harsh,” Viden said. She was young, but her eyes still seemed to belong to an old woman who had seen everything to be seen in the world. Her brother echoed her expression. Yes, they appeared to be children, but I had no reason to doubt their godhood.


  “Indeed,” Kaval said. “Arrogance does not beget wisdom. Though wisdom too often begets arrogance. That is a false sort of wisdom however.”


  “I agree,” Vayrelius said to my surprise. And when he straightened, he smiled. “I’m sorry. I do hate appearing so pompous, but my lord and lady decided it would be the most effective way to test you.”


  I blinked. It was as if another person had swapped places with the arrogant jerk from moments before. He looked so much kinder now.


  “You were just . . . testing me?” I mumbled.


  “Yes,” Vayrelius said.


  “You’re a really good actor.” I managed after a pause. “I’m . . . I’m sorry, I just–”


  “There is no need to apologize. He meant to elicit such a reaction from you.” Viden said in a girlish voice that didn’t at all seem to match her eyes. She strode forward, followed by her brother to stand opposite Vayrelius and me. The two mirrored each other’s movements, walking in pace with each other, slowly and carefully as if every step was important and meant to be. When they stopped only a few feet in front of us, I got the urge to kneel. It didn’t feel right looking down on these gods.


  “Many humans find wisdom the most difficult in a state of anger,” Kaval said.


  “And only the wise speak with eloquence when in such a state.” Viden nodded.


  “More often they stutter.”


  “Lose their thoughts.”


  “Forget why they came.”


  “But you did not.” They two said finally in unison. It seemed they never finished a complete thought by themselves. They truly were like one all-knowing being. Just split in two.


  “You weren’t . . . exactly eloquent.” Viden said. “And your emotions did get the best of you.”


  I flushed, about to defend myself when they both held up a hand to stop me.


  “However,” Kaval said. “You still spoke truth despite that. And all too often eloquence can be used to conceal lies.”


  “Dress it up and make it seem like fact.” Viden nodded gravely.


  “But you cannot lie about experience and what you experienced is all too real,” Kaval said.


  “So, we grant you audience.”


  I was breathless with relief and confusion. “Really?”


  The twin gods’ mouths quirked in unison. “Really.”


  “You were impressive,” Vayrelius said moving over to the table to gather up his things. “I can’t deny it. And don’t worry. I don’t take offense to your words. You believed I was belittling you. I apologize for any anger I might have caused you. I don’t really believe those things about slum dwellers.”


  “No, don’t apologize. It’s fine.” I shook my head. How could I have ever yelled at this man? He was so polite.


  “I will leave you alone.” Vayrelius gave me a nod, bowed to the twin gods, and then strode from the room.


  “Do you always do that?” I asked, turning back to look at Viden and Kaval. “Anger those who want to meet with you?”


  “Not always. It depends on the person,” Viden said.


  “However, we could tell you were a slum dweller and probably more sensitive to being looked down upon,” Kaval said.


  “Therefore it was the best option,” they said in unison.


  “Oh . . . I see,” I said slowly.


  “Never the less, it is interesting you have sought us out,” Viden said. “Usually slum dwellers do not seek wisdom.”


  I opened my mouth to protest.


  “Do not take offense, human,” Kaval said. “We merely state a fact. The percentage of slum dwellers who care for wisdom is far lower than those who favor us in the middle class and upper class. It is not a strike against you or who you are.”


  “The outer ring is simply limiting.” Viden nodded.


  “Oh, sorry.” I looked down. “You’re right. I am defensive about my class.”


  “The apology is not necessary,” Kaval said. “The reason you are here is to meet with us, is it not?”


  “Yes, it is,” I said, and for once tried to take a smarter tactic than my whole “I know about the apocalypse” bit. “This is a bit difficult to explain, so forgive me for not being completely straightforward. I believe my request requires context before it is asked.”


  Wow, I sounded much smarter in the presence of Viden and Kaval. I guess their energy gifted people with eloquence. They certainly had calming gazes, and for some reason I wasn’t nearly as intimidated as I thought I would be. Maybe because of their childlike forms.


  “And context cannot be provided after the request?” Viden raised an eyebrow, sitting down at the table. Kaval remained standing at her side.


  “For this particular request? No. I’d really feel better if I gave context first,” I said.


  “In that case, continue.” Kaval gave a nod.


  I took a deep breath and began, “You seem to like humans. A bit more than I expected you to.”


  “We find them interesting,” Viden admitted.


  “Enjoyable,” Kaval agreed.


  “And occasionally,” Viden gave a slight smile. “We come across one who can teach us something.”


  “Show us something from a different point of view.” Kaval nodded.


  “So you can learn from them,” I said slowly.


  “Occasionally,” Viden said. “It’s not especially common. More often we are watching them, hoping they will eventually catch up.”


  “Even now they are still trying to figure some things out,” Kaval said.


  “Discover new texts.”


  “Work out new equations.”


  “Answer new problems.”


  “So, there are still things you know that we don’t,” I said.


  “Of course.” The twin gods exchanged a knowing look. “We assist the humans sometimes, usually by giving them hints through our distinguished pupils, such as Vayrelius.”


  “Through our guidance, humans discovered machines, electricity, and guns,” Viden said.


  “Of course, they discovered many of these things on their own merit with only minor assistance from us. Humans have great knowledge,” Kaval said.


  “I’ve always liked to think so,” I said. “It must have taken a long time for us to come this far.”


  “What are you getting at, dear human?” Viden asked.


  “It would be a shame if all that hard earned progress was wiped out in a few months,” I said. “I know–”


  “About the coming apocalypse of the elder gods?” Kaval finished for me. “We had a feeling you might say that.”


  “Then why did you ask me?” I asked.


  “We like to give you the chance to answer, even if the answer is clear,” Viden said, a trace of amusement in her girlish voice.


  “So, tell me, has Itazura been watching you this entire time?” Kaval asked.


  My shoulders slumped. Of course they knew. They just knew everything before it ever happened.


  “The question is,” Itazura called from the top level of the library. “How long were you watching us?” He vaulted down from the railing, landing gracefully beside me.


  “Quite a while. Since you two reached the scrolls actually,” Viden said. “You forget how keen our sight is.”


  “No, I didn’t forget. I just didn’t want to discourage the human,” Itazura said. I shot him a glare and he held up his hands defensively. “You asked for this.”


  “We had a feeling you would try to go behind Mother and Father on this,” Viden said.


  “But this is an interesting method,” Kaval said.


  “Interesting that you would let the human come to us.”


  “Especially when you knew what would happen.”


  “Hear her out.” Itazura sighed. “Even if you won’t listen to me. I know neither of your respect me at all. At least give her a chance before passing judgment.”


  “We have not judged yet,” Viden said, turning her gaze back on me. “Continue your argument.”


  She didn’t have to tell me twice. “The apocalypse will wipe all the humans out if it is allowed to continue. I’ve already seen what the wendigoes and shape shifters can do. Those are bad enough. But I know worse things are to come.”


  I took a deep breath. “Maybe you think everything can be redone and humans can simply be remade. But if that happens, we will only go through the same process again. The same process of trying and failing and eventually learning but it will take years and years. It will be repetitive, and I doubt there will be much to learn from humans if all you’re doing is watching them go through the same cycle again.”


