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Chapter 1 

 The agent leaped nimbly onto a stone that overlooked the village huddled in the gully below. All of the preparations for the coming celebration had been completed yesterday. Now the town slept uneasily, under a veil of mist.  Did its inhabitants have any idea, any premonition, the agent wondered, of what was to befall them? 

 A chill wind swept suddenly over the agent, and her eyes fell. At her feet was a white flower, its stem twisting between stony cracks, clutching at them in a death-grip, grappling to survive a little longer. It was such a beautiful and delicate thing, but no matter how tenaciously it persisted in life, it could not last. Already the greenness of summer was fading away, and the World would have to undergo the darkness of winter before it would see such things again.  

 Let it come.     

 The agent felt like she had been waiting on such a brink for some time now. She didn’t want to balance perilously on that edge anymore, powerless to do anything but watch the things of old cling stubbornly to life and finally wither. She wanted to plunge in. Because she knew that it was only through the plunge that she—and the World—could be whole again, and things long forgotten could be remembered. Because now, there was no going back.  

 But she didn’t know where to begin. So here she was still, at the brink, utterly unable to move.   

 She wasn’t just any agent. She was called Leina Skyvola, and that name boded some strange mix of hope and fear to all who heard it. The only problem was that she didn’t know why. Her own origins were as mysterious to her as were those of the audacious boy who called himself Dangerman, the one who had made her a slave in his desert fortress. 

 But that didn’t matter. Not here. Not now. Leina had other things to worry about. Her job here was simply to observe what befell, to see if she could garner any useful information out of the event that was to occur today. 

 She had been on a similar mission once before, in the city of Estlebey, just over a year ago. Back then, she had been excited for the chance to help in the fight against Dangerman. She hadn’t been entirely unsuccessful; she had witnessed a secret conversation between Dangerman and Estlebey’s king, who was known among his enemies as the Appeaser. From that conversation she had learned that Dangerman and the Appeaser were working together closely to undermine the freedom of Estlebey’s citizens. That knowledge was the most important breakthrough that the Agency had gained in quite some time.    

 But today Leina couldn’t help but feel a deep sense of futility. She alone had no power to stop the horrors that she was to witness today. And even if she learned something more valuable than she had last time, what good would it do if the only ones who knew about it were of an outcast Agency that must remain hidden? If the Agency was discovered by the source of the evil that was eating away at the World, Max had said, it would all be over. They would be destroyed. They couldn’t risk that until the time was right. But Leina sometimes wondered if this was the Agency’s only opportunity, and they were missing it. Judging from Dangerman’s actions, something was coming to a point. When it did, would the Agency even stand a chance?     

 Leina sighed, and the crisp mountain air turned to mist at the touch of her breath. She trusted Sasha and Max of the Agency more than she had ever trusted anyone before, even her grandmother. Why should she doubt their judgment? You shouldn’t feel so responsible for an operation that’s out of your hands, she had often told herself. Just do your part. But somehow she couldn’t cast off the feeling that she should be doing more. 

 What seemed like so long ago, Grandmother had told her about the darkness that was coming over the World. Some evil power that caused the raids, and polluted the minds of all people in its reach. Leina hadn’t understood it then, but she did now. In the Desert and in Estlebey, she had seen the pain and confusion that it wrought. She felt the weight of it on her shoulders now—the weight of the World. Perhaps it was an unfair burden, but she had felt that kind of responsibility for some time now. It followed her, haunted her, like a foreboding shadow. Sometimes it gave her strength and purpose, but other times she could only feel its immeasurable weight threatening to crush her.

 The question still remained as to who or what the source of the darkness was. After what Leina had learned in Estlebey, it was clear that Dangerman was deeply involved. Indeed, he had been proven to be the source of all of the recent monster raids. But could it truly be he who was orchestrating something so massive? Though Leina detested Dangerman, she found it hard to believe that his motives would be so deep. He was very clever, yes. But he was also unbelievably foolish and selfish. Blind. 

 Leina dismissed that jumble of wonderings, and turned her thoughts to the task at hand. She was much more prepared today than she was when she went to Estlebey. Upon her return, Max had regimented six months of intensive training, and now she was supposedly much more “well-rounded.” What that really meant was that she had undergone more physical training than she wanted to remember. As a child she had lived alone with her grandmother in the woods, and had spent a lot of time outside, wandering and exploring. She had considered her physical shape sufficient at the least. But she had always been more inclined to sit down with a book and exert herself mentally. Now, after Max’s training, Leina was more physically able than she had thought possible, even if she still didn’t appreciate the value of it. 

 But today she had to forget all of that. She had to move and act like an average village girl, who wasn’t hyper-intelligent and who preferred to leave the heavy lifting to those more capable. Today she was undercover. 

 Sasha and Max hadn’t thought that they would need Leina to do this kind of work again. But then they had received another tip, and, as a nineteen-year-old girl who looked much younger than she was, Leina was still the most inconspicuous agent on the team, even now that she was better trained. And though Leina had pleaded Max to let his daughter Ruby come with her again, he had insisted that once was enough until Ruby was old enough to actually begin training. Leina didn’t agree with his logic because she herself was still well under the prescribed age of 21, but she knew better than to argue with Max when she didn’t have to. 

 What she still didn’t understand was why they had bothered to send her at all. They all knew what a monster raid was like. She supposed that they were simply hungry for news of the World. Estlebey was closed now, and no more newspapers made it out of those walls. The Agency lay in a disturbed calm, blind to the World in its seclusion. But what could Leina find today that would shed any light on what was happening? Nothing, she feared. She had been lucky in Estlebey, but she couldn’t even pretend to hope that the same would happen here. 

 Leina lowered a decorative mask to cover her eyes. It’s silly of you to wear it again, she told herself. And yet, wearing the mask gave her security. It was the mask that she had worn in Estlebey to hide her face from Dangerman. She doubted that he would be here, too, and even if he was, he probably wouldn’t notice or recognize her after so long. But why not be safe? Masks like these were often worn during celebrations such as the one that was soon to begin in the little village, so at any rate it would help her to blend in. 

 The mist still lay heavy over the town, but Leina could see signs of movement now. People were preparing. Soon it would begin. She descended from her lookout, down a grassy slope to the bottom of the gulch. 

 Leina shivered, from more than the wind. But she was ready. Though there was nothing that she could do to stop the coming of destruction to this peaceful place, come it must. She would try, at least, to do what good she could. 

 Let it come. 







  
 




Chapter 2

 The faces around her were joyous and excited. This village, called Drexel, was not like Estlebey. There were less people, and they moved with a slower kind of tranquility. They were content to be sheltered from the troubles of higher people, and they cared only for their simple lives to continue unchanged. Leina had not been so different from them, once. But she had been alone then, except for Grandmother. These people had the quiet and steadfast companionship of their neighbors. There was an allure in this place, and it pulled at Leina’s heart. It was the kind of place where she wished she could stay. 

 It was the harvest celebration. These people were happy to celebrate the rich fruits that the earth produced in its greenness, before all fell dead. The harvest this year had been plentiful, and the townspeople looked forward to a winter of comfort and plenty, safe from hunger and biting cold. Leina only wished that the joy on their faces could last. 

 She walked among them like a ghost, an observer destined to watch from a detached and shattered perspective. She knew that she should be blending in. You never know who’s watching, Max had told her countless times. But she couldn’t help it. Anyone who looked at her face must have wondered what brought such a pale, withdrawn stranger to this place, where she surely could not belong. Leina saw a kindly old woman eying her with gentle sympathy. She felt like the lady could see through her, right down to her thoughts, and it unnerved her. She turned away with an out-of-place violence, dissolving into a group of people bunched up across the street. 

 A sweet smell rose to greet Leina, and she tilted her head down to find its source. The group that she had joined was congregated around a curly-haired street urchin. He couldn’t have been much older than nine or ten, but he was probably an orphan trying to earn enough money to make ends meet all on his own. He was hopefully extending a platter of hot pastries to the onlookers.  

 Leina smiled at the little boy and took one, dropping a handful of coins into his outstretched hand, at least ten times its worth. He regarded the money with undisguised awe, and Leina disappeared before he looked up again.  

 Leina wandered aimlessly around the edges of an adjoining square, taking an absent bite of the pastry from time to time. A rambunctious folk band was playing a lively tune across the way, and people were dancing and clapping with fervor. Leina watched them passively for a long while. It was a fast song. Desperate, almost, in its quickness. It should have been a cheerful tune, but the harmonies clashed in Leina’s head, a low, unnerving melody wandering independently underneath them. Feet tapping, arms swinging, bows slicing – all was a frantic, disconnected blur. 

 It was then that the monsters came. 

 Leina saw them before anyone else. Her face paled as she watched the joyous townspeople, laughing, moving quickly to keep in step, and behind them, creeping in the shadows, eyes that glowed with… nothing. Nothing human. Knowledge only of command. 

 Leina felt unable to move. Unable to affect her surroundings in any way. She could only watch. Unbidden, an image of the little street urchin passed repeatedly before her. He must have had a hard life, but still he was so young, so innocent. Surely the monsters would kill him, or take him captive, and then he would never know anything beyond their merciless claws and whips. The poor kid didn’t deserve that.  

 You’re a spy. You’re not supposed to let people affect you like this. 

 All at once, the monsters descended. The frozen moment was shattered. And Leina was running back the way she had come.  

 







  
 




Chapter 3

 Leina found the little boy where he had been before. The only difference was that the pastries were now scattered on the ground around him, and there was no one else in sight. Except for the massive monster that crouched over him, clawed arm raised. 

 That’s it for undercover. 

 Leina leaped forward to put herself between the boy and the beast, and delivered a sharp blow to the monster’s nose, causing it to stagger back and yelp in pain. But it only took a moment for the creature to recover, and it wasn’t about to retreat.               

 Monsters were frightening, and they certainly had brute force on their side, but they really were not very clever creatures. Though the monster slashed viciously at Leina, its movements were clumsy. She darted under its blows and in and out of its range easily, for once beginning to appreciate the merits of the physical regimen that Max had imposed upon her. The monster roared in rage, but Leina could see that its movements were becoming blunter, easier to dodge. Then, suddenly, behind Leina’s back, the sun rose out from the lingering mist, casting its brilliant morning rays in the monster’s face. It squinted its eyes and angled its face away. 

 Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, Leina faked a lurch to the left, and the monster struck in that direction with a venomous screech, just a little too hard. In the moment that the monster took to regain its balance, Leina spun in the other direction, flipped a knife out from inside the sleeve of her dress, and stabbed the vile creature in the back. It bellowed angrily, then crumpled to the ground and lay still. Something small and round rolled out on the cobblestone from underneath it. 

 The little boy hadn’t moved, and was staring at Leina with eyes as big as plates. But Leina was watching the round object, still rolling. She gingerly picked it up and held it to the light. 

 “No,” she breathed helplessly. 

 “What? What is it?” asked the little boy, coming up beside her to look. 

 Leina rotated the little metal sphere in her hand. A deep dread seemed to emanate from its core. Hands shaking, she returned it carefully to the ground. Then she spun around and took the little boy by the shoulders. 

 “What’s your name?” 

 “Kip.” 

 “Okay, Kip, we’re in serious danger. I want to get you out of here. Do you have any family in the village?” 

 “Just my little sister Lilly,” said Kip solemnly. “We’re all alone. She’s still over there in the bakery, working so we can—“ 

 “Go get her. And then come back here. As quickly as you can.” 

 Kip darted off and returned a few moments later with a smiling little blonde girl in tow. All had been quiet in the meantime. The monsters were busy ravaging other parts of the village, and Leina hadn’t seen so much as a stray movement.

 “Hi, Lilly,” Leina said, trying not to sound too panicked. “We’re going to run now, okay?” 

 The children reached for her hands and she ran with them as fast as their little legs could go. They were near the outskirts of the village, so they didn’t have far to go. Since the celebration had been taking place mainly at the center of the village, the raid hadn’t reached this area yet. They passed without hindrance. 

 Kip and Lilly were panting heavily by the time they emerged from the village, so Leina relented to letting them walk up the grassy slope to safer ground. But she was constantly glancing back at the village, and urging the children to hurry. 

 When they were halfway up the slope, Leina saw floods of monsters issuing from the village, carrying prisoners with them. They were headed in the opposite direction, but the sight caused her to grimace anyways. It wasn’t them she was worried about. 

 “Can we run again?” Leina pleaded.

 Kip and Lilly nodded valiantly and started running. When they reached the top, Leina dove behind a large boulder and motioned frantically for them to do the same. No sooner had they taken shelter, the earth below them quaked, and the village below erupted into violent flame.                  

 “No,” Leina moaned. “How could they?” 

 “You saved us,” said Lilly, eyes wide with awe.

 Suddenly Kip looked bashful. “Are you… are you the one who leaped from the sky and saved all of those people from the monster in Estlebey?” he asked. 

 That wasn’t exactly how Leina would phrase it. Tumbling inadvertently into the situation and barely escaping with her life, maybe. Kip’s description sounded more like something out of the books she used to read. “Yes,” she said slowly. “How did you know about that?” 

 Kip pointed to his eyes. Leina furrowed her brow in confusion, then touched her own eyes. She felt the smooth satin of the mask. “Oh.” Her eyes fell behind the mask. “But they closed Estlebey. News like that isn’t supposed to be let out.”

 “We still hear things. There are smugglers.” Kip paused, his voice heavy with admiration. “They call you the Masked One. You’re a legend.”  

  Something in those words stung at Leina’s heart. It seemed a mockery. She could not save the village. 

 







  
 




Chapter 4

 “That was risky, Leina, risky.” That was Sasha’s nice way of repeating what Max had been yelling for the last half-hour before he violently stormed out of Sasha’s office. “You have so much talent, but sometimes I think you don’t know how to follow orders.” 

 “I’m not trying to rebel. I just…”  

 “Can’t help it because you feel compelled to do what you think is right. I know.” Sasha shook her head. “And the trouble is, you always are right. It’s just that doing things like that is a sure way to get us exposed. If that monster had lived, Leina, you can be sure its master would have heard about you. Maybe he already has.”

 Leina’s shoulders drooped, but she did not speak. 

 Sasha sighed. “These are difficult times. Sometimes… sometimes you can’t save everyone. If saving one person condemns everyone else, would it be worth it?” Sasha herself seemed uncertain, as if she was searching for the answer.   

 “I don’t know,” was all Leina could bring herself to say. She thought of Sam, the undercover agent who was willing to show Dangerman’s slaves tremendous cruelty for the sake of pulling off his act convincingly. Leina still had a scar to remind her of that. But in the end, he had let her go. Was it only because of her usefulness? Or had he had some faint desire to save her, because of some grain of humanity in himself that even he couldn’t hide? Unable to make sense of it, Leina changed her angle. “They have… technology,” she said. “I saw one of the bombs with my own eyes. They’re getting bolder. What if they win before we even start fighting against them?” 

 “They won’t,” Sasha said firmly. “Trust us. We won’t let that happen. But if we are discovered too soon, this will all be over.”

 There was a long pause. Neither of them knew what more to say. Finally, Leina said haltingly, “Kip thought I was some kind of hero. Apparently it’s a rumor of some kind. I used to believe in things like that. It’s just that the World is such a complicated place now.” 

 “Ah, yes, the Masked One.” Sasha laughed softly, but Leina did not see any humor in it. “That’s only what the World wants you to believe, about it being complicated. Often the answers to complicated questions are simpler than we want them to be.”

 “I still don’t feel like one. I don’t think I’ve done anything worthy of legend.” 

 “According to the World you have. And it is the World that decides what is worthy of legend, whether they are right or not.” Sasha’s face grew serious again, and she said, “But if heroism felt heroic, it wouldn’t be heroic at all. That’s what we have to accept in our line of work. You will do things worthy of legend, but the legend is not for you. More often than not, heroism is like this.” Sasha lifted her right sleeve, revealing a long, ugly scar. In response to Leina’s questioning gaze, she explained, “The mark of a scourge. I saw my mother scourged to death by monsters. It was back in the darkest days of Estlebey, a time that those living there now would do well to remember more often. My mother was in hiding, but they found her and demanded that she tell them who her daughters were, where they were hiding. When she wouldn’t tell, they brought every young girl in Estlebey before her. By some cruel chance I was last. They asked her over and over again, ‘Is this your daughter?’ I knew that she was dying; she couldn’t take their torture any more. But even so, she only stared at me with steely eyes that said not to cry, not to let them know that I knew her. They threatened to scourge me, too, and they did, and my mother didn’t even let a change come over her face, to save me.” Sasha’s voice, normally so serene, rose and fell and broke as she spoke. Now she sighed. “Even if she never felt the pride of heroes, and even though she is remembered only by a few, did that make what she did any less heroic? Most of the true heroes in the World never felt heroic even for a moment. But that didn’t make them doubt. Doubt and fear are our worst enemies, and it is them most of all that we must overcome.”   

 Now Leina felt foolish, if not comforted. Nonetheless, the end of Sasha’s speech had solidified something that Leina had been considering—no, that she had known—ever since she returned from the village raid. It probably wasn’t anywhere near what Sasha had meant for her to get out of this conversation, but now Leina knew clearly that it was what she had to do. She just wasn’t ready to put it into words yet. The silence pressed on her heavily. Finally, for the sake of saying something, she said, “You said ‘daughters.’ You have sisters?” 

 “Just one,” Sasha said, and her voice was pained. “I was told that they found and killed her. It was all over some prophecy, or more of a general expectation, I should say. Our parents were among the greatest of the agents of old. Back when people still knew how to acknowledge that the darkness existed, they assumed that if anyone could defeat it, it would be either my sister or I when we grew up. Not unlike your Masked One rumor, actually. It was harmless, perhaps, but the darkness took it seriously. If nothing else, it wanted to crush the hope that we inspired.” Sasha looked like she was going to say something else, but she didn’t.  

 “You’re still around,” said Leina. “Maybe they were right that you would be the one to defeat the darkness.”  

 “I’m not so sure,” Sasha said, with an odd light in her eyes. “It was my sister, really, that most of the expectation was laid on.” Then she quickly added, “After my mother died, I made myself believe that the rumor was just some kind of excuse the Appeaser came up with so he could personally tear my life apart. After we left Estlebey, it was a long time before my father could convince me to join the Agency.” 

 Leina frowned. Sasha was always so calm and wise. Leina was not sure that she wanted to hear that she had ever been otherwise.

 But then Sasha’s voice softened, and the Sasha that Leina had known was back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone off on a tangent. Almost anyone’s life is someone else’s fantasy, Leina. So nothing has changed, really. Don’t try to live up to anything. Just be yourself. Greatness, I think, is a thing that we tend to shy away from. Some people spend their whole lives trying to hide from their own greatness. The World tries to make us think that we are missing something. What we forget is that everything that we long for most is right there with us. Sometimes it takes the dark moments where we can’t see anything else to remember.”

 Leina was silent for a long time. Finally, she said, “Am I dangerous to you?” 

 Sasha hesitated. “You cannot wear the mask anymore, that is certain. The rumor will fade if you can manage to keep from causing a sensation again.”   

 “I can’t promise that. And if news of me reaches the Appeaser or Dangerman, they won’t be quick to forget it. As long as I’m linked with you, I will be dangerous.” She paused and took a deep breath. She knew that she couldn’t put off telling Sasha any longer. “And yet, no one knows where I come from. Not yet. If given long enough, they may figure it out, but right now they probably think I’m just some crazy vigilante, like Dangerman. Maybe that’s what I need to give them, before they have time to make other assumptions.”

 Sasha immediately knew what Leina was proposing. “If you chose to do this, you would be on your own. We couldn’t offer any support that would link us to you. Not in an endeavor so… risky, so open.”

 “I know. But I can’t sit in a corner and watch and do nothing anymore. And they need an explanation for what they’ve seen. Anyways, I think what Dangerman needs is someone to draw him out. Someone like himself. Someone like the Masked One.”  

 Sasha smiled slightly. “Not only Dangerman. The World is longing for someone like the Masked One, or else your rumor never would have spread. But…” she paused, and the smile disappeared. “Are you sure you understand what this would mean? You could not come back here for a long time, maybe never.”  

  Leina nodded. “I don’t want to leave. But I am ready.” 

 Sasha nodded. “I can offer you very little, Leina, but at least I will give you this advice. Keep your true identity hidden until it can best serve you. Used at the right time, it can be your most powerful weapon.” 

 Leina furrowed her brow in confusion. “Why? Because Dangerman hates me?” 

 “No.” Sasha shook her head. “Because you are Leina Skyvola.” 

 Leina’s face fell. “And what does that mean?” 

 Sasha smiled softly. “Someday you will discover that you have found out. There are some things about a person that one cannot truly conceal or destroy. Things that we are meant to be. There are too many who try to hide them.”

 







  
 




Chapter 5

 That evening, Leina ate dinner with Ruby in one of the Agency’s small lounges. They had spent countless hours here. It was here where Leina often gave Ruby reading lessons, and afterwards they would talk and play games long into the night. But tonight they were silent. Leina didn’t want to have to tell Ruby that she was leaving. They had become good friends during Leina’s time here, and Leina knew that Ruby would be devastated. 

 Ruby had long ceased trying to make conversation. Occasionally she looked up from her food and gave Leina a sideways glance, but in fact this kind of unexpected silence on Leina’s part wasn’t out of the ordinary. Ruby knew that talking to Leina while she was deep in thought was as exciting as conversing with a robot pre-programmed with short automatic responses.

 Kip and Lilly bounded into the room, precariously balancing plates heaped with food in their small arms. They both clamored to sit next to Leina at the lounge’s little corner table. Sasha and Max had agreed to let them stay at the Agency until someone from the outlying outpost-town could be found to adopt them. Already the children had shed any trace of their past life in the streets, and were as bright and happy as any of the other children here. Leina smiled at them weakly.

 After taking a large bite of a bread roll, Kip bubbled, “Masked One, what was it like to save all of those people in Estlebey?” 

 “Really, you can call me Leina.” She tried not to frown. Kip had been following her around whenever he could, constantly asking questions like that. She wished that she could stop taking them so seriously, laugh them off. Either way, it wasn’t Kip’s fault. There was such bright youthful innocence in his eyes. It made Leina wish that she could be the hero he thought she was. But she wasn’t. She often wondered if she would have had the courage to jump if she had actually known about the monster.  

 “I was there,” Ruby said, saving Leina from having to answer Kip’s question. Leina flashed her a grateful glance. 

 “Really?” Kip said in awe.

 Ruby nodded, smiling. “Yes. The monster would have gotten me if Leina didn’t jump in at just the right moment.” She was looking meaningfully at Leina as she said it. Leina knew that she was really saying, I don’t care if you knew about the monster or not. You did save us. Don’t be so angry with yourself. 

  Leina nodded slightly at Ruby. “Thanks,” she mouthed. 

 As soon as Kip and Lilly finished eating, they wandered from the table and found a ball in the corner. Leina and Ruby watched in silence as the children laughingly bounced it in the air, trying to keep it from hitting the ground. 

 Leina took a deep breath. “So…” she began, and then her voice faded. 

 “What?” Ruby asked sharply, instantly suspicious. 

 “I’m leaving,” Leina blurted. 

 Ruby’s eyes fell. “I know.” 

 “Huh? How?” Leina was taken off guard. 

 “I was listening.” 

 Leina laughed. “You’re already a spy and Max hasn’t even started training you yet.” Then her face fell again. “I don’t want to leave all of you, but I have to.” 

 “I know that too.” Ruby bit her lip. “Is it… forever?” 

 Leina shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope not.”

 Ruby nodded slowly. Leina smiled a little, grateful that Ruby wasn’t making this more difficult than it already was. “You have to keep reading while I’m gone, okay? You have to get to the end of my book. It’s the best part. It’s taken all of the strength that I have to restrain myself from telling you about it, so you can’t let my efforts be in vain!”

 “Of course,” said Ruby quietly. “Just… promise you’ll try to come back someday?” 

 “I will.” 

 Kip lunged to hit the ball higher into the air, but he missed and both he and the ball tumbled onto a heavily stuffed chair amidst Lilly’s fervent giggles. With a grin, Kip settled onto the chair and let the ball roll to the ground. “Are you going to save the World from Dangerman?”

