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Kerf & Isin, Part the First


Another age was almost upon the world. Ancient Kerf and ever-youthful Isin had been appointed to see the present one to its close; to blow out the lamps, dust the corners, and hand over the keys to the new tenants, as it were. They toured the vast, empty plane of deities, both feeling in their eternal bones the unnatural silence, the melancholy of things ending, the excitement of things about to begin.
“Almost done, then,”
wheezed Kerf.
“Indeed it would seem so,”
replied Isin, patting a few stray wisps of hair back into place.
“You’ve pulled the plug on magic?”
“Centuries ago. It drains away as we speak. What of the Twins?”
Isin snapped her fingers.
“I knew I’d forgotten something! I always do.”
“I had high hopes for them, alas.”
“Well it wasn’t your fault, Kerf. The path to godhood may be narrow, but it is plainly marked. Though I’m afraid it was an excess of the qualities I cherish that led to their troubles.”
Kerf grunted, stopped, leaned on his crooked staff.
“Or a paucity of the ones I espouse,”
he replied.
“Can’t leave them in the way of the next lot, in any case.”
“You rest,”
said Isin.
“I’ll deal with the Twins, and then we’ll clear out.”
Kerf had a sudden thought. Beneath bushy, snow-white brows his eyes gleamed.
“No,”
he said.
“I’ve got a better idea.”
Isin arched a perfect brow.
“There’s a thief down in Lucernis, likes to swear by my testicles, of all things. Annoyed me for years, that one.”
Kerf rubbed his gnarled hands together in anticipation.
“Now Kerf, what are you planning?”
“It’s been ages since we’ve meddled with mortals. Frankly, I miss it. Might not get another chance, my dear. Who knows where we’re off to?”
Isin smiled radiantly. It was the only smile she owned.
“Oh, all right,”
she said.
“But are you sure this thief can handle the Twins?”
“She’s got what it takes to settle the matter, she and her partner, though I daresay she won’t have much fun doing it.”
He chuckled.
“‘Kerf's shrivelled balls’ indeed. Cheeky wench...”
 




Chapter 1


 

It was to have been a relaxing afternoon in the Artists’ Quarter- a cup of wine, a walk along the Promenade, a show later in the evening, the final performance of The Yellow King. I’d wanted to see it for weeks. I’d finally been able to filch a ticket. All in all, I was looking forward to an enjoyable few hours.
It didn’t turn out that way. Instead, Holgren wanted to talk to me about money. Ten thousand gold marks, to be exact.
I was sitting at one of the scarred wooden tables outside Tambor’s wine shop, enjoying the first fine day of spring. Winter had held on with a tenacity almost unheard of in Lucernis, southernmost of the great cities on the western shore of the Dragonsea. It seemed everyone else in the city had had the same idea as me. All Tambor’s outside tables were full while the interior of his grubby little shop was deserted. Hoof, foot, and carriage traffic along the street was heavy and more boisterous than usual. There was even a warm easterly breeze that kept the steaming miasma rising from the gutters at an endurable level. For a wonder I was actually enjoying the rare feeling of contentment.
Holgren found me and slapped down a creased, dirty notice under my nose. It was the Duke’s offer.
“This just came in with a coastal trader, Amra. The Duke of Viborg is posting it in every port on the Dragonsea, apparently.” He stood there with a strange grin on his face. I gave him my best annoyed look, which failed to have any effect on him.
“Well, go on. Read it.”
I sighed, picked up the notice and read. The Duke was offering ten thousand marks for proof of the existence of the legendary city of Thagoth. I pushed the sheet of parchment back at him.
“Kerf’s balls, Holgren. The old buzzard is insane,” I said. “That’s why they call him the
mad
Duke, you know. Besides, Thagoth is a myth. If it ever existed, it’s just so much dust and rubble now.”
“But—” Holgren started.
“No buts. Look, even if we found it, you’d never get a bent halfpenny out of the old goat, much less ten thousand marks. Now sit down, shut up, and drink. Or leave. I’m busy enjoying my ill-gotten gains.”
My partner leaned back on his heels and opened his slim-fingered hands in a gesture that he thought conciliatory, and I found annoying. “Granted, the Duke will probably never pay, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t worth looking into.” He signaled the barmaid and sat down at my table.
“I won’t talk business today, Holgren. I won’t. I have plans that run contrary to the topic.”
He snorted, accepted the shallow earthenware cup the barmaid handed to him, and paid her. Tambor only served one vintage—cheap.
“You never stop thinking about business, woman. You’ve no idea how to relax. You’ve trained yourself out of it.” He took a drink, made a face, and exiled his cup to the edge of the table.
“If that isn’t the pot calling the kettle black, Holgren, I don’t know what is.”
“Perhaps. Finding Thagoth won’t be business for me, however. It will be personal.” He stared at me with those hawk-like brown eyes of his. It was a look I knew. He was about to get me to do something I didn’t want to do.
“We need to find that city,” he said, “and we need to find it before anyone else.”
“What’s this really about? It’s not the money, that’s obvious.”
Holgren shook his head. “Let’s speak elsewhere.”
I put down a few coppers and followed him out to the street. So much for my relaxing afternoon.
 

He took a long, rambling route to the river Ose, dodging hacks, carriages, and the reeking contents of chamber pots slung out of windows despite a rather strict ordinance to the contrary. I walked beside him, hurrying my pace just a bit to match his long strides. I wondered what could get him interested in such a fool’s errand. I had to admit to more than a little curiosity. While I’d known Holgren for a handful of years, I knew almost nothing about his personal life. He was a solitary, even secretive man. Mages are like that, and Holgren was no exception.
He turned off narrow, twisting Gravedigger’s Row into an even-narrower alley between a pair of whitewashed houses that leaned toward each other drunkenly, like sailors on leave. At the end of the alley we took a set of mossy, cracked steps down to the river.
The Ose ran through the city in great loops. Some sections were beautiful, ornamented with stone walkways and ancient trees whose branches fanned down to the water. Other parts abutted the back walls of tanneries, charnel houses, and squalid tenements. The stretch behind Gravedigger’s Row was hardly park-like, and I pretended not to see the vague, sodden lumps that floated by, which might have been garbage, or something worse.
“You take me to the nicest places, Holgren.” I picked up a stone and pitched it into the water. “Want to tell me what this is about now?”
“This is difficult for me to speak of, Amra. I’ve never told anyone else.”
“I’m honored.”
“You never make things easy, do you?”
I bit down an easy retort. He was right. “Sorry. Go ahead.”
“When I was a boy, I was apprenticed to a master of the Art named Yvoust. Ten years I slaved under him as an apprentice. By rights I should have been a journeyman after seven. I had the skill and control. But I failed an impossible task he set me to, and was sent away in disgrace. He was a cruel master, prone to beat and starve his apprentices, but that does not excuse what I did in revenge.
“In my youthful pride and rage, I made a compact with dark powers and killed Yvoust using the Art. It was long ago, and I am not the boy that committed that act. Still, the lad is father to the man, and for that sin and for the bargain I made, my soul is forfeit upon my death.”
I just stood there for a moment. I wasn’t sure what to do, or say. I put a hand on his shoulder, and he shrugged it off.
I suppose I should have been shocked. I’d never imagined him capable of such a violent act, or such a stupid one. Except there were times growing up when I would have sold my soul to be rid of my father permanently. Times spent hiding in the muck under the house to avoid a drunken beating or worse, times spent listening to it happen to my mother instead.
The only difference between Holgren and me was the fact that he’d had the magical power to make good on such wishes. I’d settled for a scaling knife. There were things Holgren didn’t know about me, as well.
“Say something,” he said.
“What does this have to do with Thagoth?” I asked.
“What do you know about the legend surrounding it?”
“What everybody knows, I suppose. It was an ancient city, ruled by twin gods, a brother and sister with the power of eternal life and the power to devour souls. It and they were destroyed by a rival power, a wizard-king whose name has been lost to history.”
“Close enough.” He stooped, picked up a stone, and flung it into the water. “The power to grant eternal life . . .”
“Come on. Holgren the Immortal? I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”
“I do. Better than Holgren the Eternally Suffering.”
“That’s what you think the Duke is after? Immortality?”
He nodded. “He has a horror of death—oh, not the death of others, of course. But nearly every insanity reported of him has an interior logic, if you look at his motivation. Bathing in the blood of the unborn. Putting a bounty on crows and owls in Viborg, the two harbingers of death. Banning funeral processions within a mile of his palace. Removing portraits and statues of dead ancestors from the palace. Buying—”
“I see your point,” I interrupted. “What makes you think this search for Thagoth is any different from those other mad, vain attempts to fend off the inevitable?”
“This offer of his is too noteworthy, too public to simply be a whim.”
“Holgren, there must be another way to settle your debt—some surer way.” Some way that might actually work, I meant.
“Don’t you think I would have tried by now if there were another way? Something has set him on the trail to Thagoth. While I might wish I knew what it was, it is enough for me to know that he wants to find it.” Holgren clasped my hands in his. “I want and need your help, Amra. I’ve seen you slip into and out of places so heavily guarded a mouse wouldn’t pass unnoticed. I’ve watched you find valuables so cleverly hidden I couldn’t have located them using the Art. Your skills would be invaluable. Should you choose not to assist me, however, I will go on my own.”
“Flattery, Holgren? You must be desperate.” I pulled my hands from his and walked away from him.
“It isn’t flattery if it’s true. Remember when you broke into Lord Morno’s wine cellar and stole an entire crate of Gol Shen thirty-seven? He certainly does.”
“That was a lark. It’s not like there were armed guards at the door. Now be quiet and let me think.” I had to smile. I sent Morno an empty bottle every Midsummer’s Eve. The bounty for the person or persons responsible had risen to five hundred marks over the years.
I contemplated the murky, filthy Ose as it slid its way to the sea. It was idiocy, but how could I refuse Holgren? He was my friend and partner; how could I not at least try to help?
“I never said I wouldn’t go,” I finally said. “I just said it was pointless. Where do we start?”
 

Holgren started at the beginning. He identified certain texts we would need and I acquired them; the Bosk texts, notes from Mumtaz El Rathi’s expedition to the west, a copy of General Velkaar’s campaign memoirs, many more. Maps, histories, legends, travelers’ accounts of the west, tomes of magic theory, ancient military texts—there was no rhyme or reason in what he wanted. It was all rare, hideously expensive, and generally difficult to lay hands on. I spent nearly a month tracking down, buying, or stealing what he said he needed. One particular scroll, done up in a sort of picture language I’d never encountered before, explored the lives of the Twin Gods in graphic detail. Apparently they’d been quite a bit more than siblings, if the scroll was to be believed. And the sister at least had some unwholesome appetites. I suppose gods see most things differently. Who’s going to tell them they’re wrong?
Holgren spent the time holed up in his sanctum, a moldering hovel hard by the charnel grounds. What he did there he did not discuss, nor did I pry. I knew where it was, but I rarely went there. I have little interest in the arcane, except what can kill me. Occasionally he would prepare the odd amulet or fetish to aid me in whatever task I undertook. While I had little understanding of how they worked, I took it on faith that they did.
Holgren, on the other hand, always seemed fascinated by the most mundane aspects of my craft. Once I’d left a set of lock picks out, and some hours later I found him squatting in front of an old sea chest I used for a table, methodically trying each pick in various positions, then making notes in the margins of a book he’d been reading. When I’d told him the tumblers of the lock were rusted solid, he’d looked crushed.
It was a wet, miserable day when I returned from my latest foray for research materials. Spring had not fully sprung after all. Almost no one was stirring in the Foreigners’ Quarter as I returned the spavined excuse for a horse I’d rented from Alain the wainwright. I trudged my weary way home, keeping dry the fragile map I’d acquired. As I climbed the narrow stairs to my den, I wanted nothing more than hot food, a hot bath, and a warm bed.
Holgren was pacing the rooms I let above Burrisses’ Tailors. The Burrisses were a family of immigrants from the Nine Cities who didn’t care if I was a woman living on my own so long as I paid my rent.
“Amra,” he shouted, and grabbed me by the waist. “Pfaugh! You’re ripe.”
“That’s what three days in the saddle will do.”
“Never mind. I’ve found it!”
“You found the city?” I pushed him away from me and sat down on the hall bench. Every bone ached from the ride. Wearily I started unlacing my boots. “So you don’t need this map I just stole from a nice widow in Coroune?”
“No. Oh, it will help prove I’m right, no doubt. I’m dead certain I have the location of the city itself.”
“That’s nice,” I said with mock brightness. “Now get out so I can boil water for a bath, bolt some food, and go to sleep.”
He looked at me quizzically for a second, then had the grace to blush a little. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve been killing yourself gathering all these odds and ends. I truly appreciate it. It’s just that I’ve finally located it—”
“I know, I know. Tomorrow I’ll be suitably excited. Right now I’m just too tired.”
“Why don’t you relax? I’ll find you something to eat.”
“Thanks.” I made my way into the main room and stretched out on the floor, on the silk Elamner pillows I used for furniture. I just closed my eyes for a second, honest.
I woke the next morning. Holgren had left a tray of nuts and a bowl of blood oranges next to me, and a note in spidery silver letters in the air above my head:
 

See you here, midday
 

The letters faded as I read them. I dug up fresh clothing and headed for the baths.
The morning was hot and bright, and the streets steamed as they dried under the indecisive spring sun. Time was passing too quickly. I knew of at least three expeditions that had already set out for the lost city. There was no telling if they were headed in the right direction, but our delays had begun to worry me. If it did exist, I didn’t want to get there only to find it plundered.
At the baths I paid my penny and soaked for an hour, ignoring the comments muttered behind milk-white hands about my scarred hide. It was a little knitting circle of five women. Whenever I looked at them directly, their eyes would slide away, and the whispering would die down, for a time. Then it would slowly pick back up again.
“. . . figure like a boy.”
“Such short hair, and all those scars. Perhaps she’s just come from prison.”
I was very good. What did they know of the world beyond their familial villas or their fathers’ shops, beyond spinning, weaving, and making babies? I knew as little of their life as they knew of mine—I understood that. It’s just that I didn’t think their difference gave me a right to talk about them, whereas they obviously did. But of course it’s always that way when you have the numbers. Men don’t hold exclusive rights to bullying.
The idea of being physically ejected from the public baths for brawling wasn’t appealing, so I decided to settle for flattening their purses when I left.
I put a washcloth over my eyes and turned my thoughts to Thagoth, and whether Holgren had actually located it.
 

Holgren arrived a few minutes late, a bundle of parchments and scrolls under one arm and a look of grim determination on his face. He cleared off the delicate Helstrum-made table I used for dining and spread out a map he had sketched and inked himself.
“Here we are,” he said, stabbing the east coast of Lucernia with a forefinger. “Thagoth is almost certainly here.” He moved his finger a huge distance west—about two feet on the map, which worked out to roughly two thousand miles.
“Well, that’s it,” I said. “We can’t go after it, not if it truly is that far. If you’re wrong about the location or if there’s nothing left of it, we’ll have wasted almost a year, maybe more, getting there and back. Be reasonable, Holgren.”
“I am. I agree, the distance is daunting. Which is why I am going to attempt to gate us there.”
“What?”
“According to the Bosk texts you acquired for me, Thagoth was built at the nexus of several powerful ley lines. I will transport us to that nexus. The process should be instantaneous.”
“Whenever you say things like ‘attempt’ and ‘should be,’ my blood runs cold.”
“Your worries are baseless. If I fail, the magics will dissipate and the gate will not open. There is no possibility of you suffering any ill effects, I’ll make certain of that.”
“And what about you?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“Spoken like a true liar. Tell me.”
“Honestly? I don’t know. There’s a chance nothing will happen. There’s also a chance for a whole range of effects, from the merely uncomfortable to the wholly unpleasant.”
“The worst of which would be . . . ?”
“The worst of which would be my being blasted to cinders. It’s a very outside chance.”
“Wouldn’t that sort of be missing the point of trying to find immortality?”
“Amra, if I spent my entire life avoiding danger, I would have no life at all. If I risk nothing, death and retribution will still come. Given the choice, I would rather die trying to alter my situation. I assure you, I have taken and will take every precaution I can think of to ensure my safety and your own.”
I sighed and shook my head. “When do we go?”
“We could leave tomorrow, but I think I might better do a bit more research. There are indications from what I’ve read so far that the city is . . . contained, I suppose, is the best word.”
“Eh?”
He leaned back, spread his hands. “When Thagoth fell, it was to a powerful sorcerer-king, perhaps the most powerful mortal the world has ever seen. He laid death magic on the environs around the city. According to the accounts of Mumtaz El Rathi, that magic was still potent a century ago when he lead an expedition there.”
I began to pace. “Describe these death lands. Place-names with the word ‘death’ in them tend to make me very wary.”
“In practical application, everything of the death lands will attempt to destroy anything not of the death lands that enter them. Grasses will reach out to bind you while more mobile creatures finish you off. Everything has some ability to kill, be it quick or slow. Or so wrote El Rathi.”
“Lovely. You’re sure we won’t have to deal with this? Why hasn’t the city been swallowed up?”
“I can only assume the residual power of the Twin Gods keep it at bay. The city had not been overtaken at the time of El Rathi’s expedition a century ago. He records seeing the golden domes of what he calls ‘the Tabernacle’ and other structures from the ridge above the valley itself. The death lands seem to border the remains of the city in a precise circle, with the Tabernacle at the center of that circle. Could you stop pacing? It makes me nervous.”
“No. This nexus you’re going to magic us to, tell me about it.”
“It should be well within the city, and completely safe if I manage to raise the gate.”
“I hope you’re right, Holgren.”
He cocked an eyebrow and shrugged his shoulder slightly. “I’ve made my calculations with the best data available. We should be fine.”
“Let’s leave that for the moment. What do we do once we’re in the city?”
“Well, that’s really more your end of things, isn’t it?”
I stopped pacing, tilted my head. “I spent a month getting you research material. There was nothing in all of that to indicate what you’re looking for?”
He sighed. “Amra, how often are you handed maps that say VALUABLE OBJECT LOCATED HERE?”
“I know a sailor down on the docks that could sell you one for every day of the month.”
“My point precisely. I imagine the best place to search would be in the Tabernacle that El Rathi mentions, since there appears to be some power there holding the death lands at bay. But I will know it when I find it, not before. I am quite certain it will be a difficult, possibly deadly task to locate and retrieve it. I need your skills. I know no one better at what you do.”
“Not who’s willing to help you with this, at any rate. No . . . I’m sorry, that was mean-spirited and uncalled for. I apologize.”
He shook his head. “No apology necessary. You’re right. No one else would be willing to attempt this. I need to keep that in mind and show my appreciation more.”
“You can start by feeding me.”
 