  I shrugged. “It will be boring. Pointless. Maybe you don’t mind that either. But you said there is no wisdom in arrogance. I don’t think there’s wisdom in this deception either. Please. Try to understand my point of view. The human race isn’t done yet. We have a lot to learn even though sometimes we seem like complete idiots. Please consider helping us.” I exhaled and stared down at the dusty scrolls that made no sense to me. “And if you won’t, please don’t tell the other gods.”


  “Didn’t you just say there was no wisdom in deception?” Kaval raised an eyebrow.


  I flushed. “I guess I did.”


  “Hmm,” Viden and Kaval looked at each other. I held my breath as I waited for their answer.


  “Telling the humans will complicate things on our end,” Viden said.


  “And the more complicated this becomes, the more difficult it will be to repress the elder gods,” Kaval said.


  “We cannot give them a chance to seize power.”


  “Their dominion will end this world.”


  “But in the end, humans won’t be able to stop you from making whatever decisions you make. We might try to influence you but we’re not going to be able to stop you from taking the action you choose,” I said.


  The twins gazed at me with such intelligent eyes and I braced myself for the worst, sure they would solemnly shake their heads and strike me down with their powers of wisdom.


  But at last Viden nodded. “There is wisdom in your statement.”


  “And you are more competent than our younger brother,” Kaval said, glancing at Itazura. He scoffed, and bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.


  “Perhaps a different perspective on this situation may be called for.” They decided in unison. They looked to each other one last time and then nodded. “We will spread the word to the upper class and take whatever blame we must from Mother and Father. They usually are in agreement with us anyhow.”


  My eyes widened and Itazura’s jaw dropped.


  “You’re serious?” he asked.


  Viden cast him an amused glance. “Brother, if you didn’t think we would say yes, then why did you allow the human to come?”


  “Because she’s damn stubborn, that’s why,” Itazura said.


  “Stubborn, yes,” Kaval said. “But she has some wisdom of her own. As every human does, I’m sure.”


  “It would be a shame to let all that knowledge go to waste.” Viden nodded. With these words, she rose gracefully from her seat. “There is work to be done.”


  “Much work,” Kaval agreed. “We must prepare.”


  “We will allow you to show yourselves out, if you do not think it rude of us,” Viden said.


  “Not at all,” I said quickly. I bowed my head. For the first time, I felt truly reverent toward a god. “Thank you. I can’t thank you enough.”


  “You are welcome,” the twins said in unison. Then they turned and glided from the room.


  It took all of my will power not to turn toward Itazura with a childish face and say, “I told you so!”
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  [image: I]’ll admit it,” Itazura said as we walked back through the halls of the library. “You’re a genius.”


  “I’m sorry. Can you say that a little louder?” I asked, holding up a hand to my ear.


  Itazura rolled his eyes, “Don’t get so cocky.”


  “This coming from you? That’s a bit hypocritical,” I said.


  Itazura shrugged. “Can’t argue there.” He spun around to face me though he continued to walk backward. “I especially enjoyed the bit with Viden and Kaval’s pupil.”


  “I really didn’t think he was acting.” I flushed.


  “He played a stellar stuck-up asshole. Nearly as good as Amontillado himself. Except Amontillado isn’t acting. I wish he was though.” Itazura shrugged. “Of course, you should have known Viden and Kaval would never take on someone as pompous as that for their personal pupil.”


  “I guess,” I said. “But I did all right, didn’t I?”


  “You did, you did. I’ll admit it. Though I still think you were out of your mind.” Itazura turned on his heels again and continued forward.


  “I told you to trust me, didn’t I?” I asked.


  “Yes, you did.” Itazura chuckled. He took a few more steps forward before he suddenly stopped in his tracks.


  “What is it?” I asked. “Something wrong?”


  “No, nothing.” Itazura turned and looked at me oddly as if he wanted to say something more. I waited, eyebrows raised but he didn’t speak. He just . . . stared.


  “Hello?” I asked.


  “Janet,” Itazura said, speaking slowly and cautiously as if he worried he might offend me. “Can you promise me something?”


  “What?” I asked.


  “Promise me you won’t hit me for thirty seconds.”


  “What?” My eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why?”


  “Just . . . trust me,” Itazura said.


  “No words from your mouth inspire a lot of trust in me,” I said.


  “True, but I’ve said I’m trying not to deceive you.”


  “The operative word being ‘trying’.”


  Itazura rolled his eyes. “Just promise me, my little human. I let you come here. Don’t you owe me? Besides, when the thirty seconds are up, you can hit me as much as you want.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Really now?”


  “Try. You can try to hit me as much as you want.”


  “This seems like another questionable business deal to me,” I said. “But fine.”


  “Fine what?” Itazura asked.


  “I promise I won’t hit you for the next thirty seconds,” I said. “Are you hap–”


  I didn’t get any further. No sooner had the promise left my mouth than Itazura surged forward, captured my chin in his hand, and pressed his lips to mine.


  And this, children, is why you should never trust the God of Mischief.


  My mind went fuzzy and every nerve in my body just shut down. My steel fingers twitched, but I forgot how to properly form a fist. A million thoughts rushed through my head at once, and all of them questions. Questions of “what?” Questions of “why?” Questions of “how hard should I punch him when the thirty seconds are up?”


  Questions of “why wasn’t I pulling away?” Why was I doing the complete opposite of that?


  Kissing him back.


  I couldn’t help it. Some Beast of the Abyss had probably possessed me and taken control of my body. But Itazura’s lips were surprisingly soft and his touch tender as he drew closer, cupping my face in his hands. My back pressed back against one of the shelves, and a few scrolls dug into my lower back. I gripped the collar of his shirt to steady myself, inadvertently pulling him closer. I didn’t want the kiss to stop. In my confused haze, didn’t want this moment to end.


  Gods, what was wrong with me?


  After what seemed like much longer than just thirty short seconds, Itazura broke the kiss, though his hands continued to cradle my face. I stared at him in absolute shock for what seemed like an eternity. My jaw hung ajar. My hands shook. And the questions in my mind melted into a barrage of words and emotions. Shock into happiness, happiness into confusion and confusion into anger as I realized what in the Abyss had just happened.


  “What in Axira’s name, Itazura!” I snapped, drawing back my left fist. His thirty seconds were so up.


  “You’re quite red, aren’t you, little thief?” Itazura jumped backward, grinning from ear to ear.


  At these words, I flushed an even darker hue. “I’m going to kill you.”


  “Kill me? That seems a bit harsh,” Itazura said, his green eyes glimmering. “I mean, you kissed me back.”


  “I did not,” I muttered. Lie.


  “Oh, you did,” Itazura said, leaning forward to my eye level. “Did you actually like that?”


  “You’re digging your own grave, bastard.” I tried to punch him again but he danced out of my way.


  “Gods don’t have graves, Janet.”


  “Well, there’s a first time for everything.” I lunged again but he caught my wrists before I could wrap my hands around his damn throat.


  “Relax,” he said, looking down at me. “There’s no need to get your gears in a jam.”


  “When you kiss me just to mess with me?” I glared up at him. “Yes it is.”