 The smile came more easily this time. “Something like that. I am the Masked One, right?”      

***

 A week later, Leina stood out front of the Agency, her eyes uplifted to the eagle insignia above the door that shone in the sunlight. She knew that she looked as ridiculous as she felt, but it was necessary. If she was going to play the part of the Masked One, she couldn’t risk underdoing it. So now the satin mask on her face was complimented with a matching cloak and boots and white elbow-length gloves.  Her long dark hair was braided tightly. The cloak was tied closed below her neck, but underneath it a dull glimmer could be detected. 

 “You do realize that we’re not going to be able to fly in and lift you away if you get into trouble, right?” Max said, curt as ever. Ruby was standing next to him, and Kip and Lilly and Sasha and a few other agents were there too. 

 Leina lifted her mask and nodded in answer to Max’s question. Under the cloak she was wearing one of the Agency’s shiny magnetic jumpsuits. The Agency’s flying ships had controllable magnetic fields that could be used to quickly pick up agents without having to land. But that wasn’t why Leina had insisted on wearing the suit.    

 Max set his jaw to acknowledge her answer. “Good. Then I wish you well, Leina Skyvola. Don’t forget your training.” 

 “Of course not. How could I?” said Leina with a joking smile. Max certainly knew how to make his lessons memorable.

 Sasha handed Leina a stuffed bag and Leina slung it over her shoulder. 

 “There should be enough food in here to keep you going for a while,” Sasha said. 

 “Good, thanks,” said Leina. Then she turned to a young agent nearby named Sal. He and his twin brother had quit training on Leina’s first day at the Agency, but she had since convinced them to come back. “Stick around, okay? We’re going to need you.” 

 Then, with a wave, Leina started off toward the mountains and the great barren expanse beyond. Once Leina had turned away, Sasha’s eyes lingered on her longer than the rest. 

 Leina struck the path that snaked between two twin hills that marked the hidden vale of the Agency. There she turned back to look one more time at the valley that had been her home. Her hand strayed to the trunk of a tree—the very tree that Ruby had been sitting in when Leina arrived. She ran her hand over the bark as if something in its roughness could imprint this place on her heart forever. 

 “Until we meet again,” she said softly, and her voice was carried away by the wind. 

 







  
 




Chapter 6

 It looked like the workings of Dangerman’s kitchen had been grinding along in much the same way since the last time Leina was here. In fact, they probably had. It made Leina shudder to think that, if she had not escaped, she probably would have been grinding along with them for all this time. She was endlessly glad that this hadn’t been the case. As it were, she had found much better uses for her time. 

 Leina was tucked away in a ventilation shaft, happily out of sight of the monster overseers that paced back and forth among the dismal rows of workers. She smiled at the thought that, six months ago, getting into this place unseen would have seemed impossible to her. But now it was childishly simple. Max’s training had served her well. 

 Leina had once complained that Max’s training lacked practicality, but now that she had completed it she saw that it was just the opposite. Max’s many lessons, though they often seemed random and unrelated, had laced themselves together into a very cohesive result. Now Leina was smarter, quicker, and more astute at any kind of work, and these things together made her much stronger than she would have been if Max had simply instructed her in the surface skills necessary for her craft.   

 Getting in had been simple enough. The only real trouble had been the bridge. It was open, exposed, and the only way to get across the flaming river of lava that surrounded Dangerman’s fortress. However, though the bridge itself was a brilliant defense, Dangerman had made one mistake: the wall. It surrounded the entire complex that comprised his fortress, and obstructed the view of everyone within. The only ones left to watch the bridge were the two monsters that guarded the wall’s single gate, and Leina had managed to cause enough of a disturbance to keep them busy. Monsters were formidable, maybe, but they were quite easy to distract. And Leina hadn't bothered much at covering her tracks. She wanted them to know that the Masked One was here. Just not exactly where she was hiding, yet. 

 The monsters kept pacing back and forth, perfectly unaware that anything in their kitchen was not just as it had been for the last several years. It would have been the perfect time for Leina to make her move. But she wasn’t ready. Not yet. Tomorrow she would be. 

***

 Leina did her best to sleep a little within the tight confines of the air vent. At last she heard a break in the constant grating rhythm of the kitchen, then the shuffling feet of the slaves, finally retreating from their completed day’s work. Leina couldn’t be sure if she had actually slept, but it didn’t matter now. It was already late, and the inhabitants of this dismal place would be lapsing into dreams haunted by their own unhappy reality. Now Leina had work to do. 

 She pushed off the vent grate, which she had loosened early that morning before the slaves had come in. She emerged from the tight opening and stretched her sore limbs with a weary grunt. It was strange to be in this place in silence. To her it had always been a place of clanging and slicing, sweat and hunger. To be here now, alone… it was like visiting a ghostly vision of her past where everything was eerily out of place. 

 The kitchen’s rusty door creaked as Leina opened it, but she didn’t try to cover up the sound. She knew that at this time only a few monsters were about, and they didn’t come near the kitchen. Dangerman made the mistake of assuming that as long as all of his slaves were watched at night, there would never be any trouble to guard against elsewhere. He hadn’t taken outsiders into account.

 Now Leina was glad that she had been observant during her time here. It would have been easy to have been here much longer and still know much less. Many here found the rhythm of the constant work hatefully alluring, and forgot themselves in the endless grind. Instead, partially to keep herself sharp and partially because she thought the information might be useful for an eventual escape, Leina had constantly observed her surroundings and asked questions of the other slaves during the quiet of night. The things that she had learned then were now making her current operation possible. 

 Outside, Leina could instantly feel the singe of the oppressive heat from the nearby lava-moat. She could feel sweat forming underneath her thick costume. She shook off the desire to go back inside and crept across an empty dusty expanse to a low, long, windowless building that faced the kitchen. It hadn’t been built with any particular care. The bricks on its sides had been laid in a haphazard fashion on misshapen globs of mortar, and the structures that they made up just barely fit the definition of walls. Just the kind of building one would expect for a monster barracks.   

 The doors were unlocked and unguarded, so Leina let herself in. She was immediately overwhelmed with brazen snoring and a strong stench that made her want to gag. With one hand she lifted a corner of her cloak to cover her mouth and nose, and then went in. 

 A faint red glow that seeped through cracks in the ill-formed walls was the only thing that illuminated the long, dank room, but Leina found what she was looking for without too much trouble. Two barrels were set against the uneven wall next to the door. Often, when she was being herded to work in the kitchen with the other slaves in the morning, she would see Dangerman’s lower-ranking officers hauling these barrels out of the barracks, amidst throngs of monsters that were departing for their stations. Once she had observed a small red sliver drop from one of the barrels, and had slipped away to examine it. It was a piece of raw meat. Thus had she learned of the manner in which the monsters were fed.   

 The snoring was so loud that Leina probably could have set off an explosion in the barracks and not heard a trace of it. She had no idea how much noise she made in prying off the lids of the barrels, but the sound was covered up entirely so it didn’t matter. Leina coughed when the smell of rotting meat rose up to mingle with the stench. Anxious to get out of this place, she reached for a small pouch that hung underneath her cloak and poured a liberal amount of its contents on the meat in the barrels. Leina had taken the longer way here through the forest, to avoid having to traverse the entire length of the Desert. Along the way she had picked up some of the stuff—a sweet-smelling red powder. Within seconds the powder had dissolved, but Leina knew that its effects would be tangible enough tomorrow. Before the night was over the powerful stuff would have seeped through to the bottom of the barrels, affecting all the meat within. 

 That done, Leina left the barracks as quickly as she could. Though the air outside was singeing hot as always, she gulped it in gratefully. Not anxious to go back inside, Leina paced around a little in the swirling dust, tainted with the dull red that apparently burned through the fortress’s walls to cast its pallid glow over the place at all times. What a strange place this was! Nothing about it made sense.  

 Leina heard a monster’s heavy footfalls somewhere in the distance, and realized that she had been out here far too long. She spent a few moments fiddling with the doors and windows of the kitchen, and then slipped back inside, nothing more than an unseen shadow. And if a shadow is not seen, some say, it is not there at all. 

 But even a shadow unseen can cool the stifling of the cruel heat, and thus cause things to awaken that have long lain dormant. Leina had set the pieces of her little game, and now all that she could do was wait. But not sleep. She hid again in the vent, keeping her eyes wide open and straight ahead.     

 







  
 




Chapter 7

 It seemed a long time before the unhappy slaves shuffled in. Leina noticed with satisfaction that the same two monsters that had been overseeing the slaves the previous night were the only ones to accompany them. Though the monsters had few distinguishing features to speak for, Dangerman differentiated among them using colored rubber bands around their ankles. As the slaves robotically moved to their stations and began work, someone burst in through the door. Leina could only see up to his knees, but she guessed it was one of Dangerman’s officers.  

 “Where are our replacements?” one of the monster overseers huffed in a low, gravelly voice. 

 The officer spoke, and Leina recognized him as Sam. She chuckled inwardly. All the better that he should be here. 

 “Some disturbance over at the barracks,” Sam said gruffly. “Keep working until we get it sorted out. And not a word about this to Dangerman. We… don’t want to worry him.”

 Leina smiled smugly from behind the duct-grate. For the moment, Dangerman’s fortress was severely understaffed. That part of her plan, at least, had worked. 

 And now it was time to put the rest of it into action. Keeping as quiet as possible, she fumbled for a handful of gravel that she had picked up outside. She flicked it between the grate and hit the monster closest to her on the thigh. Then she hit it again. Its hand came down to swat savagely at the spot, but it showed no other reaction. So Leina switched her assault to Sam. 

 “Who’s doing that?” Sam bellowed after the first couple of hits. This caused just enough of a disturbance in the kitchen for Leina to emerge unnoticed from her hiding place. Then, all at once, everyone froze and stared at one end of the room, where a small masked apparition had suddenly appeared, and was casually holding a lit fuse over a bubbling pot of oil.   

 “Hello,” Leina said, toying with the fuse in her gloved hand. She sidled it dangerously close to the surface of the oil.                 

 Sam was the only one who dared to move. Everyone else remained frozen. “If you drop that, you’ll kill us all,” Sam said, his voice thin and trembling. 

 Leina struggled not to show her amusement. She glanced disinterestedly at the fuse. “Oh, yes,” she said with a nonchalant air, “I suppose I would.” 

 Sam’s voice hardened. “Who are you, and what do you want?” 

 “I am the Masked One,” said Leina. “In time you can be sure that my name will become familiar to you. I want everyone here to eat.” 

 No one moved. 

 Leina moved the fuse an inch, causing everyone to jump at once. “I said, eat.” 

 The slaves frantically took hold of the food nearest to them and started to nibble at it as if their lives depended on it. Which, by all appearances, it did. At first they were tentative, but after a moment relief began to flood over their faces despite the strangeness of the situation and they ate more hungrily. Sam stood by and did nothing to hinder them, but his eyebrows were raised and he was staring at Leina. Intently. 

 Leina nodded in satisfaction and her voice softened a little. “Good. Enjoy it. Maybe someday you can eat like this every day. This place isn’t everything, after all. There are other forces at work in the World. Someday I’ll be back, maybe.”

 As she spoke her hand loosened, and she caught herself just in time to avoid setting the whole place off. The monsters were beginning to fidget in the corners where they stood, so Leina judged that it was time to make her departure. In one swift motion, she flicked the fuse out an open window. It landed at the center of an open dusty area, where she judged that it wouldn’t do any damage. Then, before anyone had moved, Leina had leapt out of the same window and locked it securely behind her. Nearly all of the buildings in Dangerman’s fortress were designed to keep people in, so the locks were always on the outside. Convenient. 

 She doubled around to the front door and locked it as well. She had locked all of the other windows last night; no one would be coming out of that kitchen anytime soon. 

 There was a resounding boom when the fuse exploded. Leina picked her way through the upset dust, toward the building with the twisting tower on top. She had one more stop to make.   

 She let herself in to Dangerman’s office. It was empty, as she expected. Though his slaves went to work long before the scant rays of sun that journeyed to these depths could be seen, Dangerman was rarely awake at such an unsightly hour. Perhaps the sound of the explosion would have awakened him, but Leina knew that no one would bother to tell him the details. They never did. Incurring his wrath simply wasn’t worth it.  

 Leina glanced at the door, but she doubted that Dangerman would be soon in coming. She had some time. So she took to perusing the office, paging through books from the shelf and shuffling around the papers on the desk. Most of it was not at all interesting, dry administrative stuff like the books that she had copied here. But then, at the very bottom of a large stack of papers, she found something that stopped her breath as it came.  

 An eagle insignia. The symbol of the Agency. It was drawn on thick parchment in a strange silver ink that Leina had never seen. Not here, nor at the Agency, nor in the forest. In a sudden panic, Leina ripped up the page and buried the shards under the cold ashes in the fireplace. What could it possibly mean that the symbol was here? 

 There was a sound of footsteps on the polished stone outside the office. Doing her best to shrug off her panic, Leina seated herself on the oversized leather chair behind Dangerman’s desk and waited, swinging her feet a little.  

 Dangerman swooped decidedly into the office, his eyes where his mind was, which was obviously far away. He bore a conceited smile. Probably he had some idea that he thought was brilliant. No doubt the details were, but Leina could tell that the point was all too predictable. 

 He was mumbling. “Sam, I—“ He stopped. “Oh.” 

 Dangerman was speechless. Leina smiled. She liked having him in her power for once. 

 “Who are you?” he said weakly. “Are you real?” 

 “Of course I’m real,” Leina said in a slightly offended tone, slowly lifting a paper from the desk and dropping it to the ground as proof. She lowered her voice to a deliberate whisper. “I’m your worst nightmare come true. I’m the Masked One. And if I have anything to do with it, I’m going to be your downfall.” She flashed him an out-of-place smile, brushed a speck of dust off her gloves. “So. I’ll be going now. Nice chatting with you.” As she floated past him, she winked, thinking it added a nice finishing touch, but halfway out the door she realized that he couldn’t see it because she was wearing a mask. He didn’t even try to hinder her. He just stood in place, transfixed. Leina trusted that she wouldn’t find him so willing to listen next time, but she was happy to enjoy it while it lasted.   

 Outside, there was no movement, but Leina was anxious to leave now that her plan was accomplished. She made a direct line for the front gate of the place, walking briskly and constantly glancing over her shoulder. She paused as she passed under the low, drooping awnings of the officers’ residences, but there was nothing but silence and heat to greet her there. She chuckled to herself, in spite of the ever-present need for caution. Her plan to disengage most of Dangerman’s manpower and preoccupy the rest had worked. She quite honestly hadn’t been sure that it would.   

 “The Masked One is an interesting name.” 

 Leina jumped. Sam emerged from a shadowy doorway to her left.

 “How did you get out?” she asked, her eyes darting around rapidly to confirm that he was alone. 

 “I broke a window. Told everyone else that the locks were jammed and to stay put until I could find some way to get them out.” 

 “Oh.” Leina was a bit disappointed. She had expected to keep them contained for at least a little longer than that. Worse, Sam was acting suspiciously like he knew who she was. 

 “Whatever did you do to the monsters?” Sam asked.  

 “Just a little idleweed. Won’t do them any harm, though I wouldn’t be too sorry if it did. They’ll wake up in a few hours, I guess.”

  He stepped forward. “What are you doing here, Leina Skyvola?” 

 “Sam. How do you… how do you know who I am?” Leina ran her fingers over her mask. 

 “You can’t hide like that. Not from those who know you.” 

 “But Dangerman didn’t recognize me.” 

 Sam shook his head. “He’s blind. He sees what he wants to see. And he thinks you’re dead, remember?” 

 “But, how did you know?”  

 “There’s only one person I know who would break into the kitchen and tell the slaves to eat. Some kind of attempt to heal the wounds that he inflicted upon you, I suppose.”

 That you inflicted on me, Leina couldn’t help but correct in her head. But instead, she said, “I suppose that I’m not as good of an actor as you are.”  

 Sam continued. “Now you tell me something. What’s this about? Have Sasha and Max gone mad?” 

  “You shouldn’t say their names here. I… I’m not with them anymore. I left.” 

 Sam’s eyes widened. “Oh. Why?” 

 Leina sighed. She didn’t know how to explain it. “It’s complicated.”

 There was a deep unrest in Sam’s eyes. Leina searched desperately for the peace and assurance that had once been there, but there was none. “Things are getting bad, Leina.” 

 “I know. That’s why I have to do this.” 

 “You can’t play games like this forever.” Sam let out a long breath, at a loss. “Look, there’s something you need to understand. I can’t help you. Dangerman has ears in many places, and I can’t risk my cover. That was true last time, and it hasn’t changed.”

 “I know. I don’t ask for your help.” 

 “But do you understand what that means? If you get into trouble with Dangerman… I may even be forced to support him against you.”

 Leina bit her lip. “This isn’t an underground operation. I’m prepared for that.”

 Sam looked past Leina at the yellowish haze beyond, the only sign of dawn that reached this place. Leina knew as well as he did that they had been talking too long. Talking in the first place was dangerous. But then Sam looked down and addressed her again. 

 “What are you even doing here?” 

 Leina shrugged. “I don’t know. Seeing what I can do. Testing my wings.” She cringed. It sounded a little weak said out loud. 

 But Sam only chuckled. “I wish you well. At least for this one moment.” 

 “Sam—I think Dangerman might know about the Agency. I found a drawing of the eagle on his desk.”

 “What?” said Sam sharply. 

 “Please, look into it. If you can.”

 Sam nodded quickly. “I’ve been here too long. Goodbye, Leina Skyvola. And remember who I am. I’m not your friend, okay?” 

 “The feeling’s mutual. I’ve still got a scar on my hand, you know.” 

 







  
 




Chapter 8

 Before end of the day, Leina reached her camp in the woods, if a camp it could be called. It was a place to the east of her childhood home. At the edge of a clearing there was an ancient tree, and she found shelter under its massive arching roots. It was a peaceful place, spared from the troubles of the World. 

 The evening brought with it a wintery chill, and Leina risked building a fire. The monsters did not yet come to this area, because it was wild and uninhabited, and the nearest village was over the mountains. Leina was safe here.  

 She sat down next to the fire and pulled out a strip of dried meat from her bag. Already the supply from Sasha was running low. Soon she would have to find some more. Maybe she could set up some traps in the woods like Grandmother did. Or she could go to the nearest village and buy some. She would figure it out. What she really wanted was a book to read. She wished that she had thought to bring some from the Agency. 

 As she ate, Leina watched the embers of the fire flip and spiral through the air, like there were no extraneous forces to hinder them. They could do whatever they wanted, go wherever they willed. Was that freedom? 

 Suddenly Leina felt like she was hiding even more now than she had been at the Agency. She was hiding behind that mask. Behind the identity of the Masked One. She was trying to be the hero that everyone thought she was, like the heroes from the books she used to read. But was that who she really was? The only thing that she knew for certain was that she was on her own until Max and Sasha decided it was time to come out of hiding. She supposed she would have to be good enough until then. 

 But she was still deeply unsettled. She remembered Max’s parting advice to her: “When you face Evil, you cannot be wearing a mask. It will encourage you to build one, so you can hide yourself from it. But then it will shatter it and use it to destroy you. Only evil comes of lies and deception, but evil has no power when faced with truth.” 

 Leina knew this was true. And yet it made a dull dread come over her. Maybe she was afraid of the truth.  

***

 Before Leina went to Dangerman’s fortress, she had spent several days exploring the area where she had made her temporary home. By now she knew it well enough. To the east was a bunched cluster of forested mountains, rocky and steep. Past them, on the coast, was the village of Cavlin, but the only way to get to it easily was through a mountain pass on the border of the Desert. 

 Now that Leina was back from her trip to the Desert, her days settled into somewhat of a pattern. She welcomed the clouded and rainy days, which she would spend wandering the forest under a gray-washed sky. It reminded her of her childhood in the woods, but it was not the same. This part of the forest, though not very far from her old home, was different than the place where she had wandered for so many years. It was greener, wetter, a place of ferns and hanging moss and stone that smelled of the sea, and of the slow decay of great age. Here, too, close to the ocean, winter came more slowly. And Leina saw the world differently now. Her eyes saw greater sorrow in it. A fly trapped in a rain-glassed web, the mournful wail of a lost bird—she had never noticed such things before. But she saw deeper beauty in it, too. Though she had always loved sunsets in the woods, she saw now something more profound in the ever-changing shards of color that they brought. Now somehow they brought something more than a smile to her face.  

 But Leina did not spend all of her time wandering. On the sunny days, she had work to do. On these days she would hike to the mountain pass that was the only path to Cavlin, get somewhere high up, and watch under the sun, wrapped in her cloak. 

 The pass itself was an odd place. The narrow path that ran between two craggy cliffs might have looked ordinary enough at its entrance, but those who were fated to enter did not have the comfort of a familiar sight when they emerged. On one side were the fragrant purple lavender fields, still in bloom, that characteristically surrounded Cavlin, sloping gently away to the sea. But on the other was… nothing. The Desert. The pass was unnatural, some said, but somehow at the same time there could be nothing more natural. Division. Opposites vying for mastery. Such things had always been. 

 For days no one passed. Of course no one in Cavlin went to the Desert willingly. The people there knew the legends better than any, and they had routine personal experience to confirm the truth in these tales. Leina didn’t know why anyone stayed in Cavlin, with the sea as their only escape. Willingly wasn’t the only way to go to the Desert. 

 On the fourth morning that Leina watched, at last, she saw a band of monsters headed to Cavlin. She watched them silently from above. As soon as they came to the end of the narrow pass, they left the path, trampling the delicate flowers as they went. Leina noticed for the first time that many such paths had been plowed through the flower fields in tasteless spiderwebbing patterns.  

 Judging from the raid schedule that Leina had seen once, Cavlin was Dangerman’s favorite place to raid. And why wouldn’t it be? It was so near to the Desert that it was practically a waltz out of his front door. It was a convenient source of food, slaves, supplies—anything he needed, really. In other words, Cavlin was afflicted.

 The monsters didn’t return until the sun was high overhead, and this time they weren’t alone. They brought with them a solemn line of prisoners, tied together around their waists, and a stolen cart full of goods. Time to act. 

 Leina dropped to the ground in front of the caravan. She had been practicing the stunt for the last few days, and now she could do it effortlessly. As she touched the ground, she flung her cloak open. She could immediately feel an intense presence of heat and light around her. The metallic jumpsuit that she was wearing under the cloak was blindingly reflecting the light of the sun. A design flaw, maybe, but today it was a useful one. 

 The monsters, especially sensitive to light, roared in rage and threw their arms to their eyes to avoid being blinded. Leina knew that she didn’t have long, so she rushed toward the prisoners, talking rapidly in as loud a voice as she could muster. 

 “I’m here to save you. Run home, quickly!” She pulled out a knife and slashed through as many of the prisoners’ bonds as she could, but some of them started to run off before she reached them, tied as they were. 

 As soon as all of the prisoners were fleeing, Leina turned to face the monsters. But, to her surprise, they were running back toward the Desert whence they came.   

 “Huh,” Leina grunted to herself.  

 She knew that the element of surprise wouldn’t work forever. Sooner or later they would come to expect her. But she wasn’t complaining in the meantime. She hoped that she would at least have a decent reputation by the time it wore off. 

 She called after them, “Tell your master that the Masked One is at hand!” 

 







  
 




Chapter 9

 Leina did not build a fire that night. There were sounds in the woods that made her desperately want one, but it was because of them that she could not. 

 As she lay in the dark under the shelter of the ancient tree’s roots, she wondered what she should do next. Sam’s words rang in her ears. You can’t play games like this forever.

 And yet what else could she do, really? She could aggravate Dangerman, and maybe bring people hope, but in the end that would mean nothing, if all was lost. She had left the Agency because she wanted to do more. And maybe she was. But it still wasn’t enough. She needed to find some way to stop Dangerman, but how could she ever do that on her own? Laughable as he was, Dangerman had an imposing fortress, an army of monsters, and countless slaves. All Leina had was a mask. Perhaps she should have considered things like this before she left the Agency. At least she wasn’t a danger to them now. 

