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CHAPTER ONE 

 

  The woman looked at her. The woman between the streetlights looked poised at, had her eyes on 

Kathryn Caldwell as she turned the corner. One moment there was that look, and then it was gone. It 

was doubtful that most other people would have noticed anything, people not used to noticing details, 

essential details. But eyes were not merely eyes. They were knives in the shadows, ready to stab at any 

moment. 

  There was an old newsstand shed, deserted and worn down the street. 

  Caldwell walked through the rain, in her dark coat and the hood covering most of her head. Only 

glimpses of her face were visible, even in the dirty glow of the streetlights. Details were sketchy in the 

drizzly air, reality asserting itself only in glimpses on the dull wall of the gray night. The woman in the 

red dress walked in the opposite direction. Caldwell looked at her without looking at her. There were 

quite a few people walking up and down the street. They were all coughing and looking around them 

with pained eyes. The rain was light, caressing Caldwell’s lips, and the lower part of her face, light but 

persistent, never letting up for an instant, lit by the distant fire raging on the nearby mountain. The 

prevalent presence of ash in the air bothered others, but not her. 

  – They did it, a man swore. – They set fire to the forest. 

  – Our beautiful forest, a woman shouted. – Damn the Council! 

  Several other people repeated the cries and curses and added their own. 

  The Triple City council had, against the wishes of many citizens given the green light for the burning 

of the Talaho Forest. 

  Kathryn stopped by the newsstand, no longer deserted. A man waited for her behind the desk, hardly 

visible in the bad light. There was only one working bulb in the tiny shed, and it did not work properly, 



fading in and out constantly. The wind picked up as Caldwell touched the desk. The rest of the street 

was silent, eerily silent, but here there was a buzz in the ears, rising to a silent roar. 

  – The Examiner, please, she said, straining to speak, to overcome the constriction in her throat. 

  The man behind the desk grabbed a paper with one hand and accepted the money with the other. 

  – Thank you for buying a paper, he said. 

  – You love it when people buy something from you, she said dryly. – Love them to death. 

  The moment she stepped close to the counter there was a tingling, one she had not quite experienced 

before. She experienced it like her surroundings kind of faded, turning even darker and dirtier, as if 

pieces of miniature soil levitated in the air and blocked the world. 

  That was nothing new. 

  She looked at Stane, the man behind the counter. 

  – The Gauntlet has begun, he stated, he replied to her shadow stare. – I can tell you this much. I can 

not guarantee anything. It is a random thing, like firing at one indistinct mark among many in the mist, 

you know that. 

  – I know that. Thank you. 

  There was no sound of gratitude in her voice. The two of them were not having a conversation. They 

were exchanging growls and grunts. 

  – So, how is business? 

  – Fair, thank you, he replied. 

  The rain picked up a little, but she did not feel it, just noticed it as a matter of fact, of limited interest. 

The woman in the red dress had reached the end of the street. She approached a woman pushing a baby 

stroller. There was something about the woman in red, how she seemed to be glowing, how the 

other seemed dark and wasted in comparison. 

  – You know… Stane spoke as she turned to leave. – You might not be aware of this, but there is still 

Hunger in your eyes, and that is one prerequisite for the Gauntlet. 

  She looked at him for a brief moment, could not help herself, could not stop the slight anger from 

manifesting in her pose. There was silence, uncomfortable and sinister. She nodded and walked off. 

Stane the barterer, the provider faded behind her, and when she a few seconds later turned her head and 

looked back, kicking herself mentally for it, there was once more nothing but the derelict, empty shed 

there. Even the badly working bulb was gone, leaving only the ruins of what had been a shed. 