  Itazura looked surprised. “I didn’t kiss you just to mess with you, little human.”


  “Then why did you do it?” I asked, still trying to pry myself from his grasp.


  Itazura rolled his eyes and tightened his grip on my wrists. “Because I like you. Is that so hard to believe?”


  I stared at him, my face heating all over again. I turned my eyes to the ground.


  “I . . . uh. . . .”


  “Is Janet, the master of sarcasm, at a loss for clever retorts?” Itazura asked.


  “I’m just not–I mean no one usually–I–” I shook my head. “Why?”


  “I just do. Maybe because you’re feisty, maybe because you’re too bold for your own good or maybe it’s just because you’re interesting. Honestly, I didn’t think I need a reason for this kind of thing. I usually don’t bother trying to come up with reasons why I do things” Itazura said.


  I still didn’t look at him and he sighed, “You don’t believe me do you?”


  “I don’t know,” I murmured, my voice abnormally quiet. “I just . . . I don’t want to be used.”


  Itazura released one of my wrists—my flesh one, because I don’t think he trusted me with my steel one quite yet—and slipped a hand under my chin, tilting my head up. “I’m not using you, Janet.” He paused, as if thinking. “Well, okay, I am. But to stop the apocalypse, and that is completely separate from this.”


  “Is it?” I raised an eyebrow.


  “Yes,” Itazura said. “I’m not Meroquio. I don’t go through human lovers daily.”


  “I don’t think you’re Meroquio. But–”


  “I’m not the men who visit your mother, either,” Itazura said.


  I fell silent.


  Because in the end maybe I was worried about that. Being used. Being abandoned. After all, Itazura was a god. He could do whatever he wanted and I didn’t have any say in it.


  “I’m not using you. I promise. And I’m not asking for anything either. It was a kiss. No need to read too much into it.”


  I nodded mutely.


  “And,” Itazura smiled again. “You did kiss me back.”


  I sighed. “Fine, maybe a little. But next time give me a little warning.”


  Itazura’s eyebrows shot up. “Next time?”


  “Shut your mouth.”


  Itazura chuckled and finally released me from his grip. Even with my left arm free, I didn’t try to hit him.
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  My good mood lasted until we reached the foyer of the library–and found ourselves faced with about twenty vigilants. All were armed. And all had their various weapons pointed in my direction.


  “Janet Redstone,” said the man at the front of the pack. It was my old friend with the mechanical arm. I still had a slight bruise from where he had nearly crushed my shoulder. “Don’t try to run. There’s no escape for you.”


  “So you found me,” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “I expected trouble from your lot sooner than this. Guess you’re getting slow on the draw.”


  “You were foolish to wander back into the center ring,” the guard with the mechanical arm said. “Trying a new job so soon? And at one of the most important buildings in the whole of Memoria? You didn’t even have the grace to sneak in at night.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll get rid of them,” Itazura murmured.


  “No,” I whispered. “You’ll draw too much attention. If people find out I’m with you, then word will get around to the elder gods, if it hasn’t already.”


  “Did you plan to fight them all off yourself?”


  “Nope.” My hand drifted toward my pocket. “Even better.”


  “Stop talking,” the vigilant ordered. “Come quietly or we’ll shoot.”


  “You’ve caught me, officer.” I sighed, putting on my best disappointed face. “And here I really thought stealing at seven o’clock would do me some good. But it hasn’t done a thing.” I shook my head. “If only it wasn’t in the heat of summer, then it might have been dark out. But okay, I’ll come clean.”


  “So, you did steal something,” the vigilant said.


  “Yes, yes, I’ll give it back.” I reached into my pocket. Every guard in the room seemed to take a step toward me. “Relax, relax, it’s not a weapon. It’s what I stole. Even if it was a weapon, I couldn’t take down all twenty of you.” My fingers closed around a small object in my pocket and I grinned to myself, before withdrawing Laetatia’s gear. I held it up to the light so that the vigilants, but most importantly Itazura, could see it.


  “What is it?” one vigilant asked.


  “An important artifact,” I said. “Worth a lot. It was near the center of the library and I didn’t think anyone would miss it. But alas, you all followed me here. Curse my recognizable hair and arm.”


  “Enough talk, Redstone.” The head vigilant ordered. “Drop the gear. Now.”


  I shrugged. “As you wish.” I flipped it into the air. Itazura rested a hand on my shoulder as the gear spun up and then down again. “Catch you later, boys.”


  I never got to see the dumbfounded looks on their faces, unfortunately, because the moment the coin struck the floor, there was a blinding flash and the library melted away. The next thing I knew, we were standing in the middle of Laetatia’s back room. No vigilants. No guns.


  “So,” Itazura said. “You finally remembered to bring that damn coin.”


  I picked the gear up from the ground, twirling it between my fingers. “Even I learn my lesson eventually.”


  Itazura laughed.
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  Itazura kept me close to his side the next few days. He said it was because he didn’t want a beast of the Abyss to destroy me, but I think it was because he would die from withdrawal if he didn’t annoy me at least fifty times a day.


  Or . . . whatever gods did in place of dying. I didn’t know about that one.


  He departed only to check on the progress of the other gods. Then he left me in Laetatia’s tavern because, being human, I would probably just slow him down. When he was alone, he could probably just fly to see them.


  I spent most of my time in Laetatia’s tavern, which on one hand was nice because of the vast supply of alcohol but on the other hand, I didn’t like being cooped up.


  “One more day,” Itazura promised me one morning.


  “I didn’t say anything,” I muttered, staring down at my half-empty glass of alcohol.


  “No, but you look exceptionally moody today, so I figured I needed to reassure you.” Itazura shrugged.


  “How did you know?” I asked.


  “Well, that’s your third glass,” Itazura said.


  “Oh, is it?” I tipped the rest of the contents down my throat. “I thought it was the fourth.”


  “Maybe. The point is, you won’t be cooped up here much longer,” Itazura said. “Word travels fast in Fortuna but the rumors are still spreading to the other two human realms. The nomads are basically our mouthpiece to Tiyata and Kabila. Travel takes a bit longer there. Just be patient.”


  “Patience isn’t one of my virtues,” I said. “And it’s not one of yours either. Could you get me another drink?”


  “I think you’ve had enough.” Itazura plucked the glass from my hand.


  “What?” I glared at him. “I’m not even a little drunk yet. At least let me get a little bit tipsy.”


  “If someone tries to attack you while I’m gone, you don’t want to be drunk,” Itazura said, holding the glass out of my reach when I tried to make a grab for it.


  “Are you going somewhere?” I asked.


  “I’m checking in with the wisdom twins. Apparently Mother and Father are starting to catch wind as well, so the heat will be coming soon.” He sighed. “You don’t need to be involved with the godly politics.”


  “Hooray, you’re going somewhere.” I pumped my fist in the air. “No you for a few hours!”


  “Try to contain your joy.” Itazura rolled his eyes. “Maybe I should kiss you again. Then you won’t want me to leave.”


  I frowned at him. True, over the past few days, Itazura hadn’t tried to kiss me again, but he loved to bring it up. A lot. Every time he found something that annoyed me, he enjoyed exploiting it to the umpteenth degree.