 Suddenly realizing that she hadn’t eaten since that morning, Leina groped for her bag. Inside, she felt only a single sliver of dried meat. 

 For tomorrow, at least, her question had been answered. She would have to go to Cavlin. 

***

 According to legend, Cavlin was older even than the Desert. Now Leina believed it. The mossy cobblestones of its streets were uneven and as smooth as glass, and the stone steps in front of many of the houses sagged with the weight of countless years. There were ships at the harbor, but they were all docked. The people of Cavlin preferred to bear their troubled existence alone, when they could. 

 Besides the must of age, the place smelled purely of honey and sea-salt—and lavender. Stalks of the purple flower were everywhere; it was impossible to escape their fragrance. Even the people were like the lavender: quiet, delicate, and willing to stand in their place no matter what came upon them. Even if they were trampled for it.   

 The city showed signs of the constant abrasion that the people of Cavlin had come to accept. Windows were boarded up and anything not made of ancient stone showed unusual signs of wear. All around her, Leina saw people hammering and sawing, taking down doors and walls that were beyond repair and building replacements. They did so with practiced hands, with a hardness on their faces that sought to deny that they were bothered. To deny that they could not withstand every affliction that was hurled at them. It did not fit them, lavender people as they were. Even toddlers that could barely balance on two feet helped by salvaging nails from fragments of wood and handing them dutifully to their parents. Cavlin was like a city in rapid development. The activity was the same; the only difference was that its purpose was not improvement, but survival. If the people did not always rebuild, they would be ground out of existence in a matter of weeks. And so they rebuilt, like a resilient feeding source for the malice that preyed upon them.     

 Leina walked in to a shop and refilled her bag with food. She looked carefully around the shop for books, but found nothing even faintly resembling one. In fact, it was difficult to find anything that didn’t involve lavender. There was lavender soap, lavender salts and dyes in jars, lavender grinders, lavender candles made from beeswax, lavender tea, and of course an ample supply of dried lavender stalks for those who had still different ideas about how to use the fragrant purple flower.

 The shopkeeper regarded Leina with silent awe as she handed him a handful of coins that Sasha had given her. Leina smiled and tried not to laugh. She had left the Agency in such a hurry that she had forgotten to bring any clothes but the ones on her back, so now she had to wear her Masked One costume wherever she went. 

 “Do you have any books?” Leina asked the man once she had paid. 

 “Books?” the man looked at her as if he didn’t know what the word meant. 

 “You know, the paper things that you read.” 

 The man nodded slowly. “Oh, yes. Very rare things. Haven’t seen one in years. Not very useful, anyways. Unless you know how to read them, maybe.” 

 Despondent, Leina returned to the street. She passed through a lane lined with small wooden hutches. A constant buzz filled the air here, and abundances of bees flew to and from the hutches. Here was the source of Cavlin’s famous lavender honey. Even Leina had tried some of it before. It had occasionally come in the boxes with her books. Her mouth watered as she remembered the taste of Cavlin honey scraped over Grandmother’s fresh bread. 

 A beekeeper, his face guarded with a net that hung from a wide-brimmed hat, approached one of the hutches and slid out a rack of honeycomb. He held a smoking torch under it to calm the bees. The rack was crawling with the insects, but the succulent sweet smell of honey wafted from it. However, even with the smoke, some of the bees were disturbed, and in an angry swarm they barreled in Leina’s direction. She hurried on, not eager to have a run in with bees.        

 Close to the harbor Leina found a smaller shop in the front room of someone’s house. The cramped room was filled with trinkets and oddities. Leina perused them in search of anything that she could read.      

 “You are looking for something?” 

 Leina turned. The shopkeeper, a young woman probably not much older than herself, had come up behind her and was watching her curiously. 

 “Yes. I’m trying to find a book.” 

 The woman furrowed her brow. “One moment. I may have something for you.” 

 She disappeared into a back room, the rotting floorboards creaking under even her small weight. When she returned she was brushing dust off of a thin volume. Leina took it eagerly and flipped gently through its flaking pages. It was a curious book, unlike anything she had seen before. A faded silver title was engraved on the cover: The Sign of Que’ttal. 

 She flipped to a page near the beginning, which began, Long ago, in ancient times, (when they still used apostrophes in the middle of words, Leina thought) there were the Que’ttal. I walked as one of them for years beyond count. 

 Was this a story? Or was it some kind of historical account, such as were rare beyond imagining? Whichever it was, it was singularly odd. The first chapter was particularly strange. It read: 

 Rule 1

 How to Tear Down a Strong Wall

 Gravity is a force that will always be. Those who fight gravity are futile. The wise make those things that they cannot defeat work for them. Make gravity your slave. Why tear down a wall brick by brick? This is not only futile, but the builders of the wall will scorn you for it. Instead help the wall to destroy itself. Carve out the bricks from the bottom at night, and watch it crumble before all during the day. Then, when you are on the other side, rebuild it, and it will never fall again at the hands of your enemies.  

 Never expend more energy than you have to. The energy is before you; you just have to know how to use it. Anger, uncertainty, emptiness—all can be redirected. Such emotions are always searching for an object of blame. Give it to them, and they will show their power. Do nothing yourself. The energy and the force are there. You must only direct them.              

 Leina read the passage several times. It disturbed her faintly, but she could not understand it. Why would anyone start a book like that? At last she dismissed it and turned her attention to a faded parchment tucked in-between two of the pages.

  It was a folded map, more detailed and vast than any that Leina had ever seen. It stretched long past the borders of the World that she knew, and there were no blank spaces like in the maps that she was used to. Her breath came rapidly as she traced her fingers over places that she had never known. To the north there were great forests and mountains, away beyond the sea were whole new lands, and—nobody cared. Here, Leina thought, this invaluable thing which might be the only of its kind was only an oddity, tossed away among other things that no one could find a use for. 

 Leina noticed that the map was divided by thick black lines into six different areas, each marked with a number. The Desert was number one, and the area surrounding Estlebey was second.

 The woman who owned the shop was still watching Leina. “You are… you are the Masked One, are you not?” 

 Leina looked up from the book. “Yes. That is what they call me.” 

 At that moment, there was a great shattering sound. Leina whirled around and saw that a monster had leapt through the shop’s front window. Leina groped for her knife, but remembered that she hadn’t brought it. Foolish, foolish. Always bring a knife. 

 “Two days in a row?” Leina bemoaned. 

 “Come,” said the shopkeeper, tugging on Leina’s cloak. “I know where we can hide.” 

 Leina shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m tired of hiding. Save yourself! I’ll be back for the book!” 

 With that, Leina barreled out the door before the ravaging monster could react. Outside, the streets were in an uproar. Leina wished desperately that she had thought to bring something—anything—to defend herself. As it were, there was very little that she could do on her own. There was only one other thing to do. 

 Leina ran down the street in the direction she had come, dodging monsters and the townspeople that fled from them. A passing monster clamped its clawed hand onto Leina’s arm, but she delivered it a savage kick that sent both of them sprawling to the ground from the impact. Leina jumped up and kept running. 

 Ahead, an old man had stopped in the middle of the street to catch his breath. Glancing around to ensure that the immediate area was safe, Leina stopped for a moment. 

 “Who’s in charge of this city?” she demanded.

 “The governor,” the man said, panting. “He lives in the old estate on the hill past the docks, over there.” 

 Leina nodded, taking note of where the man pointed. “Thanks.” 

 The governor’s house was not yet being attacked when Leina arrived there, but several husky men were hauling wooden racks of honeycomb and stacking them in front of the door and windows. 

 “What are you doing?” Leina asked them, dodging a pair of perfectly trimmed topiaries. 

 “Governor’s orders,” said one of the men. “It’s to protect him.” 

 Leina narrowed her eyes. “He’s not being attacked.” 

 The man shrugged. “I don’t make the orders. Now—“   

 “I need to talk to him.” 

 “That won’t be possible. I need to get back to work.” 

 Leina brushed past him and began yanking racks away from the front door. They were heavy, still laden with honey. 

 “Excuse me, miss,” the man protested, but Leina paid no attention. She strained to push aside the last crate, then shoved open the door and went inside. The posh entryway was empty.  

 “Governor, where are you?” Leina called. 

 “Who is this?” a trembling voice responded. It came from inside a closet nearby. 

 Leina tugged on the patterned bronze doorknob, but it would not give. “Please come out,” she said. “I’m not a monster. I must talk to you.” 

 The door opened a crack, revealing the shape of a small, frightened man with a wispy moustache. He let out a terrified gasp at the sight of her, masked and cloaked. “What do you want?” he said.

 “I think we can continue this conversation in your office,” said Leina, tightening her grip on the door against the governor’s frightened tugging. “I assure you that you are perfectly safe.” 

***

 The governor had calmed down somewhat by the time they reached his office, richly carpeted and hung with pastel paintings of lavender fields. Leina seated herself in a polished wooden chair on one side of his desk, and noted the name on the bronze nameplate: Governor George Florenzo.  

 “Governor Florenzo,” said Leina, “why do you hide when your people are in trouble?” 

 A spark appeared in his bloodshot eyes. “Because there is no hope. The best service that I can do to them is to stay alive.” 

 “You can do more than that.” 

 The governor ran his hand along the surface of his desk. “You are the Masked One, are you not? The legendary hero that everyone refuses to stop talking about?” 

 Leina nodded hesitantly. “The legendary hero part was a bit of a mistake, and I’m still learning how to be one. But yes.”  

 “Then go stop the monsters yourself, if you are so confident.” 

 “I can’t do it alone. If only you could get your people to organize… the monsters are not as unbeatable as they seem.” 

 There was a creaking from outside, and the governor let out a ragged breath. “They are coming.” 

 “It’s fine. Stay where you are,” Leina pleaded, but the governor had already torn back to his closet and shut himself in. Downcast, Leina followed more slowly, peering cautiously at the door as she stepped back into the entryway. 

 The door began to open, and Leina hid herself behind a tall potted plant. But it was only the man who she had talked to outside. 

 “I was listening to you,” he said, spotting her before she revealed herself. “You speak the truth.” 

 Leina glanced at the closet. “He won’t listen.” 

 “Look, my name is Lucian. I will help you if I can. But you must understand. We are peaceful seafarers and flower cultivators and beekeepers. We don’t know how to fight.” 

 With an impish smile, Leina glanced out a window, which was still obscured by a mound of honeycomb racks. “You don’t have to. You just have to be clever about it.” 

 







  
 




Chapter 10

 A group of townspeople were thickly clustered at the center of Cavlin’s central square, behind makeshift wooden blockades. They were a ragtag group at best, old fishermen and farmers and tradespeople wielding worn rakes and fishing poles, but they were ready. 

 The square was tightly fenced by storied houses, with only a few narrow alleys in-between them. That was important.    

 A monster came, tearing through one of the alleys like a rabid animal, its mind wholly consumed by the order that it had last been given. To destroy. But then it saw a sight that it did not expect. Townspeople yelling, jeering, letting lose at last the pent up rage of those who suffer endless years of abrasion.      

  The monster fled. 

 Several fishermen, with exhilarated whoops, sprang forward to follow, but Leina’s voice stopped them, calling from somewhere unseen. “Stay. There will be more.” 

  And there were. They came all at once, emanating in hordes from every alley that surrounded the square. The townspeople who had been battle-hungry minutes earlier shrunk back in fear. Maybe the monsters had never met such opposition before, but they knew how to quell it nonetheless. 

 Leina was prepared. From her perch atop the thatched roof of one of the storied buildings, she raised her arm in signal. Perfectly in sync, her companions, also atop the roofs, released their hold on the heavy racks of honeycomb. Down into the alleys they fell. The moment seemed to be suspended in time, and then the thunderous impact came. The monsters didn’t see what was coming until they were struck. In an instant, those that survived were in an uproar, monstrous eyes darting rapidly left and right in uncertainty, many-toothed mouths roaring their confusion. Then there was a great cheer among the townspeople, and they came upon the monsters, brandishing their pitchforks and fishing poles so fiercely that one would have thought they were warriors of the most frightening kind. 

 And so the monsters that had terrorized the people of Cavlin for their whole lives now ran from them. The honey on the ground stuck to their feet and caused some of them to reel over into the sticky mess and onto their injured accomplices, but those that fell were up and fleeing as soon as they could escape from the honey. The people were invigorated. They cheered and shouted and shook their fists at the retreating brutes, their tormentors no longer. In that moment, no matter how many raids were to come, they were freed from a lifetime of fear.  

 From her perch on the roof, Leina smiled at the ragtag jubilance below. She turned to Lucian. “Are you sure the governor won’t be angry that we did this without his consent?” 

 Lucian laughed, wiping some sweat from his brow. Hauling the heavy racks from the governor’s house to these rooftops had been no easy task, but he and the other men hired for the governor’s blockade had managed it, and thus had turned that which was meant only to shut in to a much better use. “As long as he’s safe, he doesn’t care. It will be quite alright. I thank you. You have given us the spark that we long needed.” 

 Leina smiled. “When is the next election for governor?” 

 “A few months. Why?” 

 “I highly suggest you run.” 

 Lucian scoffed. “You don’t just run for governor. No one has dared to run against the Florenzo clan for as long as I’ve been alive.” 

 Leina shrugged. “Well, you’ve got something nice for your resume now. Try it.” 

 The people were cheering for the Masked One now, which meant it was quite time to leave. Leina had one more stop to make. She waved and descended into the trapdoor in the roof, then slipped from the house into an empty alley and was gone.  

 







  
 




Chapter 11

 When Leina returned to the curiosity shop near the harbor, she found the young shopkeeper in tears. 

 Leina was immediately at her side. “Are you alright?” 

 The shopkeeper, surrounded by shattered glass and splintered wood, rose quickly from where she had been kneeling and attempted a grateful smile. “These are not your troubles. You should leave.” 

 “No, really,” said Leina, leaning against an overturned shelf. “What is it?” 

 The woman sniffed. “They destroyed everything, and took all the money I had. I don’t know what I’ll do.” 

 Leina considered. She could give what money that she had to the shopkeeper, but it would hardly be enough. There was only one other option. “The monsters have colored bands on their ankles to identify them. Did you happen to see what color the ones that took your money were?” 

 “One was blue with a white stripe, and the other white with a blue stripe.” 

 “I will go after them then.” 

 The shopkeeper shook her head emphatically, took hold of Leina’s shoulder in panic. “No! You cannot do that. It’s too dangerous.” 

 “No more dangerous than the other ten things on my checklist. Really, I want to.”  

 “I do not ask you to do this.” 

 “You don’t have to.”

 The woman smiled gently, and the droop in her shoulders straightened. “Thank you. That is why the people love you—because you have a great heart, always seeking to do what is right.” 

 Leina was instantly curious. “That’s why? Not because of the things I do?” 

 “No.” The woman shook her head. “It is for who you are. Your works are only a result of that. You have given us something to aspire to, hope that those things which we have long since forgotten are not dead.” 

 “Thank you,” Leina said, and she meant it. There was something that she could accept in that. 

***

 The only hope of catching the monsters, Leina knew, was to reach the mountain pass before them. She didn’t have much of a plan as to what to do when she intercepted them, and the sun was darting moodily in and out of clouds, so her light trick couldn’t be relied upon. Anyway they were probably expecting it this time. Never use the same trick twice. That was what Max always said.

 But the first thing was to catch them. All the surmising in the world wouldn’t help if she didn’t get to the pass before them, and they had left Cavlin at least ten minutes ago. So she ran. She kept to the rocky, tumbled coast, knowing that the monsters would take a straighter path to the mountain pass, through the lavender fields. That was just as well; Leina was happy to let the monsters deal with the bee-ridden fields rather than brave them herself. She could only hope that they were not travelling too quickly, and that she would be able to pass them. 

 She reached the pass after about thirty minutes. All was still. That could be a good sign, but Leina feared otherwise. She knelt to the ground to examine it for footprints and found that the dusty ground was stamped with the marks of many heavy feet. She was about to turn away in despair, but suddenly stopped. Silly. Of course it would be. They were here yesterday, and there has been no rain since. There’s no way to tell whether they’ve come before you.  

 If that was the case, all that she could do now was wait. So, after scanning the horizon to make sure that they were not near, she scaled a steep nearby slope to get above the pass and carefully climbed down to her accustomed hiding place on the ledge, concealing herself behind a scraggly sage brush. And she waited. A wind kicked up and the clouds, ever increasing in density, passed in front of the sun with greater speed, teasing the World with rays of light and then snuffing them out. As Leina watched the pass she was lulled into some void of thought. All that she could think of clearly was the blinking light, blinking light… 

 Then they came, and Leina realized in a panic that she hadn’t thought of a plan. She watched for the two monsters that the shopkeeper had described, but didn’t see any that fit the description. More came and passed, and as she watched Leina sped through her mind for any idea of how to get the money. But she felt incapable of thinking in any direction other than in circles, and almost all of the monsters had already passed, and she was suddenly afraid that she would only watch and do nothing. 

 She shifted her focus from the monsters’ ankle bands to what they were carrying. Even though they had ultimately been ousted, they had still managed to come out of it with plenty of loot. They carried broken pieces of furniture on their shoulders, and pushed carts laden with food. There were no prisoners, however, to accompany them this time.  

  At the very end of the caravan, Leina could clearly see two monsters, one with a heavy sack slung over its shoulder which Leina was willing to bet contained the money. The other had a long armored tail that swung viciously behind it. As they marched past, Leina looked to their ankles, and sure enough, one band was blue with a white stripe and the other was white with a blue stripe. She let them pass, sweat dripping from her forehead despite the chill.     

 What could she do? 

 At last she stood up and called out loudly from her perch. She had always wondered if monsters could be reasoned with, and now seemed as good a time as any to find out. She had run over variations of the conversation in her head many times, but hadn’t expected to actually use it unless she was desperate. Which, at the moment, she was. 

 All at once, the monsters stopped and turned to glare at her. 

 “Hello,” Leina said, letting her cloak aside. She knew that at this frequency the reflection of the sun would only annoy the monsters, but all the better. Immediately recognizing her, some of the monsters jumped and grappled at the sheer wall in an effort to reach her. But she laughed. “You won’t get up that way. The only way is to go around outside the pass, scale the mountains, and climb down. But before you could do that, I would be gone. For the moment, I have the upper hand. So I suggest that you listen to me.” The sun shone particularly brightly for a moment, causing the monsters to cover their eyes and cower against the opposite wall of the narrow pass. Then the light was obscured again, and they eyed her with their shallow, empty glares. 

 “There are many things about me that your master would dearly like to know,” Leina continued. “If you give me that bag of coins”—she pointed to the monster that still had the bag slung over its shoulder—“then I will tell you who I really am. Given all that you’ve pillaged from sorry Cavlin, that money is worth practically nothing to you. Dangerman won’t miss it. But the information that I can give you is beyond price.” 

 Unfortunately, the monsters weren’t at all impressed. They stared at her with a purpose, and a lack of acknowledgement of anything outside that purpose, that could not be altered. 

 “Never, Masked One,” said the monster with the bag of money. “When you are not looking, someday, we will catch you, and then we will squeeze much more out of you than that.” The others grunted in approval. 

 Leina shook her head. “You’ll regret this, I promise you.” But she was already regretting it herself. Now she had to resort to her only other plan, which was likely not to end well. 

 In one swift movement, she leapt down from the ledge and lunged for the bag. She secured it in a vice grip, digging her fingernails into the burlap. The monster grunted in rage, swinging madly back and forth to dislodge Leina from the bag slung over its shoulder. The other monsters hung back, watching, but Leina knew that they wouldn't hesitate to close in on her if she became a more serious threat.

 Leina hung on doggedly, but her grip was failing. The one with the long tail joined the struggle now, slashing at her with its claws. Finally, it swung its tail at her, and she lost her grip entirely.  

 If you can’t win, find a way not to lose. That was the piece of advice that was running through Leina’s head in the moment after the impact that seemed to stretch for minutes and beyond. In this kind of situation, there was only one way not to lose. So Leina spent that unnaturally suspended moment resisting the screaming impulse to brace herself. Instead, she remained totally limp. It was an unspeakably smooth feeling, sailing through the air in perfect abandon. Leina tried to put all of her focus on that, but in fact it was the most unnerving part of the situation. 

 She hit the ground with a sharp impact, choking in her effort not to scream or groan. Then she lay still.

 There was an interminable silence as the monsters stared at Leina’s unmoving figure. One jabbed her in the ribs with its toe, but she only flopped under the pressure like a ragdoll. The monster grunted. There was a harsh yell from somewhere ahead, and the monsters fell back into formation and were gone. 

 No, monsters could not be reasoned with. At least Leina had learned that. 

 







  
 




Chapter 12

 What the monsters didn’t realize was that Leina had slashed a small hole in the money bag with a knife borrowed from a fisherman in Cavlin. The monsters were a kind of creature that didn’t often pay attention to small details. Sometimes, however, details of that kind could be important. Since the one with the money was at the back of the line, Leina doubted that any of the other monsters would notice. 

 She waited a long time after the monsters’ indelicate stomping had faded away. Then, with a groan of pain, she got up and brushed the dust off of her cloak. The sun crept out from behind a cloud, shining its light on a glittering trail of coins that stretched out into the emptiness of the Desert. Leina smiled. 

 Though it was painful to walk, Leina judged that she hadn’t been injured seriously. So she slipped off her cloak to use as a bag and followed the twinkling path, picking up the coins as she went.  

***

 The shopkeeper was staring pensively through her broken window. When she saw Leina coming down the street, her face brightened and she rushed to the door. “You are back!” 

 Leina heaved her bunched-up cloak through the doorway. She opened it, and a gold glittering mass spilled out onto the floor. “Every last coin.” Leina didn’t mention it, but a good portion of her own money was there too, foolish though she knew it was to give it up.   

 The young woman fingered the money in astonishment. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 

 “No need,” Leina said, and turned to the door, eager to leave. 

 But the shopkeeper rushed to the back room, and returned extending the book that Leina had been looking at earlier. “Please, take this. For free.” 

  Leina shook her head. “You should keep it. Sell it and fix your window.” 

 “No one wants to buy a thing like that anyway. Please, it’s a gift.” 

 Leina took the book. “Thank you. I have very much wanted something to read. It will help me more than you know.” 

 “You are strange to so value an ancient novelty.” The shopkeeper stopped herself abruptly. “I mean—that’s what most people…” 

 Leina smiled patiently. “Yes, it seems that that is what most people think. They don’t know what they’re missing. But if it means that I get free books like this, I’m afraid that it makes me less inclined to tell them my secret.” And she laughed. 

 On the way out of town, Leina flipped the borrowed knife back to the fisherman at the dock with a word of thanks. Then she returned to the woods. 

***

 Leina returned to Cavlin often after that. As she walked the streets, she would often hear children whispering, “It’s the Masked One!” She had to turn her face so they didn’t see her chuckling, but sometimes she would disappear down the next alley with a swish of her cloak, just to humor them. 

 There had been no raids in Cavlin since the monsters had been driven off, almost two weeks. The people were at greater peace now than they had ever known in their troubled lives. Every time she came, Leina saw progress—one day a window had been fixed, the next a new fence built to replace the one that had been broken in so many places. The people worked with greater care now, and with a softer light in their eyes, as if they actually expected their work to last more than a moment in the endless grind of time. Leina only hoped that it would. One day Leina helped an elderly couple build a birdhouse. “Just because we can,” said the woman with a defiant laugh that had a youth beyond her age. Such a laugh hadn’t been heard in Cavlin for years beyond imagining. Leina took in the sweet fragrance of the lavender, and then she laughed, too. 

 Sometimes Leina would walk in the Desert near the border. If she saw a band of monsters, she would cause them what little annoyances she could. But as time went on, it became clearer and clearer that she did not know what to do. She supposed that she was waiting for something to happen. Something to make her mind surer, or to provoke her to action. But in the back of her mind, she knew that she would have to be the one to make something happen. She just didn’t know what, or maybe it was only that she was loth to shatter the peace of her current existence. Something of her heart was in Cavlin. 