After an elaborate midday meal at Fraud’s we took a walk down the Promenade, the wide, straight avenue of brick that ran from the Ministry buildings to Harad’s Square. It was lined on both sides by the marble-fronted, slim-columned manses owned by minor nobility and powerful merchants. I had promised myself the first day I’d arrived in Lucernis that I’d own one of them, someday. I’d stumbled down the Promenade—penniless, starving and sick, and bitterly envying those who lived in such luxury. I must have stared at those great houses with real glass in their windows for an hour before the watch had moved me along. Then I went and stole a half a loaf of bread. That had been a long time ago. I didn’t have to steal bread anymore. I didn’t own one of those manses, either.
The Promenade was wide enough to accommodate four carriages abreast, although no hoof traffic was allowed on it. Wealthy merchants and their wives, government functionaries, and minor nobility took to it to socialize and be seen. Much subtle business was also conducted on the Promenade—important decisions were made here, between principals, and finalized elsewhere. I’d done a fair amount of business in this fashion myself.
The Promenade was also well policed. Lord Morno, governor of Lucernis, liked to drill his troops here. A small contingent of arquebusiers in fine new crimson uniforms was being marched around by a grizzled sergeant as Holgren and I strolled. The old campaigner kept trying to rest his hand on a nonexistent sword pommel as he barked commands.
“You see those weapons?” asked Holgren. “They are the future of warfare.”
I laughed. “Those are toys. The only way to kill someone with an arquebus is to beat them with it. A good bowman could kill five times over in the time it takes just to load one.”
“Ah, but how long does it take to become that good with a bow? Five years? Ten? One can become proficient with firearms in a matter of weeks. Someday they will be perfected; their rate of fire, range, and accuracy will be improved. People will die by the thousands without ever seeing their foe.” He put a friendly arm around my shoulder. “Inventions such as these will be what drives the world, Amra, not magic.” He stopped and looked at me with those piercing eyes of his.
“I want to tell you a secret,” he said.
“All right.”
“Magic is fading. The most powerful mages today cannot do half of what mages even a century ago could. Two thousand years ago wars such as the one that destroyed Thagoth were commonplace. Entire empires were laid waste in a matter of days. Now, the Laws of Thaumaturgy are being superseded by the laws of the physical world. Who knows how long it will be before magic disappears completely?”
“You sound almost cheerful about it.”
“Do I? Perhaps I am. Since I am in the secret-telling mood, I’ll tell you another. I’ve never particularly liked being a mage.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“Truly. Once Yvoust was dead, I lost the interest I’d had in the Art. What else was I to do, though? I spent a decade trying to find some way out of the doom I’d created for myself. There were none—none I’d consider satisfactory, at any rate. By that time, it was the only profession I knew.”
“Wait. You’re saying there are other solutions to your problem besides haring off to Thagoth?”
“No, I’m not. Believe me, the cures I found were all worse than the disease.” He stopped and turned to face me directly. “I have a bit more research and preparation to do. You won’t see me for a few days. Will you prepare what we will need for two weeks in the field?”
“How long do I have?”
“Four days.”
“All right. Will we need pack animals?”
“No. I wouldn’t want to try to gate them as well as us.”
“I’ll have it all ready.”
“Thank you. Sincerely, Amra.”
“You’re welcome.”
He walked away then, a tall, almost gangly man in funereal black, black hair swept into a ponytail secured with a black velvet ribbon. Holgren had never much been one for fashion.
I walked a while on the Promenade, staring at the houses, trying to imagine what sort of “cures” he might have found in the past, and how they could be worse than some demon keeping your soul as a plaything for eternity.
My imagination wasn’t up to the task.
 

Holgren appeared at dawn on the fourth day. We lugged the packs down my narrow wooden stairs to the carriage waiting below. It was a gray, foggy morning. The driver looked like a wraith perched on the front of the carriage; the horse, with tendrils of breath writhing from his nostrils, looked like a nightmare.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“Just outside the city proper. There’s a sparse grove of alders a short distance off the Jacos Road. It’s a suitable place to open a gate—not too distant, and no dwellings within a mile.”
“Afraid you might cause some destruction?”
“No. I’ve already told you there is no possible danger to anyone but myself. I simply don’t want to attract attention.”
I grunted, and tried to find a comfortable position. I intended to sleep the carriage ride away if possible. I’ve never been much of a morning person.
Sleep was a vain hope. The best of Lucernis’s streets were far from smooth, and the carriage bounced and jostled us brutally. I don’t know if it was him or me or the fool’s errand we were about to embark on, but I was in a foul mood that morning. Later, I thought about every little detail of the ride—the smell of Holgren’s soap, the low mutters the driver occasionally made, the clop-clop of horse hooves on cobblestones, and then the muted thud of them on the dirt of Jacos Road—I thought about all the insignificant details and wondered if I would have done anything differently, had I known what was going to happen.
The hack dropped us off in the middle of farmland. The morning fog had burned off during the ride. It promised to be a warm, sunny day.
The grove Holgren had decided upon was more than a mile distant. The only way to reach it was through fields of waist-high plants. I have no idea what they were, but they smelled horrible and attracted insects in droves. I made Holgren carry two of the packs. By the time we got there most of the morning had fled. I was sweating profusely and had half a dozen uncomfortable insect bites. Holgren seemed unaffected. I dropped my pack and took a long swig of water, cursing all mages silently.
“Why don’t you rest for a few minutes?” he said.
I glared at him. “Why don’t we get on with it?”
“All right.” He reached into his pocket, drew out a short length of red yarn and lay it as straight as he could in the grass before him. “A concentration aid,” he explained. He shouldered one of the packs and turned to face the yarn. “Stand next to me,” he said.
I put the second pack on my back and held the bulky third under one arm, uncomfortably. I wanted to have one hand free, just in case. I moved over to his right side. Our shoulders brushed.
“Not too close. Perhaps a few inches’ distance.”
He bowed his head then. He took deep, slow breaths. There was nothing gangly about him now—he was in his element, working with powers I had no ability to understand. His face took on something of the look of a bird of prey: fierce, wild, beautiful. The familiar chill that accompanied his use of power crept up the back of my neck. A breeze sprang up, and the grass swayed, then flattened as the breeze turned into a gale. I looked down at the length of yarn and it was pulled taut, as if by invisible hands. It thrummed as the wind ran across it—and then it was gone.
In its place stood a pearlescent, faintly glowing rectangle perhaps three feet wide by eight high.
“You must go first, quickly. I will follow.” His voice was strained.
I took a deep breath, and plunged through.
It was not a pleasant sensation. I have no words to describe it—suffice to say a body was not meant to exist in whatever nether world or space between worlds that doorway was made up of. The feeling was mercifully brief.
The first thing I saw was jungle. I smelled death, the putrid stench of corpses. I took two gagging, stumbling steps forward, caught a glimpse of rust-red, stone columns just ahead of me. Then something small, brown and hideously fast whipped past my head.
Behind me, Holgren screamed.
If I hadn’t been burdened with two packs, I could have gotten a knife out in time, could have skewered the thing before it reached him. I told myself this, and sometimes I believed it. It might even have been true. As it happened, I did pin it to a tree with one forceful, desperate throw. It squirmed and hissed and made a high shrieking noise that drilled through my eardrums and reverberated painfully in my head.
It was just too late.
The creature had struck Holgren on the cheek—just a shallow little gash, but he screamed and screamed, as if he’d been run through. I dropped the pack I’d been holding, grabbed him by the shirt front, and dragged him stumbling toward the stone columns I’d glimpsed. Around us the bloated, waxy foliage writhed, as if in agony or expectation. I pulled Holgren after me, as fast as I could go through the dense vegetation. He was still screaming. The rumbling cough of some predator sounded not far behind us. I tried not to imagine what it looked like. Holgren fell to his knees. Walking backward, I dragged him by his pack straps the last few feet. His face had begun to swell. He looked at me with agony in his eyes. His lips were drawn back across his teeth and the only time he stopped screaming was to draw a lungful of air. I put all my concentration into pulling him forward to safety.
Abruptly my heel touched cobbles. With a desperate grunt I yanked Holgren fully out of the jungle and lay him on his side. I tried to get the pack off him, but his entire body had begun to bloat. I cut the pack free of his shoulders, loosened his collar, his belt, his boots. I could think of nothing further to do.
He screamed until the swelling closed his throat.
I held his hand until it was over. When he was gone I sat there next to him for a time and thought nothing at all, felt nothing at all.
I looked down at the swollen, blackened hand in mine and thought about how ugly it was. His hands had always been so thin and delicate, almost womanly, perfectly manicured, and no calluses. They had been gentle hands. Now his fingers looked like fat black sausages.
I closed my eyes, turned my head, and vomited. When I was done I sat, still and cold in my soul. Then I heard it.
There was movement in the jungle. I looked up and saw dozens of eyes looking back at me. Much rustling and shifting, but nothing ventured forth to finish the job. I could feel the hate pounding at me, silent, palpable. Perhaps those eyes could feel me returning it.
I dragged him a little distance away and took a brief look around. Crumbling buildings, some grand, some humble. I searched until I came upon an overgrown garden, walled in on three sides. I buried him there, under a towering yew tree.
There was no spade—it was in the pack that had been left in the death lands. Knife and bowl did the job. I don’t know how long it took—hours, certainly. The ground was relatively soft and the grave only about four feet deep. If I’d had the energy I would have dug a second grave for myself, since I was convinced I was going to die there in Thagoth. It just didn’t seem worth the effort.
He was hideously heavy. I had to roll him into the grave. He landed face down, and I couldn’t stand that, so I went in after him and eventually got him facing the sky. Using the bowl, I started filling in the grave, but couldn’t make myself throw dirt on his face. I dithered about that for a good while and finally decided to cut a section of canvas for covering. It went better after that.
I started to lose myself after the grave was filled in. I found myself smoothing the dirt with my hands, trying to make it perfectly level. I heard strange whimpering, realized it was coming from me. I made myself stop. I curled up there next to him, with my fists pressed hard to my stomach.
Without Holgren to reopen the gate I was trapped, the last sorry resident of Thagoth.
 

It rained that night, a slow, gentle rain that pattered on the leaves overhead and softened the bare earth of Holgren’s grave. The rain woke me, and I threw on a good wool cloak and sat under the tree, waiting for dawn.
Something nagged at me as I huddled there. It was quiet: There was no birdsong, no rustling of animals large or small. I wondered if, over the centuries, the death lands had somehow claimed all the city’s fauna.
By mid-morning the rain had passed. I’d begun to poke around the ruins a bit, mapping out the city in my mind, when I saw a hawk gliding and wheeling above the city. It was the first normal animal I’d seen anywhere near Thagoth. I stood there, watching it soar, envying it its freedom.
It turned slow circles, gliding slowly lower toward the walled compound of the Tabernacle in the center of the city. I assumed it must have seen some small movement and begun the hunt. I watched with interest, thinking there might be game behind those high stone walls.
The hawk descended, slowly, slower, to within a hundred feet or so of the tall golden domes of the Tabernacle.
I heard a piercing shriek, unlike anything I had ever heard before. Waves of pain shot through me, and yet I could tell somehow that I had caught only the merest ripple of—of whatever it was.
The hawk caught the full force of it. It was instantly dead. Its graceful flight turned to a boneless tumble, and it plummeted into the Tabernacle grounds. Then there was nothing but silence.
I decided to avoid exploring anywhere near the Tabernacle.
 

I was six months in Thagoth. I survived mainly on bark and grubs. Apparently the ancient Thagothians weren’t much for gardening because almost nothing edible grew in the city. There was a small date grove. I soon learned eating too many dates was rougher on my body than not eating any at all. I found and exhausted a stand of wild chok, and grazed on clover like any cow. Hunger dogged me like a debt collector.
Holgren was in my thoughts often, try as I might to push his memory away. We had met years before when he hired me to help him with a job he had been hired for. However good a mage Holgren had been, stealth wasn’t his strong suit. Our abilities complemented each other. In time we’d made our professional relationship a permanent one. We’d even become friends. I’d lost other friends, other partners in my life, and while I suspect most of them were bound for one of the nine hells, I didn’t know it for certain. Not like Holgren. I thought about all the little things he’d do to aggravate me: the arch looks, the condescending remarks, or even more condescending silences. It only made me miss him more.
I wandered over damn near every inch of Thagoth in the time I was there, except those buildings closest to the Tabernacle. I’ve holed up in vacant houses before, when I was too poor to afford a place to live or was avoiding one city watch or another. The feeling of emptiness was eerie, being surrounded by signs of life and habitation, being utterly alone. Thagoth wasn’t like that at all. It was much worse.
House after house, building after building, stone piled on stone, all of it empty, devoid of the smallest sign of human occupancy. The only thing I found in Thagoth to show people had ever inhabited it, besides the buildings themselves, were a few shards of crockery. No frescoes enlivened any wall, no glass in any window, no furniture, no doors, no workman’s tools, nothing. Not even a child’s toy. Just building after empty building, and leaf-littered floors. Thagoth wasn’t a city at all; it was a vast stone skeleton placed there by the gods for the wind to play with.
I slept. Sleep was freedom, sleep passed the time, and sleep conserved energy. That was the pattern of my months—sleep, forage, explore. In that order. Until sleep began to present its own difficulties in the form of dreams.
At first they were innocent enough. I would dream of silly things: a birthday with honeyed oatcakes, an inn I once stayed at in Elam that served barley-stuffed mushrooms in wine sauce. I dreamed of food: leg of lamb, roast hare, boiled cloudroot smothered in butter and garlic, fried bankfish . . . I feasted in my dreams and starved all day.
Slowly my dreams turned to something different.
Murmuring, muttering, whispering, sharp cries, and long silences intruded on my dreams. I knew even in the midst of them that these things did not originate in any part of my mind or spirit. I crouched, and trembled, and woke sweating and cold despite the sweltering summer heat. Something was moving through my mind as I slept. I could feel its enormous power, and its agony.
Was it Holgren, somehow reaching out to me? Did it have something to do with this place, the Tabernacle, or the death lands? I didn’t know. I just wanted it to stop. After these dreams started, I began to stave off sleep for as long as I could.
I suppose that contributed to my going a little mad, the final straw. I’d been rambling round the edges of the city, never too close to the Tabernacle of course, exploring. Poking around out of boredom, finding mostly stone. Except, people of any age think alike; they tend to hide their valuables in much the same spots—under loose hearth stones and tiles, behind thin plaster, buried in gardens. Eventually I gathered enough to buy a fine manse just off the Promenade in Lucernis three or four times over. Unfortunately you can’t eat gold or jewels. You can’t bribe magic-mad monsters. No amount of wealth was going to buy me out of this trap.
One day I started flinging all that wealth out into the jungle, handful after handful of coins, gems, jewelry. I know I was screaming something, but I have no idea what. It might not even have been words.
When the last coin was gone, I just dropped down on the cobbles and cried, letting loose great honking sobs of despair. There was nobody to see or hear me except those malevolent, ever-present eyes in the jungle.
 

The seasons changed and changed again before I saw another human being. A certain type of bitter nut had come into season and I was high up in a tree, shaking one of the nut-laden branches fiercely when a glint caught my eye from the jungle across the square. The habit of years took over and I went still. I felt exposed up there, though I was above the normal line of sight. I stayed in the tree. Most of my body was concealed by leaves and branches. I lay still along the branch and watched the wall of jungle, straining my hearing.
Faintly I heard cursing in the Gosland dialect. That vile death land foliage trembled, twisted. Through it broke the head and neck of a mule, ears laid flat. It lunged and stumbled onto the loose cobbles of the square, a huge pack on its back, trailing a sweating man in chain mail.
“Stupid beast!” he shouted at the mule. Then he stopped abruptly, looked around, and called back over his shoulder, “Here! We are here! Tell the Duke, Iorn!” I heard a muffled reply, and the man in chain mail cursed the mule further into the square. Behind him came shouts and laughter, and a troop of soldiers.
 