  “I’m kidding,” Itazura rolled his eyes and headed for the door. “Don’t go wandering around. I’ll know if you do.”


  “How?” I asked.


  “Well the last two times you tried to wander around by yourself, you almost died.” Itazura glanced at me over his shoulder. “So if I find you bleeding on the ground, I’ll have a pretty good idea.”


  “Your powers of deduction amaze me.” I said flatly. “It’s no wonder Viden and Kaval don’t respect you very much.”


  “No, they don’t respect me because I tried to steal–” Itazura stopped. “You know what, never mind.”


  “Oh come on!” I said, sitting up. “You can’t just start a story like that and not finish it.”


  “Later, little human,” Itazura said, exiting the room. “If you stay here I’ll tell you when I get back!”


  I huffed and slumped against the couch.


  There wasn’t much to do in the tavern besides drink and play with knives. While drinking sounded very tempting, Itazura was right when he said I shouldn’t be tipsy. So, I settled for playing with the knife I had stolen from the shape shifter who had attacked me a few days ago.


  The hilt fit nicely in my palm and the blade itself stretched nearly a foot long and slightly curved like a scythe. A black flame was painted on the pommel, the sign of Axira herself. The unique and honestly awesome design of the knife wasn’t surprising seeing as the Goddess of Death had blessed the weapon. In all of her pictures, she carried a huge scythe that would have crushed a normal woman under its weight. Fortunately, she was a goddess and a terrifying one at that.


  “I’m definitely keeping this,” I said, flipping the blade in my hand.


  “That is the blade you stole from my subordinate, is it not?”


  I jumped to my feet so quickly that if you blinked you would have missed the movement. In front of me stood a tall man with deathly pale skin and pitch black eyes.


  And I mean pitch black, pupils and all. It was as if he kept two, small black pits on either side of his nose in place of eyes. The man wore a long black cloak reaching all the way to the ground and had a hood drawn up over his head, nearly covering his slick, ebony hair. A single dark lock curled down, forming a spiral shape in the center of his forehead and I absently wondered whether that strand ever got annoying when he fought.


  I didn’t know how such a tall man had managed to slip into the room without me noticing. The door didn’t open or close and the windows were still shut. Honestly, it didn’t matter at this point. He wasn’t human, and he was in the same room with me, a dark smirk on his face. A smirk that bore striking resemblance to the malicious one of my least favorite shape shifter assassin, whose blade I clutched in one shaking hand.


  “Who are you?”


  “You may call me the Lord of Beasts, Guard of the Abyss,” the man’s black eyes flashed. “Or just Cleptos.”


  “Fuck,” I replied. The only word fitting to this situation.


  “You may as well drop your blade,” Cleptos said, looking down at the knife. “It’s not going to do you much good.”


  “You underestimate my propensity for foolish persistence,” I said, ignoring the twisting of my gut. “I have a strict policy against doing nothing when someone is trying to kill me.”


  “I’m afraid my master wills it,” Cleptos said.


  “Your master?” I croaked through my dry throat. “As in . . . the Goddess of Death?”


  “Yes,” Cleptos said.


  “I hate my life,” I replied.


  “Don’t worry, you don’t have much of it left,” Cleptos said. His mouth twitched again and I guessed he was sort of like Sid in the sense of humor department. A mouth twitch equated to laughter.


  I raised my knife a little higher, trying to steady my breathing. Just a minor god from the deepest reaches of the Abyss. Nothing to worry about.


  “Very well.” Cleptos sighed. He reached under his cloak and drew out a knife. His had the same shape and structure as mine . . . except it was two feet longer. And sharper. And scarier.


  I swallowed hard but I stood my ground.


  “Your move. I have time,” Cleptos said.


  I looked straight into the black pits on his face, trying to decipher his intentions. But the problem was . . . they were black pits, absent of light. In a fight, the eyes can be the doorway to deciphering your opponent’s next move. But Cleptos didn’t have any of those helpful hints. I was fighting him blind.


  I decided not to think too much of my imminent defeat. After a brief pause, I leapt at Cleptos, trying to slip under his huge blade and stab him in the stomach. He spun out of the way, knocking several glasses from the private bar with the edge of his weapon as he spun. He sliced down toward my neck but I rolled out of the way and ended up in a crouch against the couch, panting.


  He struck out again, this time mutilating the faded cushions and sending feathers flying everywhere. I barely managed to duck to avoid the blow and I scrambled to my feet to face him again.


  “You are quick,” Cleptos said. “Just as my subordinate said. Perhaps this won’t be so boring.”


  The steel of his blade glinted in the light as he swung around with lighting speed. I didn’t have time to duck. Instead, I raised my left arm. The blade struck the steel so hard it sent me sliding back a few meters until my back hit the wall. But the arm held strong.


  Bless you, Grant.


  “Steel,” Cleptos said.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Didn’t your subordinate tell you?” I dove at him again, keeping low to avoid his blade as he swung. I brought my knife across his side. It didn’t go very deep, but it broke the skin and brought a stream of silver blood to the surface. I skidded to a stop and spun around to face him, a grin of triumph on my face.


  Cleptos looked down at the wound, seeming surprised. Then he looked back at me. “Not bad.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “But I probably should wrap this up. I don’t want to keep my lady waiting,” Cleptos said. Then, before I could blink, he spun and jammed the hilt of his knife forward, nailing me in the stomach. Breath whooshed from my lungs and saliva flew from my mouth at the sudden, painful impact. My knees gave as black spots sprouted across my vision. I don’t know how I remained conscious, but I was aware enough to feel the brush of cold steel on the back of my neck. A shudder tore through my body.


  He intoned Axira’s sacred words. “The Abyss claims all in time.”


  “And drink keeps them happy until then!” a familiar voice said as the door burst open.


  Cleptos blade lifted from my neck and I raised my head in time to see a mug spin across the room at top speed, nailing the minor god in the face. Laetatia followed soon after, spinning through the air to deliver a swift kick with her dangerously sharp high heels. Cleptos flew straight through the brick wall, leaving a hole in his wake and digging a crater in the cobblestone when he landed outside. Laetatia grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet.


  “Thanks,” I gasped out. “You have wonderful timing.”


  “No problem,” she said. A low growl sounded from outside as Cleptos picked himself off the ground, shaking debris from his black jacket. “I think we should run.” She seized my wrist and bolted from the tavern. I could only follow after her, trying to ignore the horrible pain in my stomach. I was still out of breath, but who needed air once adrenaline kicked in?


  “Is he following us?” I asked, not daring to look over my shoulder.


  “If Axira ordered your execution, you may be sure he is,” Laetatia said.


  “But why? Why am I suddenly important enough to send Cleptos after me? Why not just a normal assassin?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know why she’s decided to side with the elder gods either. I’d just as soon not ask. I could take Cleptos easily, but I’d rather avoid the fight.” Laetatia peeked over her shoulder. “Well, damn.”


  I couldn’t help but spare a glance this time. And I wasn’t happy with what I saw. Four huge black dogs pursued us. The one in the lead stood twice the height of the others and his eyes burned black instead of red. Cleptos. But the other three shape shifter minions didn’t make our situation better.