  But at last, something came to break Leina’s comfortable state of inaction. That morning, she arrived early in Cavlin to restock on food. The first thing that she noticed was that the city had been plastered with brightly painted wooden signs that read, “Vote Lucian Juliano for Governor.” That made her smile. 

 But when she emerged from a small shop after making her purchases, she discovered an unintended repercussion of this change. It came in the form of Governor Florenzo, marching angrily down the street with a small band of followers. Not eager for a confrontation, Leina tried to slip back into the shop. But she was too late. Florenzo marched toward her with his fists in tight balls at his sides. 

 “You! Usurper!” He narrowed his eyes in a way that suggested that he thought he had made a very clever observation. He released one of his balled fists and pointed a finger at her threateningly.   

 “Yes?” Leina said calmly, hiding her annoyance behind the mask on her face.  

 Florenzo knit his brows in anger, absently swiping at his moustache, which was slick with sweat. “Look at what you’ve done! You’ve caused nothing but trouble since you first came here. Recklessly put us all in danger. I don’t care who you are. And now… this!” He marched over to one of Lucian’s signs and kicked it angrily, but his kick was weak and the sign remained undamaged. This only made him angrier. He kicked it again.

 As they watched the scene, Florenzo’s followers shuffled their feet nervously. Probably he had hired them just to protect him should the monsters reappear. For all Leina knew, Florenzo considered coming out from his mansion sanctuary a great act of bravery.  

 Florenzo turned back to Leina, coming up close to her in an effort to be threatening. But in fact, he was much shorter than Leina and she found him hard to take seriously. She smiled down at the fuming governor. 

 “If I ever see you here again,” Florenzo shouted shrilly, “I’ll see to it that you are arrested. I will not have Cavlin in such disorder. Is that clear?” 

 Leina sighed. She wished that she could make Florenzo understand, but she knew not how. “Just let me say one thing. When I’m gone, look more closely at your city, and your people. See them for what they really are. They are enlivened, because at last they resisted the evil that has ground upon them for their entire lives. They are rebuilding, and becoming whole again. I take no credit for anything that has happened here. Just don’t let them fall back to what they used to be. They have come so far. And… don’t be mad at Lucian.” 

 That last plea was a mistake. “I am mad at Lucian!” Florenzo screamed. His voice broke, and the declaration faded into a series of loud coughs. When he recovered, he whipped his head back to stare up at Leina, his eyes bloodshot. He shook his fist at her. “Now out!” 

 Leina didn’t move, waiting to see what he would do next. But he only stared at her with an expression that attempted to be exponentially more commanding as time went on. Soon his whole face looked like a boiled tomato ready to burst. Leina struggled not to laugh. Some of Florenzo’s followers began to disperse, furtively giving her looks of condolence.

 At last, with a sad shake of her head, Leina turned away. “I’m sorry, Florenzo,” she said. 

 “Governor Florenzo!” 

 “Governor Florenzo. Goodbye.” 

 Adjusting her stocked bag on her shoulder, Leina walked slowly along the uneven cobblestone streets toward the outskirts of Cavlin, and the fragrant lavender fields. There was a sinking feeling in her stomach. She wasn’t afraid of Florenzo, but something in her knew that she wouldn’t come back. Coming here had long been only an excuse to put off more important things. 

 Leina didn’t even notice the little boy that had run up next to her until he gave a violent tug on her cloak. Startled out of her despondent reverie, she looked down at him. 

 “I’m supposed to give you this note,” the boy said, his features comically stiff as he tried to act important. Normally Leina would have found that funny, but today she only managed a half-hearted smile. She nodded and took the crumpled piece of paper that he extended to her. She flicked him the last few coins of her money reserve, and he ran off.

 When Leina unfolded the paper, she was confronted with a message scrawled in silver ink. 

 We are watching you, Masked One. You are not safe here. 

 







  
 




Chapter 13

 The note was obviously from Dangerman, and it was predictable. The only two things that disturbed Leina were its use of “we” and the fact that it wasn’t signed. She had an incessant desire to get the thing out of her hands, and she let it flutter to the cobbled ground.   

 As Leina stood there with the note at her feet, one thing became clear. It was time to find out what Dangerman was up to before it was too late. 

 And so Leina turned one last time to look at the city of Cavlin, and then she was gone. 

***

 Two days later, at exactly midday, Leina stood at the center of a vast salt flat in the Desert. The land around her was vastly empty. The only sign of the existence of anything different was the rugged shape of a tumbled rock-field in the distance, obscured by a haze of smoke and fumes. Overhead, the sun beat unceasingly upon the wasteland of salt.  

 Impeccably on time, Dangerman’s small figure appeared in the heat-hazed distance. Leina raised an eyebrow at seeing him alone. She hadn’t expected him to honor that request. But all the better.

 As he came closer, Leina could see the usual haughtiness was immediately evident in his countenance. He eyed her with calm disdain. She stared back steadily, but the mask over her eyes hid any kind of emotion on her face.               

 Dangerman stopped abruptly when he was a stone’s throw away from Leina.

 She folded her arms. “I see that you got my note.” 

 “So it’s just you and me, Masked One,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for this. But I did not think you would be so foolish as to arrange it yourself. Perhaps I overestimated you.” 

 “Overestimated my cowardice, maybe. But then you’ve been letting your slaves do your dirty work for so long that I can’t blame you for not having much experience with courage.”

 Dangerman’s eyes flashed with a piercing cold that almost deflected the powerful heat of the desert. He took a step toward Leina, and she instinctively moved back. They both kept moving, slowly circling, locked in a deliberate stare. Had an outsider seen them then, he might have laughed at the scene: two caped figures, children playing at warring spies and emperors of old. Maybe that’s all they were. But they were dead serious about it. 

 “Why are you here?” Dangerman said.

 “Oh, yes, that.” Leina said calmly. “I was just thinking… we have a thing or two to settle, you and I. Someday it’s got to come to this. So why not now?” 

 “You’re kidding.” 

 Leina shook her head solemnly. “No.” She suddenly stopped and sat on the ground, legs crossed. Dangerman stopped moving, narrowed his eyes. Leina continued, “It’s obvious that neither of us is the fighting type. Not by nature. So why not settle this in the manner that we would both prefer?”

 Dangerman lowered himself to the ground. “What do you propose?”   

 Leina’s mouth curved into a smile. “Simple. A question game. You ask me a question about your operation, yourself, whatever. If I can’t answer it, you get a point. Then I ask you a question. First one to three points wins.” 

 “And what happens to the loser?” he said with a wicked grin. Clearly the game was as much to his liking as it was to Leina’s. 

 Leina shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, I don’t know. I was thinking something predictable. I win, you’re my prisoner. You win, I’m yours. Fair?” 

 He narrowed his eyes keenly. “Very well.”

 “Oh, one more thing. You have to tell the truth.” 

 He scoffed. “You actually expect me to do that?” 

 “No.” There probably wasn’t much wisdom in playing a game of truth with a professional liar. But Leina didn’t particularly care whether he acknowledged the truth in her answers. His weakness was his pride. He was proud of what he thought he knew, and he wouldn’t lie about that. She shrugged. “I’m going to tell the truth.” 

 “That could be a lie, for all I know.” 

 “Except you know that it’s not.”  

  He gave her a measuring look. “Are we going to play the game or not?” 

 “Absolutely. You first.” 

 “What’s my name?” he said without hesitation. 

 “Edward,” Leina replied, equally confident. 

 He raised his eyebrows, measuring her again. 

 “Don’t try to pretend that’s not true,” Leina said, and he didn’t argue. “Now, my turn. Where did I come from?” 

 “The woods, of course.” 

 “Yes, I came from the woods.” Perhaps that was a foolish question, since he had known that even when he first met her under another name. But it relieved her that he hadn’t mentioned the other place from whence she came. The eagle insignia she had found on his desk flashed incessantly in her mind. Maybe he didn’t know about the Agency after all.     

 “How old am I?” he asked. 

 Leina struggled not to laugh. At least he still didn’t recognize her. She instinctively pulled the hood of her cloak closer over her face. “Eighteen, as it were.” 

 “Wrong. I’m nineteen.” 

 Leina chided herself inwardly. Of course. He had awarded himself that ludicrous peace prize on his birthday, which meant that he had turned eighteen shortly after their fateful first meeting and was in fact only a few months younger than Leina. Now, over a year later, he would be nineteen indeed.  

He drew a long score in the sand with his finger. “That’s one down, Masked One.”

She nodded. “Fair enough. Who am I?” 

A shadow of doubt passed over his eyes, but he quickly recovered. “You are the Masked One.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

“It’s a valid answer to the question. A very vague question, I might add.” He smirked.  

Leina couldn’t argue with that, and she didn’t have much reason to try. His hesitation gave her another wave of relief; clearly there were things that he didn’t know. But she still wasn’t sure. She would have to be much more direct if she had any hope of finding out what she wanted to know. “Your turn then,” she said.   

“Where did I come from?”  

Leina grimaced inwardly. She had spent the last year wondering exactly that. She tried to keep a confident countenance. She was glad for the mask, which hid most of her expression. 

“From Estlebey,” she said. It was the biggest city in the area, so it was the most likely choice. 

“Wrong,” said Dangerman, smiling maliciously. He drew a second score in the sand. 

“Are you lying?” 

“There’s no way for you to know. Your game—your rules.” 

Leina took a deep breath and spoke. She feared that this was her last question, so she had to make it count; she only hoped that it did not reveal too much. 

“Who was my employer at one time?” It was the only question that she really cared about, the real reason that she was here. But now that it came to it, she was afraid of the answer. 

  “Ah,” Dangerman said, pressing his fingertips together, a look of delighted malice on his face. He got up and circled her like a hungry vulture. “As it so happens, I know all about your precious employer.” 

 Leina was stunned. “You’re bluffing, you’re bluffing,” she found herself mumbling frantically.  

 “Oh?” he said, raising one eyebrow. “That’s what you think?” He chuckled, enjoying his moment of triumph all too much. 

 “If you’re so confident, then who is it?” Leina demanded. 

 He sunk leisurely back to the ground and looked Leina straight in the eye. She shrunk back.  

 “Your employer,” he said, “is the Agency of legend.” 

 Even with the mask on her face, Leina’s stricken bearing was obvious enough that Dangerman didn’t need a reply from her. He continued, his delight feeding on her terror. 

 “Oh, yes, I know. They think that they are safe, but they will soon learn otherwise. Soon indeed they will learn of Dangerman’s true power.” He paused, in the manner of a lion deliberating how to finish its helpless prey. Leina knew that after this victory there wasn’t a chance that he would play easy. He would find a way to win quickly while he was ahead. She thought faintly that in this mood he was more likely to reveal something important to her, but in her numb shock she hardly registered the possibility.

 “What’s your question?” Leina demanded when he showed no sign of saying anything.

 Despite her insistence, Dangerman was pointedly slow in answering. He said finally, “I’ll make this one easy for you.”—Which, of course, meant just the opposite—“Tell me anything about me that I don’t know you know.” 

 Leina tried to force herself to think. Winning the game would make everything a lot easier. But beneath that thought, she knew that there was no way Dangerman was going to let her win. The outcome of the game was entirely in his power. At this point, the only answer beneficial to her was one that would get her more information. Mostly in an effort to buy time, Leina said, “There’s no way I can win this, is there? No matter what I say, I’m going to lose.” 

 “How astute of you to notice,” he said, chuckling at his own sarcasm. “You lost this game before even it began. You knew that. What you thought you could gain by this, I can’t fathom, but I will win your little game and it won’t matter anyway. Now answer the question.” 

 Leina searched her memory for anything important that could be related to Dangerman, anything that it might benefit her to say. But she found only blankness, and his eyes staring at her wickedly only erased any slim chance that she had of thinking of a useful answer. 

 Her hand brushed across the bag slung across her shoulder, limp and almost empty. But she felt one sharp edge—belonging to the book that the shopkeeper in Cavlin had given her. The Sign of Que’ttal. She had tried to read it, but it had only disturbed her. Que’ttal was supposed to be some ancient league of evil intent on taking over the World. Leina kept trying to convince herself that it should be interesting, but she couldn’t stop feeling that there was something wrong with it. At last she had given it up entirely. But now she thought about the book again. She didn’t know what made her say it. It was probably a ridiculous idea.     

 “You’re connected with Que’ttal.” 

 There was a barely tangible disturbance in his eyes. But the next moment he was laughing. “Que’ttal doesn’t exist.” 

 Her steely expression was unchanged. “Neither does the Agency.” 

 “Even if Que’ttal did exist, it would have been gone long ago.” He drew a final line in the sand with his foot. “You’ve lost, Masked One.” 

 “On doubtful terms,” she said, even though she knew any such comments were futile. 

 Dangerman clicked his tongue. “Terms that were your own. And surely you haven’t forgotten the provision about what happens to the loser?” 

 “No, I have not.” 

 “You are naive, Masked One. You think that you can save the world just by being good. But good is not great.” 

 “And tearing down a wall from the foundation lacks sensitivity.”   

 At that, Dangerman looked truly confused. “Am I supposed to know what that means?” 

 Leina remained silent, satisfied that at least she had halted the momentum of his last assertion. When he made no motion, she turned to the direction of his fortress and started walking as quickly as her legs would take her. She made sure that Dangerman was struggling to keep up the whole way. Probably she could have escaped if she wanted to. But she resolved not to stoop to Dangerman’s level, and to end the game on the terms with which it began. She judged that escape wouldn’t be too difficult. She could get out of the place in a couple of days at most. 

 If she had known what was to happen before she got the chance, she might have reconsidered. 

 







  
 




Chapter 14

 And so, once again, Leina found herself locked in a cell in Dangerman’s fortress. She suspected that it was the same one as last time, and she found some unpleasant memories hiding in the musty corners, shadowed from the dim red glow that pervaded the place. 

 But mostly Leina’s thoughts centered on the Agency. If Dangerman knew about the Agency, why had he kept it secret for so long? It didn't make sense. She thought of Ruby and Kip and Sasha and Max. She didn’t know what Dangerman had planned or when, but it made her more deeply afraid than she had ever been before. And yet even if Sasha and Max knew, would they do anything, or would they keep hiding? Was she still on her own? 

 Amidst that swirl of thoughts, Leina felt an odd sense of relief. Because for the moment, there was nothing that she could do about it. As soon as she was aware of the thought, she frantically repressed it. No way, Leina Skyvola. This isn’t what you want. You haven’t surrendered to anything or anyone. You’re not hiding. You’re going to escape first chance you get, and then there will be plenty that you can do.  

 Sam. Sam was here. Surely Sam would be able to help. That thought calmed Leina, but still she remained in a thought-plagued wakefulness all night. She studied the cell carefully, scanning it repeatedly for even the minutest signs of weakness. She felt a pang in her chest when she saw the lock on the barred door. It wasn’t the kind that had been here before. She couldn’t pick this one. But that was okay. She would find another way out. There was always a way out. 

 Leina did not know how many hours had passed when Dangerman appeared at the door to her cell. It must have been very late at night. He was haggard, his cape stained with sand. There was a long gash on his face that had a strange silver glint. He stared at her for quite some time with an expression that she did not understand, utterly unreadable. Then he was gone. 

***

 Leina was not surprised when the monsters came for her in the morning. She went with them willingly to Dangerman’s office, eager to escape from the pool of consciousness that bred in silence. She had known it much in life, but never had it oppressed her more. 

 Dangerman was pacing around his office. Immediately Leina noticed a change in him. He was different, no longer the proud Sultan she had known. His countenance was reserved. Afraid, even. As much as Leina abhorred him, seeing him like this made her uneasy. For the first time in a long time, she really remembered that he was hardly as old as herself. Did he even know the meaning of the destruction that he had wrought? That was when Leina started thinking of him as Edward. The persona of Dangerman was a fake—it always had been. Even as was the mask on her face. Perhaps even she had believed that he was more than he was. 

 “Leave us!” he commanded the monsters disagreeably. His eyes shifted around the room in discontent even as he spoke, as if he was searching for something. As soon as the monsters left, he turned his attention to her. “Who are you?” he demanded, his tone not softened in the least. 

 “I am the Masked One,” said Leina. “And that’s your own answer, so there’s no point in disputing it.” 

 Indeed there wasn’t. Whatever had happened to change him, his pride had survived the damage. He didn’t speak for a long time. Even the dust that floated through the air, visible in the stab of light that shone through the center of the room, seemed to take on a presence in the silence. But Leina didn’t take her eyes off of Edward. She was increasingly afraid of what he might do. She couldn’t predict him; not today. To add to that, the fact that he knew that she knew of his knowledge of the Agency was bothering her. This wasn’t a game anymore. She was truly dangerous to him now.       

 Finally he spoke, unsteadily. “You said yesterday that we have a score to settle.” 

 “Yes, and it has been settled. Now please tell me what this is about.”

 He let out a shuddering breath. “Maybe, but you’re in my power now.” His eyes set. Stopped moving. “I haven’t seen a good sport in a long time.” 

 “I never did like sports. They lack a point.”  

 “Perhaps you’d be more agreeable if it did have a point. Like—saving your life?”

 She raised her eyebrows. “Not tired of games yet, are we?”   

 “What I had in mind was a little duel between you and one of my monsters.”

 In her intense relief, Leina struggled not to laugh. She had to refrain herself from saying, “Oh, that’s all?” It certainly wasn’t the way that she would like to end her visit here, but at least she would have a fair chance. She could handle a situation like that. In fact, as long as she could survive, it would be an excellent chance to escape. In hope that Edward wouldn’t rescind his judgment, she tried to look frightened, but it was a poor effort. Nonetheless, he was too preoccupied in some other realm of thought to notice. Leina couldn’t fathom what was wrong with him today, but she wasn’t about to argue now that it was working in her favor. 

 Then Sam came. 

 “Sam!” Edward fumed. “Can’t you see that I’m busy?” 

 Sam, however, paid no attention. He stepped forward from the doorway where he had been listening, a calculating smile on his face. Leina stepped back, frightened. After one glance at his face she knew that her hope for his help had been ill-founded. He bore no sign of comfort for her, only the delighted malice that she was all too familiar with. Leina remembered now his vow to give Edward his full support if it ever came to this. His true loyalties didn’t matter. He was no longer her ally. From here, things could only get worse. Overcome with fear and fatigue, she sunk into a nearby chair. The one ray of light that shone into the room caught on her magnetic suit as she moved, and both Sam and Edward covered their eyes compulsively in the ensuing flash. 

 “Get up!” Edward snapped. “This isn’t a leisurely party!”   

 Leina didn’t move. “Is it really going to matter to you ten years from now whether I was standing when you ordered my death?” she said wearily. 

 Edward raised his fist in anger, but then only lowered it and shook his head disagreeably. Meanwhile, Sam was pacing methodically around the office, tapping his fingertips together. 

 “Fine, what is it?” said Edward. 

 Sam stopped pacing. He looked deliberately at Leina as he spoke, even though he was addressing Edward. 

 “My, my, Your Majesty, have you gone soft? Last I checked the person in question was your most dangerous enemy. And did I just hear you give her a chance to live?”

 Edward glowered. “Stay out of this, Sam.” But Sam clearly wasn’t listening to anything Edward said. 

 “I mean no disrespect, Your Excellency.” Sam turned to Edward, and took on the voice of a concerned counselor. “I am only trying to protect you. If this fiend has the chance, she will destroy you. If you were to ask for my opinion—“ 

 “Which I didn’t.” 

 “—I would say, finish her once and for all while you still can. Take her to the Bottomless Pit of Doom.” A malevolent light glittered in his eyes. 

 “Sam, how could you?” Leina said wildly, unable to control herself. As the Masked One, she shouldn’t have known who Sam was. But more than likely none of the three of them was in a rational enough mood to notice. 

 Sam glared at her. “Silence, prisoner! This doesn't concern you.” 

 Leina was too dazed even to point out the obvious irony in Sam’s comment. Wouldn’t agreeing with Edward have been enough for Sam to prove his loyalty? Why did he have to make this worse for her? Had his alternate persona totally possessed him? This went far beyond maintaining his cover. 

 Sudden panic took hold of Leina again. “I know it’s not in you to kill me,” she said, but instantly regretted it. She hadn’t meant to say it in that way, but now she couldn’t take the words back. They were as a seal on her fate. 

 Edward inevitably took them as a challenge. Any hint of indecision on his face disappeared. “Oh, really? Watch me.” 

 







  
 




Chapter 15

 Leina had always thought that those near death gave it a lot of thought. But now she found herself number on the topic than she had ever been. The reality of the situation hung in the air about her, but it could not penetrate her. She felt only a desolate sense of nothing, which was worse even than writhing fear. She thought of Max’s words when she was clinging to the flying machine for her life, before she knew about the magnetic field. You’re not scared like the rest of them after all, are you? Is that what he would say to her now? 

 She could not escape. The monsters that escorted her back to her cell had made sure of that, and though she had frantically tried every means of escape in her power upon their departure, nothing had worked. Surely she could escape if she had the time to twist events in her favor, but time was one thing that she no longer had. 

 Leina had never really been afraid of Edward since leaving the Desert for the first time. Everything between them had been a game. She did not think that he would take it this far. That her death would come at the hand of a delusional nineteen-year-old dictator would have been beyond anyone’s power to predict. 

 And Sam? Leina didn’t even know how to begin with Sam. What had possessed him to do this to her? 

 Thinking won’t help you anymore. No conclusion that you come to will matter. In the end, that was the thought that ripped at Leina’s heart at last, and brought her to tears. Now twice in this place she had known true despair, but this time there was no comfort for her. 

***

 It was Sam who came in the morning. He dismissed the monsters with a vague wave of his hand. When he opened the door to Leina’s cell, the hinges cackled, laughing at her. Leina’s face was as of stone. She pulled the mask, which she had taken off during the night, back over her eyes. Sam was whistling with disturbing nonchalance, but Leina was past feeling any kind of anger. Past caring. She did not protest as he bound her hands behind her back. 

 “Why are you doing this, Sam?” she said quietly. 

  “I told you I’m not your friend. Why did you allow yourself to be caught?”

 “I lost a game.” 

 “From what I’ve heard, the Masked One can only be caught if she wills it. She has quite the reputation.”  

 The great weight that Leina had often felt was heavier than ever. She had failed. She had failed to save Drexel, failed at the question game, failed to escape. And they called her the Masked One? No, she could never be that. It was easy to pretend that she could shrug it off, but when she did it only cut deeper. Slower. 

 She couldn’t stop thinking about the Agency. If Edward followed through on his threat, it would be her fault. Above all, that haunted her. 

 “Sam, I don’t know what you think you are doing,” Leina said, “but do one thing for me. Save the World from this madness. I still think that you’re not the person you’re trying to be. Not really.” 

 Sam’s hands stopped moving for a moment, but he didn’t speak.  

 Leina turned her head so she could see him, and whispered, “He knows.”  

***

 Edward and two monsters were waiting outside. Sam handed Leina over to the monsters, who secured her firmly between them, and then they ascended to the Desert above.

 Leina found herself more perceptive to her surroundings than she had ever been before. Dust swirling through the air in a mesmerizing dance, stone pillars that served as monuments to the malice of this place twisting skyward in agonizing contortions, the pungent tang of salt that permeated the air and crystalized on her parched tongue, the rays of the sun stabbing her with their heat—all was a million times more vivid on that day. She wished that it would rain, that the harsh sensations that overwhelmed her could be cooled and washed away. She had always been at home in the rain. But no rain came to the Desert. 

 It was strange, now, that the three of them should be alone in this place. They were still so very young, in a vast Desert that they could not control. And they were akin in a way. Dictator, Tyrant, Hero. All playing parts that were not their own, locked in this deadly game.  

 They passed a stagnant salt-lake splattered with toxic colors. Caustic though it was, the surface of the water itself was like glass, a clear layer unaffected by the frozen tumult below. 

 A rare hot wind swept over the Desert suddenly, upsetting the dust of ages that lay heavy on the ground. The air barely skimmed the surface of the lake, creating a sea of minute ripples. Leina stopped to watch, ignoring the threatening growls of the two monsters. Even as the ripples waxed, she felt a deep kind of helplessness about them. She had no power to affect them, to make them stay even an instant longer than the wind willed, nor could she create something so delicate by any art of her own. The ripples faded away, and the surface of the lake was left as if they had never been. 