Chapter 2


 

In all, some twenty men and twice as many mules emerged from the death lands. They looked tired and travel worn. They were also remarkably alive. That fact was far less interesting to me then than the rations I knew some of those mules were carrying. Just thinking about salt pork and trail bread made my mouth water. I was afraid they’d hear my stomach rumble from across the square. I swallowed my saliva, pressed my free hand against the hollow of my stomach, and held still.
One man stood out from the rest. Where the others led mules, he rode a beautiful bay gelding. Where the others wore chain mail, he had on gold-washed half-plate. Everything about him screamed nobility. The Duke of Viborg, I presumed. He sat there astride his horse and took a long, lingering look at his surroundings. The back of my neck went cold, and I held absolutely still: not breathing, not blinking. His eyes slid past me. For the first time in months I forgot my hunger.
He dismounted, and I saw he wasn’t a tall man. He wore his thinning blond hair shoulder length, loose, and where the others of his party were dirty and deeply tanned, he was pale, his clothing and armor spotless. I disliked him immediately.
The party began to spread out around the square, pulling packs from mules, drinking water from skins, pulling off boots, taking a cursory look at their surroundings. Almost immediately the Duke spoke quietly to one of the men, presumably the officer in charge, and the man began shouting orders.
“No time to gawk and lollygag, you bastards! Keep ’em moving. We’ll camp in front of the temple, and that not a moment before the city has been reconnoitered. Move!”
The soldiers complied hastily, if not happily. As they made their way further into the city, they passed me by without a single glance up. When they’d gone a safe distance on, I slipped out of my tree, gathered up a few nuts in the tattered tails of my shirt, and slunk off to a secure, out-of-the-way spot on the opposite side of the city.
Six months I’d gone without seeing another soul. Here was my first and probably my only chance to escape Thagoth. I should have been thinking about these things, about how they could have made their way through the death lands—about securing some of their food, at the very least. Instead I thought about the Duke. What I’d sensed from him across the square.
I’d felt power rolling off him in waves, power I’d only felt from Holgren when he was actively working magic. I felt another sensation gnawing at my gut as I slunk away that afternoon: Fear.
Several pairs of hate-filled eyes followed me as I paced a few yards away from the border of the death lands. They were intent, and malignant, and patient. I had no doubt that if I were to stick a hand or a foot past that invisible boundary, it would be bitten off, or worse. The Duke and his men had to have some sort of protection that allowed them to pass safely through to the city. What was it? I beat my palm against my forehead, willing myself to think. What could it be? Magical, almost certainly. A spell laid on them? Where would they find anyone powerful or skilled enough to cast it? The Duke himself? Unlikely. Something to counter the death lands would be beyond even him.
I continued to pace, ignoring the now-familiar monsters who tracked my every move. Not a spell, then. Some sort of artifact? If so, it could be almost anything, take virtually any form. Whatever it was, it was small enough to carry on a person or in baggage—I’d noticed nothing unusual. Something as important as that would almost certainly not be left on the back of a mule. They’d want it safe, defensible.
The Duke would want it near to hand, a reassurance.
The Duke who feared death would never let it out of his possession, traveling through the death lands.
I stopped pacing, sat down and finished my dinner of nuts and grubs. I usually feel better when I know who I have to rob. Not this time. I was out of my depth, and knew it.
 

I crept through the camp toward where the Duke slept—he was ensconced in a silk tent while his men, those not on watch, lay wrapped in blankets on the ground. After the death lands, Thagoth must have seemed like an oasis of peace and sanity to them. They weren’t particularly watchful, which suited me.
The approaching storm also suited me. Great gray-walled clouds with lightning in their hearts already blotted out the eastern sky and were advancing rapidly on the city. With any luck I would be able to use the breaking storm to cover my retreat if things got dicey. I just needed to get in and get the talisman before the storm woke his grace.
On my belly, I inched my way across the cobbled square in front of the Tabernacle gates to the back wall of the tent. I pulled the knife from my forearm sheath, covering the motion to prevent any stray glint of light.
Slowly, carefully, and most of all quietly, I parted the silk of the tent just enough to allow access. In the distance, thunder rumbled, and I heard an answering groan inside the tent. I cursed silently. Of course the Duke had to be a light sleeper.
I slipped into the tent. I didn’t know where the talisman was, or what it looked like. I did know human nature, and I knew where people tended to secure their valuables.
Working quickly and by touch in the darkness, I went through the contents of the tent. A cursory inspection of the Duke’s packs yielded nothing. There was little else that suggested itself as a hiding place. As stealthily as possible I crept over to the man himself, where he slept on a low, fur-draped cot.
I didn’t bother trying to search him—I’d have needed both hands, leaving one hand uncomfortably empty of a weapon. So I just pressed my knife into the skin above his carotid artery and said, “Don’t move or speak.”
He woke immediately; no fog of sleep in those mad eyes.
“You’ll be gutted for this,” he said mildly.
“What, no ‘who are you, what’s the meaning of this?’ Not even a ‘do you know who I am?’”
He stared at me, perfectly still. His eyes were a pale blue or gray. In the darkness, they looked the color of spit. They spoke volumes, those eyes. None of it good.
“Tell you what. Give me the talisman that allowed you through the death lands and I won’t punch this knife through your neck.”
He looked at me and even in the darkness I found it hard to meet those strange, pale eyes.
“I can die now with one thrust,” he said, “or I can die slowly of starvation, as you apparently are doing. I know which I choose, girl.”
“I really don’t want to kill you, Duke, but I will. Where’s the talisman?”
“Put down the knife and we’ll discuss the matter.” His tone was suddenly soothing, reasonable. I was immediately suspicious.
“Shut up.”
“Really, there’s no need for this. I shall feed you, and when my business is done here you can accompany us out of Thagoth. Put the knife down. It’s getting terribly heavy, you know. Why, you hardly have the strength to keep a grip on it, much less threaten me with it.”
“Shut up.” But he was right, somehow. My forearm trembled with the effort of holding the knife. I brought my other hand up to steady it, and pain exploded in my head. Suddenly I was on my hands and knees on the ground, and the pain was so awful I wanted to vomit. The Duke was standing over me, shaking his hand.
“I believe I broke a knuckle on that thick skull of yours, my dear.”
“I should have just killed you and taken it,” I rasped.
He pulled a simple necklace out from under his shirt and looked at it, as if considering. “Yes, you should have. That’s what I would have done.” And he smiled. The next blow came from his foot. It knocked me mercifully out of consciousness.
 

Voices. Murmuring, threatening, screaming. Shrieks and sobs. The groan of someone in awful, terrible pain. The kind of pain no one could endure. A man’s death rattle accompanied me up out of the well of oblivion. Or passed me on its way down.
I was wet, and cold. Shivering uncontrollably. I couldn’t feel my hands. They were off somewhere behind my back, far away. My feet were tethered to my hands, more loosely. I didn’t want to open my eyes. I opened them anyway, and stared into the face of a dead man. His skull had been cleaved open, and rain and blood ran down his face to pool in his open mouth.
I knew I shouldn’t have opened my eyes.
I looked around, anywhere but at the corpse next to me. I was lying on the cobbles of the square, midway between the gates to the Tabernacle and the Duke’s tent. One of the soldiers noticed my movement and called out. The officer came over and squatted down next to me. His face was hard, all angles and planes, and it gave nothing away.
“You got one of my men killed, you stupid, thieving bitch.”
“You’ve got the wrong stupid, thieving bitch. I haven’t had anybody killed in months.”
“Shut up. Vik was a good man, a good soldier. You sneaked into camp during his watch and for that the Duke killed him.”
“What do you want me to say? I’m sorry old Vik worked for a murderous madman?”
The man stood up and kicked me in the side.
After I got my breath back, I said, “Who needs logic when you’ve got a hobnailed boot, eh?”
He spat at me. “Logic? You want logic? You were going to steal the talisman and leave us all here to die. That’s logic for you, you filthy thief.”
“Not true. After I was out, I would have hired someone to get you all.” And I might have, too.
“Right,” he said.
“Believe it or not, I would have. More than your Duke would have done for me.” I struggled to a kneeling position. “Look, I could have killed the Duke and taken the necklace. I’m good enough. If I’d meant for you all to die, why didn’t I do that? Why did I take the chance?”
He was silent for a while. “Mayhap you’re squeamish,” he finally grated out.
“Believing that would be a serious mistake on your part, Captain.”
“Lieutenant.”
“Whatever. Look, do you even know why you’re here?”
“The Duke is looking for something.”
“Well he’s not on an afternoon stroll. He’s looking for an artifact that will grant him immortality. If he’s willing to kill - Vik, was it? - out of hand, do you think he’ll have any qualms about killing the rest of you once he’s got what he wants?”
“He’d never do that. There’s no way he could take all of us.”
“Couldn’t he? He seems like the type that likes his secrets kept, and there are far too many of you to tell tales.” I tried to test the ropes that bound my hands. Useless. I couldn’t even feel my hands anymore.
“He wouldn’t even have to kill you. All he’d need to do is leave you here.”
“Having a pleasant conversation, Lieutenant?”
Even over the rain and the rumbling thunder I should have heard the Duke’s approach. The man was truly irritating.
“Just listening to this filth try to squirm her way out of death, Your Grace.”
“I suggest you don’t, Lieutenant. Who knows what sort of venom she might poison your ears with.”
“As you wish, Your Grace.” The Lieutenant disappeared. The Duke looked down at me. I looked up at him.
“You’ve got some hellishly disturbing eyes, you know that?” I finally said.
“Hold your tongue, dear, or you’ll die now instead of in the morning. I like to see what I’m doing. Make me hasty, and I’ll be sure you suffer proportionally.”
I thought about that a moment. “You won’t kill me,” I said.
The Duke arched a brow.
“You won’t kill me because you need me.”
“What on earth for?”
“You don’t know what’s in the Tabernacle, or what you’re looking for exactly—not where it is, not what form it might take. You need someone like me to get it for you.”
“My dear, I’m a master of the Arts. What could I possibly need a thief for?”
“If you thought getting this thing yourself was your best option, you’d never have offered ten thousand marks as a reward.”
“That was for proof of the existence of this city. Not for the artifact.”
“You wanted someone to find the artifact and carry it out of here, so you could take it away from them. It would be easier that way.”
“You’ve strayed from educated guesses into wild suppositions now. You’re boring me to boot. Good night, little thief. I look forward to seeing you in the morning.” He walked away, back toward his tent.
Damn.
 

Three o’clock in the morning? Four? The rain kept pounding down. The Duke’s men had long ago broken out their oilskin tents. Despite the stomach-churning distaste for the dead man next to me and my fear of becoming a corpse myself, I’d managed a few minutes of miserable half-sleep when I heard someone approach. I looked up. The lieutenant. He squatted down in front of me and stared at me for a long time.
“What?” I finally mumbled.
“You’re going to die in a few hours. You understand that?”
“Looks that way, yeah. If you’ve come to gloat, make it quick. I’m trying to get some beauty sleep here.”
“I need to ask you a question, and I need you to answer it honestly, if you’re capable.”
“Anything for you, friend.”
“Do you really think the Duke will abandon us here if we find the artifact?”
“Yes. I really do. You must know what kind of man you work for.”
“This is our first assignment with the Duke. He called us from the border forts to protect him during this expedition. He said he needed seasoned fighters.”
“Lieutenant, did you just fall off the turnip wagon?”
“What do you mean?”
“Never mind. No, don’t never mind. Don’t you see? He did want seasoned fighters, ones that didn’t know his reputation for treachery, deceit, and murderous madness. He needed warriors he could trust. Expendable ones.”
He was quiet for a long time. I watched the idea sink in, watched his jaw harden and his eyes go cold. He got up and stalked away.
“Goodnight, Lieutenant, pleasant dreams. See you in the morning when I get tortured to death.” I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing. Like an idiot I’d reminded myself I was going to be tortured to death in a few hours.
I heard the lieutenant’s footsteps again. I looked up and he dropped a sack next to me. He pulled out his belt knife and cut my bonds. I dropped the dead things that were my hands into my lap, stretched out my legs.
“When the blood comes back to them, they’re going to hurt so bad you’ll want to scream. Don’t. There’s food in the bag.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”
“My name is Gnarri. Now listen. This is how I see it. The only way we’re getting out of here alive is if you get to the thing before the Duke does.”
“That’s not possible.”
“Then I guess we’ll all die here.”
“We could take the talisman away from the Duke.”
“I won’t do that, not until he gives me cause. I have an oath to uphold.”
“Then you’re an idiot, Gnarri.”
“I’m an officer in the Duke’s service.”
“Same thing.”
“Find the artifact or stay here and starve. Your choice.”
Just then my hands came back to life. I had to stifle the screams.
Gnarri stood up and said, “If you were really smart, you’d have noticed Vik kept a knife in his boot. You could have escaped hours ago, if you were nearly as good as you think you are.”
I would have called him what I thought he was, but I was too busy paying attention to the agony in my hands. Besides, he probably wouldn’t have heard me. The storm had picked up again, and was screaming across the city.
 

I dragged myself away from the Duke’s camp and hid in a dry nook where I kept my gear, devoured hard tack and jerked rabbit, and looked over my options. Nothing good. Stay here and starve, or go back to the Duke’s camp again and try to steal the talisman, or raid the Tabernacle and try to steal the artifact. Damn, damn, damn.
I returned to where I had left my gear, dug out my tools and the grappling hook from my pack, and made my way through gale-force winds to the side of the Tabernacle opposite the Duke’s camp. I scaled the wall and surveyed the grounds below. It was a black riot of foliage, visible only in the brief flashes of lightning.
Two choices. Either drop down into that and make my way to one of the domed buildings on foot, or try to set my hook on one of the domes and hopefully make my way in from above. I didn’t relish traipsing through that jungle. Anything could be down there. However, it was going to be difficult to get a good cast in that wind. And I remembered the hawk, and its limp fall from the sky.
I finally decided to take the high road. I could always climb down if I couldn’t get a good cast. And hopefully the storm would cover my actions.
It took eight casts to get the hook set. Once it was, I hammered a small piton into the wall and secured the rope, then began to shimmy my way upward at about a twenty-degree angle toward the dome. The lashing rain mingled with my cold sweat, and I expected to die at any moment.
The storm whipped at me, buffeted me, stung my face and hands, and tried to pry me from the rope. Lightning struck the city around me, sometimes so close I could smell it. And the further I climbed, the steeper the angle grew. The rope began to sag as it soaked up the rainwater like a sponge. My abused hands ached fiercely. It was the hardest seventy feet I’ve ever traveled. Every second of it I expected that unearthly shriek to turn my bones to pudding and stop my heart.
I made it to the southern dome, set my feet on the ledge and collapsed, willing my breathing back to normal.
I was here. Now what?
The first thing I noticed was the dome was not merely golden. It was gold. One seamless sheath of gold, who knew how thick. It looked as if it had been cast all of a piece, which was impossible. There was enough gold on just the one dome to buy half of Lucernis outright. I couldn’t help but laugh a little. I was the richest woman in the world, if I could figure out how to haul it all away.
The next thing I noticed was what looked like vent holes at the very top, wedge shaped, spaced evenly around the central spire. I inched up a little and saw they were in fact windows, or had been. The glass had long ago broken out of them. A few jagged shards still clung to the edges. There was something odd about the shards. I pulled one loose and took a closer look. It was a deep blue. It must have been pretty inside during the day, before the windows had broken. More importantly, I had a way in if I could figure out how to get down.
The windows were wide enough for me to slip inside, but the drop was a bone breaker. I cast a glance back at my rope. No help there, it was tied securely to the outside wall. No way I was getting it loose from where I was, and I hadn’t brought a spare. The interior angle of the dome was too steep for me to try to climb unassisted. I sighed, cursed myself, and put a hand on the thin rod of the spire.
Lightning struck the spire just then, and the raw power of it convulsed my body. At the same time a scream rose from the depths of the dome, a rising bubble of agony that was more than sound. It enveloped me and turned my own pain into a tiny corner of an agony that enveloped the world, and knocked me out.
 