  Laetatia turned abruptly into an alleyway, nearly jerking my arm from my socket. I cursed as I registered the direction we were headed. “Laetatia wait. This way is–”


  We skidded to a stop in time to avoid slamming face first into a steel wall.


  “–a dead end,” I mumbled.


  “Damn it all.” Laetatia spun around, grabbing the edge of her red dress and ripping it almost up to her hip. She had a band strapped around her leg. A band full of knives. I knew I had good reasons for loving this goddess. “I hope you brought weapons.”


  “Thanks to Grant, I’ll never be without a weapon again.” I pressed the button on my hand. The blade darted into view, ripping the edge of my sleeve in the process.


  Cleptos and the other shape shifters stopped in front of us. The minor god shifted back to human form immediately but his subordinates remained vicious black beasts. Their red eyes burned as they focused on me and drool dribbled from their pearly canines, pooling in disgusting puddles on the ground.


  “Give her up, Laetatia. This is foolish,” Cleptos said.


  “Since when do you give me orders, minor god?” Laetatia sneered. “I’ve always wanted to see you dance, so let’s go.”


  Cleptos barred his teeth. “Fine.”


  He lunged at the goddess. Their blades ricocheted off each other in a flurry of sparks.


  I faced the three shape shifters, holding my blade arm in front of me. “I have a weapon now, bastards. Think you can handle me?”


  They let out snarls in response and charged. I ducked under the first dog, raising my arm over my head as he passed. The edge caught him in the chest as he soared over my head and with a cry, I slashed the blade all the way through its abdomen. Foul smelling black blood splashed my face and clothes, mottling the cobblestone at my feet. The creature skidded until it hit the brick wall and lay still.


  I didn’t have long to celebrate my victory with the other two shape shifters bearing down on me. They came from my right and left side, not leaping high enough to allow me to duck. So instead, I jumped. Their heads moved inches under my feet as they skidded under me, colliding into each other. I cocked back my arm and drove the blade between the shoulders of one of the shifters. Then I braced myself on its back and jerked the steel from its flesh, flipping backward to avoid the spray of black liquid. I landed on my knees, arm out to one side. The gooey fluid dripped from the steel tip, dotting the ground as I glared up at the final creature.


  “You want this too?” I asked. God, I loved having a weapon.


  The last shape shifter shot at me, but as he did a second snarl sounded to my left.


  “Janet!” Laetatia called out.


  I let gravity take over, dropping flat to the ground just as the shape shifter I had sliced from chest to belly moments ago went soaring over my head. Its gaping jaws passed so close to my face, drool splattered against my forehead as I landed on my back. I rolled to avoid another flurry of claws and teeth. The world around me spun and I couldn’t orient myself in time to see another one of the black beasts hurdling toward me.


  A familiar god skidded in front of me, slashing his blade arm upward with a force that removed the monster’s head from its body. The creature crumpled.


  “You okay, little thief?” Itazura glanced over his shoulder.


  “Doing wonderfully,” I gasped out, pushing myself to my feet. My knees were scraped bloody and my lungs burned, but I was alive. “Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it.” He backed up a few steps as the two remaining shape shifters moved toward us. “If you want to kill them, it has to be instant. Get them in the heart or take off their head. You have to hit dead on.”


  “Got it.” I sprang at one of the creatures before it could lunge at me, dropping at the last moment to slide between its huge paws. As I moved beneath its chest, I jammed my blade through its flesh, sinking the steel up to my fist. The creature let out a bone-chilling screech, writhing in an attempt to pull itself from my weapon. I curled my free arm around its shoulders, securing myself to its body as I twisted my wrist to pierce deeper into its heart. Its lifeblood pumped out, streaming down the steel of my arm and onto my jacket. I held my breath to avoid gagging at the putrid scent.


  At last, the creature’s struggling ceased and it went still. I rolled it off me, jerking my blade from its torso, and rose, panting.


  “Very nice,” Itazura said. He had dispatched the other shifter already. Now only Cleptos remained a threat.


  Laetatia backed toward us, planting herself on my right side. Itazura stood on my left. We faced Cleptos with our weapons and satisfaction coursed through me as I realized we outnumbered him.


  “I think you should return to your master and tell her you failed, Cleptos,” Itazura said, his green eyes narrowed. “Go.”


  Cleptos drew something from his pocket. A small, obsidian gear that glinted in the light of the setting sun. A black flame was emblazoned on its surface “If I go,” he flicked the coin into the air. “I take you all with me.”


  “He has Axira’s gear,” Laetatia warned.


  “Shit.” Itazura took a step forward but not before the coin hit the ground with a high-pitched ping.


  And my world was plunged into black.
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  When I opened my eyes, we stood in a globe of darkness. Not a dark room, but a globe. The darkness surrounded us on all sides, like a swirling black mist, rather than filling our space. I could still see perfectly fine. Itazura and Laetatia still stood on either side of me. Cleptos knelt in front of us, facing away, toward the tumultuous dark wall. I didn’t know why until the woman melted out of the black, as if stepping through a waterfall of darkness.


  Her long, thick hair was the color of pitch and her dress the color of dried violets. She walked slowly and deliberately with an air of elegance few could duplicate. Her dark-violet eyes glowed with power.


  Over her shoulder, she balanced the largest scythe I’d ever seen. Its silver blade was the size of my whole body and it looked sharp enough to cut through steel. The pictures didn’t do her justice but there was no mistaking it. The woman in front of me was Axira, Goddess of Death.


  Great . . . Abyss.


  Unlike the gods I usually associated with, Axira wasn’t someone I wanted to mess with. I could insult Itazura, punch Meroquio, and be a bit sarcastic with Laetatia. Even with Viden and Kaval I could speak my mind. But Axira? Forget it. If I said a wrong word, I would be dead.


  If I didn’t say anything at all, I would probably be dead too.


  Axira tilted her gaze toward Cleptos, “Thank you for bringing them here. Rise.”


  “As you wish, my lady.” Cleptos stood and faced us again.


  “It’s better that you’ve waited to kill the human,” Axira decided when her gaze locked on me. I shivered and struggled not to look away. “Perhaps now I can talk some sense into my brother and sister.”


  “You’re the one who needs sense,” Laetatia said. “I know we’ve never been close, but you can’t be stupid enough to side with the Elder Gods. You’ll damn yourself along with us. Whatever they told you, they’re lying.”


  Axira’s black eyes smoldered like coals after a roaring fire. “You think I am foolish enough to side with the Elder Gods?”


  Laetatia flinched–actually flinched–at her tone.


  “I’m not doing this to damn the realms, you idiot. I’m trying to save them.”


  “What?” I stared. “How does killing me save anything? You’ll just throw the clock out of balance!”


  “Ask Itazura,” Axira said coldly, turning her obsidian glare on the God to my left. He had remained oddly silent until now, but now he paled at mention of his name. “He knows exactly what I mean, don’t you? How typical of him to keep secrets.”


  “What is she talking about, Itazura?” I asked.


  “Yes, do share.” Laetatia seemed as confused as me. Her hazel eyes narrowed to slits. “Have you been keeping more information secret?”


  Itazura didn’t look at either of us. He kept his attention fixed squarely on Axira. “You’ll still damn us all if you kill her and I fall from the clock face. We need all twelve gods.”