 “Come on,” Edward grumbled, and at his command the monsters jarred her back to walking. 

 Leina turned toward him, her unchanging eyes glassy like the surface of the disturbed lake. “You would be afraid,” she said quietly. It was not an accusation. It was simply a faint observation, meaningless as a wind that comes and is gone. Indeed, Leina felt increasingly like an observer of a story that was no longer her own. Maybe it had never been. 

 He stared at her for a length, then turned away abruptly, indifferently. “I can make things much worse for you.” 

 “I’d like to see you try.” That kind of banter was Leina’s weak attempt at diffusing her own sense of helplessness, at insisting that things were as they had always been. But her words were blown away with the dust. 

***

 The Bottomless Pit of Doom was not, in fact, a pit. It was more of a fissure or canyon, stretching across the Desert as far as could be seen, and easily a mile in breadth. Leina doubted that it was bottomless, either. Things rarely were. The name was completely ridiculous, but in some strange paradoxical way it fit. Nothing here was as it seemed.  

 The Bottomless Pit of Doom had worked its way into the legends of the Desert that Leina knew as a child. A rhyme that she had seen in a book came to mind. It used to seem harmless, but now it sent a chill through her.

 

 The Bottomless Pit, 

 or so it is writ, 

 is a place of deep fear 

 pays no heed to grit. 



  
 

The staunchest of hearts



  
 

will tremble and break

 in such a place as this. 



  
 

And what could happen

 in the depths of the pit,

 to change the way the rhyme is writ? 

 

 The monsters forced Leina closer and closer to the edge of the monstrosity. For a moment she thought that they were going to send her over just like that. In spite of herself she struggled, digging her feet into the ground. The gaping emptiness below drew closer and closer. It seemed that she was no longer moving at all, but the blackness itself was rising to engulf her. 

 Then, suddenly, she was jerked to a halt. She shuffled her feet to keep her balance, precariously near the edge. Pebbles fell from under her feet and were swallowed up in the black abyss. Then the monsters turned her around to face her two captors. 

 “No crowd?” Leina observed, trying to keep her voice from trembling. “That’s unlike you.” 

 “Unfortunately, everyone likes you, so no,” Edward hissed.  

 No one moved or made any indication of speaking. Leina was intensely aware of the dark gaping thing at her back. She had the uncomfortable feeling that it would jump out at her if she wasn’t looking. 

 “Well?” she said at last, in desperation. But she instantly regretted it. Why should she be the one to hasten this? “You know,” she added quickly, “in civilized places, most people in my position are offered a chance to speak.” 

 “Speak, then, if you must,” Edward grumbled. 

 Leina nodded, firmly shaking free of the monsters’ grip and stepping forward. The monsters growled, but Edward held up his hand to stop them. Then Leina cleared her throat, and she found in her voice more strength than she had expected to find there. “I will give none the victory of my blame. I know not why I am here, nor when this stopped being a game. But it is fruitless now to talk of such things, so I will let them rest. 

 “If I were speaking to the World, I would say look up. Too many, worn down by oppression and darkness, have turned their eyes away to the ground and no longer see the road ahead of them. And so they continue to travel down the same way, and they put their trust in it because they have no other hope. Look up, I would say, and see the other road that you pass and miss. A hopeless road it seems, but the end is so much brighter than the darkness to which you hasten. It is not the Masked One that will save you, but let any small degree of hope that she may have inspired live on. That may save you still.  

 “But I am not speaking to the World. My words fall dead to the ancient sands of this place, where dark secrets lurk that now I shall never know. And yet now I can speak clearly, without fear. There is no peace here. I wish it to you and to this whole Desert, but you will not find it like this. Seek it while there is still hope.”

 Then she spoke in a language out of the dark reaches of the past, so old that its name had long been forgotten. “Haec est mea carmina.”

 Sam had been tapping his foot the whole time, and now he rolled his eyes. “Your Excellency, are you going to finish this or not?” 

 Edward turned to him in a sudden, swift movement. “Do you take me for a coward?” 

 Sam held his hands up and shrugged in indifference. Of course that meant yes.  

 When Edward looked back at Leina, there was a venomous look in his eyes that haunted her dreams long after. And yet she herself was still, and calm. 

 Why am I not petrified? she wondered. 

 Because you have too much faith, said a bitter voice in her head. Because part of you still believes that you’re going to be alright. Because you never got over believing you could fly. 

 And then Edward motioned to the monsters, and Leina was over the edge, and that was all. 

 







  
 




Chapter 16

 Maybe the pit was bottomless after all. Leina had been falling for a very long time. Or maybe it hadn’t been so long. Seconds, minutes, hours—all had lost value to her. A second could span countless ages, and an hour could be over in a moment. Length and time and space had diminished to nothing, and everything. It was a scarring sensation, one that took all the insecurities of one’s existence and magnified and condensed them like time itself, radically reshaping what existence even meant.

 Her eyes were closed. At length she opened them, warily, fearful of what she might see. At first there was only darkness. But then she realized something. 

 Nothing was moving. 

 For a long time, Leina stared as if dumb, trying to reconfigure in her mind how things should be. Surely she should be seeing a blur of some kind, not… stillness. 

 Leina tilted her head down, and could barely make out a rough dusty surface several feet below her face. The bottom of the Bottomless Pit of Doom. But she was above it, and she was not moving. She was suspended in the air. 

 Why is it that whenever you doubt the most, you find that you can fly? 

 Leina was still very confused, and unsure how this was possible or if it was real. But suddenly that didn’t matter. She laughed, and the clear sound rang out through the dark of this deep place.

 But her laugh was met with a voice. “Why do you laugh?” it asked. 

 Leina started, and tried to jerk toward the source of the voice, behind her. But she was as stiff as a statue, and grunted in pain at the harsh resistance to her sudden movement. 

 “Who are you?” Leina asked. “Let me see you.” 

 With startling suddenness, a face appeared level with hers. It was that of a girl, probably sixteen years old. Her pale countenance was pinched and hard, but there was some kind of locked-up imploring in her eyes. She was carrying a dim torch that illuminated her face. 

 “Oh,” Leina breathed. “What is this place?” 

 “The bottom of a very deep fissure.” The girl’s voice was barely more than a mutter.

 “Yes, I know that. But why are you here?” 

 “Because I live here.” The girl paused, her deadlocked eyes moving ever so slightly to scan Leina’s face. “You’re suspended in the air. You have some kind of power of levitation?” 

 “No,” Leina said. “I think it’s magnets.” She craned her head to look at the nearest wall. “See? The rock is black, but only at the very bottom. Probably magnetic. The suit I’m wearing is covered in tiny magnets. I guess the field is strong enough to hold me up. Now who did you say you are?” 

 Without any kind of outward hesitation, the girl waited a long time to answer. “I’m a princess,” she said finally. 

 Leina didn’t respond for a moment. The girl was certainly dressed for the part, in a long red satin dress that trailed in the dust. “Last time I heard someone make an introduction that ridiculous, he was right,” Leina said. “So I’ll have to take your word for it. Princess is better than Dictator, anyway.” 

 The girl’s face remained exactly the same. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

 “You don’t think I’m very funny, do you?” 

 “No.” 

 “Hmm.” Leina found this girl very provoking. Something about her was intriguing, and yet continually out of reach. With a sigh, Leina said, “You know, I’d really like to get down from here.” 

 “Oh.” 

 Leina waited, but the girl only looked on in her unchanging way. “Can you please unfasten my magnetic suit? I can’t move at all. Don’t worry, I’ve got something on under it. And can you untie my hands?” 

 The girl made a barely perceptible nod and moved to unfasten the suit. Leina gasped at the release of pressure. A moment later, after much twisting and struggling, Leina had fallen face flat on the ground. When she got up, she was coughing and sore, but nothing worse. She laughed again. “Not bad for a fall of”—she looked up and was met with impenetrable darkness, and her voice fell to a mutter—“um, a really long way.” When Leina looked down again, she met the stony eyes of her mysterious rescuer. “So I get that you’re a princess, but what is your name?”               

 “Cora.” With that, the purported princess turned and began to make her way down the length of the fissure’s subterranean base. 

 After struggling to free the floating jumpsuit from the firm clutch of the magnetic field, Leina scrambled to follow. “Where are we going?” 

 “Home.” 

 “Okay, then. Good a place as any.”

***

 Leina didn’t try to make conversation with her stoic newfound friend along the way. Instead, she scanned her surroundings as they were illuminated in the scant torchlight, and then swept into the darkness behind.

 They kept to the wall, and Leina could not see the other side. At its base, the entire wall of the fissure was lined with a layer of the dark magnetic rock about as high as Leina’s head, embedded with strange glimmering gemstones. Leina had to hold the jumpsuit over her head to be able to carry it with her, and even then she could feel the magnetic field pulling on it with crushing weight. Her arms burned as she carried it.

 There was a small light ahead, and soon Leina could see that it was a torch mounted on the wall. Not too far past it there was another, and before long their way was well-lit enough without the aid of the torch in Cora’s hand. 

 After only a few minutes of walking, they came to the place that Cora called “home,” and Leina gasped. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but it certainly hadn’t been a sophisticated system of cliff dwellings. A quilt of intricate facades carved into the cliff’s wall stretched far above her head. Ladders and stairways connected them, and bridges arched away across the cavernous empty space above, stretching to the other side of the fissure. The opposite wall was now dimly visible in the distance, and Leina could see that there were stacks of houses carved into it, too.  

 But what really shocked Leina was the people. There were multitudes. They passed over the layers of sky-bridges above her head like busy ants. Some appeared in windows, obscuring the lights within for a moment, creating a canvas of flickering flames that stretched up the sheer cliff-side. 

 “There are more people here?” said Leina in a stupor.

 Cora’s brow creased ever so slightly. “Are you blind?” 

 Leina chuckled. “No. I’m surprised.” 

 “They are the Yurukim,” said Cora. “Come.” 

 They approached a steep stair carved into the cliff. Here the pull of the magnetic rock was so strong that Leina couldn’t hold the magnetic suit against it. At last she let go and it was whipped away from her. 

 At the top of the stair they came to a rickety wooden ladder. Cora began to climb it without hesitation, but Leina hung back and looked down at the bottom of the pit, already nearly a hundred yards below. The ladder creaked alarmingly as Cora climbed it. 

 “Aren’t you afraid of climbing that thing in a dress?” Leina called.  

 “No,” said Cora. “Around here people are climbing as soon as they can walk. Anyway, if you fall you’ll float again, will you not?”

 “No, I dropped the thing.” Leina looked up, trying to discern if she could see any hint of natural light above. She couldn’t. “Falling as far as I did really doesn’t do much for one’s liking of heights.” 

 Cora was already halfway up the ladder, and Leina could only barely hear her soft voice say, “Are you coming?” 

 Leina grimaced. “Yeah, coming.” With a deep breath, she took hold of the ladder and began her ascent. It magnified her every movement with alarming creaking, but she kept her eyes pointed upward and went on. At last she reached the top and alighted onto a railed wooden platform where Cora was waiting. The platform ran in front of several of the stone facades. Fire-light streamed out from their doorways, all in a row, and the many windows above them.

 Cora nodded primly and turned to enter one of the doorways. Leina peeked in cautiously. Inside was a spacious room, with a large round table carved out of stone in the center. Many people, mostly elderly and simply dressed, were gathered around the table. At its head there was a raised place, occupied by an old woman in a white dress with a small ringlet on her head. The people seemed to be deep in a discussion, and took no notice of Cora or Leina. 

 Amidst the babble of voices, one was suddenly raised that silenced them all. After a moment Leina was aware that it was the old woman at the head of the table speaking. “We are not going back,” she said. “What little news we get from above is enough. Here we are safe. We have no wont. And so here the Yurukim will remain. I have spoken.”

 There were some stray grumbles around the table, but the general clamor subsided. Cora took the opportunity to approach the old woman and whisper something in her ear. The woman listened and nodded, and then her eyes strayed up to meet Leina’s. 

 “You may come in,” the old woman said. 

 Leina stepped just inside the doorway. 

 “Thank you, Cora,” said the old woman. Cora nodded and floated out the door like a disturbed dream, without so much as a glance in Leina’s direction. Leina followed her carefully with her eyes until she was out of sight.  

 “Are you listening to me?” It was the patient voice of the old woman, who had evidently been talking to Leina. 

 Leina turned and saw that everyone was watching her. “Sorry. It’s been a crazy day.” 

 “That I gather. You may stay with me until other arrangements can be made. My house is three stories up.” 

 “That’s very kind of you,” said Leina. She waited for a response, but there was none. The room was silent now.  

 “You can go,” said the old woman. 

 Leina nodded and went outside, if outside it could be called. Cora was nowhere in sight, so Leina submitted herself to two more stories of ladders. On the second story up, she was greeted by the welcome sight of a stairway carved into the cliff-face. It was much too thin for comfort and had no railing, but after the rickety ladders it seemed safe enough. 

 The stairway doubled back on itself several times, but Leina finally reached the top. There was only one doorway here, a large round one with carvings of twisted vines at its edge.  

 Inside, Leina was greeted by a stone room lit warmly with torchlight and smelling faintly charred. It was sparsely furnished, with only a rudimentary kitchen and a low table on a faded rug in the center, but a certain serenity hung about it. There were two doorways in opposite walls, each of which led to a small, darker room with a cot in the corner.   

 Leina went into the room on the left, where the cot looked unused, and sat down on it, letting everything sink in. 

 She had survived. That was incredible enough. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder if Sam had known about the magnets. Had he been trying to save her after all, or was she only alive by coincidence? She wasn’t ready to put it beyond Sam to try to kill her. He would do it in a heartbeat if he felt like he had to. 

 The Agency. 

 The thought struck Leina like the sudden tolling of a bell. What good was it that she was alive, and that she knew Edward knew about the Agency, if she never got the chance to warn them? 

 







  
 




Chapter 17

  Leina woke with a start and jumped out of bed in a panic. Questions sprinted through her head: Where am I? When did I fall asleep? Why am I not still falling? 

 Gradually the dreams about bottomless pits and falling and ladders to nowhere faded away, and Leina found herself in the same small dark room as last night. She noticed with a kind of sinking in her heart that it was no lighter now than it had been then. What if there was no way out of this deep place? 

 In the main room, Leina found the old woman from last night sitting cross-legged on the floor next to the table with a stone cup of steaming water before her. A little pile of smoldering coals was strewn on the counter in the corner. 

 “Ah, you are awake,” she said, with meticulous slowness. 

 “I don’t remember falling asleep,” said Leina, sitting across the table from her. “I meant to wait for you.” 

 “Think nothing of it. It was late when I returned.” 

 “I don’t think I know your name.” 

 The old woman smiled oddly. “Here they call me the Sage.” 

 “Oh,” said Leina. “Do you have another name?” 

 “If I did, I would not be so quick to tell you. Do you have a name besides the Masked One?”

 Leina started. “How did you know about that?” 

 The Sage chuckled. “You are still wearing your mask. Even down here, we get news. Do you have another name?” 

 Leina removed her mask and set it on the table. “Actually, I’m not in the habit of telling people my name, either.” 

 “Then we are even. Only I already know your name, and you still don’t know mine.” 

 “What?”  

 The Sage did not respond. She only got up from the table and went over to the rough kitchen-counter in the corner. She took up a mortar and pestle and ground something up, then returned with two plates of a lucid whitish paste flecked with black. 

 “What is it?” Leina asked. 

 “Insects,” said the Sage, sitting down again. “All we get down here, but very good.” 

 Leina eyed the substance suspiciously. “Oh.” She sighed. “Look, it’s very kind of you to take me in, but I need to leave as soon as possible. Is there a way out—back up, that is?” 

 The Sage shook her head and chuckled again. “You are getting ahead of yourself,” she said, her voice slow and pronounced as always. 

 “No, you don’t understand,” said Leina, half standing up. “Some of my friends are going to be in serious trouble if I don’t warn them.” 

 “And there is nothing that you can do about it at the moment. Sit down.” 

 Leina did, reluctantly. 

 “Good,” said the Sage. “Now you haven’t even told me how you came to fall from the sky.” 

 Leina took a deep breath to calm herself. “Can I trust you?” 

 “If you find it necessary to ask that question, then the answer is no. You cannot find it in yourself to trust me. Whether or not I am trustworthy is a different question, is it not?” 

 “I suppose. Are you trustworthy?” 

 “Would anyone answer no to that question?” 

 “Alright then,” said Leina. “Forgive me if I don’t tell you all. I don’t want to put anyone in more danger than I already have.” 

 “You think I would put someone in danger?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “Go on then.” 

 Leina drummed her fingers on the table, next to her still-untouched food. “Do you know Dangerman? The dictator around here, or whatever he is?” 

 The Sage nodded. 

 “He doesn’t like me. He—or his henchman, rather—was trying to kill me. I was only saved by the magnetic stone down here.” 

 “Ah,” said the Sage, with slow contemplation. “That is a very short account.” 

 “There is not much more to say. Now please tell me if there’s a way up. I really must know.” 

 The Sage took a very long time in answering. Finally, she said, “Maybe. We, the Yurukim, have long since forgotten it.” 

 “Then I will find it myself.” 

 “No, you will not. There is a man who comes here sometimes, from above. When the time is right, he will help you.” 

 Leina sighed in relief. At least someone knew how to get out of here. “When will he come?” 

 “When the time is right, I say. Have patience.” 

 Leina couldn’t find it in herself to argue. Not now, at least. She changed the subject to one that had been bothering her ever since yesterday. “Who is your ruler here? Do you have a king?” 

 “No, no. Not a king. Only the Sage and her council.” 

 “Oh,” said Leina, not quite sure how to respond. “I didn’t realize—”  

 “Think nothing of it. Why do you ask?” 

 “Well, if you don’t have a king, then you don’t have… I don’t know, princesses or anything like that?” 

 “Certainly not. The Yurukim do not believe in nobility. Only wisdom.” 

 “I see,” said Leina. “And who is the girl who rescued me yesterday?” 

 “That is Cora,” said the Sage, showing no sign of elaborating. 

 “Well,” said Leina after a long silence. “If the time is not right for me to leave, what am I supposed to do?” 

 “I thought you might be interested in our library.” 

 “Library!” Leina jumped up. “Where is it?” 

 “Thirteen stories up and across the bridge. But you cannot go until you eat something.” 

 Leina couldn’t find much to smile about in either of those statements.  

 







  
 




Chapter 18 

 The bridge, as it turned out, was nothing more than a long, thin slab of stone with rope strung along it for a rail. It stretched across the vast dark chasm sixteen stories in the air, and Leina thought it looked ready to crack down the middle should anyone dare to lay their feet on it. 

  But if anything was worthy of requiring such a tribulation to attain, it was a library. And so now at last Leina found herself gasping in relief at the other side of the bridge, and with the tall columned facade of the library before her. 

 For all its outward grandeur, the library was not all that impressive on the inside. It consisted of a single scantily lit room with far too few books on the carven stone shelves. But to Leina it was an oasis. She flew over to a shelf, snatched up the first book that caught her eyes, reveled in the scent of the old parchment, and sat down at a table to read. 

 Leina didn’t intend to ever get up again, but a distraction came along before too long, in the form of Cora. She came in so quietly that Leina didn’t notice her until she had selected a book and seated herself just at the edge of Leina’s field of vision. For a long time they both eyed each other from their peripheral vision while pretending to read. At last Leina got up and went to sit at the table where Cora was. 

 “Hello,” she said. 

 “Hello,” Cora replied impassively, not looking up from her book.  

 “You aren’t a princess, are you?” said Leina. 

 This time Cora did put down the book, and actually looked Leina in the eye. “Why shouldn’t I be?” 

 “Because the Sage says that there is no king here, and no princess.” 

 Cora made a little murmur that sounded like, “The Sage doesn’t know everything.” Then, louder, she said, “I am indisposed to talking right now.” And she took her book, climbed a stair at the back and went into a high doorway at its summit, and that was all. After that, Leina couldn’t concentrate on a book, not even in this newfound treasure trove. 

***

 Leina did not feel up to crossing the bridge again, so she decided to take a walk on this side of the cliff dwelling. On this level, the buildings were offset into the cliff, so there was a nice solid ledge to walk on in front of them. It didn’t have any railing, but it was wide enough that Leina felt perfectly safe. 

 Past the library, Leina found a small doorway with a dilapidated sign over it that read, “3rd Expeditionary Force.” Immediately curious, she tried the door and found it unlocked. 

 Inside was a room cluttered with piles of binoculars, canteens, maps, and every other nameable (or unnamable) implement that might be associated with an expedition. Buried amidst all of this, in the center of the room, was a small desk. The man behind it wore a flashy expedition suit and matching hat.  

 “Hello,” Leina said. 

 The small pale man was studying something on the desk and didn’t look up. His eyes darted back and forth like a frightened rabbit’s. “Oh. Yes?” he said absently. 

 Leina considered what she should say. Finally, haltingly, she said, “I’m interested in employing your—” 

 Finally, the man looked up. “Hello,” he interrupted, seeing her for the first time. 

 “Hello,” said Leina. “I’m interested in employing your services.” 

 “What? Whose services?” 

 “Um…” Leina paused. “The 3rd Expeditionary Force.” 

 “Ohhh,” the man said. “Erm, what kind of services?” 

 “For an expedition. I fell down here and I need to get back up right away.” 

 The man’s eyes widened considerably. “You fell down here?” 

 “Yes,” said Leina. “Can you help me?” 

 The clerk hesitated, his eyes darting back to the surface of the desk. “I’m afraid you don’t understand. The 3rd Expeditionary Force is… more of a nominal organization. A club, if you will. We don’t go on many expeditions.” 

 “How many is not many?” Leina demanded. 

 “Well, to be precise… none.” 

 “Please,” Leina pleaded. “Do you know anyone who can help me? It’s terribly important that I warn the—someone of something before it’s too late. If this is the third Expeditionary Force, there must be first and second ones, too?” 

 The man shifted his eyes uncomfortably. “No, I’m afraid not.” 

 “Then why are you the third?” 

 “Just ‘Expeditionary Force’ sounds rather bland, does it not? A name has got to have more flair than that.” 

 Leina’s shoulders drooped. 

 The clerk’s eyes softened. “Look, if you want, you can come to our meeting next Monday evening. Maybe someone there will be able to help you.” 

 Leina set her jaw. “I’ll be there.” 

***

 Leina spent the rest of the afternoon walking around the cliff dwellings of the Yurukim. The architecture of the building-facades was endlessly varied and intricate, encompassing soaring columns, intricate carvings, and everything in-between, but it seemed to Leina that the Yurukim were a rudimentary people all in all. She wished that they put as much care into their bridges and ladders as they did their houses. Still, there were some puzzling things about them. If they were so rudimentary as they seemed, why did they have books? Where did they get paper underground? And wherever did Cora get that fancy dress? Leina mulled over this as she walked, trying at least for the moment to forget her preoccupation with the Agency. It seemed that there was frustratingly little she could do to help them now. 

 Finally there was nothing left to do but brave the journey back to the Sage’s house. Once, on the way down the long thirteen stories of ladders, a rung snapped under the weight of Leina’s foot. She panicked, barely keeping her grip on the ladder as she struggled to regain her balance. Once she had, she didn’t move for a long time. She told herself that it was just to let her heart slow down, but she knew that she was afraid. She couldn't keep her hands from trembling every time she had to climb one of these ladders. 

 The strange thing was that she had never been afraid of heights before. Jumping from a wall was what started her Masked One identity in the first place. When she was young, in the forest, she had been enchanted with the idea of flying. She used to climb clear to the top of the tallest tree that she knew of, and sit perched in the sky watching the still expanse of the World. She had only fallen from a tree once. Near the bottom, a brittle branch broke away and she fell and broke her ankle. But Grandmother had taken care of it, and it had healed, and it had caused no lasting fear that Leina remembered. As soon as it was better, she was back in the trees. Certainly heights had given her momentary fear at times, but never anything lasting. She hadn’t even been really afraid when she was at the brink of this pit, or fissure, or whatever it was. And yet, in a long slow way, something about that painless fall had scarred her in a way that no fall-wound could. The initial wonder of having survived was fading away, and it left behind an uncomfortable sensation—a feeling that the scariest thing in the world wasn’t falling, but falling and then discovering that you could fly. 