Far, far away, the buzz of a dragonfly’s wings magnified a thousand times. The hum and whine of metal being tortured out of shape endlessly. I thought I could hear Holgren telling me to wake up.
Slowly I opened my eyes, but could not make them focus. Holgren’s voice went away. It was replaced by another voice I could hear clearly above the hum and whine.
Wake. You must wake.
“Wha? Done my chores, Da.” Something wrong with my voice. Muffled. More than muffled. Gone? No, that wasn’t quite it either.
Wake, now, and do not move until you can move with purpose.
I tried to open my eyes again. I saw only blackness. “Great, I’m blind,” I mumbled. Something wrong with my voice, and something was cutting into my waist, and my hands were throbbing, especially the right one.
No, not blind, only looking into darkness. You have been deafened, however.
I finally snapped back into reality. My entire torso was hanging through one of the windows of the dome. It was a wonder I hadn’t fallen through. Slowly I inched my way back from the precipice.
Come down to me now.
“I don’t think so.” No way in hell was more like it. Whatever it was down there was talking in my head. I’d take my chances with the Duke.
You will never overcome the Duke alone, by stealth or any other means. I can aid you, though.
“I’ll just have to take your word on that, I guess. Now get the hell out of my head.” I slid down the curve of the dome to the ledge and took stock of myself. Deaf, except for the hum and whine that threatened to split my head open. My own words were muffled things felt in my chest and throat rather than heard by my ears. The palm of my right hand was charred. My vision swam, and muscles all over my body spasmed randomly.
I’d never be able to climb back down that rope without falling. Maybe the canopy of vegetation in the Tabernacle grounds would break my fall somewhat.
Doubtful.
I ignored the voice—the presence in my mind—as best I could. Down into the Tabernacle grounds, and then what? Not over the wall, not like this. Out the gate, then—into the Duke’s camp, then death by torture. I put my head in my good hand and held back the tears.
Come down to me. Amra. I swear no harm will come to you from me.
“How do I get down?”
Climb down the spire. It runs straight to the floor. And more.
I climbed back up the dome, grabbed hold of the spire, tightly with my good hand and then gently with the burned one, swung my legs out into the void, questing with my feet. I found the rod and locked my knees around it, and oh-so-carefully contorted my shoulders through the window to grasp the rod beneath the dome with my hands. The metal was still warm from the lightning strike.
I thought the ascent up the rope was frightening. It didn’t compare to the descent down that pole into utter darkness. Fifty feet? Sixty? I have no idea how far down I slid, nursing my burned palm, the rushing of my blood and that awful whine the only thing I could hear.
Almost there.
I started at the words in my mind, lost my hold and fell the last few feet onto something fleshy, warm, wet, and alive. I felt rather than heard a low groan of pain, and screamed again. I scrabbled backward on all fours away from it, heedless of the agony in my hand. Suddenly the stone beneath me dropped off and I tumbled backward, bashing my head against unseen stone.
Be still, Amra. You hurt yourself needlessly.
I couldn’t take any more of this. No more. If only there were light—no, then I would see whatever it was that was speared on the end of that rod –
Be still. Breathe. No harm will come to you in this chamber. Be still, be calm, or I must cloud your mind. If I do so, you will never trust me, afterward. I need you to trust me, little thief.
I tried to take hold of my unraveling sanity. I don’t know how long I sat there in the darkness, the coppery smell of blood surrounding me until I wanted to vomit.
I’m sorry, Amra, but I fear it must be done.
And then I felt his mind enveloping mine, gently, inexorably. It was like drowning. I ceased to exist.
The next thing I knew, I’d awoken inside something like a dream. I was starting to hate dreams. First came a faint golden glow, so faint I didn’t notice it until I realized I could tell the difference when I blinked.
Then the subtle scent of incense wafted through the air, gently masking the blood smell. Some incense I’d never smelled before, gentle, not cloying. I didn’t trust any of it, but it helped. I felt sanity settle more firmly in my grasp. A question floated to the surface of my mind.
“Who are you?” I whispered.
Tha-Agoth, god-king, emperor, sacrifice. Tha-Agoth the Undying, the Betrayed. Tha-Agoth the Eternal Sufferer. Tha-Agoth the Fool.
“Where are you?” came the next question, though I knew the answer to that one.
Pinned to my own altar, pierced by sky-metal, punished by the fates for besting death and building to withstand eternity.
“Who put you there?”
My sister, my bride. Athagos the Destroyer, Athagos Death-Bringer, the serpent’s fang, the spider’s kiss, song weaver of the sirens.
“What do you want from me?”
Freedom. And in return, I will give you eternal life.
The light failed, the incense faded, as did my consciousness.
I woke, knowing my mind had been tampered with. The dark and the stench were there still, but I had something to hold on to. Anger.
The past months, Holgren’s death, the Duke, my battered body, eating bark and grubs, the constant struggle for survival, and now some god playing with my mind—it was enough. I was getting out of this hellhole no matter what it took, and damn anyone who got in my way.
First I needed light.
Mercifully, my tinder box was still in my belt pouch. Holding flint in my injured hand, I struck steel across it until I got a spark in the tinder, then a twist of smoke and a small flame. Quickly I tore a strip of cloth from my ragged shirt tails, praying it wasn’t too soaked.
I will supply light, if you are prepared to see.
“Shut up.”
Slowly, smokily, the rag caught. I held the strip up above my head and looked around the room. Nothing but bare stone, the hint of doors to the left and right, and in the center a stone altar.
You are prepared to see.
And with that, light blossomed from everywhere at once. Bathed in that golden glow lay a man on top of the altar, pinned there by the rod that ran straight up through the top of the dome.
He was the color of bronze. His hair fell in braids down the end of the altar to pool on the stone floor below. The blood from his wound trickled down the sides of the altar to do the same. There was a lot of it. The floor was awash in blood.
The pupils of his eyes were cold, bright stars, pinpricks on the blanket of his night-dark irises.
Help me.
I dropped the burning rag and approached him.
Help me, Amra. I have lain here for a thousand years, pierced through the heart, unable to die. Free me.
“I’m sorry. I have no idea how to help you.” I looked away from him, down at my hands. They were covered in his blood. I was covered in his blood. I’d crawled through it.
I cannot affect the sky-metal that pins me. You can. You can break it, somehow. It will not be easy, but I believe it is possible for a mortal. Do me this service, and I will grant you eternal life. You may leave if you choose, or stay here with me and help me rebuild my empire. Please, Amra, do not leave me so.
I couldn’t look at him. His situation was horrifying. I pitied him, but I didn’t trust him any more than I did the Duke.
“What killed off all the animal life here?” I asked.
I do not understand the question.
“I think you do. You know my name, root around in my brain some more and tell me what killed the hawk above the Tabernacle.”
Silence for a long time. Finally he assented.
Athagos. She wakes sometimes. I do not allow her to feed from me, so she gains what sustenance she can elsewhere.
“Athagos, your sister-wife? Death incarnate? She’s still hanging around, huh?” I walked a few steps closer. “Tell me why she pinned you here in the first place.”
Please, Amra—
“We do this my way if we do it at all. If you don’t like it, take over my mind again, you bastard, and get me to do your dirty work that way.” I was suddenly shaking with rage. It wasn’t just toward him, but he was a convenient target.
I knew you would resent that. Very well.
We were born, my sister and I, with powers—She to cause death and I to defeat and defy it. As we grew, we also grew in power and together conquered half the world. Eventually she grew jealous of my powers. She was forced to kill to sustain her youth and beauty. She had always abhorred death. There was a rival wizard-king, a man whose name I have since seen crushed to dust on the slow wheel of time. He poisoned Athagos’s mind against me, made her believe she could absorb my powers into herself. She believed him. She believed my death would be the last she would ever need cause. I suppose it was worth it to her, for on this very altar she lay me, drugged, and performed a fearful ceremony.
The outcome you see before you. I did not die. I cannot. The ceremony drove her mad and the wizard-king attacked, decimating the empire and destroying my capital. To this day his foul magics cling to the edges of my power, seeking to destroy that which cannot be destroyed. Are you satisfied?
He closed his eyes and turned his head away from me.
“I wonder what her side of the story is?”
You could ask her, but I doubt she would give you a satisfactory answer. She would be far too busy consuming your essence.
“And if I free you, you’ll build up your empire again.”
You never knew the empire. No famine. No plague. Little warfare that affected the populace. It was paradise.
“While it lasted.” I wiped the blood from my palms onto my pants. And stopped. My hand was healed, the skin neither raw nor blistered. Even the scar from a deep cut when I was a child was gone.
My blood is life. It will heal your wounds, and in time grant you immortality. More quickly, if you drink it.
Panic washed over me. Had I gotten any in my mouth? I stripped quickly, scrubbing myself with the blood-free portions of my clothing.
That is not what I would call a normal reaction.
Was that amusement in his voice?
“Look, I was never the one who wanted immortality. I just want to get out of this cemetery of a city, past that mad bastard outside your gate and through hell’s nine acres beyond, and back to civilization. Getting my hearing back would be nice, too. You can take immortality, though, and stuff it. Look what it got you.” I threw down my bloody clothes and made my way to the door. Then an idea hit me, and I went back and grabbed up the bundle of rags I’d been wearing.
You are going to leave me here. His voice was shot through with incredulity.
“I feel sorry for you, I really do. But the last thing the world needs is another power-mad ruler. It definitely doesn’t need an immortal one.”
Remember that I did not compel you, Amra. Remember that, and return to me when age begins to creep up on you. I will wait here, though you’ve spat in luck’s good eye.
“Where else are you going to be?” And with that I pushed open the brass-bound door and made my way out of the chamber.
I will not stop you, Amra. Athagos will have other ideas, however. My presence is your only safety.
Stairs up, a hallway, a false start down another hallway and I was at the massive double doors that led to the Tabernacle grounds. It wasn’t as difficult as it might have been—dawn had broken and there were ample windows in the granite walls. I pushed open one of the doors and walked out into the gray morning. The rain had slowed to a drizzle.
Quickly I began to make my way through the dense underbrush to the nearest wall. I was planning my next move when she knocked me flat.
 

I lay there, stunned, unable to breathe. Even if I’d been able to hear, I doubt I would have noticed her approach.
I scrambled to my hands and knees and my chest began to ease, the barest hint of air making its way to my frantic lungs. Eyes closed, I forced myself to take a breath. Once more. Again.
I opened my eyes and saw a pair of withered, bony feet. Slowly I raised my head, seeing desiccated flesh hanging from shins, then knobby knees, skeletal thighs wrapped in rotting cloth—heart hammering, I looked up into the face of the thing that stood before me. She was ancient, not wholly human, and very, very hungry. She looked down at me, head cocked to one side. The only thing alive about her were her eyes. A stunning, unworldly blue, they bored into mine with what appeared to be curiosity. That, and hunger.
Slowly, I stood up and backed away. She followed me with her eyes. When I began to turn my body to run, she threw her head back and her arms forward, and shaped her mouth into a perfect O. The back of my neck went cold, and the hum and whine in my ears intensified to a painful level. I kept backing away, looking for anything around me I could use as a weapon. All that presented itself was a heavy stick about three feet long and crooked as hell. Transferring the bundle of clothes to my left hand, I picked it up.
Athagos stopped gargling or whatever she was doing and dropped her arms. I saw surprise in those eyes when she looked at me. She cocked her head again and regarded me some more.
“I don’t know what you’re up to, lady, but I’ve got a feeling I don’t want any part of it. So I’ll just be going.” And I began to turn again.
She was quicker than I would ever have imagined. Suddenly she had me in a bear hug and was gnawing at my left shoulder. My left arm was pinned between our bodies. I brought the stick up against her head with all the force I could muster, and felt both the stick and her skull crack. She dropped me and stumbled away.
Like an idiot I stood there, shaking, holding the splintered stick in a death grip and staring in sick fascination at the thing that was most likely going to kill me. Already I could see her skull knitting back together. I turned and ran.
Crashing blindly through the underbrush, I stumbled away from the Tabernacle. Not being able to hear how close she was behind me put my heart in my throat and made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.
I ran headlong into the gates. Not exactly where I wanted to be, but I didn’t have time to find a spot further away from the Duke. Besides, I figured he’d be too busy dealing with old death incarnate to worry about me if it came to that.
The gates were barred from the inside by a huge timber. I knew I would never be able to lift it up off the supports, but what was there to do but try? I got a shoulder under one end and heaved—and the end of the ancient, rotted timber crumbled. Frantically I searched the ground for another stick, found one about two feet long, and started hacking and punching the middle of the timber with it. Wet exterior chunks broke off, dust from the middle sifted to the ground.
On the fourth or fifth back swing the stick was plucked from my hand.
I turned slowly to face her, the thing that was about to end my life. I forced myself to stay calm, to keep loose, ready to take any advantage that presented itself. Every second I was alive was a second I wasn’t dead.
She stood with the stick in her hand, staring at me unblinkingly. It was hard to tell through all the folds, wrinkles, and crags in her face, but I think she was smiling. She tossed the stick far into the underbrush, shook one bony finger at me, and launched herself.
The impact knocked me back into the gates. They burst open. I hit the cobbles of the square hard on my naked backside, sliding a few feet on the wet cobbles. For the second time in five minutes I’d had the wind knocked out of me. I lay there, eyes closed, waiting to die. It took me a few moments to realize the creature wasn’t on top of me, gnawing me into bloody chunks. I opened my eyes and saw her standing at the gates, straining against an invisible barrier. She must be bound to the Tabernacle grounds, I realized, or else I would have been dead months ago. I took a tortured breath.
It was about then I noticed the crossbow pointed at my head.
The Duke had it aimed right at my temple, and was screaming something.
“Sorry, you mad bastard, I can’t hear a word you’re saying,” I said in what I thought was a normal speaking voice. I looked around and saw that the Duke’s men were all staring at Tha-Agoth’s sister-wife. Gnarri was there, nearest the gate. I felt the chills run up my spine, and my ears began to ache again. An expression of pure agony crossed Gnarri’s face and he clapped his hands to his ears.
They were all in the same agony, all of the Duke’s men, and the Duke himself had dropped his crossbow and fallen to the ground next to me. I sat up, dumbfounded until I looked over at Athagos. Her mouth was shaped into that perfect O, her arms spread wide. The Duke and the others started to convulse, then went still. After a few moments they all stood up in unison and started walking toward the creature like marionettes.
Gnarri was first, and even if I’d known a way to save him, I’d never have made it in time. I watched with pain and disgust as she “consumed his essence,” as Tha-Agoth had put it. She clasped him around the waist with one arm, like a lover, and put her other claw-like hand to the back of his head. With her face a few inches away from his, she began somehow to suck. A ghostly tendril of bluish light curled from Gnarri’s gaping mouth into hers, and then Gnarri’s head and body slowly shriveled and collapsed like a wine skin being drained.
In the end, all she left of him was his skin and clothing draped over her arm. Gnarri’s chain mail glinted prettily in the morning light as she dropped it and what was left of him, and called the next man to her. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as she consumed one after another of them. For the first time in months I wasn’t hungry at all.
Then it was the Duke’s turn, and I was almost too late. I caught up with the Duke in three lunging steps and snatched the talisman from the doomed bastard’s neck just as he walked into Athagos’s embrace. I stood there, panting, watching his slender form shrivel up to a dried husk as she sucked him dry. And all the while her features took on the glow of life and her body filled out into that of a ripe beauty.
She tossed the Duke’s skin away and looked at me, smiling. She ran a slender finger across her wide pink lips and giggled in my mind.
I shook myself and walked away. I walked out into the ruins, stopping only to rifle the Duke’s packs for a change of clothes. I’ve seen a lot of death in my life, and caused some, but no one deserved a death like that. Except perhaps the Duke.
At least the rain had stopped.
 

I returned to the deserted camp an hour later. I purposely avoided even looking toward the gates. I lay down in the Duke’s tent and slept like the dead, all through the rest of the day and straight through the night.
Next day I ate breakfast, rummaged through packs until I found a shovel and an oilskin, and took them as well as a mule and my god-bloodied clothes to Holgren’s grave. After I got him out of the ground, I peeled off his grave clothes and dressed him in my bloody rags. I had no idea whether it would work, but what’s a little vomit between friends? I wrapped his corpse up in the oilskin and tied it securely, managed to load him on the skittish mule, and went back to camp to pack.
I found a small fortune’s worth of gems sewn into the Duke’s fur-lined cape. Not enough to buy me a manse off the Promenade, but a tidy sum nonetheless. Enough to share with Gnarri’s widow, if he had one. I pay my debts.
As I rode out of Thagoth leading my string of newly acquired mules, I realized my hearing still hadn’t recovered. I worried about that briefly, then decided only time would tell. If it never came back, well, an honest Lucernan trader wouldn’t need acute hearing the way a thief did. Nor would a reputable fence, for that matter. But it did return, slowly. Enough that, when a few days had passed and Holgren started screaming to be let out of his canvas bag, I heard him loud and clear.
 