  “In the long run, we have no choice. You know it.” Axira traced her pale fingers along the blade of her scythe. “Break your pact with her, Itazura. You’ve used her for your little game. You’ve spread the word of the apocalypse. End this foolishness and we’ll be done with it.”


  Itazura turned to look at me for the first time. The look in his green eyes was completely foreign to me. Never had I seen such a dead-serious expression on his face. I took a step backward, eyes narrowed. “Itazura. . . .”


  The corners of his mouth tilted upward. “Don’t worry, little thief.”


  “Itazura, do it now,” Axira ordered.


  “I don’t think I want to.” Itazura turned his gaze back on Axira. Now the slightest hint of challenge lit his irises. The mischief I knew well.


  Axira pressed her lips together in a tight line. Silence filled the dark cell. “If you insist,” she finally replied. “Cleptos.”


  A split second later, a tremendous force knocked into me and sent me flying several yards to the right. I heard Itazura call out my name and a sound like crackling electricity. The gods’ voices became oddly muted, as if I were listening to them through a window.


  I gasped for breath on my hands and knees before I managed to raise my head and look around. A nearly invisible force field stemmed from the dark mist bordering us on all side, surrounding me like a dome. The translucent black curtain spanned from one edge of the space to the other and when Itazura touched it, his hand glanced off of it. He, Laetatia, and Axira stood on the outside.


  Cleptos stood inside the dome with me.


  Damn it all.


  “Axira, release her now,” Itazura slammed his fist against the curtain. It shimmered but did not budge.


  “I gave you a chance, Itazura. You should have taken it,” Axira said. “Cleptos, kill her.”


  “Yes, my lady.” Cleptos lunged at me and I barely had enough time to break the fall of his razor sharp claws with my steel arm. The sharp ends cut through my sleeve like wet paper, but the arm held. I stumbled back a few steps as he slashed out again, closer towards the dark mist.


  “Janet, stay away from the wall,” Laetatia warned. “Humans can’t survive in the Abyss. There’s no air for you.”


  “Good tip,” I said, twisting around Cleptos so that my back faced the transparent curtain instead.


  Cleptos only chuckled at this. “How long do you think you can hold out against me, girl?”


  Now, I pressed the button on my wrist. As the blade shot out, I threw my arm out to the side and brought the blade across his chest. The point cut deep into his skin, causing silver blood to spurt onto my clothes.


  Cleptos stumbled back a few feet, cupping a hand over the wound. His expression remained blank, un-contorted by pain. It was more of a “Hmm . . . where did this strange substance come from” kind of look.


  I used his hesitation and confusion as an opportunity to draw back my fist and punch him in the face. Apparently minor gods bleed more than the higher gods, because Cleptos nose made a satisfying crunching sound the moment my elbow made contact. More silver blood spurted.


  “You have your tricks and I have mine,” I said, holding up my blade arm. “And in answer to your question, I think I can last pretty damn long.” I swiped my blade to the side, flicking of stray blood.


  “Let’s dance.” Then I flew at him, as if the odds were in my favor. Which they weren’t, by the way.


  Cleptos had greater speed and strength and only my steel arm kept me alive. He was satisfyingly dazed by every punch I managed to land and that gave me the window to stab out at him with my blade, though he always managed to dodge the strikes intended for his heart.


  I sliced him a few times across the shoulder and the side. The wounds slowed him down a bit but not much. Amid my heated fight, I couldn’t pay attention to what was happening on the other side of the barrier. A series of clangs and scrapes of steel on steel, joined by the occasional curse word echoed dully from the other side of the wall. A few times, I heard the whoosh of air as Axira slashed her huge scythe through the blackness, cutting through the shadow like a beam of light.


  Slowly but surely I began to tire, and the initial fervor of my attack began to fade. Cleptos began beating me down, nearly slashing me several times with his long claws. At last, Cleptos talons caught me across the face, leaving shallow but painful cuts through my skin. I gave a yell and threw out my left arm, backhanding him with a force that sent him reeling to the side.


  There were times I loved metal limbs.


  I let out something between a cry and a growl and rushed at him again, before he had enough time to recover. I sank my arm blade into his chest. The tip broke through the flesh of his back and he toppled backward. Cleptos shrieked as I jerked the blade out of his torso and plunged it in the second time, just to be safe.


  Then a third.


  And a fourth.


  I just kept on stabbing, over and over again. I knew I couldn’t kill him but I wanted to so badly. I wanted just one of my enemies to fall or be hurt by my strikes. Why did all of my opponents have to be so damn resilient?


  After maybe the eighth time I stabbed him, I jerked my blade from his flesh and stumbled back, panting heavily. Silver blood slid slowly down my blade, dripping from the tip and onto the dark ground. Against the blackness, the substance seemed to glow.


  “Are you done yet?” Cleptos asked, slowly straightening as his wounds began to heal.


  I nearly screamed.


  The God of Beasts grinned, his head lolling slightly to the side. “I told you it was pointless. You put up quite a good fight for a human. I suspect it has something to do with that metal limb of yours.” He shrugged. “But it’s over. You can’t beat me. I’m immortal. And you are fragile.”


  My knees began to shake and I nearly collapsed right there. I was so exhausted. Exhausted enough to just lie down and die.


  Cleptos was approaching me now, his claws looking as sharp as ever, and in spite of myself I didn’t move. I didn’t try to run. I just stared at him.


  “Janet!” Itazura called. “You have to move.”


  I did. Backward. As he slashed out with his claws, I threw myself back–straight into the dark border.


  And unlike the translucent curtain separating me from Itazura, this barrier didn’t stop me. I passed straight through the mist.


  Into the perfect darkness of the Abyss.
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  Suffocating. That was a good word for it. Because when I opened my mouth to breathe, no air came to meet my lungs. A hollow choking feeling scratched at my throat and I sank to my knees. My hands stretched out in front of me, searching for the curtain of mist. Trying to find the protective dome again. But I felt nothing. Found nothing.


  My lungs burned and I couldn’t rise again if I tried. The blackness pressed down on me, pinning me to the ground. If it was the ground. I couldn’t tell. At this point, I couldn’t be sure of anything. I was trapped in the Abyss, in a sea of dark, with no air to breathe.


  Then came the wind.


  Never had the sound of a crisp breeze been so welcome. It ran over my skin, my face, whispering to me in strange tongues. The same whispers I heard when I fought the wendigo.


  I opened my mouth to breathe and the wind filled my lungs so sweetly I could have cried. I exhaled and inhaled again. The breeze came to meet me.


  Janet.


  I didn’t understand it. How could there be a breeze in this realm where no air existed? I didn’t understand the whispers. But I didn’t need to understand. I just kept breathing, in and out, in and out.


  Rise.


  The darkness did not press so terribly on my shoulders now and though my legs trembled, I rose to my feet. The breeze curled around my legs. My body. It pushed me forward through the endless night and I moved with it. One foot after another. Step by step. Inhale. Exhale.


  I stepped through a cold mist and suddenly my eyes became useful again. I could see Cleptos at the edge of the black curtain, bowing to Axira. I could see Axira’s satisfied expression.