 Finally Leina forced herself down the remaining flights of ladders. Halfway down a little boy passed her, not using the ladder at all but climbing like a gecko down the sheer wall. Even with no ladder, he was climbing at least twice as fast as Leina. She tried to imagine someone as old as the Sage doing that, or even climbing the ladders for that matter, and her stomach lurched. Finally Leina made it to the bottom, and she darted inside the Sage’s doorway before she could think any more about the dizzying height that she was still at. 

 It didn’t appear that the Sage had moved from her place at the table the whole time Leina was gone. When she saw Leina, her eyes were recalled as if out of deep thought. Leina sat down wordlessly at the table, and soon the Sage got up and went over to the kitchen to make something to eat. It was the same kind of insect meal, of course. It really wasn’t very bad, but Leina still had a hard time forcing herself to eat it. This time it was accompanied by a steaming cup of water that seemed to be infused with some kind of earthy tinge. 

 It was only after she was done eating that Leina risked talking. “Why are the Yurukim here?” she asked. 

 “Ahh,” said the Sage. “You would be wondering that.” She took a long, slow sip of her drink and then commenced to explain: “We did not always live down here. Long ago, when all was different, the Desert was our land. It always was a harsh place, but not so much as it is now. We lived in peace. We satisfied our restlessness by moving around a lot. I imagine that you could still see our old homes if you wandered long here in the North. We were nomads, building dwellings for ourselves in the cliffs and then moving on to make new ones, always working, making each more elaborate than the last. 

 “Then a leader rose up among us. She was different than the rest of us. It was said that she was found wandering alone in our land many years ago, and we never knew who or what she really was. She was strong and cunning, but soon we learned that she had evil ambitions. By the time we tried to overthrow her, it was too late. She would have destroyed us, but those that survived, our ancestors, fled and journeyed in secret to the deepest and most hidden place that they knew. And so we are here, and we have forgotten the way out, and know no more of what happens above.”

 “What was her name?” Leina asked.  

 “We called her Lady Que’ttal.” 

 Leina gasped. That was the name of the disturbing book about tearing down walls that she had picked up in Cavlin: The Sign of Que’ttal. It was still tucked in her cloak in the other room. She had planned on giving it to Sam in case it became useful, but decided not to at the last minute. If he was crazy enough to try to kill her, she had told herself, why help him? And anyways, she had thought, it probably wasn’t relevant. But somehow it kept coming up. “I thought Que’ttal was some kind of evil cult,” Leina said, “not a single person.” 

 “And it well may have been,” said the Sage. 

 The Sage provided no more answers, so Leina changed her vein of questions entirely. “Why are you the Sage?” she asked. She was already learning not to ask questions like that of the Sage, but it was difficult to stop herself. 

 “Why are you the Masked One?” The Sage responded. It wasn’t too far afield from what Leina had expected her to say. But the Sage didn’t stop there. “Be silent, young one. The Desert has stolen from us all the stillness of our hearts and minds. But only because we have let it do so. You must not fear the silence. Embrace it like you used to. Be at peace with yourself.”

 “What makes you think I used to?” Leina demanded, but she received no answer. 

 After a long stillness, the Sage said, “You should go to bed.” 

 “What, after lunch?” Leina said, startled out of her thoughts. 

 The Sage chuckled. “This was dinner. You missed lunch because you were out.” 

 Leina blinked. In this sunless place, time was like the wind—felt by all, seen by none. How much sooner did each hour bring the destruction of her Agency?







  
 


Chapter 19

 When Leina awoke the next morning, the Sage was gone. There was food laid out for her, and she was hungry enough to nibble at it. Then she decided to undertake the perilous journey to the library again. To her surprise, it was easier this time. She didn’t have to cling quite so hard to the railing on the bridge. 

 The library was empty today, except for the librarian in the front. Leina perused the collection until she found something interesting and sat down with it, but her mind invariably wandered to the subject of the mysterious Cora. Leina didn’t know why she was so struck by her. Perhaps it was simply that the self-proclaimed princess was alike to Leina and yet miles apart in difference. Leina found something in her eyes unsettling. How she never smiled or showed anything but a passing interest, yet somewhere underneath that bearing was a startling intensity. Leina had some inexplicable desire to help her. Silly. She doesn't need your help any more than anyone else.  

 At last, Leina put down the book in defeat and started to leave. But then she saw the note pinned on the door. It read: 

 Now hiring. Maid for Cora. Pays well, room and board provided. 

 Leina immediately consulted the librarian. 

 “Do you know anything about the notice on the door?” 

 The young woman stared at her with no large amount of interest. “What do you want to know?” 

 “How to apply, I suppose.” 

 The librarian scoffed. “If you want the job, you can have it.” 

 Leina hesitated. “Really?” 

 “Of course. No one wants that job. Disagreeable girl.” 

 “Hmm. I’ll take it, then. If you don’t mind that it might only be temporary. Where does she live?” 

 That question finally got the librarian’s attention. She gave Leina a scrutinizing eye. “Are you mad? She lives here, of course. This is her library. Open for the public benefit. Everyone knows that.” 

 “Oh really?” Leina said, then muttered, half to herself, “Princess of the library, is she?” 

 “What?” said the librarian. 

 Leina smiled. “Nothing. I’ll be back with my things in a few minutes, if that’s alright.” 

 “Whatever you say.” 

***

 The Sage was at home, and now Leina was faced with the uncomfortable task of explaining her sudden whim. After the long arduous journey back, Leina herself was beginning to doubt why she had done such a silly thing. 

 “You know,” Leina began slowly, pausing to gauge the Sage’s response. 

 “Go on, young one,” said the Sage with unhelpful indifference. 

 “Well,” said Leina, “it’s been so nice of you to take me in like this, but I can’t help but think I should be… earning my own keep, you know?” 

 “Ahh…” trailed the Sage. 

 Leina bit her lip. “So when I saw that there’s an opening to be a maid for Cora, I took the job.”  

 The Sage leapt up from her customary seat at the table with remarkable vivacity, and Leina jumped back in fright. 

 “Good,” said the Sage heartily, in what seemed like a rapid banter in comparison to her usual speed of speech. “Just what you need.” 

 Leina couldn’t fathom why the Sage was so pleased, but she found herself laughing in relief. “I’m supposed to start right away; I’ll just get my cloak.” 

 “Good. Go on.” 

 When Leina returned, she said, “Really, thank you for taking me in.” Then she added, “When the man from Estlebey comes… you will tell me?” 

 The Sage sat down and resumed her usual depth of composure. “All when the time is right, young one. Masked One.” 

***

 On her return to the library, Leina was promptly ushered to Cora’s room. Cora wasn’t there, so Leina spent ten minutes trying in vain to find even a speck of dust. Leina was now convinced that either Cora’s last maid or Cora herself was something outside of human. 

 It was a small, dark room, as most were down here, but it was the most nicely furnished place that Leina had seen in the cliff dwelling. There was a rug on the ground, an actual bed built out of a stone slab with something like a mattress on it, a fireplace with coals still smoldering, and a stone desk in the corner shaped with more artistry than most of the blunt things around here. The marble-like walls were polished smooth, with little buttresses carven in the corners. There was a small but exquisite harp leaning against one wall. Leina couldn’t help but run her hand over the strings. A faint haunting glissando took shape under her fingers and seemed to float barely perceptible in the air for some time after.  

 Cora entered, and she started sharply, dropping the book she was carrying. But in an instant she had collected her stony composure. “Why are you here?” she muttered, barely opening her mouth.  

 “I’m your new maid,” said Leina. In response to a look on Cora’s face that might have been horror, Leina added, “Probably only for a few days. I’ll be leaving this place as soon as I can. I’m just filling in until you can find someone else.”

 “No,” said Cora, “I mean, why are you here?”  

 Leina shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably because you confound me, and I want to understand you.” Leina chided herself inwardly for being so blunt. Oh well, can’t take it back now. Now you’ve got to follow through with it. 

 “I think I understand you less,” said Cora.  

 “Probably. I don’t know why, but I seem to be the only person who wants this job. And I really do want it. I’m not trying to spy on you or hurt you or anything like that. I’m just trying to be your friend.” 

 “Then you can start by sweeping. It’s a mess in here.”  

 







  
 




Chapter 20

 Leina’s new room was small and plain, like most Yurukim dwellings. But what she found there quickly elevated it to a palace in her regard. A platter of actual food was waiting for her! She devoured the salted meat and rice with a vengeance, realizing for the first time how hungry the last few days had made her. She couldn’t imagine how such things had made their way here, but she didn’t feel inclined in the least to question it.

 Now that you’re saved, Leina told herself after she was done, don’t get too comfortable. Once that Expeditionary Force meeting comes, you’re going to find a way out of here no matter what they say. 

***

 There was already food laid out for Leina when she woke up the next morning, as if left by a phantom. After she ate, she wandered out into the long hallway that stretched into the stone wall of the fissure. Cora’s house was big, with many rooms branching out of the hall, but Leina didn’t see anyone. The house was as stony silent as Cora herself. 

 When Leina made her way down to Cora’s room, she found the purported princess already awake and studying something intently at her desk. As before, the room was immaculately clean. Cora sat perfectly straight, and not so much as a hair on her head was out of place. Leina wondered if it was really possible for someone to live like that. It seemed that Cora’s being was balanced precariously in an unbreakable equilibrium.  

 “Um, good morning,” Leina said after a long pause during which Cora didn’t seem to notice her. “I haven’t been told what I’m supposed to do, so I thought I would ask.” 

 “I like the fire made before I wake up,” said Cora in a cursory kind of way, not moving an inch. 

 “And when do you wake up?” asked Leina. 

 “I don’t know. The Yurukim don’t keep time. The coal is at the end of the hall on the left.”  

 Leina soon returned with the coal and made up a blazing fire. “You’re not one of the Yurukim, are you?” she asked as she worked. 

 “No,” said Cora. After a pause, she said, “’Yurukim’ means ‘Gecko People’ in their old language. I think they’re called that because they eat reptiles, when they can get them. They consider geckos a delicacy.”  

 Leina chuckled, trying to imagine what kind of people would name themselves after their food. “You know, anything’s possible, but I can think of at least one other reason.” 

 Cora blinked. “How did you know that? About me not being one of them?” 

 “Easy enough. You call them ‘the Yurukim.’ And you don’t talk like them. Your speech is more like those in Estlebey. And… like my own.” Leina halted suddenly as she spoke those last words. She hadn’t thought about that before. 

 “I talk like my father, if that’s what you mean.” 

 Leina considered not saying anything, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Is he here? Your father, I mean?” 

 Cora sniffed. “No. He died a month ago.” 

 “Oh. I’m sorry.” 

 “It’s alright.” 

 Leina raised her eyebrows. Finished with the fire, she drifted over to Cora’s desk and leaned on a nearby wall. “So, are you… alone here?” 

 “Haven’t you seen the cook?” 

 “No, I thought she was a ghost.” 

 Cora made a half-strangled sound that might have been a repressed laugh. Then she said in her quiet voice, “She’s the only other one. My mother died right after I was born. I don’t think anyone else would take me in, and I don’t want them to. I can take care of myself.” 

 Leina was silent for a long time. Then she said, “I don’t know who my parents are, or were. I don’t even know who I am, really. I think a lot of other people know something about my name, but no one has ever told me. Most of the time I’m afraid to ask.” 

 “Oh.” 

 Cora fell to silence again. Leina looked over her shoulder to see what she was working on. It was a trigonometry problem. Cora was working out a complicated solution that looked like it spanned several pages. It was a brilliant idea; Leina couldn’t fathom how Cora had thought of it. But however brilliant, it would never lead her to the answer. That was how Cora was—incredibly astute, and yet for all her remarkable observations, they almost invariably led her to false conclusions. 

 Leina picked up a stray pen. “That’s amazing, but you won’t get the answer that way. They just want you to do this.” She wrote out a few lines of numbers. “See?[image: ]. Everyone’s favorite number.” 

 Cora looked up and her deep eyes met Leina’s for a moment, then they fluttered away. “Actually, I like seven thousand, six hundred and fifty-four.” 

 Leina chuckled. “I always liked infinity.” 

 “Not [image: ]?” 

 “Oh, no. That was a joke. Actually, though, that’s a very nice answer in trigonometry.” Leina paused. “Is this what you do all day? Study?” 

 Cora flipped the page in her book and began working on another problem. “Yes. I don’t know how to do much else.” 

 “I used to be like that. Now I can’t seem to find a book when I want one. They’re very rare in other parts of the world, you know. Where do yours come from?” 

 “The man from Estlebey brings them.” 

 “Ah. Funny thing, I used to know a man who brought books like that. Does he bring your dresses and food, too?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “The other funny thing is that Estlebey is closed. No one is supposed to go in or out. He must know about the smuggling tunnels.” 

 Cora did not respond. Leina went and found a broom and started sweeping in Cora’s room. Of course it was pointless amidst the shining cleanliness, but Leina didn’t know what else to do.  

 “You know, the rest of the house needs sweeping too,” Cora murmured. 

 “Oh, right,” said Leina, and off she went in search of dust. She found it in plenty in the other rooms, which looked like they hadn’t been touched in a very long time. All of the furniture was covered with sheets and the floors were thick with dust. That gave Leina plenty to do, and she spent the rest of the day in the ponderous silence of the darker corners of Cora’s abode.  

 







  
 


Chapter 21

 Cora was not very communicative for the next few days, and the silence dragged on unbroken. Leina had never known such a silence. In the woods there had always been the rustling of the wind and the singing of the birds. In darker places the insecurities of her mind had spoken to her with voices unceasing. Here there was nothing. 

 Nothing, that is, except for Cora’s harp. Cora never played when Leina was in the room, but the soft tones of her music carried through the house, seeming to come from nowhere, and yet to emulate like a dulled glow from the walls and the very fabric of the air. Cora didn’t play the kind of music that Leina expected her to—distant and haunting like her own bearing. Rather, she played songs that were impossibly sweet and heart-wrenching at the same time. That her hardened being should find its expression in such a manner made them all the more poignant. Somehow the music didn’t seem like a breach of the Silence, but an extension of it.   

 The Silence was calming, alluring, and perhaps dangerous. Leina felt like one could be trapped in such a silence for a thousand years without realizing that any time had passed at all. And yet the Silence brought with it a calmness and peace that Leina had long been bereft of. Surely one seeking a renewal of strength could find it in such a place as this. Leina only hoped that she would have a chance to use what strength she had found. 

 Days passed, or so it seemed that they did. Leina slept when she was tired, and food was left for her by the phantom cook at intervals, but Leina no longer had a clear sense of such things as days. Then one morning (or what she thought was morning), as Leina made Cora’s fire, the thought of the Expeditionary Force meeting hit her like a comet. The meeting was on Monday evening, but she had no idea when Monday evening was. 

 “Cora,” Leina said, regretting that she pierced the Silence with her voice, “when is Monday evening?” 

 Cora was studying as usual. “I don’t know.” 

 “It’s important,” said Leina. “The Expeditionary Force is having a meeting on Monday evening and I have to be there.” 

 “Then go to the Expeditionary Force and ask them what day it is,” said Cora. 

 Leina was gone before Cora had finished her sentence. The stillness was shattered, and she was suddenly afraid that she had missed her only chance of getting out of here.  

***

 “What day is it?” 

 Leina had just burst unceremoniously into the headquarters of the 3rd Expeditionary Force, tripping over a mound of machetes and sending them flying all over the room. Now she was facing a frightened clerk, a different one than last time but dressed in an identical costume, complete with a canteen and binoculars slung over his shoulders. 

 “Is something the matter, miss?” the man asked. 

 “What day is it?” Leina returned sharply. 

 “That would be Wednesday.” 

 Leina’s heart sunk. “Wednesday of what week?” 

 “Well, what would you mean by that?” 

 “Your meeting. Has it already happened?” 

 The man blinked. “Oh, yes. A week ago it was.” 

 “No,” Leina groaned. “When’s the next one?” 

 “Not for a month. Can I help you?” 

 “I need to get to the surface,” Leina pleaded. “It’s important. Can you please help me?” 

 “Well…” the clerk contemplated with excruciating slowness. “We don't exactly go on many expeditions. I’m afraid we can’t help you.” 

 “Please,” Leina said. “Isn't there anything you can do?” She absently picked up a machete that was dangling dangerously from a table. She ran her hand along the blade, so dull that it probably couldn’t even slice a cake. 

 “You can come to our meeting next month, but I can’t do anything for you before then. Probably not even then. And now I’m afraid we are closing. Goodbye.”  

***

 I’ll go alone. Maybe I’ll never find a way up, but I can’t stay here and not try anymore. I should have left days ago. Those were Leina’s boiling thoughts as she trudged back along the ledge to Cora’s house. They so absorbed her that she almost knocked over the Sage. 

  “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Leina exclaimed, jolted back to reality. 

 “Think nothing of it,” said the Sage in her long, slow way. “It is good that I ran into you. I was looking for you.”

 “Oh?” said Leina. “What for?” 

 “I have spoken to the man from Estlebey, and he wants to see you.” 

 Leina lit up. “He’s here? When did he arrive?” 

 The Sage chuckled. “He has been here for the last month, young one.” 

 “What?” Leina exclaimed sharply. “I thought—“  

 “He was always here,” the Sage said patiently, “but the time was not right. Now it is.” 

 Leina shook her head and laughed. “When can I talk to him?” 

 “He will come to see you tomorrow.” 

 “Good, thank you!” Leina said, suddenly filled with jubilance. She felt alive again. She wasn’t even angry at the Sage for withholding such an important thing from her. It would be alright now. As long as she was in time to save the Agency. 

 “Think nothing of it,” said the Sage, and she was gone like a gecko flitting away. Leina wondered how even the elderly of the Yurukim could be so agile.  

***

 The next day, Leina was surprised when Cora interrupted her sweeping. 

 “I’ve answered your questions,” said Cora, who was sitting on the edge of her bed reading, “so now I want you to answer one for me.” 

 Leina lit up. “Sure. What is it?” 

 “Who are you and why did you fall down here?” 

 “Oh.” Leina laughed. “That’s kind of a broad question.” 

 Cora frowned. “Are you going to answer it or not?” 

 Leina set aside the broom quickly. “Yes, yes, of course.” 

 Cora closed her book and Leina sat down next to her.

 “I was raised by my grandmother in the woods,” Leina began. “Then when she died I went to the Desert, and I became a slave to a dictator. When I escaped I became a spy, then I accidentally became a legend and had to leave and be the Masked One, then someone who I thought was my friend unjustly tried to have me put to death, but by some strange chance I survived and now I’m here.”  

 “Oh,” said Cora. 

 “It’s kind of complicated. I probably can’t tell you about most of it.” She paused. “Now I want to know about your princess thing. If you’re not princess of the Yurukim, what are you princess of?”  

 Cora’s face didn’t change, but Leina could sense that she was deliberating whether to tell. Leina was wisely silent. Her eyes wandered to the opposite wall as she waited. Finally Cora spoke, a single word: “Estlebey.” 

 Leina’s head darted back to look at Cora. “Really?” 

 “You believe me?” said Cora, revealing a slight tinge of surprise in her voice. 

 “I think so,” said Leina. 

 Cora’s quiet voice rarely halted, but now she spoke hesitantly with many sudden pauses. “My father only told me last month—when he was dying. When I found you I was walking to think about it. I don't know why I told you about it. I think I was trying it out.” She hesitated, and lowered her voice to barely a whisper. “Do I seem like a princess?” 

 Leina looked at her steadily. “Yes, actually. It’s kind of muffled, but you have a very distinct nobility about you.” 

  Cora stiffened and broke away from Leina’s gaze. “Oh.” 

 Leina tried to work out how Cora could be a princess. Finally she gave up. “Who was your father?” 

 “The son of King Sebastian,” Cora said quietly.

 “Oh, the son who ran away?” Leina said, excitement growing in her voice. She now realized that she had stumbled on a discovery that could be very important. 

 “Yes,” said Cora. “Father ran away when he was young because he was afraid of being king. He found the Yurukim and came to live with them. To hide.” Cora said the last words with forced indifference. She got up suddenly and knelt down on the ground, brushing away the corner of a rug. Underneath the rug was a small wooden panel that she removed, revealing an alcove with a box inside. Cora lifted the box’s lid and there inside it was a shining crown, wrought delicately of thin gold leaf shaped to look like flowing vines twisted in a circle. “Father’s crown,” said Cora, lifting it. “He said it would prove who I am. And that I might have to be queen someday.”       

 Leina stared at the crown in awe. “Put it on,” she said. 

 Cora gave a slight but firm shake of her head. In response, Leina jumped up, took the crown, and placed it on Cora’s head. “There. Now you really look like a princess.”

 Suddenly, a lady who must have been the phantom cook materialized in the doorway. “Someone for you, maid,” she said. 

 Cora gave a frightened gasp and tore the crown off her head. It fell to the stone floor with a clank. 

 “Oh, it’s the man from Estlebey,” Leina said. “I’ll explain later, Cora.” 

 “Strange girl, that Cora. I never did understand her,” the cook whispered to Leina as she led her down the hall. At the end of the hall they went down the stairway, to the library, and then the cook disappeared. Besides the librarian, there was only one person in the library—a tall stocky man with a travel-worn coat and cloth cap. He was examining the books on a shelf, but when he heard Leina he turned. 

 Leina gasped. It was none other than the Book Man of her childhood, who had brought books and supplies when she lived in the woods!        

 “Leina!” he said. “You’ve grown.” 

 Leina was speechless. She ran down the stair to meet him. “What are you doing here?” 

 He chuckled. “That’s what I was going to ask you.” Then he lowered his voice and glanced sideways at the librarian. “We should find somewhere quiet to talk.” 

 Leina nodded. “Upstairs.”   

***

 The Book Man was named Theo Warner. And he had been the Book Man not only to Leina, but to Cora as well. 

 “Never had kids a’ my own, so I liked being able to help you both,” Theo said. “I was worried when I saw that you left home all that time ago. Angry at myself because I had delayed my visit longer than usual. It’s been—how long?”  

 “Over a year now,” said Leina. “And a strange year it’s been.” She paused and sighed. “It’s so good to see you again. It doesn’t feel real.” 

 Theo didn’t seem to be listening; his eyes were far away. “I was sure you wouldn’t make it,” he said. “But it seems you’ve managed to take care of yourself. Is it true what I hear—that you are the Masked One?” 

 “Oh, that. It was an accident,” said Leina. “At first, anyway.”  

 Theo shook his head in amazement. Then he turned to glance out the door of the small room that they were in. Leina noticed for the first time that one of his sleeves was ripped, revealing a mark on his arm that looked like a divided circle. It was just like the tattoo on the arm of Colin from Estlebey.  

 “You’re a smuggler,” Leina said.  

 “Aye. That’s where I got me books. I took them from the remnants of the royal library, till there were none left. Prince told me to.” 

 Leina lowered her voice. “Then you know? Who Cora is, I mean?” 

 Theo nodded. “’Twas me who brought the prince to the Yurukim when he ran away. We were friends, he and I, in better times long past.” 

 “So you’ve known where King Sebastian’s son was all this time?” 

 “Aye.” 

 “But if you knew, why didn’t you tell anyone?” 

 “You said it yourself, lass. I’m a smuggler. Would have had to reveal that to explain, and it would have ended badly for me. Leastways, that’s what I told myself, and maybe I regret it now. Anyway, prince wasn’t going back. He was set on staying here. And I had Cora’s safety to think about.” 

 Leina considered. “Does anyone know that the late prince had a daughter?” 

 “I don't think so. Cora was born here after he ran away, and none of the Yurukim knew who he was, not even his wife.”  

 “Incredible.” 

 Theo sat back in the covered chair that he was sitting on. “You’ve been in with the Agency since we last met, have ye not?” 