 

 

Kerf & Isin, Part the Second


Kerf and Isin lounged on divans in the otherwise empty plane of deities. Resting on Isin’s upturned palm lay a golden glowing speck: Holgren’s soul.
“I had a time finding him down there, I don’t mind telling you, Kerf. I can’t believe that lot just packed up and left. Gross irresponsibility.”
“Well,”
said Kerf,
“the Age is almost over, and let’s face it – they didn’t have the choicest of realms. I’d be eager to move on, as well. Besides, responsibility isn’t one of Evil’s strengths, now is it?”
“But what of all the souls still pouring in between now and the end of the Age? The weren’t being punished or even let go. They were just milling around, aimless and trapped. It’s no way to run an afterlife, Kerf.”
“Yes, well, you’ve fixed it now. The next lot can decide on a more permanent solution.”
He shifted, settled his hump more comfortably on the divan.
“But back to the matter at hand – and might I say it is a lovely hand indeed – our friend there is almost ready to be resurrected, and the Shadow King awaits him, and Amra.”
Isin frowned.
“That one!”
she said with distaste.
“Kerf, mightn’t they have had enough? We can take care of the Twins, and let them get on with their lives.”
“Now Isin, the task is fairly begun. Events are unfolding apace, and I for one would like to leave this Age knowing I’ve helped a last pair of Heroes emerge. It
is
one of my principle aspects, hero-making.”
“Yes, Kerf, I’m aware of it.”
Isin looked down at the miniscule dot that was Holgren’s soul. It shone more brightly in response. Isin made a decision.
“If you get to exercise one of your aspects, dear Kerf, then I do as well,” she said.
“Oh, that’ll be interesting! Yes, do.”
Isin smiled radiantly down at Holgren's essence. It had begun to vibrate and glow ever more brightly.
“They’re a prickly pair,”
she said,
“but we’ll see if I can’t get them together.”
And with that, she gently blew the miniscule sun off her palm.
Holgren’s soul floated gently away, then began to fall rapidly down to the mortal plane.
“Off you go, then,”
called Kerf,
“and hang on to your courage. Forget what you’ve learned of us, now. Oh, and see if you can’t get your partner to swear by something other than my testicles? There’s a good lad.”
 




Chapter 3


 

My hearing had recovered enough
in the course of a month’s travel that, when Holgren rose from the dead, I heard him loud and clear.
It was on a dull, gray midafternoon. Winter was well under way, a chill-wet season in this portion of the world. No snow had fallen yet, and half the trees still kept their leaves.
I was riding the Mad Duke of Viborg’s bay gelding, and leading a score of his mules across a lush sea of grass. Originally I’d started out with twice the number, but I’m a thief, not a muleskinner. I’d let half of them go once I'd got them safely away from the death lands.
The grassland ran unbroken for about five miles down to a broad, lazy river I could just make out in the distance. Beyond the river lay a dense tree line, a deep green belt of firs that girded the eastern horizon. The western expanse of the continent, which some say was the cradle of humanity, lay devoid of human settlement. I am a city woman, but I have to admit I had come to enjoy the open expanses, and the beauty of nature unmarred by civilization. Mostly, though, I was just glad to be free of the ruins of Thagoth, and on my way home.
My hearing had returned somewhat; the din of noise from my damaged ears had faded almost completely into the background. I was enjoying the melancholy sigh of wind across the knee-high, emerald blades of grass around me when I heard another sound.
First the faintest of rustlings, shifting, cloth on cloth. Then a piercing scream and the answering bray of a startled mule.
“Get me out! Get me out of here! I can’t breathe!” Raw-throated and full of panic, I still knew Holgren’s voice after more than half a year without it. Alarm turned to joy in my heart, and I rushed to cut him free of his mule-borne oilskin womb.
I had secured his corpse in a tarp, tied with hempen ropes at ankles, knees, hips, and head, then secured that around the girth of the mule. I cut all the ropes quickly and he tumbled out of his wrappings to the grass below.
He was wet, covered in what looked like nothing so much as birth waters. Steam rose off his pale, slick body. He looked like some newly hatched, gangly bird of prey. He looked wonderful. My god-bloodied rags clung to his lanky, shivering frame, shirt cuffs barely clearing his elbows, pants hardly reaching past his knees. I pulled his head and shoulders up gently, cleaned the milky-clear slime from his eyes and nose and mouth, and hugged him tight for a moment. He looked up at me.
“Amra,” he croaked.
“Welcome back, you lucky bastard,” I whispered.
 

That night over a roaring campfire I told Holgren of all that had happened since his death— of the Duke, of Tha-Agoth, of Gnarri and Athagos. Of my deafening, and the god's blood that had brought him back to the land of the living. I was so glad to see him I kept even the slightest hint of reproach out of my voice. I could yell at him later for getting me stranded in Thagoth, and for all that had happened after.
I'd deposited him in a nest of blankets after toweling him off, and he sat there, silent, drinking strong tea. I couldn't keep my eyes off him. I expected him to disappear at any moment, or to keel over once again. I studied that angular face of his, his high cheek bones, his thin upper lip, his full lower one. I couldn't shake the image of the ruin his face had been a month ago when I'd pulled him out of his grave. Now it was whole and perfect again, save for a livid scar on his left cheek where the creature from the death lands had bitten him, ending his life through the deadliest poison I'd ever seen.
“Well,” I said when I'd finished my tale, “that's about it. Now we only have to trek across sixteen hundred miles or so of uncharted terrain and then we're home. Simple, really, after all that.”
He nodded absently, mug clutched in his hands, eyes on some middle distance I could not see.
“Holgren. Are you all right?”
He shook himself and stared at me. His eyes had always been his most expressive feature. At that moment they were windows to a bleak landscape, and I felt sorrow for what he'd gone through. Then he smiled, thinly, and some warmth and humanity crept back into his face.
“I am all right, now. And I have you to thank for it.”
I shrugged.
“No, Amra. I was in hell. Now I'm not. You saved me.”
I've never been comfortable with gratitude directed toward me, not having much experience with it. Plus it tended to diffuse all the railing at him I'd planned to do for getting me stuck and starving in Thagoth for half a year. I changed the subject.
“What was it like, hell?”
“Cold,” he said. “Empty. Vast. I ... I don't remember much. Let's talk about something else.”
“Of course, Holgren. I understand.”
“No, you don't.”
I had nothing to say to that. We passed another hour in companionable quiet. By the time the fire had died down to embers, Holgren was fast asleep. I settled his blankets more snugly about him, checked the mules, and went to my own hard bed.
I lay there, running my thumb across the necklace I'd taken from the Duke, the talisman that had allowed him, and later me, to cross the death lands unimpeded. It was a simple rope chain about eighteen inches long, with a cunning lobster claw clasp. It was made of some bluish metal I didn't know, and while it was magical, as far as I could tell the magic was of such a specific nature that it was basically worthless. I kept it as a memento, a souvenir—and as a reminder to listen to my gut.
Right then my gut was telling me I had missed Holgren just a bit more than a business partner should. I told my gut to shut up and go to sleep, and I followed suit.
 

Holgren was up before me, and had built the fire back up a bit. He'd found his pack among the mules and dressed in his own clothes. What he'd done with the rags I'd put on him I didn't know, or think to ask. Not then.
He was standing on a little knoll a few yards away from camp. It was hardly more than a swell of ground on that wide plain of grass. His eyes were closed, his hands stretched up toward the sky. He was taking slow, deep breaths of crisp morning air. A lazy smile played across his face.
“The world is a fine and beautiful place, Amra. It's good to be alive. Tea there near the fire, and jerked meat.”
I grunted at him and walked a ways off to relieve myself. When I returned, he'd unrolled the map he'd sketched and inked months before.
“You haven't charted out the return trip?” he asked.
“I'm no cartographer. I've just been following the rising sun.”
“Well then, we'll just have to estimate.” And I spent the next hour describing the terrain I'd traversed over the last month, between bites and sips, giving him my best guesses as to distances traveled.
“I wish I'd thought to bring a compass. Still, you've been traveling latitudinally for the most part, so no harm done there.” He fiddled with the map a while, then set it aside.
“We don't have to spend months traversing uncharted terrain, you know. I can open another gate—”
“No.”
“It's only a month's journey back to Thagoth, and you've got the talisman this time.”
"No. Absolutely not. I'm not going to let Tha-Agoth have another crack at my mind or yours."
"He didn't force you to free him before."
"A mistake he will most likely remedy if we return. I won't do it."
He sighed.
"Let's get moving, I said. “I'd like to get to that river. The mules need watering and I'd like to take a bath. I'd think you would, too."
"Yes. Yes, of course. Sorry."
We got our mules going again and reached the river in less than two hours. It was broad and shallow, and the mules drank greedily. The gelding, who I'd taken to calling Dandy, drank almost daintily – as if to distance himself from the disgraceful manners of the mules.
Holgren had pulled out his map again and was sketching in the last bit we'd traveled.
"Can you start filling the water skins?" I asked him. "I'm going to clean up."
He raised a hand in distracted assent.
I pulled a lump of the late Duke's soap out of a pack and walked a little distance downstream. The Duke had been a fastidious man, and his taste in soap expensive if a bit perfumed for me. I stripped and jumped in.
The water was frigid. I gasped, and proceeded to scrub myself up vigorously, and quickly.
It was on the third or fourth dunk, as I was trying to get all the soap out of my hair, that I noticed something across the river, on the thin ribbon of bank between river and tree line.
It was one of my mules. What was left of it. It had been hacked to pieces, its guts strung up in the trees. The mule’s
severed head was staring sightlessly at me. It had been stuck on a branch that jutted out of a log half submerged at the river’s edge. The neck had been hacked at raggedly, and red gobbets of flesh hung down from it almost to the river, blood pinking the water near it before being carried off by the flow. Flies crawled all over its open eyes, its froth-flecked nostrils...
I sprinted up the bank to my clothes, yelling for Holgren all the way.
As I
made it to my pile of clothes I felt the familiar chill along the nape of my neck, and knew Holgren was performing magic. He ran up to me, holding a glowing sphere in one hand.
I pointed to the mule's head as I quickly dressed.
 

We decided to take a detour.
“No animal would do that,” Holgren said. “Kill, yes, but play with the remains? I don’t think so.”
“I’m just wondering how the mule got across the river in the first place.”
“No telling. Mules are pretty intelligent beasts. Perhaps it broke its hobble in the night, and just wandered off for a drink.”
We were backtracking a mile or so, then planned to parallel the river for a few more miles before we started looking for another ford. Holgren looked a little ridiculous riding a mule. His long legs didn’t quite hang naturally. But Dandy wanted nothing to do with him.
“Bloody as it was, what was done to the mule shows at least some level of intelligence,” he continued. “I’m curious as to who or what makes those woods home.”
I was going to tell him I'd used up all my curiosity in Thagoth, but then I was being strangled.
It was the necklace I'd yanked off the Duke's doomed neck. It had tightened suddenly. I couldn't breathe. I gagged and hacked and clawed at it, and fell to the ground.
Holgren was right there beside me, alarm in his eyes.
"Move your hands, woman!
Move them!"
I stuffed down the panic enough to drop my hands from my neck. He put his own on the necklace and muttered a few liquid syllables, eyes closed. There was a thunderclap and a brilliant flash of light, and Holgren flew back half a dozen feet. Mercifully I could breathe again.
Holgren got up and came back over to me. I panted raggedly.
"Thank you," I rasped.
"Don't thank me. My spell failed, rather spectacularly at that. The necklace ... decided to let you go."
"What do you mean?"
"Just that. Let me see it again. This thing has to come off."
"Kerf, yes. Get it off me."
He tried for nearly an hour, to no avail. Finally he sat back on his haunches and huffed.
"It's powerful, and it's complex. I don't know if I could remove it in the best of conditions." He looked around, plainly missing his sanctum. "These are not the best conditions."
"You've got to get this thing off me. I mean it."
"I can't. I'm sorry. I have been able to decipher something of its nature, however. As far as I can tell, its purpose is to make the wearer go…
somewhere."
"What are you talking about?"
"Put simply, the necklace didn't like you traveling back the way we came."
"But the Duke must have come this way. He definitely traveled west to get to Thagoth in the first place."
"As I
said, its nature is complex. I'm seeing only part of the weave of commands embedded in it. Very fine work, actually."
I swore again.
Holgren went on and checked the campsite. I stayed with the mules. I whiled away the time trying to get the necklace off, and succeeded in making my neck even more raw. The clasp had frozen shut and it refused to break.
Funny how it had slipped right off the Duke's neck just before Athagos had sucked him dry. The clasp had just opened when I snatched it from him.
My neck was hot and stinging when Holgren returned.
I sighed, and scratched my head. It required an act of will to keep my hands from straying up to the necklace and trying to rip it off.
“Well, do we go forward or try to go around?” he asked. “It’s your neck, so to speak, so perhaps you should decide.”
I gave the chain another tug and stood up. “Let’s try to avoid the mule butcher’s territory if we can. Let's see how far this thing will let me get.”
 

It let me get about six miles downriver before it started choking the life out of me again. I whipped Dandy back the way we'd just come and set him to a canter. The necklace eased almost immediately.
"You handled that adroitly," said Holgren from muleback.
"This is not something I want to get used to," I rasped. "You're the mage. Figure something out, for Kerf's sake."
"For what good it will do, I'll try again when we make camp. Speaking of which, I would only loosely term this daylight." He gestured at the sky. There was still a decent amount of light in the west, but night was falling rapidly.
"Fine. You make camp, I'll hobble the mules."
He nodded, dismounted, and started pulling open packs.
Once camp was set up and we'd eaten, he sat down in front of me and peered at the necklace again.
“They used similar items in Elam, before slavery was outlawed. Kept the slaves from running off. What you're wearing is much more complex, however.”
“I’m not interested in a history lesson, oddly enough. I want it off.”
“I'll try. Of course I'll try. I just don't hold much hope.” And he bent back to the task at hand.
I ignored his breath on my cheek, and the inadvertent touch of his fingers on my bare skin as best I could. This was neither the time nor the place, I told myself forcefully.
An hour passed. He dropped his hands and leaned back.
“It's no use. I'm sorry. The spells laid on it are seamless, and I still can't see what all wet into the making of it. There's nothing for me to get hold of, to try and unravel. I'm afraid if I try anything truly invasive, you'll get hurt.”
“So be it,” I said with more conviction than I actually felt. I was tired of thinking about the damned thing.
The next morning we forded the river and went into the woods. I was jumping out of my skin at the slightest sound, and Holgren held his power ready for an instant casting. I could feel it, that crawling sensation in the back of my neck. It gave me some comfort.
The woods were sparse enough that we had a decent view of our surroundings, and no real trouble leading the mules. There were birds, and squirrels, and rabbits, but we saw no sign of larger game.
Holgren called a halt at midday and we ate a sparse meal. Then we continued on, much as before.
It wasn’t until late afternoon that we saw anything out of the ordinary. A wall.
The wall was ancient, vine-choked, tumbledown. In its day it must have been massive, but we had no trouble leading the horses through one of the many great rents in it. Beyond, a small city in even worse shape than Thagoth had been. Tumbled granite blocks and raw winter grass was all that remained. If the stones had not been obviously carved, I might have been tempted to believe it was some natural, if odd, meadow.
No stone stood atop another in all that great space, save for an odd, low stepped pyramid in the center.
“Night is coming,” Holgren said. “Might as well camp here.”
“All right. I’ll look around and gather firewood.”
“Be careful. I sense the residue of old magics. Very faint, but best be cautious.”
“Any idea what this place was?”
He shook his head. “No telling. So much was lost in the Diaspora. It might be Trevell, or Hluria, or one of a dozen other shattered cities.”
As I wandered closer to the pyramid, I realized there was a large stone bowl at the top and, almost invisible in the daylight, a fire was lit in that bowl. I climbed the steps of the pyramid to get a closer look, already thinking that this place was inhabited, probably by the mule killers, and that we needed to get moving before they came back. But something was compelling me, more than my natural curiosity, and even as I was thinking how stupid it was, I was moving closer to that fire.
A pale blue flame burnt in the bowl, feeding on nothing. Stone and flame was all. With a sense of disbelief that quickly transmuted to panic, I saw myself sticking my hand into the flame.
The meadow and everything in it melted away.
 