  And I could see Itazura and Laetatia’s wide eyes as they spotted me, standing back in the globe. Breathing.


  The breeze around me became a wind, swirling round and round my body like a twisting snake. It twisted up and up, gathering power. Gathering pressure. Axira and Cleptos noticed me now too, and Axira ordered something. I couldn’t hear her. The wind filled my ears.


  Wind.


  For a split second, silence filled the dome as if the wind had ceased. Then it exploded. I couldn’t see the air as it rushed at the translucent barrier but I felt the dome shaking in my bones as the curtain shattered into a million, smoky pieces. They drifted to the ground like dead leaves, dissolving into thin air.


  For a long while, no one spoke. No one moved. Even Axira’s jaw had unhinged slightly. Cleptos looked to her for orders, but even with black pits for eyes, he couldn’t disguise his shock.


  Itazura recovered first, leaping forward and grabbing my arm. I stumbled as he all but threw me to Laetatia. “Get her out of here now!”


  “Itazura, what in Mother’s name just happened?” Laetatia demanded.


  “I’ll explain later. Just go.” Itazura flipped his long knives in his hand and faced Axira.


  “I’m holding you to that,” Laetatia said, reaching into my jacket pocket and pulling out her special gear.


  “Hang on,” I whirled to face Itazura. “What about you?”


  He forced a grin. “Go on, little human. I’ve got things handled here.”


  Lie. Such an obvious lie.


  “I can’t leave,” I said. “I won’t. What if–”


  “I’m the God of Mischief, little human,” Itazura said. He barely ducked out of the way of one of Axira’s swings as Laetatia flipped the gear. “I’m sorry.”


  The coin hit the ground and a blinding flash surrounded Laetatia and I.


  When the darkness melted away, Itazura and Axira had disappeared. I stood once again in Laetatia’s tavern, in the very place Cleptos had almost killed me minutes ago.


  Moments later, my legs gave and I sank to my knees. I barely had time to curse Itazura before everything went black.


  I had to stop passing out. It couldn’t be healthy.
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  I didn’t know if gods could die. I mean surely some bad things could happen to them. They weren’t invincible. Maybe the weapons of the gods caused them more permanent damage or maybe all the power can be sucked from their body. Regardless, a week passed, and I could not find Itazura. He hadn’t ended the pact yet, so I had to lie low as much as possible, scanning every crowd for red-eyed shape shifters and creepy wendigoes.


  I couldn’t go to Laetatia for help either. When I woke up, she had disappeared and though I stayed in her tavern all day, she never showed up again. That night, I managed to sneak into the center ring to the White Library to search for the Wisdom twins. But when I reached the center I only found Vaylerius, sitting amongst a pile of dusty scrolls.


  “They’re gone,” he said simply. “Something big is happening with the gods. I think it has something to do with the war.” He leaned forward slightly. “Have you heard? About the war of the gods?”


  “Oh yeah, I’ve heard,” I muttered.


  I spent most of my time in the old clock tower where my team and I used to meet before our heists. I had to stay out of the house because my mother was especially busy with her work now. The world’s end brought good fortune to one business at least.


  I tried to imagine things as they were before, that day just over a week ago as we prepared to rob Amontillado’s temple. Parker playing with his explosives, Sid loading up his pistols and Sylvia winding that same thread around her finger, over and over again. I tried to imagine our casual banter and the sound of their laughter echoing off the walls. That day, we really believed we were going on a routine heist. I believed it.


  But when I woke up each morning, all I found was an empty clock tower with broken bells. No Parker. No Sid. No Sylvia. I was alone.


  Slowly but surely, the rumors in the city took hold. Rumors of the stirring Elder Gods. Panic set in among the population. More nomads packed the streets more than usual. Kabila already faced the wrath of the Elder Gods and tensions were mounting in Tiyata. Religious figures swarmed the crossroads, preaching for the masses to repent and put their faith in the Clockmaker, for the twelve clockwork gods had led us astray. Each time they stopped me and thrust his sign at my face I sighed and held up my ticking pendant.


  “I’m covered. Relax.”


  Though, lately, the God of Fate and Time was pissing me off.


  Beasts of the Abyss became more frequent visitors to Fortuna as well. Sightings of wendigoes and shape shifters shot up, and so did the death count. Not only did I have to deal with avoiding monsters targeting me, but I also had to avoid random encounters with creatures who just wanted to devour my soul for the fun of it.


  The trouble came on the day I ran into an old friend.


  “Hello, girl.”


  I whirled around to see a familiar shape shifter standing at the head of the clock tower, red eyes glowing in the dim, evening light. Honestly, many shape shifters looked the same with their sharp teeth and crimson eyes but this one was hard to forget. He had, after all, nearly killed me.


  “You again.” I sighed. “Damn it, there’s no point in killing me. The humans are already warned of the apocalypse. Leave me alone.”


  “On the contrary,” the shape shifter said. “I think there is a point to killing you. I can still bring down a god with your death.”


  “Well, tell him that, because he hasn’t been around for a week.” I sighed.


  The shape shifter did not reply. He simply drew an assassins’ blade from his cloak.


  “Fine.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Your move . . . um . . . I never caught your name.”


  “Mist.” The shape shifter replied. “Though I hardly think it matters.”


  “Guess not.” I shrugged. “Just curious.”


  I let Mist lunge at me first, easily blocking the fall of his blade with my left arm. He appeared amused. “I see you fixed your limb.”


  “Yeah, thanks for that.” I leapt away from him, catching myself against the silver bell. It clanged hollowly. “This time it’s even better!” I cocked back my fist and tried to punch him but he caught my wrist before I could touch him.


  “Better? Perhaps I should test that,” he said, clenching my wrist in his hands.


  “You probably shouldn’t,” I warned, just before he accidentally pressed down on my favorite button. My blade shot from my arm, spearing him through the stomach. His eyes widened in surprise, and he stumbled away, pulling himself off of my blade and falling onto his back.


  “I told you it was better.” I swiped my blade to the side, flicking off his dark blood. It splattered the dusty ground at my feet. “Now you can’t easily disarm me. And if you try to crush my wrist, you’ll get a nasty surprise. Handy, isn’t it?”


  Mist didn’t answer. He was too busy healing himself and coughing up blood into black pools on the ground. Slowly he rose to his feet again, but his movement was heavy. Next to Cleptos, this guy didn’t seem so threatening. I could actually hurt him if I just stabbed him through the heart.


  “You postpone your imminent death as always,” Mist said.


  “Yeah, you know, for my death being so imminent, I sure do seem to avoid it a lot,” I said, holding my arm in front of me. “But come at me again if you want. Prove that my death is imminent.”


  Mist looked as if he wanted nothing more than to do just that. But before he could something small and black flew through the air, followed by a gleaming silver chain. A pocket watch. It hit the ground with a soft clink, snapping open and sending up a great cloud of smoke.


  “Pocket watch bombs,” I whispered. “But. . . .”


  A huge silhouette moved through the smoke and two gunshots echoed through the clock tower, followed by a thump.


  “Get lost, creep,” a familiar voice called. “Geez, these things are everywhere, aren’t they Sid?”