 Leina gasped, and remembered too late to hide her surprise. “What makes you think they still exist?” she said in a weak attempt to cover her knowledge. 

 Theo laughed heartily. “Come. Not everyone is dumb enough to believe the Agency is dead.” 

 “Well, then, if that’s so, then I’ll leave it to you to guess. Maybe I’ve been involved with them, and maybe I haven’t.” 

 Theo laughed again. “Fair enough.” 

 “Anyway,” said Leina, “that’s all beyond the point. I wanted to see you because I need to get out of here.” 

 “Yes, the Sage told me about your—how did she put it?—frantic insistence on that matter.” 

 “It’s important,” Leina said, resolving not to laugh. “You will help me, won’t you?” 

 “Of course,” said Theo. “I will show you the way. We can leave tomorrow morning.” 

 “Perfect! How long will it take? To get up to the surface, I mean.”

 Theo hesitated. “A couple weeks by the way I have in mind.” 

 Leina looked him straight in the eye. “That’s not the quickest way, is it? It’s the safe way.” 

 “Maybe,” Theo said slowly. “But the quick way is out of the question. It’s too dangerous.” 

 “Then let’s go the quick way,” Leina said without hesitation. 

 Theo laughed. “Y’know, when you were a little girl in the woods, I never would a’ guessed you had it in you, Leina Skyvola though you were.”

 “That’s another thing I’ve been wondering about. I feel like a lot of people know something about my name that I don’t.” 

 “What?” said Theo. “You still don’t know?” 

 Leina shook her head pensively. 

 Theo grinned. “Then I won’t spoil it for you. Seems that you’re well on the way to finding out yourself. It’s not about things like that anyway.” He paused and shook his head. “But if the World knew that the Masked One was Leina Skyvola!” 

 







  
 




Chapter 22

 “I want to come with you.” 

 Leina could only stare.

 “I want to come with you,” Cora repeated.

 “Why?” Leina sputtered. 

 Cora withdrew her stony glare and went back to working out a problem at her desk. “Because I want to see what it’s like up there. Just once. Theo can bring me back.” 

 “It won’t be safe,” Leina protested. “I need to get out of here quickly, so I told Theo to take me the dangerous way. He said it’s a lava tunnel that’s not entirely inactive. I’ve had a lot of training for these kinds of things, and I’m not sure it’s a good idea. I just can’t afford to go any other way.”  

 Cora didn’t even seem to be listening. “I don’t want you to leave. If you must leave, I am going to come.” 

 Leina didn’t know what to say. Of course she couldn’t let Cora come. All she could manage was, “I thought I finally had you figured out, but now you’ve surprised me more than ever.” 

 “The process of figuring someone out can sometimes change the person in question. Of all things, the effect of your own influence should surprise you least.” Cora recited the line studiously, but Leina doubted that it had come from a book. Cora suddenly looked up from her desk and stared at the wall. “If Father didn’t have to be king, why did he tell me I might have to be queen? I asked him but he didn’t tell me.” 

 Leina was silent for a long while. “It’s because you’re strong, Cora. I think your father knew that you had everything he rejected, and then some. He couldn’t run from it any more than you can hide who you are. You try, but it only makes some kind of beautifully fractured image of yourself all the more apparent. I think that's why everyone is scared of you.” 

 A tear rolled down Cora’s cheek. 

 Leina sighed. “I’m sorry.” 

 “No,” said Cora quietly. “Don’t be.” 

 Cora went to her harp and started playing. It was the first time Leina had seen her play. Her hands danced gracefully along the strings as she played a poignant melody underlain with pastel chords that fluttered in and out. 

 “How did you learn?” Leina asked. 

 “Taught myself,” said Cora. “There were never any books about it.”

 “So you just make it all up?” 

 Cora nodded. The melody reached a climax and receded like a waning stream. 

 “That’s amazing,” said Leina. “You don’t play for anyone?”   

 The song ended, and Cora got up, as composed as ever.  She shook her head. 

 “You should,” said Leina. Cora was going to go back to her desk, but Leina stopped her. “I think you’re the kind of person who can keep a secret. Can you?” 

 Cora looked at Leina almost murderously, as if to say, “Are you suggesting that you think I can’t?” 

 “I know you can,” said Leina, ignoring the implication. “But you can’t even tell Theo. I know I can trust him, but I don’t know who he’s involved with.” 

 Cora nodded. “I don’t tell Theo anything. What is it?” 

 Leina sat down on a sparse settee next to the desk. “Before I became the Masked One I worked for the Agency.” 

 Leina had expected at least some kind of reaction, but she got none. “The Agency doesn’t exist,” Cora said.  

  “That’s what most people think. It actually does. The dictator I told you about—they call him Dangerman. Do you know about him?” 

 “I’ve heard about him.” 

 “He doesn’t like me. Before I ran into trouble with his second-in-command and ended up here, he threatened to attack my Agency, and I don’t doubt that he will. That’s why I have to leave, and why I have to go alone. I’ve already been delayed too long.” 

 Cora frowned. “If I’m as strong as you say I am, I can handle coming with you.”   

 “I’m sure you can, it’s just…” Leina trailed off. “If you’re the rightful heir to the throne of Estlebey, you might be the only hope of a lot of people who are headed to a very bad place. You can’t put yourself in danger. They can’t lose you.” 

 Cora stared at Leina steadily. “You’re the Masked One. They need you more than they need me.” 

 “That’s not true.” 

 Cora frowned again. “I’m coming.” 

 Leina sighed in defeat. “Fine. If you can convince Theo. But we’re going to have to do something about that dress.”   

 







  
 




Chapter 23

 Leina tried not to laugh when she saw Cora in the expedition costume. It would have looked ridiculous even if it hadn’t been a few sizes too big. But the 3rd Expeditionary Force was the only place Leina had been able to think of that could provide anything half-suitable for the journey that they were to embark upon. The clerk at the club’s headquarters had been uncharacteristically happy to help Leina—with that request, at least.  

 “Well, now you have a crazy costume just like mine,” Leina said, her face contorting in an effort to stay straight. She herself was dressed in full Masked One attire again, complete with boots, gloves and cloak. The only thing missing was her mask. It was tucked away in her leather bag; she wasn’t ready to put it back on yet. Not until she had surmounted the depths of the Bottomless Pit of Doom. 

 “Ready to go?” Leina asked. 

 “Yes,” said Cora, although that obviously wasn’t the case. She floated wistfully to her harp and ran one hand along it, plucking out a melody with the other. Leina was going to insist that they leave, but then she recognized the melody.  

 “That’s my song,” said Leina. It was the one that had followed her out of Dangerman’s lair to Melvin’s house, and beyond. Cora added more harmony, and the bittersweet tones rose and fell with a remarkable presence and life. The song was on her face as much as it was in the air.    

 “Father used to sing it to me when I was little,” said Cora. “He said it was an old song out of Estlebey, from before things turned sour.”  

 “Hmm,” Leina mused. “I wonder how many people still remember it.” 

 “Are you girls ready yet?” Theo called from down the hall. 

 Cora’s music ceased, and she was out the door before Leina could move. 

***

 When Leina crossed the bridge and climbed down the countless rickety ladders for the last time, she marveled at how much of her fear she had lost. At the bottom of the crevice, as she waited for Cora and Theo, she looked up again at the city of the Yurukim, as sophisticated as it was rudimentary, with the Gecko People ceaselessly climbing and making the lights seem to blink on and off as they passed. Their ways didn’t seem so unfamiliar now. The Silence and the nonexistence of time here seemed natural enough, if not the eating habits. Leina was almost sorry to leave, and glad in a strange way that she had come here. Where she had expected only death she had found instead an enigmatic silent sanctuary and a stony hidden princess who could perhaps bring peace to a World long without it.  

 When Cora and Theo arrived, they set out in silence away from the cliff-city of the Yurukim and down along the uninhabited reaches of the crevice. Theo carried with him a torch, but it barely illuminated the stifling darkness that pressed around them. They kept close together so as not to lose one another.

 “Do you ever come this way?” Leina asked Cora. 

 Cora shook her head. “No one does. I shouldn’t have even been as far away from home as I was when I found you. They say there are evil things beyond the light.”

 “That’s ridiculous,” said Theo. “I come this way all the time.” 

 At that moment, Leina became aware of a void-like space in front of them. She could not see it, but its presence was undeniable. 

 “What is that?” Leina said, her voice faltering. 

 Theo stopped suddenly, making both girls stumble. 

 “Sorry,” Theo said. “This is the entrance to our way out.”   

 When Leina’s eyes adjusted, she was barely able to make out a gaping cave entrance ahead of them. It seemed to spawn a thick darkness like unwholesome mud, even more complete than the one that encircled them now. The darkness muffled the light from the torch in Theo’s hand so that it looked only like a single waning star in an endless black sky.    

 “Are you sure you don’t want to go back?” Leina addressed Cora, but she wasn’t entirely sure who she had meant to ask the question to. 

 “Yes,” said Cora fiercely, her eyes flickering faintly in the torchlight. She turned her face away and they grew dark. “Are we going in or not?” 

 “Yes, we are going in,” Leina said firmly, and took a decided step into the black abyss. She felt more than saw the stifling darkness envelop her.   

 “Great courage and great foolishness bear unto themselves equal vehemence, it is said,” mumbled Theo as he and Cora followed. “Trouble is one can hardly ever tell the difference.”  

 







  
 




Chapter 24

 The only thing that Leina was clearly aware of was a stifling feeling. Color and breath alike were restricted to the point that Leina felt as though they might both fade away entirely and leave only a void of nothing. 

 Theo went a little ahead of the two girls, holding his feeble torch aloft in the imposing darkness. Leina guessed that they were in a wide tunnel, but she could see nothing except for the ground directly under her feet. Before long it felt like they were not moving at all, but suspended in their futile motion amidst the darkness. Nonetheless, it was certain that the tunnel was sloping up with increasing steepness, and that gave Leina hope.  

 “Have you been this way often, Theo?” Leina asked in a nervous effort to keep back the unnerving airless presence that seemed more like it was swallowing them with every silent moment.   

 “Once,” said Theo. “But that was a long time ago. I reckon things have changed since then. If I had known that you’d grown to be so daft, I wouldn’t have told you about it at all.” 

 The tunnel suddenly narrowed and levelled out, and Leina could see the faint outlines of stone walls close on either side. Then, suddenly, a jagged shape stabbed into Leina’s vision. She staggered back. 

 “Steady there,” said Theo. “It’s just a ladder.”  

 Leina stared at the dark shape, and gradually she realized that Theo was right. The tunnel’s ceiling was low here and there were ancient-looking ladders attached to it above their heads. One of the ladders was broken so that one end remained attached to the ceiling but the other had fallen to the ground, blocking their path. Leina couldn’t imagine why anyone would traverse a tunnel by climbing upside down on the ceiling, but it was easy enough to surmise what enigmatic people had erected these ladders. 

 “I thought you said no one came here,” Leina said. 

 “Not anymore, they don’t,” Theo replied. “But in the early days the Yurukim would traverse this way on occasion, to see what was passing above.” 

 “And I suppose walking was too boring for them, so they climbed upside down to make it more interesting?” 

 “Hardly,” Theo laughed. “It used to be a steaming underground river ran through here. These ladders were the only way. No second chances if you let go.” 

 Leina almost choked on her own breath. “Please don't say that.” She would never understand the Yurukim. 

 “Come on. We need to keep moving.” 

 Theo inched past the fallen ladder, and Leina and Cora followed. But just as Leina made it to the other side, she felt a shuddering impact. Before she could make sense of what was happening, she was slammed against a stone wall, and then she was on the ground, struggling to regain her breath. Everything around her was moving, shaking, thundering. Dust obscured what little vision she had and choked her ragged intake of air. Then it was over, and all was still. 

 Coughing, Leina struggled to get up. The darkness swirled around her, confusing what little sense of direction she had left. She stumbled and felt a sharp impact on her head. 

 “Theo…?” Leina moaned. 

 There was a light in her face, and Theo and Cora were before her, their faces caked in dust. 

 “Alright?” said Theo grimly. 

 Leina nodded. Theo held up his torch, shining a scarce bit of light amid the settling dust. Behind the fallen ladder, unnervingly close, was a packed wall of stone that hadn’t been there before.   

 “What happened?” Cora murmured.      

 “Earthquake,” grumbled Theo. “Now it’s forward or nothing. I hope nothing’s changed up ahead since I was here last. There is no way back.” 

***

 They pressed on. There was a dull apprehension that hung in the darkness now, and Leina felt sweat forming on her forehead. Their footsteps formed a constant rhythm that seemed to drone Theo’s last words. There is no way back. There is no way back. 

 Leina did not know what was ahead, but she could not make herself believe that the way would be as Theo hoped. She only hoped that they would be able to manage it. 

 The tunnel went on much the same as before, as if tangibly mocking Leina’s fear. Soon it began to slope upward again, quickly becoming even steeper than it had been before. The longer it went on, and the steeper it grew, the greater Leina’s apprehension became. 

 Suddenly the slope of the tunnel speared up vertical before them, and drew them to a halt. 

 “What now?” said Leina, nervousness undisguised in her voice. 

 Theo’s laugh rang out even in the stifling darkness. “The time to ask that question has not yet come.” 

 Theo motioned upward with the torch, and Leina looked. Only a few feet above her head she saw a dark space that marked an opening in the sheer vertical wall. It was small, but Leina judged that they could fit into it well enough. 

 “Oh,” said Leina, and she laughed too. Cora was as stony as ever, like the silence, but it was easy enough to see the relief on her face as the torchlight flickered upon it.  

 Theo held out his hands to give Cora a lift, and Leina followed. She pulled herself into a vacuous dark space, and her previous definition of stifling was immediately obliterated. The air here was so heavy that she felt as if it was crushing her from every direction at once. The blackness was so complete that she suddenly doubted her own existence.

 “Are you there, Cora?” she whispered, wondering if the voice was truly coming from herself or if it was only a chance figment of the air that formed some sound alike to faint intangible speech. 

 “Mmmhm,” Cora responded mutely, another bodiless voice in the blackness. 

  Then Theo’s torch leapt into view as he hoisted himself up. Leina thought for a moment that the sheer contrast had blinded her, and her existence returned to her in a brilliant flash. The vision faded, and Leina found that the torchlight was still faint, though magnified a little. 

 “Onward then,” said Theo, and onward they went. The tunnel was so low here that sometimes they had to crawl on the ground. The air grew heavier and hotter as they went.  

 Cora coughed. “Why is there so much water in the air?” 

 “I don’t know,” said Theo, “and I don’t like it.” 

 Leina realized for the first time that she was soaked; whether with water or sweat she did not know. Her cloak clung to her, saturated and heavy. 

 Suddenly, up ahead, Theo groaned. 

 Leina hurried to catch up. “What is it?” 

 Theo held the torch aloft, revealing the dim outline of a jagged wall of stone that blocked their path.  

 “That was our way out.” 

 







  
 




Chapter 25

 Franticness overcame them, and they grappled at the massive stones with their bare hands. But the way was blocked, and it was clear that it would take much more than their own futile strength to change that. 

 Exhausted, Leina sunk to the ground. Now there was no way forward and no way back. She had not thought that her journey would end like this. 

 But when she looked up, her eyes met a dark space, a crack in the side of the tunnel that enclosed them. 

 “Theo?” she said. “Look! What is that?” 

 Theo turned. “Well. That wasn’t there before.” 

 “When was before?” Cora asked. 

 “When the Yurukim were still using the tunnel,” Theo grunted. “Look, girls, don’t get your hopes up. I don’t know if this will lead us to the surface or not.” 

 Theo handed the torch to Leina and proceeded to squeeze through the crack. It was a tight fit, but he made it. After Cora was through, Leina handed the torch in to her companions and went through herself. It was immediately clear that this was where the water came from. The sides of the crack were hot and damp.   

 When Leina emerged, a great wet billow of heat met her face. She coughed, swallowing the water that had accumulated in her mouth. “Theo? Cora? Are you okay?” 

 There was a roar in the air like a great wind, but Leina heard Theo yelling nearby. “Yeah, but my torch got blown out.” 

 “Oh, no,” Leina began to say, but she stopped abruptly. “Why can I still see, then?” Her vision was faint, but she could see white billows of steam mushrooming and dissipating in the air all around her. One giant cloud swelled forth and engulfed her with powerful force. She hugged the wall, struggling to keep her balance.   

 “I don’t know,” Theo’s voice came faintly over the din. “That might mean that we are near the surface.” 

 As Theo talked, Leina groped her way toward the sound of his voice, spluttering against the assault of the scalding steam on her face. Suddenly she emerged from the cloud, and crashed into Theo. He steadied her. 

 “Leina, look,” said Cora. 

 Leina lifted her head and gasped at the sight before her. The ground fell away a couple of yards distant, creating a massive chasm. Billows of steam rose from the depths of the gaping pit, which stretched as far as she could see. She could glimpse stony outcroppings here and there between puffs of steam, islands in a vaporous sea. The nearest one was clearly too far away to jump to. 

 “Well then,” Leina said, laughing nervously. “That’s interesting.” She bitterly wanted to feel some kind of devastation. She knew very well, after all, what this meant. But all she could manage to feel was some kind of numb wash of cheerfulness that futilely insisted that all was not lost.

 For a long time, all that the three of them could do was stare. The steam rose and billowed and assaulted them with its searing spray, and that was all that Leina could clearly register. Never had she seen anything so magnificent, or terrible, or awe-inspiring, and never had she been so totally unable to distinguish between those concepts. 

 “Is there any other way out?” Cora muttered, regaining her unbreakable composure.  

 “There must be. There’s light here. We are near the surface,” Leina rattled out with mechanical franticness. 

 Theo shook himself and returned from the dark well of thought that had possessed them all. “All we can do is look around. Stay close.” 

 And so they looked, but their search did not yield anything but despair. The great steaming sea stretched for the length of the massive space, and the walls on either side were sheer. There was no way forward, and no way back.                                                            

***

 Leina didn’t know how much time had passed. She now found herself on the ground in the dark, leaning against the walls of the tunnel outside, staring blankly at the bleak faces of her companions. 

 “So,” Cora said, her voice unexpectedly breaking the silence like a sharp knife, “are we giving up?” 

 “So it would appear,” said Leina hollowly. 

 Cora turned to Theo, and in the dimness Leina saw him give a little shrug. 

 Cora frowned disapprovingly. “Well, if you two are both set on dying here, then I won’t bother to tell you how we can get out.” 

 “What?” Leina jumped.  

 “Theo,” Cora said, after flashing Leina a quick frown, “do you think there’s a way out past the steam?”    

 “I don’t know,” said Theo, narrowing his eyes. “It’s pretty likely, I guess. The light has to be coming from somewhere.” 

 “Then it would be better to try to cross it than to sit here, agreed?” 

 “Cora,” Theo said, his voice strained. “There’s no way.” 

 “Yes there is. Didn’t you see the ladders back in the tunnel? If we can get one off of the ceiling, we can use it like a bridge.” 

 Sensation returned to Leina in a flood. “No! We can’t do that!” 

 Cora glared at her. “Why not?” 

 “Because…” Leina shuddered and her voice trailed off. All the fear that had come after her last fall returned to her tenfold. Now she knew why she had felt no fear at being trapped. Because simply being trapped was too easy. “Don’t you think that’s too risky?” 

 “I think we should try it, Leina,” Theo said gently. “It’s our only chance.” 

 Leina chided herself inwardly, taking a deep breath. “I know. Of course it is.” 

 Theo rose. “No use in all three of us stumbling back there in the dark. I’ll go alone. Stay here, and if all goes well I’ll return with a ladder.” 

 Leina watched despondently as Theo disappeared into the dark reaches of the tunnel.  

 “Okay, what is it?” Cora hissed, fire in her voice. 

 Leina’s eyes fell. “You’re brilliant, Cora. I always knew you were. And this is our only chance. I know that.” She tried to push aside the nagging thought that Cora’s ideas, however brilliant, didn’t always work. She tried to push aside the images of ladders and bridges, and most of all, falling, that threatened to engulf her memory. “I just don’t know why I’m so afraid, that’s all. Part of me would rather stay here and starve than attempt… that.”   

 Cora’s eyes flickered visibly, even in the dark of this deep place. “Leina. Breathe. Feel the air. You’re alive. Don’t you want to stay that way?” 

 Leina laughed. “Since when have you been like that?” 

 Cora shrugged demurely and murmured something unintelligible.   

 Leina sighed. “I’m sorry that you’re stuck here with me. You shouldn’t be. Neither of you should. This is my journey, even should it end in such a strange manner.” 

 “It’s not going to end here, okay? Theo told me what you’re like. You’re a legend, and perfectly capable of overcoming trials much worse.” 

 “That’s what scares me most—when I hear people talk about me like that. I can’t make myself believe it.” 

 “I believe it,” said Cora quickly. Then she turned and started rummaging through the bag of food and supplies that Theo had brought. She produced a coil of rope and tossed it to Leina. “Here. We’ll need this.” 

***

 Cora was asleep when Theo returned, but Leina’s eyes were wide open, staring into the darkness. She saw Theo carrying an ancient groaning ladder on his shoulders, and something in her went cold. 

 Theo laid the ladder on the ground and came to sit beside her. “Well, I’m back,” he said. “Everything alright?” 

 Leina nodded. “Yes, fine.” There was a long silence. “Are we really doing this?”  

 “Of course, and it’s going to be fine. I know that that steaming abyss shocked us all, but Cora is right. It’s nothing we can’t overcome. You’ve done things like this before, I’ve done things like this before, and Cora has lived among the Yurukim long enough to do things like this in her sleep.”               

 Leina couldn’t find it in her to laugh. “I know I should be glad that we have a chance. But all I feel now is dread, and stifling. I think Cora was right about this place. There’s something unnatural about it.”

 Theo was silent for a long while. “I don’t know how you’ve done it, Leina, but you’ve given people a hope that they didn’t even know they needed. We need you. Don’t give up on us before you’ve even begun. If it is in my power, I will get you out of here.” 

  “Theo… I’ve often wondered how this legend of mine made it out of Estlebey and spread everywhere else. It seems that you are one of the few people who travels around much. You didn’t have anything to do with it, did you?” 

 Theo chuckled silently. “Maybe I did. But it was already spreading like oil outpoured. It just needed a match to set it on fire. And in the end it was you who went running with it. I really didn’t expect you to do a thing like that.”  

 Leina was speechless for a moment. “I can’t believe it.” She laughed. “I never knew you were such a troublemaker.”

 Theo smiled. “I never knew that you were, either. You don’t know how surprised I was when I learned that you were the Masked One. The World could use more troublemakers, eh?”

 “I suppose it could.” She let out a long, slow breath. “I asked myself once or twice when I was in the city of the Yurukim if I would be happy staying there. Forgetting about everything else. The answer was always no, but I don’t get why. That’s what the prince did. Probably it turned out better for him that way.”   

 Theo shook his head. “Prince was determined he was going to stay here forever, but I who knew him best could always see that it wasn’t really what he wanted. When he was with me alone all he wanted to talk about was the sun sparkling on the fountains in Estlebey. He just was never willing to accept everything else that came with the sun. Then Cora came along, and she was his sun, but I think he always knew that she would want to go back if she knew who she really was. That was what tore at him most, so he never told her until he was dying. Coming here, you see, wasn’t better for him. Sun’s a cruel friend sometimes, but you can’t go on without it. Not forever. Whatever happens, Leina, it is better that it should be said that you were never content to hide in the dark.” 

 “Maybe it won’t matter if we don’t get out of here.” She stared at the darkness around her, and it offered no encouragement. Then suddenly she chuckled. “Anyway, whatever does happen, I don’t think I could have survived down here very long with the food.” 

 Theo laughed. “I fancy not. You were always like a little princess yeself. Turned up your nose at half the food I brought.”

  Leina was silent for a moment. “What fountains are you talking about, anyway? When I was in Estlelbey the only ones I saw were dry.” 

 “Oh, them,” said Theo. “They used to always come on when the tide was high. The City of Fountains, they called it. But the fountains stopped after Prince ran away. I fancy they won’t ever run again.” Theo paused and looked up as if he could tell the time by the shade of the darkness. “Now the night’s getting on. You best get some rest if we’re to survive the ordeal at hand. Whatever happens tomorrow, Leina, it’s been an honor.” 