Chapter 4


 

I stood in the center of a great grey stone hall whose walls rose up into darkness. Dozens of staircases and hundreds of hallways stretched away in every direction and at impossible angles. I could not imagine what it would have taken to build such an edifice, beyond sheer insanity. Torches flickered wanly, imparting a dull, will-sapping gloom rather than honest illumination.
The whole fantastic place reeked of age and abandonment—no not abandonment exactly. No-one had ever lived here, of that I was somehow sure. There was nothing about this place that I even remotely liked.
“A thief,” said a voice high above. “Nothing to steal here, I'm afraid. Any treasure you take from my halls must be earned, oh yes.”
“Who's there?”
“I ask the questions here, and you answer them as you can. I am the judge, and you are the judged.”
“I'm here to be judged?”
“You placed your hand in the flame. Therefore some part of you wishes to be judged. Some shame compelled you to do so.”
“You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for it.”
“Well, if you have had a change of heart, just walk out through those doors behind you. You might survive.”
I glanced back. Massive black double doors beckoned, easily twenty feet tall. I turned back around.
“What happens if I just leave without being judged?”
“That depends on your undischarged guilt. In Hluria, the law has always been an eye for an eye.”
I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “So you’re saying—”
“No more questions. It is time for judgment.”
A light appeared on a staircase high above me, one that could only have been used by spiders and flies since most of it was upside down. Swiftly it began to descend, and all the while the voice spoke on, sibilant, insinuating.
“So many crimes,” it said, “so many to choose from. But you don't consider theft a crime, do you? Not a moral one. 'Take what you can from those who don't need it, and take punishment, if it comes, as punishment for stupidity, not wrongdoing.' Isn't that what your crippled teacher told you? Ah, but you'd rather forget old Arno, wouldn't you? All he did for you, all he taught you, and you left him to die in that shack in Bellarius.”
“What? It wasn't like that—” I hadn't thought of Arno in years. He'd been my mentor, more of a father than my father had ever been. He'd taken me in, showed me how to steal bread without getting caught. How to pick a lock. How to pick pockets. How to scam unwary merchants out of pocket change. He'd been a fine thief before he got caught ant the magistrate broke all the bones in his hands. Then he'd been a fine teacher, before the lung fever took him the winter after he took me in. When he started coughing up blood, we both knew what it meant, and he drove me out of his shanty lest I catch it as well.
He'd died within a week.
“All that he did for you, and you let him die alone. If it weren't for him, you'd never have seen your fourteenth birthday.”
“Arno chose to die alone. If I had stayed with him, we wouldn't be having this conversation. I'd be dead along with him. I know the debt I owe him, you bastard.”
“Do you? Perhaps you do. That was hardly the worst thing you've ever done, though, abandoning him.”
I didn't like where this was going, not at all. I'd let a lot of things stay buried in the past for god reason. The light had gotten much closer, but it was still high above. It seemed to be carried by a robed figure, though I couldn't make out much detail.
“What's the point of this?”
“For the third time, I ask the questions here. Do not make me tell you again.”
“Or else what?” I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth.
It was silent for what seemed a long time, but was likely only seconds. The figure was almost at the bottom of the stairs, hidden by a corkscrew turn.
“Else I will show you what you least desire to see.” With those words, I felt a sick dread begin to worm its way through my guts.
The figure descended to the floor, suddenly somehow right side up. It held a lamp high, illuminating its face, and laughed. I screamed.
Its face was the face of my dead father. Guilt and terror crashed down on me.
I couldn't face him, wearing my father's face. I couldn't. I fled into the labyrinth of passageways, past staircases and intersections and dust-choked, empty rooms in that hellish, twilight world. I scurried away like a rat, a cockroach. Like the nothing that I was. I fled. The voice followed wherever I went, just a step behind.
“What was it like, plunging the knife into your own father's back? Could you feel the blade strike bone, the shock of it run up your arms? Could you hear the steel grate along his rib? A clumsy kill, but you got better at it, didn't you? You learned to keep your blade parallel to the ground. You learned where to thrust, and why. You learned to kill quickly and quietly.”
I ran, panting, down another torch-lit corridor. I remembered everything. I remembered my father, I remembered the time after his death, before Arno took me in; death struggles over scraps of food or begging territory, pitched battles on rooftops and in alleyways, filthy, starving boys and girls dying alone and terrified. Not me. Never me. I remembered the mantra I would mouth silently as I rocked myself to sleep every night: I
will
survive. I
will
survive. I
will
survive...
I rounded a corner and plunged down darkened stairs, the voice hard on my heels.
“How he must have screamed, though. Even in his drunken stupor, it must have been agony, feeling his own daughter's blade in his back, in his lung. Feeling his life seep away. Unable to breathe once you pulled that filthy scaling knife out of him and his lung collapsed.
“Do you remember how he writhed, bloody bubbles at the corner of his mouth, mewling like a dying kitten? Do you remember how he kept kicking, feebly? How he clawed at the floor? Do you remember? Do you? Of course you do, Amra. You remember very well.”
And I did. I remembered the night I killed my father in perfect detail. I remembered coming home to a darkened house, hearing my father's fists thudding into my mother's body, her dazed pleas for forgiveness, for mercy. My mother, who didn't even know what she was begging forgiveness for, whose only failing had been choosing a viper-mean drunkard for a husband.
I had picked up the scaling knife from the muddy ground next to the loose, splintered front steps, where it lay next to a pile of fish guts. The worn wooden handle was tacky with fish blood and viscera. Flies buzzed clumsily around the pile of guts and fish heads in the chill autumn air, and inside my mother was being beaten. Yes, I remembered.
I walked into our one room hovel on the dying edge of Hardside, found my father hunched over the prone figure of my mother, beating her in the face with a cold, wordless fury. I remember his fists hammering down again and again, methodical, almost workmanlike.
And yes, I remembered holding that filthy, slender single-edged knife over my head in a two handed grip, and driving it down into my father's back with all the force my eleven-year-old body could muster.
I'd held my mother's unconscious body, cradling her bloody head in my lap as my father bled his life away on the floor next to us.
She never woke up.
The terror and sick guilt of what I'd done were suddenly replaced by anger. I knew then that it had not been natural. Fecking magic.
“So many have died around you, at your hand. How very many deaths you are tangled up in, little thief. How great your guilt must be.”
“No,” I said.
“No? Are you unrepentant then? Will you not plead for mercy, for forgiveness as your mother did before she died?” I could feel his breath on the back of my neck. I balled my fists at my side, took hold of my remaining fear and strangled it to death.
“No. I won't. What deaths I've caused, I regret for the most part, but I've rarely had any choice, and I've never killed for profit or pleasure. Only survival, mine or others'. If you know so much, then you have to know that, too.” I took a deep, ragged breath. “Was I supposed to lie down and die? Everyone has the right to try and survive, if they can. I won't beg forgiveness for it. Not from you. Not from anybody.” I steeled myself and turned around.
A tiny, blue-white flame bobbed at eye level, somehow casting a warm golden glow. No robed figure. No father's face.
“Spoken truly, Amra. I've waited centuries for one like you to come to me. You were almost too late. The umbrals attack even now.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You are the one. Receive my mark.” The flame flew at me,
into
me. It didn't burn. That hellish maze disintegrated around me. I fell to the cold, coarse winter grass, and into another kind of hell entirely.
I was on my back at the base of the pyramid. Night had fallen and massive, shadowed creatures roamed the ruins. Their wicked blades flashed in the moonlight, but every movement they made was warped, blurred, like ink in water.
Holgren stood near me, flinging bolt after bolt of pure white fire at the attackers, with little effect.
“Oh, Kerf,” I swore.
One, the largest of them, was bearing down on us. It swung a blade as long as I. Each swing was measured, precise, the space of a slow heartbeat. The thing was a juggernaut. Nothing Holgren threw at it did more than rock it in its course. It was going to be on us in three or four more strides.
I estimated the distance between us and it, watched the rise and fall of its sword. I timed it as best I could, hoping the thing had poor reflexes.
Just as another of Holgren's bolts splashed harmlessly off the thing and its sword began a downward sweep to the left, I darted out toward it, knife in hand. I heard Holgren call my name, and felt the whispering passage of its blade on the air near my head. I swung the knife up toward the cleft between its massive thighs.
My blade shattered like a cheap wine bottle dropped on paving stones.
Not the servants, but their Master, hissed the Flame's voice in my ears. I cursed and rolled through the thing's legs, pulling my last knife.
It turned quickly to try and face me. I kept behind it. It kept turning. I moved to stay behind it.
“This is not a long-term plan,” I muttered.
It swung its blade behind its back and nearly took my head off. I'd found only a momentary respite.
It had to see, I reasoned. Which meant it had to have eyes. I hoped. I sprang from the muddy grass onto its massive back, clawing for purchase. Its skin felt like nothing so much as a bankfish's underbelly—cold and soft, and smooth in a distasteful way. I slipped an arm around what I had to assume was its neck and began to poke at where a face generally went. I jabbed less fiercely than I might have otherwise. I couldn't afford to lose my last knife.
I have no idea whether I had much of an effect. Holgren screamed at me to drop—but he was too late. I heard the low, terrible hum of a blade slicing air in the split second before it connected. I knew I was dead. I didn't have time to see my life flash before me. I didn't even have time to curse. It struck me in the neck.
It should have decapitated me. I felt the links of that cursed necklace bite into the flesh of my neck under the weight of that terrible blow—and then the monster's sword bounced away and buried itself in the shoulder of the creature I was clinging to. Thick black blood sprayed up from the wound and drenched my face. It stung and smoked, and smelled much like the death lands had. I dropped instantly, retching and clawing the stuff away from my eyes and mouth with my free hand. I landed hard on my back and instinctively rolled away. Good thing I did. The one that had been cleaved fell on the space I'd just quit. It made no sound, and it didn't get back up.
The creature that should have decapitated me was still very much alive, though, and was right on top of me. It had left its sword in its brethren. It crouched above me, and with thick fingers began to probe its own stomach. I scrabbled back on my elbows in the slick grass. A fissure appeared there on the thing's torso that stretched from groin to neck. The thing pulled it open wider, revealing a blackness that beggared the darkest cave. A sigh escaped that black opening, and I swear it formed whispered, groaning words.
“Come to me, my love. Come inside...”
“Not on your best day,” I muttered, and hurled my last knife into that perverted talking womb.
The fissure closed with an elastic snap and the creature rose up with fists raised, ready to pummel me into the earth. I heard Holgren uttering more strained, liquid syllables. I didn't want to be anywhere near when he was done. I was positive whatever Holgren was about to unleash would be quite unhealthy for me, if not the beast.
I started running, sure I'd never get out of the creature’s reach in time. The top of my head tingled, where its fists would come down and turn my brains to jelly. All my hair began to stand on end. I didn't dare look back.
Holgren uttered a final word and lightning pounded down out of a cloudless sky. Once. Twice. Again.
I looked back over my shoulder and the thing stood, fists raised above its head, smoking and sizzling. It wasn't blurry anymore.
I saw then that it did have a head of sorts, a massive bulge atop its torso with three holes spaced in a triangle, point down, in the center of it. It had no neck to speak of. Slowly, almost imperceptibly at first, it began to topple. When it fell, the ground shook and the meadow echoed with the impact, leaving a momentary silence in its wake.
The rest of the creatures hardly seemed to notice. They were too busy bearing down on me and Holgren. They formed a terrifying skirmish line, weaving a wall of steel before them as they came. Holgren was face-down in the grass, unmoving.
Not the servants, but their Master, the Flame hissed again.
Flee, Amra.
I fled. Scooping him up under the armpits, I pulled Holgren back from the creatures. I was delaying the inevitable. They'd mow us down. I couldn't move fast enough, carrying him.
“Holgren! Wake up, you heavy bastard!” Nothing.
Inside the pyramid is an escape, of sorts,
hissed the Flame.
The doorway is hidden.
“How do we get in?”
How did you enter before?
The monsters were coming, relentless. There was about a forty foot gap between them and us, and it was narrowing by the second.
We could escape. Through that pale fire at the pyramid's point. Now it was a race.
I got a better grip on Holgren and, digging for every scrap of strength and speed I had, dragged him up the stepped slope of the pyramid as quickly as I could. I held Holgren by his shirt to keep him from sliding back down the pyramid, hoping he would be transferred along with me to the Flame's halls beyond. I reached up over the stone bowl's lip to touch that pale blue fire. That's when one of the creature's swords came whistling down from out of the dark to cleave the bowl of fire in two.
What happened next was over in a matter of moments. I looked back over my shoulder and the creature was raising its sword again, to bisect me this time. But its blade was now coated with a living, dancing flame that was crawling rapidly toward the sword's hilt. As the sword descended, pale blue flame found the inky flesh of the creature’s hand.
The effect was explosive.
The creature disintegrated instantly, along with pretty much that entire side of the pyramid. The roar of the explosion was like nothing else I'd ever heard. The blast threw me back onto what was left of the stepped side of the pyramid and ripped Holgren from my grasp. I landed hard, my right arm twisted behind me. I felt the bone of my upper arm snap. The stone beneath me groaned, shifted, and suddenly gave way. I tumbled into darkness. I struck something, bounced, and then lots of rocks beat my body to a pulp. I don't know how big the one was that nearly took my head off but it was big enough. The pain was excruciating, nauseating.
Luckily I passed out before I vomited. I hate vomiting.
 

I don’t really remember much of what passed after that. Hours flew by, and I drifted in and out of consciousness. I was pinned in the rubble,
legs immobile, facing down into the great hall where I’d first faced the flame when it was wearing my father’s face. In the dim moonlight I could see that rubble and earth made a perilous slope from the meadow above down to the hall’s floor, perhaps forty yards from top to bottom. I was somewhere in the middle.
At one point I started to cough, which brought on agony from my shattered arm. I suppressed it before I passed out, and just lay there for a time, concentrating on each breath.
You have survived
much,
said the flame suddenly in my head.
You will live to survive more.
When I could talk again. I asked a question. It helped take my mind from the wreckage of my body.
“Hey Flame. What the hell are you?”
I am what the Sorcerer-King discarded when he attempted to become immortal.
“That's about as clear as mud.”
All your questions will be answered, in time. For now, save your strength. Dawn comes, and with it your hope of rescue.
“Flame? Hey. Flame?”
But there was no answer.
It
was
getting lighter, though nearly imperceptibly at first. After a time the pale morning light filtered down enough for me to make out more of my surroundings.
From my nearly upside-down position on the rubble hill, everything took on a crazed perspective. I knew exactly where I was and it would have been just as crazed if I were right side up. The mammoth hall was still mostly intact. Staircases still beggared gravity, hallways still stood at impossible angles and at random spots in those cliff-like walls. At the far end of the hall I could just make out those two huge, black double doors. I looked to my right. A few yards away rose the spiral staircase that the Flame had descended.
High above, one of the shadowy monsters was speared through the back on the jagged tip of the stair's central support. Its limbs hung limp, boneless. It might have been a huge ugly doll. Eventually, when the sun rose high enough to shine straight on the corpse, it sort of dissolved, leaving behind a tiny, shrivelled husk.
The rising sun also illuminated more of the hall below me. The pyramid had just been the tip of a vast madhouse. I couldn't imagine what it had taken to build such a thing, or why anyone would have bothered.
“I suppose it will make a good tomb,” I muttered. As the light grew, my consciousness dimmed.
 

It must have been close to noon when I woke again, this time to a massive shift in the rubble. I was far gone. I didn't know where I was
anymore, and was none too certain of who I was. I only knew I was in pain, and that I was thirsty. I opened my eyes, but couldn't focus properly. I saw a wavering silhouette above me, coming closer. Slowly it came into focus. It was Holgren. He picked his way down to me, carefully, taking forever. Relief flooded through me. He was alive. He was here.
“Where the hell have you been?” I croaked. He just smiled, thinly, and said “Hush now.”
My mind wandered far and away, into the deep recesses of memory. It's one way to escape pain.
And Holgren couldn’t help but cause me pain as he freed me.
 

I awoke to distant birdsong.
I smelled winter rye, felt the weak sun on my face. I tried to move and found I was wrapped up much like an infant in swaddling clothes.
I was lying in a makeshift bath made from an oilskin tarp supported by cut saplings. Pinkish water covered me to the chin. Something was different, besides that. It took me a while to think of what it was. Then I remembered. I was supposed to be half deaf and in agony. I was neither. I looked around. Still in the clearing. The yawning pit that had been the Flame's pyramid was some distance off to my left. The sun was brushing the treetops behind it, on its way to bed.
“I didn't know if it would work,” Holgren said from behind me. “The blood was old and dried, and I had no idea how much potency was left after my own resurrection. I thought it best to return it to a liquid state.”
Tha-Agoth’s
blood. Ugh.
“Can you hear me,
Amra?”
“I'm not particularly fond of blood baths, Holgren. Can you get me out of here, please?”
He pulled me out of the bath, undoing the strips of rag that bound me. I found I was shaky and weak, and had to lean against him during the whole procedure. He felt my right arm, tenderly at first.
“Any pain?”
I shook my head.
“Excellent.” He held me away front him, at arm's length. “Look at you,” he said. “Not a scratch, not a scrape.”
I shivered. “Not a stitch of clothing, either. I'm cold, Holgren.”
He looked at me again, then, with different eyes. He blushed and turned his head. “Yes, of course. Sorry. Let me set you down and I'll, ah, get your things. Here's a blanket.”
“What happened to you after the pyramid collapsed?” I asked him as he collected my clothing, which was in a tidy pile near the bath.
“I woke as I was being thrown through the air. You'll have to tell me just what happened to cause that. The remaining raiders set on me, drove me back into the woods. I didn't have a thimbleful of power left.” He handed me my clothes and took my hand.
“I'm sorry I left you for so long.”
“Don't be an ass. What good would you have done me dead?”
“I should have done something.”
“What? Jumped in after me, broken your legs? We'd both be down there dying right now. You did the right thing, Holgren. The only thing.”
I tried to pull my hand away, to start dressing, but he held it firm. Those eyes of his searched my face. “When I saw you fall, Amra, I...” He let go of my hand, raised both of his in a helpless gesture. “I don't want to lose you.”
It was my turn to blush.
“Turn the hell around so I can get dressed,” I growled. I explained to Holgren how the pyramid had exploded as I dressed. It was a slow process. I was healed, but I didn't have much strength or coordination. My fingers fumbled on buttons and ties. I strapped on the knife sheaths, though I no longer had any knives to go in them. Without their familiarity on my body, I'd still feel naked.
“How did you escape the creatures?" I asked him.
“I didn't, really. They would have gotten me eventually. When the sun rose, they just melted into the ground. Their power is limited in that way, at least. Gods know they're powerful enough.”
“What are they, Holgren, and why did they attack? You can turn around now, by the way.”
“And will they attack again? I don't have any answers.”
I also remembered what the Flame had said when I'd been dying down below, about being what the Shadow King had discarded. And there was that shrivelled corpse of a raider still speared on the jagged tip of the staircase down there. Not enough answers, too many questions.
“We need to get going ourselves, before those bastards show up again.”
“Let me just collect some of your bathwater before we go.” He poured out the contents of water skin and then submerged it in the pink water I'd been soaking in.
“Do you think it will be any good anymore?”
“Only one way to find out. I can't imagine it will hurt, at any rate.”
“Did you find Dandy, or any of the mules?”
“Yes. Dead. I'm sorry. I’m also sorry to say that we’ll be eating mule for the foreseeable future. It’s all there is.”
“Damn.” I was going to miss our beasts of burden, and not just for sentimental reasons. I’d have been hard put to outpace the monsters fully rested. I had no chance to, weak as I was.
“What do we do now?”
“For now, we go to ground.”
 