  “Sid?” My voice nearly cracked in surprise. “Parker? Is that you?”


  The smoke began to dissipate and through the dark clouds, Sid caught my gaze. He held twin pistols in his hand. When the smoke faded a bit more, Parker’s much smaller body came into view.


  “Janet!” Parker leapt from the putrid cloud and hugged me so tight he nearly crushed my arm. “Where have you been?”


  “You two.” I breathed. “You’re alive?”


  “Of course,” Sid said.


  “But the wendigoes–”


  “We got lucky,” Parker explained. “We–”


  “One moment,” Sid said as Mist had begun to get up again. He shot him in the chest three times in succession. This time the shots sent him toppling from the clock tower and toward the cracked stone below. Sid watched him fall and gave a satisfied nod when he hit the ground. “All right.”


  “You escaped then,” I said.


  “Barely,” Parker said. “See, in the panic, a vigilant guard got thrown into the bars of our cell. He landed close enough for us to grab the keys and run. Other prisoners weren’t so lucky. We managed to get out in the chaos.” He cocked his head to the side. “How did you know about those things?”


  “I . . . uh . . . it’s a long story,” I said, rubbing a hand behind my head. “I thought you were dead.”


  “We thought you were dead,” Parker said. “When you disappeared from our cell? We thought they had moved you or tried to interrogate you. When you didn’t come back we all assumed the worse.” He looked down at my arm. “That’s awesome by the way. Did Dad make that for you?”


  “Yeah,” I said, unable to manage a longer answer. I had come to terms with the fact that I would never see my friends again. I had accepted it. And yet here they stood in front of me, Parker beaming and Sid’s mouth twitching. The only thing missing. . . .


  “Where’s Sylvia?” I asked. “Is she here?”


  Parker’s face fell. “Um, well we made it out fine.” He rubbed a hand behind her head. “But one of those monsters got to her. We don’t know what happened but she just dropped. She’s nonresponsive. We’ve got her at my dad’s house and he’s trying to help her. She’s breathing but–”


  “But her soul is gone.” I blinked hard. “I’m sorry. Maybe if I had been there–”


  “You couldn’t have done anything. None of us could,” Sid said. “We’re just glad you’re all right.”


  Parker and I stared at him. Thirteen words in one setting had to be a new record for Sid.


  “Same,” I said after a pause. “I’m glad you’re both safe.”


  If only I could say the same for Sylvia.


  “We have something for you.” Sid reached into his pocket and drew out a scroll. The hand of Mischief was pressed into the seal.


  I snatched the scroll from his hand and tore it open. “Where did you get this?”


  “Some man gave it to us and told us where to find you,” Parker said. “But he didn’t give a name. We didn’t see his face either. He sort of disappeared as soon as he gave it to us. Like a ghost or something. But it sounded important.”


  Then why couldn’t he talk to me himself? I thought bitterly. But I read the note.


  Janet,


  Sorry I couldn’t come myself. Things are crazy up here. I could only spare a moment to get this to your friends. I know you’re probably angry with me and you have a right to be. I promise I’ll explain everything when we see each other again. I don’t know when that will be. But I will explain. For now our pact stands. Trust me, it might save your life rather than endanger it this time around.


  I know you’re not keen on trusting me, but I do have a tip for you in exchange for your waiting. The wendigo hoards are massing in Kabila and the one that ate your friend’s soul will probably be there. Go to the craftsman’s temple in the city of Calcut. Artifex is there. He’ll be able to get you the weapons you need to kill the wendigoes and return your friend’s soul to her body.


  Be careful, little thief.


  ~I.


  “Who’s ‘I’?” Parker asked as he peered over my shoulder.


  “That’s not your concern.” I elbowed him away. Anger burned through me. Even now, Itazura wouldn’t explain things to me. He had to keep me in the dark. I wished I had asked Axira for the truth before she tried to kill me. Then I’d at least know.


  This note held a promise. A promise he’d explain everything the next time we met. I’d have to hold onto that promise for now. Because at the moment, I had things to do.


  “We’re going to Kabila,” I said, rolling up the scroll.


  Parker’s eyes bugged and even Sid raised his eyebrows.


  “Kabila? Janet, are you crazy?” Parker’s voice cracked. “Have you heard the stories there? Beasts of the Abyss are overrunning the deserts and the bigger cities are getting attacked too. There have been terrible sand storms. We can’t go there.”


  “We have to,” I said. “We have to get Sylvia back.”


  Parker fell silent, surprisingly enough, and it was Sid who spoke. “How?”


  “We kill wendigoes. We kill every one of them we find until we release her soul.” I stared down at my steel hand. “We didn’t abandon her that day in the temple and we won’t abandon her now.”


  Parker nodded. “Right. Of course we won’t.”


  “We’re with you,” Sid agreed.


  All throughout the city, the clocks began to chime. Almost unconsciously, I counted the ringing of the bells. Seven rings for the seventh hour.


  “The Hour of Mischief,” Sid observed.


  “Guess it is,” I said, looking at the bell that hadn’t rung in years. I could see our reflections, just barely, in its dusty surface. Three merchants of mischief, ready for the most important job of our lives.


  I didn’t have time to sit around lamenting Itazura’s absence or wishing he would give me the answers I wanted. Sylvia waited for us, somewhere in Kabila. Our time of harmless hijinks and heists was over. The world we knew had ended, but we wouldn’t crumble as the gods expected.


  Like our patron, the God of Mischief, it was our job to catch the world by surprise.
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  Eleanor Banneker is under a spell, bewitched and enslaved by her evil stepmother. Her long-lost childhood friend, Benjamin Grimm, is the only person immune to the magic that binds her. Even if he doesn’t believe in real magic, he cannot abandon her to her fate and must find a way to breach the spell - but time is running short. If he doesn’t succeed before the clock strikes midnight on New Year’s Eve, Ellie will be bound forever…
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  Ardis knows better than to save a man on the battlefield. Even if he manages to be a charming bastard while bleeding out in the snow. When she rescues Wendel, it isn’t because he’s devilishly handsome, but because he’s a necromancer. His touch can revive the dead, and Ardis worries he will return from the grave to hunt her down.


  A gentleman of questionable morals, Wendel pledges his undying loyalty to Ardis. She resists falling for him, no matter how hot the tension smolders between them. Especially when she discovers Wendel’s scars run much deeper than his skin, and it might be too late to truly save him from himself.
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  Seventeen-year-old Clark Treasure assumes the drink he stole off the captain is absinthe… until the chemicals in the liquid give him the ability to awaken the dead. A great invention for creating perfect soldiers, yes, but Clark wants to live as a miner, not a slave to the army—or the deceased. On the run, Clark turns to his estranged tycoon father for help. The Treasures welcome Clark with open arms, so he jumps at the chance to help them protect their ranch against Senator Horan, a man who hates anyone more powerful than he.


  And he is not alone. His new-found sister, Amethyst, thinks that’s rather dashing, until Horan kidnaps her, and all she gets is a bullet through her heart. When Clark brings her back to life, she realizes he’s more than just street-smart-and he’s not really a Treasure. Amethyst’s boring summer at home has turned into an adventure on the run, chock full of intrigue, danger, love, and a mysterious boy named Clark.
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