 Leina sighed. “Likewise. And, Theo? Thanks for the books.” 

 







  
 




Chapter 26

 Leina stayed by the wall as Theo swung the ladder into place. She didn’t fancy standing at the brink of another pit for longer than she had to. Cora stood with her wordlessly, and Leina was glad for her silence more understanding than words. But words were futile here anyways; the great vaporous blasts would have blown them all away. When a billow hit her, Leina could acutely feel the force that it exerted on her every sinew. She thought of testing how well she could keep her balance against the heavy blasts, but it was hard enough to keep her shaking feet in place on their own, so she stayed pressed against the wall. Despite the scalding of the steam, she was stone cold. 

 Between puffs of steam, Leina saw Theo waving his hand. He was ready. Cora took Leina firmly by the hand and dragged her to the brink of the churning steamfield. The end of the ladder was balanced precariously on the edge, stretching away into unseen reaches of a void-like fog cloud. Leina closed her eyes to block out the vision, but that only brought on a dizzying sensation of falling. With a gasp, her eyes shot open and she vaulted backwards, crashing into Cora.   

 Theo looked back over his shoulder at the girls. “Steady there,” he said, yelling over the whirling wind. Leina braced herself against a sudden gust. “Now I’ll hold the ladder in place,” Theo bellowed. “Cora first, then Leina. When you are both over there, I want you to hold the ladder down from the other side while I cross. Got it?” 

 Both girls nodded. Cora gave Leina’s hand a squeeze, let go, and marched onto the ladder, not missing a step. Leina tried to watch, but her eyes darted away in reflexive fear. When she looked back, Cora had disappeared into the mist. 

 Leina stood as one frozen. Theo turned to her. “Your turn, Leina.” 

 Leina felt an icy sweat on her forehead in defiance of the heavy wet heat in the air. She stepped forward, but her movements were shaky and blunt. 

 “Remember, Leina,” Theo said, “this would be easy if the ladder was on the ground.” 

 Yeah, perspective changes everything, said a voice in Leina’s head, and not an encouraging one. She took another uncertain step, squaring herself with the ladder. Then, after a deep breath, she stepped onto the first rung. 

 The ladder made a tremendous renting creak under her weight. The world swirled and churned around her. A million thoughts flashed through her mind in a blinding succession. You’re crazy. Are you really doing this? You might not survive this. That’s worse than if it was certain that you would not survive this. Don’t think like that. And then—all was still, and she was standing there with one foot still on the ground. 

 The dizziness began to return, and Leina felt herself trembling uncontrollably. But with sudden determination she swung her other leg out and planted it on the second rung. She resolved to keep her eyes straight ahead, but they kept darting down to check on her feet, and instead being drawn to stare at the unfathomable abyss below. It was all she could concentrate on. She felt the immeasurable precariousness of her position in an overwhelming wave. 

 Leina forced herself to look up. She took one step, and then another, and another. Spurts of steam snaked up on all sides, but the subterranean wind mercifully kept its distance. She progressed along the length of the ladder, slowly at first, but increasing her speed as she went on. The void-like space around her seemed to go on and on, but she settled into a comfortable rhythm of movement.  At one point she felt herself teetering to one side, but her arms seemed to raise themselves and she regained her balance. Before too long, a dim likening of Cora’s silhouette emerged among the vapor. 

 There. You’ve almost done it. Leina had the sudden urge to laugh.   

 Then, suddenly, a great stabbing blast hit her from the side. Leina panicked, flailing her arms wildly at her sides. But the extraneous movement only upset her balance, and the wind prevailed against her. In a last desperate effort, Leina threw herself down upon the ladder, grappling to keep hold of it with her soaked hands. The ladder screamed in protest at the sudden change in weight, and at the same time Leina felt a searing pain stab at her left leg. She squeezed her eyes shut, hugging the ladder desperately. 

 The wind passed, and when Leina opened her eyes, Cora’s hand appeared from out of nowhere. Leina clutched it and vaulted to the outcropping of land, tearing her leg free of where it had been wedged between rungs. With a cry of pain, she crumpled to the ground. 

 “I’m coming now,” said a faint swirling ghost of Theo’s voice.   

 Leina dragged herself to the ladder and helped Cora hold it down while Theo crossed. Soon he appeared, unsteady but upright, and alighted onto the outcropping. Cora helped him swing the ladder back onto land, then he knelt down by Leina, who was cradling her foot.

 “Did you get hurt?” he asked.  

 “There was wind. I panicked,” said Leina. 

 Theo knelt down and felt her leg. “It’s not broken. Try walking on it.” 

 Leina stood up shakily. Pain shot up her leg, and she bit her lip, crumpling back to the ground. She covered her face with her hands. “I can’t do that again, Theo.” 

 “You can’t break now, Leina. Later, fine. Just not now.” 

 “I’ve been breaking ever since I left home. No one knows. The Masked One is their creation, and nothing more. I can’t do even this.” 

 A wind kicked up and steam splattered over the lonely island. Theo sighed with the wind, and it died down, leaving behind a rare calm. “Let’s just take a break, okay?” 

 Leina nodded. For a long time she sat and stared at the swirling mist that surrounded them, wondering what had turned this day so sour. But she knew, really. It was the pit, and the Desert: her staunch insistence against all that they represented and her simultaneous inability to face what such an insistence meant. The Yurukim had found a Silence in this place, but though she had glimpsed it, it was not hers. Inside, she still couldn’t look herself in the eye. She was afraid of who she was. She had become by reputation everything that she had ever wanted to be, but now it seemed only a mockery, and a crushing weight. She had hoped that she would be able to bear it better after the Silence of the Yurukim, but it had already returned greater than ever before.   

 “Why can’t I do this, Theo?” Leina said numbly, staring at the darkness swirling all around them. 

 Theo was silent for a while. “A wise person once said to me,” he began slowly, “that at times like this you only need to look up. If you are looking in the wrong place, she said, you only hear the voices that are dragging you down. But you only hear them because you allow yourself to listen. If you looked up, maybe you would hear that there’s another stronger voice that says you can do it. That’s the one you listen to. It’s the looking up and the not falling that takes courage, but you have it. And it’s all you need.” 

 “That’s what I said to Sam and Edward. Look up,” Leina said faintly. “Then I said haec est mea carmina.”

 “This is my song,” Cora translated.  

 “Yeah,” Leina said. “Easy words to say when death is certain, but not, perhaps, when it’s uncertain.” She turned her eyes to Theo, grateful for what he had said but regretful of having to speak. “How do you know all of these things, Theo? Why don’t you save the World yourself, if you can say such things?” 

 “I am doing my part already. I gave the World its Masked One, and now I am helping her out of a ditch. There is great good working through you, Leina. We all see it. I may be foolish to say so, but I don't believe that your part in this story is over.” 

 After a deep breath, Leina jumped up suddenly. She cringed as a stab of pain shot up her leg, but it passed. “Alright. No more fear. Let’s get out of this place.”

 Theo raised his eyebrows. “Are you sure you can?”

 “Yes,” said Leina. “And I want to go first.” 

 Theo heaved the ladder to rest on the next island. The gap was smaller this time.  

 “When the wind comes, you have to lean into it,” Cora said.

 “What if it’s not strong enough and I fall?” 

 “It is. Trust me.” 

 Repressing a choke, Leina nodded. “You Gecko People are crazy,” she muttered. “Do you see where the name comes from now?” 

 Cora blinked. “Oh, that’s why.” 

 Leina speeded onto the ladder and cleared the first few rungs in a succession of quick steps. Pain flashed in her leg, but she grit her teeth and bore it. The pain almost made the walk easier because it gave her mind an object on which to concentrate. Her balance wavered and her heart dove, but she shakily adjusted her raised arms and found firm footing again. She kept her eyes pointed straight ahead, but she was sharply aware of the ample space between the rungs for her to fall through. It was as if she could see it even when her eyes were turned away.

 Then Leina felt it coming. She turned her eyes slightly and saw the great gust of steam mushrooming to engulf her. Time slowed, and every second became an unbearably infinite length. As the mass of steam expanded and slid forward, it seemed that its every movement represented the fearful passage of ages—mountains rising and falling, glaciers crashing their way to the sea, landforms descending and being engulfed by a frightful white abyss. Leina knew what she had to do, but even in those long eons of time she knew that she could not. Every year-like second only intensified the writhing certainty that the simple action that would save her was forever beyond her reach. Because she could not knowingly abandon her weight to the abyss, not even to save her life. This is it. You can’t lean into the fear. And you can’t fly.    

 That’s not true. You don’t have to accept that you can’t. 

  And so, as the eons opened and closed, Leina thrust herself in the direction of the wind. The terrible sensation of falling overcame her, and as the ages went on and on, on she fell. Her thoughts fractured into a million confused particles, and she could not piece them back together. 

 Then, suddenly, time reeled back into place, and Leina found herself leaning suspended by the wind over the abyss at an impossible angle. Her feet were moving unaided, fleeting from rung to rung. Then the end came, and she was on solid ground again, and the wind stopped, and she lost her balance and fell. Somehow she had survived another stage of their passage.  

 







  
 




Chapter 27

 Leina tried not to count the close calls. Every stumble that she or Cora or Theo made was a spar with fate. Every creak of the ladder was a timely reminder of the frailty of the situation. Every gust brought with it a cruel obligation to accept the paradoxical, to lean into the fear. The worst part was when the wind started to wane. Then it was a delicate game of balance to get to an upright position at just the right moment. Always the gaping abyss below made its presence known. 

 And yet somehow they went on with nothing worse than minor trips and scares. Leina began to hope that they would actually make it out alive. They embarked onto an especially large island with a massive stone pillar rising from its center.

 Then they saw it. 

 At first Leina thought the World had fractured into a million pieces before her and she was standing on the edge of all that was left. Then she realized what that meant: she was staring at a giant whirlpool.

 The wind roared and ripped at them even where they stood, but before them was a force ten times more powerful: a solid wall of rapidly churning steam. 

 Theo wiped the sweat off of his forehead. “This just doesn’t get any easier, does it?” 

 “Where’s the next island?” Leina yelled, gritting her teeth as she tried to keep her footing against the fierce wind. Her hurt leg throbbed under the pressure. 

 “The ladder!” Cora yelled suddenly.

 Leina’s head snapped to where it was resting on the ground, and she saw it inching toward the abyss. It was already tipping, and in the next moment it would disappear into the blackness. Leina lunged for it and managed to snag a weak grip on the last rung. But the wind overpowered her, and she felt herself sliding with the ladder. She grappled for it with her other hand, but she could not get hold of it. The first hand’s grip was failing. 

 Theo jumped in from the side. He thrust the ladder into Leina, and she staggered back into the wind under its weight. But now Theo was at the very brink of the island. Only one of his feet was touching the ground, and he was flailing his arms desperately in an effort to thrust himself back onto the island. It was clearly a losing battle.   

 Without a second thought, Leina threw herself free of the ladder and rushed to Theo. The wind propelled her forward at a frightful speed. With a cry, she planted her feet on the ground, skidding to the very brink and still inching forward despite all of the resistance that her strength could give. Just as Theo started to go over, Leina seized his arm in a vice grip and dove backward. They toppled to the ground. Cora rushed to them, ladder in tow, tears now streaming from her eyes. 

 “We’re alright, Cora,” Leina said. Actually her injured leg had been crushed underneath her when she fell, bringing with it another onset of pain, but she didn’t mention that. For a long time they could only sit there panting, bracing themselves against the wind, trying to slow their rapid pulses. At length Leina lifted her head and tried to descry an island past the swirl of steam that engulfed them. But it was then that something strange caught her eye. In the thickest part of the storm before them, there was a distant blue glow, faint but undeniable.  

 “Look,” Leina said. “What is that?” 

 “I don’t know,” said Theo grimly. “Do you see another island?” 

 “I think so. There’s a darker spot above the glow. But there’s no way we can cross the ladder in that tempest. We’d be ripped off before we had even begun.”  

 “Well, only one thing for it.” Theo got up, hauling the ladder with him, and approached the churning wall. 

 Leina turned to look at Cora. “Did he hear me?”

 Cora shrugged. 

 Theo thrust the ladder into the vortex, straining his arms against the massive resistance. 

 “That thing’s going to snap,” Leina breathed. “It can’t take that much wind.” Her heart started pounding, and there was nothing she could do to subdue it. She saw all of the frailty of their position in the ancient splintering length of ladder that was still visible. She did not know which she feared more: the ladder breaking, or the ladder staying intact. 

 “I need some rope!” Theo bellowed suddenly. 

 Leina limped forward, slipping off the coil of rope that was still slung over her shoulder. 

 “The ladder’s caught on something,” Theo said over the bellowing storm. “I don’t know what it is, but it feels secure and it’s a little higher up than where we are right now.” He took the rope from Leina and started to secure one end of it to the ladder. “If we can make the ladder close to horizontal at that height, we can hang on with our hands and climb across like that. Then we can’t get blown off the ladder unless we let go, and you don’t have to walk on your leg.” 

 Cora, who had come up behind Leina, nodded and took the other end of the rope. She looped it across the stone pillar and brought it back to Theo, who tied it to the ladder. He slowly released his grip and the ladder, though it swung violently in the wind, stayed secure. 

 “This is crazy,” Leina muttered. Yet she felt a kind of reckless resolve even as she said it. She knew that this was the moment she had been fearing ever since she survived her fall into the Pit, but the fear was so overthought that it had worn out at last. This moment was inevitable, and she must face it, and that was enough to consume her thoughts now when she should have been most afraid. 

 “We go together,” said Theo. “You first, Cora, then Leina. I’ll be last. Hold on tight, okay?” 

 Cora took hold of the first rung and determinedly swung her feet out into the squall. She flapped in the wind like a ragdoll, but she kept her hold on the ladder and, swinging, grasped the next rung with one hand. 

 Leina turned her head to look at Theo. He nodded, and she grasped the first rung. Her heart swelled in fear or eagerness, and on the crest of that wave she swung away from land. Instantly she felt like she was being ripped apart by the fearful force of the wind, but she had enough presence of mind to focus all of her attention on keeping her hands clasped tight on the ladder. 

 Cora was a few rungs ahead now, dangling like a fly from a frail strand of a spider’s web. Leina caught her breath, and water billowed into her mouth. She started to cough, accidentally loosening her hands. Then, in a panic, she tightened her grip as hard as she could muster. Splinters from the ancient ladder dug into her hands, and she gritted her teeth.    

 Focus on the hands. Nothing else exists. 

 The storm blew Leina around so much that there was no need to swing to gather momentum (and not much use in trying). Figuring out where the unpredictable gusts would turn next was a guessing game at best. All she could do was wait for a wind that seemed to be propelling her in the right direction and hope that it wouldn’t change. 

 The first time, there was a strong wind that swung Leina forward, and she mustered the courage to let go with one hand so she could grasp the next rung. Encouraged, she moved to transfer her other hand to that rung, but the wind shifted suddenly and threw her to the left. She held on desperately with one hand until the wind changed again and she was able to get her other hand on the ladder. 

 Theo was behind Leina now, or so she surmised from his grunts. But she did not dare to let her eyes wander from her desperate white-knuckled hands. She did not look at Cora or Theo, and especially not at the blackness below.

 Holding onto the ladder amidst the tearing wind was exhausting work, and Leina was beginning to tire. She wondered faintly how much longer it was physically possible for her to hold on. But worse and more present in her mind was the sudden awareness of the frailty of the ladder. It groaned and bent with the ever-changing wind and with every change of weight that it was subjected to. Leina suddenly realized that her lifeline was weaker even than her failing grip, and that thought sent a frightful pulse through her heart. 

 She only barely remembered to remind herself to focus, and pushed aside all other thoughts as best she could. With painstakingly forced patience, she cleared the next few rungs. She guessed that she was halfway across now, and some faint hope surfaced that she might actually survive. 

 A strong gust sent Leina lurching forward, and she cleared two rungs before it subsided. But then a new wind came from the right, more powerful than any that had assaulted them thus far. Leina held on with all of her strength, but her grip was slipping dangerously. That, however, wasn’t the worst. The ladder made a terrible renting sound that could be heard even over the roaring of the wind. 

 Leina panicked and threw her gaze to Theo. But at that moment the ladder snapped right between them! Instinct took over, and Leina did the best and most unwise thing possible. In one flashing instant, she hurled one hand away from the ladder and extended it blindly in Theo’s direction. Theo took hold of her wrist. Then in the next moment the ladder was in two, and Leina and Theo were the only failing link that held its parts together.

 Blinking the spray out of her eyes, Leina stared helplessly at Theo.     

 “You’re in luck!” Theo yelled. “Your side of the ladder is pretty well stuck in place.” 

 Theo’s side, however, was swinging violently this way and that. It was obvious that it would not stay in place much longer.

 “So let go of your side!” said Leina. “I can hold your weight… I think.” 

  “Of course you can’t! I would rip you off of that thing like a feather.” His eyes set. “You need to trust me, Leina.” There was a great gust, and Leina was certain that one or both of them would be plummeting to the depths below before it was over. 

 “Of course I trust you,” she said, but her heart was pounding again. She was afraid of the look in Theo’s eyes and the sound of his voice. 

 “And don’t tear yourself up,” said Theo. “You’re worth it.” 

 “Worth what?” Her voice trembled as she spoke. 

 Theo looked at her steadily for an instant longer, then he was gone.   

 







  
 




Chapter 28

 Leina didn’t know how she made it to the other side. When she found herself there shuddering with Cora on the hard stone ground, she had only two handfuls of splinters and an equally sharp memory of Theo looking at her before he let go. The tumultuous roaring of wind and steam around her was nothing but a meaningless blur that seemed to prevent her thoughts from taking any definite shape. 

 Theo had let go, of course, because he knew that she would have tried to save him and thus endanger herself. With that realization, the last shreds of her heart that remained together fell apart, and the tears came unbidden. 

 Cora’s voice emerged suddenly from that moment of darkness, subdued as always but softer than usual. “It’s not your fault, Leina. It was Theo’s choice.” 

 Leina looked up and saw that Cora’s face was as tear-stained as her own. They stared at one another for a long time, a mutual kind of reassurance passing between them that was stronger than words.     

 Leina was at a loss to understand what had just happened. Theo had seen her at her worst in this place, and still he had been willing to die for her. In that act lay her greatest fear and her greatest hope incarnate, and it tore at her so sharply that she felt she could not stay in one piece. And yet, even after all that she had been through, it was not so long ago that she had come from the woods. There were many things that she still did not understand about the World. Something in her knew now that she could not let herself fear it. 

 “I wish it didn’t have to come to that,” Leina said quietly. “I don’t think there was ever a better Book Man.” 

 She stood up, blinked, and surveyed the island that they were now on. What was left of the ladder was wedged firmly in-between two stones. It was only a short length now. This island was surrounded on all sides by the hurricane-like vortex, and if there was another island nearby it was totally obscured.

 “I don’t know what we’re going to do,” Leina said faintly. 

 A voice that was not Cora’s responded: “In that case, it’s a good thing you’re not all alone.” 

 Leina jumped and whirled around, and found herself face to face with…  

 “Theo!” Leina and Cora exclaimed at once. 

 “But… how?” Leina breathed. 

 Theo laughed, pulling himself up from the edge of the island. “Apparently it’s only about 20 feet deep here.” He grinned sheepishly. “I’m a little bruised, but nothing worse.” 

 “Oh…” Leina said, at a loss for words.   

 “Aren’t you glad to see me?” he said jokingly. 

 “Infinitely,” Leina said. She paused, letting the reality of Theo’s reappearance sink in. Never had she felt sweeter relief. With a crooked smile, she said, “Do you have any idea how cruel that was?” 

 “Yes, and I would do it again.” 

 “You’re a wonder, Theo.”  

 “Now,” Theo said. “How about we find our way out of here? Come on, jump— don’t be afraid!” 

 After flashing Cora a hesitant glance, Leina plunged off the edge and abandoned herself to the great vortex. To her surprise she felt only the thrill of it. And sure enough, a moment later she felt the impact of solid ground beneath her feet. What a wonderful sensation it was! 

 Here below the tumult there was an ethereal calm. Steam snaked gracefully up from vents in the ground amidst a forest of stone pillars that rose to become the islands above. A strange soft glow permeated the air. At first Leina could not tell where it was coming from, but then she noticed the seaweed. Or so that was what it appeared to be; she could think of no other name for it. It rose from the ground in long shoots that swayed languidly this way and that in the changing billows of steam. Some were Leina’s height, but others climbed far above her head before they reached their summit. How such plants (if plants they were) survived in such a deep place, Leina did not know. But most incredible was that the glow radiated from within their long paper-like leaves. Leina reached out to touch one of the luminous stalks, and it rested for a moment in her hand before curling away on a gentle gust. 

 “Well, that's the source of our light,” said Theo. 

 “Does that mean that we’re not near the surface after all?” Cora muttered, suddenly glaring at the glowing stalks with a vengeance. 

 Theo shrugged. “Only one way to find out. I trust we want to go where the ground is sloping up.” 

 Behind them the ground sloped downward at a frightful steepness. No doubt they had really been in danger at the beginning of their journey. But before them it was sloping up, and they went that way with eager feet. Leina tried to hide her limp, but Theo noticed and offered her an arm that she reluctantly accepted. Cora walked a little ahead. 

 “Can you believe we survived that?” Leina said, her voice glistening with awe. Then her tone dulled. “I’m such a fool. I don’t know why I was so afraid.” 

 “I’ve known a lot of fools, Leina, and you’re not one of them. You don’t know how you’ve grown since I knew you last.”  

 “If we get out… you’ll take care of Cora, won’t you? Take her back by the easy way?” 

 “Of course,” said Theo. “I know that way well, and there is no danger. But what about you? You’re going to try to traverse the Desert with a hurt leg, aren’t you?” said Theo. 

 Leina shrugged. “Yeah.” 

 “You can’t do that, Leina.” 

 She turned her face to look at him. “You can’t stop me. It’s important, Theo. I have to go to the Agency. They need me, and I’ve been gone too long.”

 A stone wall confronted them, but there was an opening in it. A short way in, the passage turned a corner suddenly, and the light blinded them. 

 Theo stopped Leina with a hand on her shoulder. “Leina,” he said, concern in his voice, “are you ready for this?” 

 Leina looked back at him. “What, to go back into the sun? Yes. I’m ready. I’m tired of not being able to see.” 

 And so Leina found herself in the open air again at the setting of the sun. She breathed in the air like it was something new, soaked in the fading sunlight like its every moment could outlive ages of night. Then she laughed. 

 Beside her, Cora stared at the open expanse of the Desert with wide eyes, not so stony as they had always been. “I still don’t know why you laugh,” she muttered. 

 “Then laugh with me, and maybe you will see. There’s too much space here to be that quiet.” 

 Cora gave a little scoff, as if to laugh at the idea of laughing. That made Leina laugh even more, and then in spite of herself Cora started laughing, too. They couldn’t stop, and soon they were on the ground, still laughing. Theo stood by with his arms crossed and shook his head. 

 Cora stopped suddenly. “Thank you, Leina,” she said. 

 Leina smiled. But then her face became grave. “If I ever need you in Estlebey, will you come?” 

 Cora breathed in slowly. “They would kill me. And even if they didn’t… I’m not a leader. Not a queen.”  

 “You know, the current king doesn’t leave much for you to live up to.” 

 Cora turned her face away, to the sun. “I will come. You know that.”               

 “Yeah. I know.” 

 Now Leina stood up. She pulled her mask, which she had not worn in so long, out of her bag, slipped it over her eyes, and pulled the hood of her cloak over her head.

 “Now I must go,” she said. But suddenly she lifted the mask a little. “I don’t know how to thank either of you. I think I have better friends in this World than I should.” 

 “And so you always will,” said Theo. 

 Leina smiled. Then she let the mask fall, and she was the Masked One once more. “May we meet again,” she said.  

 And then the Masked One was gone like a shadow dissipated in the omnipotent desert heat, off to see what lay ahead. 
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