It was a long way down to the mound of rubble I'd been pinned on. Holgren and I made it down with the aid of a rope. He lowered me, then climbed down after. From there we carefully picked our way across the floor of the Flame's dismal foyer.
The –umbrals, hadn’t the flame called them? –
hadn't liked the pyramid's blue fire one bit, but it was out now. Would they hesitate to chase us down here? I just didn't know enough about what was happening to guess. One thing was for certain—if they came again that night I didn't have the strength to fight or to run.
Holgren and I made camp in one of the empty rooms. He brought down firewood and started a fire, then he pulled out canvas wrapped chunks of meat and began to roast them over the fire.
“You
need to eat something, Amra. You can't do much more tonight, I think.”
Mule steak. Great. But it was true. My stomach was a
gurgling void, and if the umbrals showed up just then I'd barely be able to crawl away. As the pieces cooked, he doled them out and I ate mechanically, bite by tough bite.
When we were done, I
lay back on one of the blankets Holgren had salvaged from our packs. We were in a high, nearly inaccessible chamber deep inside the Flame's labyrinth. I didn't feel terribly safe. The shadow raiders weren't exactly smart, but just then I could only think of one thing that frightened me more: Athagos. I remembered how she had sucked all those men dry, and shuddered.
“Are you cold?" Holgren asked, and I shook my head. "No. Just thinking unpleasant thoughts. I'm fine.”
“Do you want to plan now, or in the morning?”
“What are our options? We have limited supplies, we can only go where the necklace lets me, and these shadow creatures could set on us any time from sunset to sunrise."
"It will work out. You survived Thagoth. You can survive this." A thought crossed his face. "I just realized, I never got a chance to ask you what happened with the flame."
“Nothing I care to talk about right now.” I didn't want to go into the details. Killing your father is a very personal thing, no matter how you look at it.
“As you wish,” he sighed. “I’m going to scout about. Get some rest.” And he was off into the labyrinth.
I
stifled a yawn, bunching up a blanket to use as a pillow. I made myself as comfortable as possible on the cold stone floor and settled down for desperately needed sleep.
 

It was deep in the night when I woke with a start. I looked around the dim chamber, trying to figure out what had woken me. I stared at the dying fire in the
center of the room for a while, and Holgren’s snoring form on the other side of it. I closed my eyes again.
Wake. little thief I have something to show you.
The Flame. I sighed. “What do you want?” I whispered.
As I said. I have something to show you. Come.
A tiny golden flame popped into being in the air above my head, and floated toward the corridor.
“This better be good,” I muttered, and rose from my makeshift bed.
I followed the bobbing flame out into the corridor, around a corner, and down another corridor that I didn't remember seeing on the way in. From there, it led me down a set of dusty stairs.
Those stairs went on and on. They finally ended in a long, high chamber lined with twisted pillars. The Flame stopped at the base of the stairs. At the other end of that chamber was a simple wooden door, about six feet high by three wide.
I may go no further. The answers to many of your questions are behind that door.
Something about this felt wrong. Part of being a successful thief is relying on your instincts. That innocuous door was making mine very nervous.
There is nothing inherently dangerous to you beyond. But there is much that is ... unpleasant. What you feel is much like a stain, left over from the past.
The Flame actually seemed uncomfortable.
“Why don't you just tell me what's in there? That way we can both avoid any unpleasantness.”
I cannot. This you must see for yourself. No harm will befall you in these halls.
I took the last few steps down into the chamber and started walking toward the door. I was sick of mysteries and riddles. I wanted some answers. As I approached the door the small hairs on the back of my neck tried to rip themselves out of my skin. The entire underground labyrinth practically radiated magic, but whatever was behind that door was something else again.
I began to have third and fourth thoughts about what I was doing. I kept walking. A sort of pressure began to build, gently at first, like a friendly hand trying to turn me aside. A few steps later and I was walking against a strong wind. A few steps more and I was trying to push myself through a stone wall. I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes, and put one foot in front of the other, straining with all my inconsiderable might. Just as I was about to give up, the resistance vanished.
I opened my eyes. The door stood in front of me: plain, unadorned, innocuous. There wasn't even a lock. I had no tools to probe with, but I inspected the frame and flagstones around it as best I could, searching for any tell-tale signs of alarms or traps.
Nothing else guards the door. You are free to enter.
“I guess I'll just have to take your word on it.” I put one hand on the knob, turned, and pushed. The Flame was right. Inside was much that was unpleasant.
 

 




Chapter 5


 

I suppose it could have been called a throne room. It could also have been called an abattoir, or a mausoleum.
The room was about forty feet long by thirty wide, low-ceilinged, dressed in pale marble. It was lit by four blue-burning braziers, one at each corner. Walls, ceiling, and floor were all spattered with old, dried blood. Desiccated corpses strewed the floor.
The bodies were contorted, their withered faces eerily similar in their expressions of agony—or was it ecstasy? The ancient finery they wore was stained black with massive quantities of dried blood. In the center of the room was a low dais on which stood a high-backed chair that faced away from me. On the far side of the room a pair of bronze-sheathed double doors took up most of the wall. That was it, except for the chilling residue of massive magics.
What answers was I supposed to learn here?
I nudged the nearest corpse with the toe of my boot, one with a jewel-hilted dagger sticking out of its chest. The corpse collapsed into a pile of dust; clothing, skeleton and all. The dagger clattered on the floor. I turned to go.
A chill wind started up from nowhere and the braziers flickered and dimmed. Shadows began to play on the walls, creating moving shapes I know I didn't imagine. My imagination isn't that fertile. Or perverted. I turned back around, quickly. I didn't want my back to that room.
The wind picked up and blew the corpse dust into a vaguely human shape that searched the room with hollow eyes. It darted from corner to corner as if it were searching for something, pushed by or riding on that corpse-wind. It paused every so often as if to sniff the air. And then the voices started.
Not human voices. No human throat could have produced those sounds. If time, madness, and desolation could talk, they would have given tongue to voices like these.
Who disturbs our rest? Who ... who... can smell their blood ... can hear their heart... But where? Can taste their fear ... no one comes here... ...flesh and bone... is it pretty? Is it food... ...Where ... Wherewherewherewhereoh WHERE?
“Right here,” I said, praying the Flame had been right about nothing being able to harm me. My words seemed to take them aback. The voices quieted to a murmur, and the dust ghost stopped its frantic search. It hung nearly motionless, half obscured by the chair in the center of the room.
Master,
it moaned. Someone has come.
“I know,” said a mild, elderly voice that emanated from behind the chair's back. “Go back to your rest,” it said, and whatever power held the ghost's tenuous form together abated. The dust-ghost broke apart and drifted to the floor.
I snatched up the jewelled dagger from the floor. It was good to have a blade in my hand again, though I doubted it would do much good if things came to violence.
“Come here where I can see you, my dear.”
I shook my head. “I don't think so.”
“That you stand in this room means you know no harm may befall you, necklace bearer, Flame's champion. Indulge me. I cannot come to you, and would not harm you if I could.”
The voice was cultured, and kindly. I distrusted it completely. I stayed put.
“You've come for answers, no? These I can supply.”
“Fine. If you try anything I'll skewer you.”
A chuckle was the response. I picked my way carefully along the edges of the room, careful not to disturb any more of the corpses, and careful not to come too close to the dais. I wanted a clear shot at whatever was sitting in that chair if I had to take it.
As I came around, the chair's occupant became more and more visible. He was old—ancient. His wrinkles had wrinkles, and there were a lot of them to see, since he was completely naked. Not a pleasant sight. I stopped in front of him. several arm-lengths away.
He sat, utterly still. One hand lay on the chair's arm rest; the other was a twisted claw drawn up across his chest. His head was cocked to the left, almost as if he'd fallen asleep. All his limbs were shrivelled, and with more than age. His joints were great knobby bulges, but the rest of his limbs were hardly more than sticks. He was completely bald, and an intricate pattern of tattoos spiralled from the top of his head down to an inch or so above his white eyebrows. The design was of a repeating pattern of arcane-looking symbols. Age had not distorted them. They were crisp, sharp-edged, and pitch-black. The tattoos seemed to hover just slightly above the old man's skin.
The only thing that seemed alive about him were his eyes. They glittered with a keen intelligence, and tracked my every move.
“Not a pretty sight, am I?”
“I've seen worse,” I said, truthfully.
“I was born this way, you know. Cursed by the gods, my parents said. As if an unborn babe could have done anything to offend the gods.”
“Everybody has it hard growing up. You said you have answers for me. Good. I've got a lot of questions.”
He stared at me, and a small smile played across his lips. “The Flame made an interesting choice in you,” he said. “Very well, ask your questions, and I will answer them as I can.”
“Let's start with you. Who the hell are you?”
He chuckled again. “I'm no one.”
I have never been a particularly patient person. I have learned to be cautious, but it's been a hard-won skill. Just then, I'd used up all my patience, and caution seemed to have deserted me. I stalked over to the wrinkled riddler and stuck the knife under his chin. In my best back-alley voice, I said “Don't toy with me. I'm not in the mood. Answer my questions straight or you'll be wearing a second smile.”
He looked down at the knife as best he could from his cockeyed position, then looked up at me.
“As you wish.” But there was no fear in his voice. I lowered the dagger.
“I spoke truth,” he said, “though not plain truth. I am no one now. What I once was—it has been erased from history. How I came to be what you see before you is a long tale.”
“Just give me the juicy bits.”
Another chuckle. "A millennium ago I was a king, and a mage of the highest order. My power stretched over nearly half the continent. Armies marched at my command, and magic bent the world to my will. It was not enough. I could prolong my life, but not indefinitely. I could assume other, healthier forms, yet eventually I always needed to return to the seat of my power, this twisted shell you see before you. I wanted more.”
It didn't take a genius to make the connection. “You're the Sorcerer King that destroyed the Thagothian empire.”
“I was. I am that person no more.”
“A thousand years to think about it made you a new man?"
“No, dear. I am literally only the animated husk of the Sorcerer King. When I said I was no one, that is exactly what I meant. There is no soul, no spirit in this flesh.”
I chewed on that for a bit. “You seem pretty lively to me. What animates you?"
"Ah, now you strike at the core of the conundrum. Can a mirror see itself? Can a coin be minted so thin that it has no edge? Which is more important, words or the space between them? But to answer your question in a way satisfactory to you: magic. In ways too arcane for even me to fully fathom, I must exist, that the others may.”
“What others? I don't know what you're talking about. And I'm starting to think you don't either.”
“Forgive me. It has been a thousand years since I last held a conversation. I will endeavor to speak more plainly—though the finer points of the Art may be lost on you.”
“I’ll try to muddle along,” I said as I stuck the knife in my belt and eased back from him. He smelled—unpleasant.
“You see these corpses all around you?” he asked. “Powerful mages, in their time. My
khordun, my coven. When mages link, their powers grow exponentially.”
“I've never heard of such a thing. I didn't even know it was possible.”
“Such a joining was rare even in my time. There are ... dangers involved. And difficult trade-offs.”
“Such as?”
“One will rises to gain dominance in the
khordun. The strongest will. The others are subsumed, eventually, leaving little more than vessels of power—animate shells with only a rudimentary intelligence, and no free will. And once a
khordun
is formed, it is a perilous thing to attempt to disband it.”
“So all these mages became your slaves? Did they know it would happen?”
“Of course not.”
“Did you?”
He just smiled, wanly.
I shook my head. “You were a very bad man, my friend. I'm glad you're not still roaming around loose. Now what does this have to do with what I need to know?”
“You know of the fall of Thagoth. You know of the Flame, and the Shadow King. And now you know of me. What conclusions can you draw, I wonder, from these disparate facts?”
“You're the one that's supposed to be answering questions.”
“Indulge me. I beg you. I had an interest in riddles, once.”
Impatience struggled with natural curiosity. What
did
all these things have to do with one another, if anything? I tried to make the facts hang together.
“The Flame is connected to this place, somehow. That much I know. It told me these halls were his. Perhaps the Flame was some sort of punishment on you.”
“That’s a pretty picture, but you've left out most of the pieces.”
“Look, you withered up old husk—” And it began to come to me. I remembered what the Flame had said as I lay pinned in the rubble. I am what the Sorcerer King discarded when he attempted to become immortal. I looked around the chamber, at all the bodies. The corpse I'd kicked, with the knife in its chest: Hadn't its own withered hand been on the hilt?
“You tried something, some ceremony to get you power, to get you immortality, didn't you? You tried it and something went wrong. Now there's three of you. The Flame, the Shadow King and you. Two sides to a coin, and its edge.”
Again that dry chuckle. “Very good, my dear. You have a facile mind. But what of Thagoth? How does it come in to our little passion play? How does it figure in to our sordid equation?”
What had Tha-Agoth told me? Something about the wizard-king poisoning Athagos's mind. The ceremony that was supposed to kill Tha-Agoth. But he couldn't be killed. Was that what went wrong? I didn't have enough information to be certain.
“You tricked Athagos into trying to kill her brother,” I guessed, “but it didn't work. Somehow that fouled your own ceremony, didn't it?”
“Some coins can indeed be minted without an edge, it seems. Athagos and her brother were and are inseparable. Or at least the method I employed to pry them apart failed, when everything said it should have succeeded. The very moment that my domination over reality itself seemed assured, the core of my being was sundered. Flame and Shadow, light and dark.”
“And you.”
“I am no one, and can affect nothing. I suffer an eternity of impotence, trapped in this form I hate so much.” A single tear escaped the corner of his eye, and disappeared into the folds and crags of his leathery face.
I felt no sympathy for him. Tha-Agoth, yes, but not him. He'd brought it on himself.
“Look,” I said, “we've been rehashing the past, and it's been interesting, but I need to know about what's happening right now. I've got problems of my own. You said you had answers for me, so start answering.”
“I will answer, if you ask.”
Where did I start? “Who is the Shadow King? Is there any way to escape his creatures? The Flame said it had been waiting for me—for what? Why is it so secretive? You called me necklace bearer. What is the necklace, and how the hell do I get the Kerf -damned thing off?”
The Flame could go to hells, if I could get the necklace off. Free of it, Holgren and I could steer clear of all this and make our way home.
That damned chuckle again. “Which question would you like answered first?”
“Tell me about the necklace.” If I could remove it, the rest of my questions were mildly interesting at best.
“Come closer, then, and let me see it.”
“Why did you call me necklace bearer if you don't know what it is?”
“I know its form, but not its intent. You wear a slave-chain. I made many such, in my time.”
“And that really makes me want to trust you.” But I stepped forward. I wasn't afraid of him, but he definitely made me uncomfortable. Perhaps if he'd had some clothes on.
“Bend down. I cannot see it very well.” I did so. I didn't like it. A delicate scent of putrefaction rose from him, more noticeable the closer I got. I suppressed a shudder.
After a time he said “That will do.”
I backed away. He was silent for a while. As the silence stretched on, it also stretched my patience.
“Well?”
“The Shadow King has learned to work with the material world more intricately than I would have given him credit for, and has lost no skill or subtlety in the Art. That, or he has enlisted other minds and hands to do his will.”
“I don't care about all that, old man. I just want to get it off my neck.”
“Then you must place it on the neck of the one it was intended for.”
“What?”
“This slave chain was fashioned to bring Athagos to the Shadow King. Does he seek to complete the ceremony interrupted so long ago? But no, she alone would not suffice—would she? I wonder…” He was obviously talking to himself more than me. His eyes stared at some middle distance. Then they snapped back to my face.
“Where did you come by this?” he asked.
“I took it off a doomed man's neck in Thagoth.”
“Were you near Athagos at the time? You had to have been, but how could you have been? She would have consumed you.”
“She tried. She failed.”
The old man looked at me with new respect. “The Flame chose well indeed, then, when it chose you. But back to the necklace. It was meant to draw Athagos to the Shadow King. Somehow it found you instead. It must have sensed her power when you took it.”
I remembered how it practically leapt into my hand when I took it from the Duke's neck. Where had the Duke gotten hold of such a thing? I'd probably never know. It didn't really matter. I had much bigger things to worry about. A dark realization came to me and fear flowed like icy water through my body.
“So the only way to get it off is to get Athagos to put it on? But it won't let me go back to Thagoth. It’s herding me. To the Shadow King. Kerf's balls!”
“What will he make of you, I wonder? He's cast his net for a goddess and caught a sneak thief. What are the chances of such a mishap?”
“Too good for my taste. What will he do if I can't avoid him?”
“He will use you. In some form or fashion, he will turn events to his advantage. It is what I excelled at. Even more than magic, it was my true Art; using others to do my will. Such is learned early when one is crippled. In order to survive, others must be coerced or convinced to do one's bidding.”
“What does he want? Why does he want Athagos?”
“He wants power, my dear. He is consumed with the desire for it. Any action he takes may be attributed to that motive.”
“So Athagos will give him power. How? And for what?”
“As to the how—it might be as simple as using her as an instrument of his will. Can you imagine the death goddess loose in the world, free of the restraint of Tha-Agoth? Doing the Shadow’s bidding? But I think he wants her for another purpose.”
“What other purpose? And why do you think so?”
“As to the what, I cannot speak with certainty. He may have worked out an alternate ritual to steal Athagos's innate abilities. Or it may be for some purpose I have not thought of. A thousand years presents opportunities and new insights. I know his will, not his thoughts.”
“Why do you think he wants Athagos for something other than turning her into a weapon?” I could imagine her destroying armies, subjugating nations single-handedly. What were Holgren's arquebuses compared to that?
“He is as trapped as I ever was, dear. He cannot affect the larger world. He is chained to the spot where I was to have been resurrected as a god. It is not enough for him to send minions out into the world—he yearns to be free with a passion only the crippled can ever understand.”
“Oh,
I think I understand something of it.” I wanted only one thing, to go home. To be free of this thousand-year-old knot of intrigue, madness, and obsession. It had nothing to do with me. The gods only knew how I'd stumbled into it.
“The will of the gods cannot be fathomed,” the old man said, as if reading my thoughts, “but it is clear to me that you are here for a purpose, one of serious import. I cannot help but believe it has something to do with the Shadow King. The Flame has chosen you.”
“What exactly does that mean? I've had enough mystery to last me a lifetime. Tell me.”
“If I am the edge of the coin, then Flame and Shadow are the opposing faces. What good there was in me passed to the Flame, and all that was evil, to the Shadow. The Flame seeks to burn away the dark. The Shadow yearns to engulf the light. The Flame chose you as its instrument.”
I laughed. “Maybe I don't want to be anybody's instrument. Did anybody think of that?”
“A tool has no say in what hand wields it, or how it is used.”
“I'm no-one’s tool, old man. Not if I can help it.”
He said nothing, only kept his glittering eyes on me.
“Is there anything else I need to know? How does the Flame intend to destroy the Shadow King?”
“I do not know the thoughts of either, only their general intents.”
“Then I guess I'd better go to the source.” I started picking my way through the corpses to the exit.
“What do you intend to do, my dear?” he called as I opened the door.
“What I do best. Survive. And I’m not your dear.”
He chuckled. “One more thing, thief. You played my game, and so I will reward you with a little extra knowledge: I did not trick Athagos into betraying her brother. She approached me. What riddles might you be able to solve with that tidbit, I wonder?”
His chuckles followed me out of the room.
 

The Flame waited for me at the foot of
the stairs. I marched toward it, building up a thunderhead of harsh words to unleash on it as I went. Before I could begin, it stopped me cold with its own words.
The Shadow King begins his assault. We must hurry.
It flitted up the steps and I followed at a run.
“You said this place was safe!” I panted.
I
said it afforded an escape, of sorts. It does.
“Why did you let us
get comfortable, then? Holgren and I could have been well on our way.”
Your only safety lies in the destruction of the Shadow King. Only you can accomplish that.
And you needed to see what you just saw and speak to the one you just spoke to.
We reached the top of the stairs and the Flame bobbed down the corridor that led, eventually, to the great hall with its sundered roof.
“The Shadow King? You're his enemy,” I said. “You destroy him. I never asked to be a hero.”
Which is why you are suited for it. Hurry.
I felt the slightest trembling under my feet. A little dust began to sift down from the walls and ceiling. We rounded another corner and ahead lay an opening to the great hall, some forty feet above its stone floor.
“What is that? Raiders?”
No. Much worse. It is a Sending, a creature from another age the Shadow King found and allied with. It will tear these halls apart, if it must, until it finds what it seeks.
I ran up to the entry and looked out. At first I saw nothing but stone walls, twisted stairways and rubble. Two sets of stairs led down to the floor from my vantage point, each hugging the wall on either side of the entrance. Far to the left were the massive black double doors, nearer at hand to the right was the rubble mound.
Nothing unusual,
I thought, until I looked up.
Dozens of great, inky tendrils were snaking their way through the opening, feeling along the walls and the mound of rubble. The shortest was four or five times as long as me. If shadow could be made flesh, that was what these things were made of. My own flesh crawled at the sight. In a way I cannot express, I knew I looked on something wholly evil.
The thing that those tentacles were attached to began pulling its way into the opening.
A servant of the Shadow King,
said the Flame as the fiend slithered its slow way down into the great hall,
but not his slave, as the umbrals are. He will unleash worse things on the world in time. You will help me destroy him.
I barely heard the words. All my attention was glued to the monstrous shape easing its way inside. Its body must have been a hundred feet long, and it’s thin, many-jointed legs twice that. The shadowy tentacles I'd first seen sprouted from the thing's head, which was long and sleek and gleamed dully in the starlight. Its jaws were as long as I, and lined with double rows of silvered teeth. A long, black, whip-like tongue unfurled and snaked this way and that, touching, tasting. I had taken it for a smaller tentacle at first. Its eyes were smoky black orbs that ate the light.
But its body was the worst. What I took at first to be mere bumps pebbling its shadowy hide were not bumps at all. Spaced unevenly along the thing's torso were hundreds of distorted faces. As I looked on them. I realized they were all moving, screaming, in silent agony. As I watched, one of the faces bloated, swelled, and popped—and out plopped a miniature version of the fiend. It fell to the floor, shook itself and scurried off into the deeper shadows.
“Oh, this is bad,” I said. Then I had the presence of mind to withdraw further into the corridor.
You have only the merest inkling,
the Flame replied.
“What the hell are we going to do?”
There are two exits from my halls, besides the opening above. One begins at the Gate below.
“Those black doors at the end of the hall?”
Yes. The other does not concern you. It is too small for you to traverse. The Sending hunts you, Amra. Or rather, it hunts the person that wears the necklace.
“It thinks I'm Athagos.”
And it will not be gentle with you if it catches you. Athagos is nearly indestructible.
“Where do those double doors lead to?”
They will lead you to your fate. Hurry. You are almost out of time.
The Sending hung spider-like from the gap in the ceiling, now, secured there by its long, twisted legs. Its body swayed slowly in some unfelt breeze. It seemed to be in no hurry. Another face had popped; another small nightmare had been released. I tore my eyes away from it and looked at the Flame.
"Can't you do anything?"
I am the small decent fraction of a soul twisted beyond recognition. I have survived this long only by hiding. It is you who must do what must be done. I can do little more than guide.
"But—" The Flame blinked out of existence and Holgren pelted into the corridor, calling my name. I wondered why the Flame appeared only to me—was it only that it had been hiding for so long that it had become habit, or was there some stricture I didn't understand at play?
“Amra!” Holgren cried. “Where have you been?" He took me by the arm. “We need to go. Trouble is coming.”
“It’s already here.” I pointed out to the monstrosity. It had settled in to birthing more nightmares. They fell from its torso by the dozen. The floor below was alive with them. Holgren looked down. Even in the gloom I saw his face blanch.
“We've got to get out of here,” he said. “There's no way we can deal with that.”
That was one of the things I liked about Holgren —he wasn't one for false bravado. That sort of thing generally gets people killed.
“Our only way out is through those doors at the end of the hall,” I said. “We’re going to have to get around those things. Somehow.”
“What? That's suicide. We'll never get past that—that nightmare.”
“We have to. There’s no other exit.”
“How do you know that?” His eyes searched mine, brow furrowed.
"It's a long story, and we don't have time. Trust me.”
“I do, but—”
“No buts. Help me figure out how we get by that thing. And all the little nightmares it's spawning.”
He looked at me a little longer, his hawk-like eyes searching my face, then he turned to the task at hand. He looked down again at what lay below. “You're the expert at stealth. What do you think our chances are of sneaking by?”
I shook my head. “I'm comfortable skulking around in shadows. Those things
are
shadows. Our chances are rotten.” The miniature nightmares were everywhere now, slinking into dark hallways, slithering up and down those twisted stairwells. Gravity meant nothing to them. Half a dozen clung to the very walls and ceiling of the hall.
“Well, then. If stealth won't serve, let's try diversion,” he said. “Do you have a knife?”
I handed him the dagger I'd picked up in the corpse room. He took it—and then almost dropped it. He looked as if I'd handed him a pile of offal.
“Where did you get this thing?” he asked. Then he shook his head before I could answer. “Never mind. There's no time.” He squatted down and pricked his finger with the tip. Slow, fat drops welled out, more black than red in the gloom. Several fell to the floor. He smeared them into the crude outline of a man, then wiped the tip of the blade and smiled up at me.
“A little trick I picked up in the Low Countries. I think you'll like it. If it works. Your turn.”
“How can you perform Low Country magic?”
“My mother was a Gol Shen witch. My father was a Gosland mage. Stick your hand out.”
I was tired of blood; tired of losing it, tired of bathing in it, tired of looking at it. But I didn't have time to grouse. I stuck out my hand and he pricked my thumb. I squeezed on it with my other hand until blood welled up.
“Careful,” he said. “Don't mix it with mine.”
“I thought only women were supposed to be able to perform this sort of stuff,” I said as I let my blood dribble to the floor, careful to keep it away from Holgren's.
“They are, but it’s more tradition than anything else. My mother wasn't terribly traditional.” He used his clean hand to sketch out a female form with my blood.
“How much longer? One of those things could come in here at any time.”
“If you'd stop asking questions it would move along a bit faster.”
I took the hint and shut up. He hunkered down over the blood drawings and began to rock back and forth. A strange, low keening came from his throat that I'd never heard before.
I took a step back. Low Country magic tended to be vicious, as befitted a region with a centuries-old tradition of vendetta. Whatever he was doing, he damn sure needed to hurry.
Holgren began carving the air with the dagger. At first I didn't know what he was doing. Then something began to form before him, at the direction of the blade. Slowly, too slowly for my taste, two figures began to take shape. After a moment I recognized Holgren's features in one, and mine in the other. They were sketches at best, but they didn't have to be much more. I knew what they were, now: blood dolls. Sacrifices built of blood and magic, given shape by a mage’s mind, made to do one thing convincingly—die.
As I said, Low Country magic tended to be vicious. Even purely defensive magic. Centuries of occupation by one conqueror after another had really had an effect there.
Holgren's blood doll was barely more than a scarecrow. He'd given it the merest suggestion of a face, a long hank of hair and a dark robe. The one he made for me was a bit more. Its short brown hair was artfully if simply arranged, and its face was free of any scar or blemish. The nose was long and straight, the almond-shaped green eyes perfectly balanced. My own thin lips were fuller on that face, and I would have needed cosmetics to get them as red as he made them. I fingered my oft-broken nose and wondered if he were mocking me, or if this was how- he really saw me.
I looked away from the blood doll, uncomfortable on several levels.
“Hurry the hell up, Holgren.”
Finally he was done. He stood up and stretched, and looked at his creations.
“They won't last long,” he said, handing me back the knife.
“Then let’s get to it.”
“Step two is to divert attention from ourselves while they draw it. I've got something that would serve, a fool-the-eye, but I would need an hour or more to prepare it.”
“No time for that. I've got a better idea.”
“What?”
“Let's run like hell.”
He smiled, shakily, and I returned it.
“Ready?”
He nodded.
“Send them down the right set of stairs. With a light, if you can?”
He nodded again, and the blood dolls came to life. A glowing sphere of light popped into being above the false Holgren's hand, and they both turned in unison and pelted into the hall and down the stairs. I counted to three, grabbed Holgren's arm, and took off.
Fear is a funny thing. It can kill you, but it can also keep you alive if you learn to ride it instead of fighting it. It heightens all your senses. It lends your feet wings. In its grip, time slows and you have time to read to events that you would not have, normally. Or so it seems to me. I should know. Fear has been a near-constant companion for much of my life.
I heard it before I saw it, just the faintest scrape on stone. We had just cleared the entryway and were taking the left-hand set of stairs in great bounds. Holgren had already pulled slightly ahead of me, with those long legs of his. I spared a glance back to see how the blood dolls fared, and caught a quick impression of a hundred shadows racing toward their tiny light. That's when I heard that faint scrape on stone from just above, about three feet away from my ear. I knew without thinking that not all of the monsters had taken the bait.
Before I'd even decided to, my arm shot out and plunged the dagger into the thing's head.
Would a normal blade have worked? Probably not. That one did. It still held a residue of powerful magic. Awful magic. It pierced the thing's skull as if it were an eggshell, and the creature fell from the wall to land behind me, dead. That was the good news. The bad news was that one of its tentacles brushed my hand. It was the briefest of contacts, but my whole arm went numb for a moment, and I lost the dagger. At least I was alive.
We reached the bottom of the stairs and high-tailed it toward the double doors, which stood some twenty yards away. The blood doll’s light had gone out, by then. It didn't matter. We were almost free. Besides the one I'd slain, there were no shadow creatures on our side of the hall that I could see.
I had forgotten the mother of all bad dreams above us.
A tentacle as wide around as a Borian pony slammed down in front of us, cutting off our route to the double doors. It could just as easily have crushed us. I guess it liked to play with its food. Holgren, just ahead of me, skidded to a halt and backed up, muttering and gesturing. I doubted whatever he was preparing would be any more effective against this thing than his previous attempts to kill the raiders.
I looked up at it. It looked down at us. With a voice like wind whistling among tombstones, it giggled.
“What's so damn funny?” I shouted. “Whatever you're going to do, do it.”
“Amra—” Holgren muttered. I ignored him. Holgren wasn't much for bravado, but sometimes it had its uses.
The tentacle coiled around the two of us, drawing tighter, threatening but not yet touching. That awful giggling continued all the while.
“Be prepared to make light,” I murmured to Holgren. “Some bright light.”
You ask me what I find amusing, little one? I was Sent to snare a goddess, and instead find an alley rat and a hedge mage. Is that not amusing?
“Not particularly, no.”
I am amused, though the master will not be. Your skulls will make fine wombs for my beautiful children.
“Out of curiosity, how does that work, that skull-womb process?”
It's quite simple, actually. I bite your heads off and ingest them. You won't die, though. Not immediately. My babies need a host still able to experience torment, you see.
“I do see. Thank you for clearing that up. I've got one more question, if you don't mind. What blind excuse of a cross between a giant squid and a spider would have the poor taste to impregnate you? Judging by the stupidity and sheer ugliness of your children—”
With a snap, its tongue retreated into its mouth, and it lunged.
“Now, Holgren!” I screamed. I closed my eyes and waited for those silvery teeth to descend and rip my head off. I had gambled our lives on the fact that these were creatures of shadow. The spell that Holgren cast wasn't deadly. It was in fact one of the simplest spells I'd ever seen him perform. The power he invested it with, however, was awesome.
Light blossomed from his fingertips and engulfed the fiend's head, but to call it simply light is to say a sea contains a little water. It was as if a heatless sun had sprung from his outstretched hand. Closing my eyes just wasn't enough. I threw my arm over my face, and still my eyes pained me.
The mother of monsters wasn't giggling anymore. She was shrieking. The light began to fade, and I risked a squinting glance up. She was pulling herself back out of the hall, her long, vicious head no longer visible, hidden behind the brilliance of Holgren's spell. I couldn't look at her directly.
I looked down at the floor around us and saw with satisfaction several black, shrivelled husks, tentacles now only wavering piles of ash. The little ones had been more susceptible to the light.
“How long will the spell last?” I asked, surveying the damage.
“Not much longer. Hurry.” His voice was strained.
We bolted toward the doors. His spell was already fading. The hall had begun to groan and tremble. The mother of shadows was going to tear the place apart.
I spared a glance back. I immediately wished I hadn't. She was thrashing through the opening above, ripping stonework away in her haste and fury. She made no sound now, except for the violence of her passage. Ichor dripped from the great black orbs that were her eyes.
We reached the doors and pushed for all we were worth. Each door was massive, and made of black basalt. We groaned, sweated, cursed. Nothing, nothing—and finally, mercifully, movement.
The door had moved enough for us to slip out. I grabbed Holgren's arm and yanked him through. Beyond was a cavernous darkness.
"Let’s go.” I started off.
“Wait.” he said. “Help me close the door.”
“No time. Let's move.”
“I'm going to set a Binding. It’s worth the delay.”
“I hope you're right.”
We shoved the door closed and he worked a quiet magic. Time stretched. Impatience is hardly the word for what I felt, but railing at him would only break his concentration.
“It's done,” he finally whispered. “It will buy us more time.”
I didn't waste time on words. I started running. My eyes were not adjusted to the dark after Holgren's light show, but it was a huge hallway. Our footsteps and our panting echoed back from the matte black walls. It was mercifully free of obstacles, but still one or the other of us would stumble. Holgren created another light, but it was a puny thing. I suppose it was all he could muster.
If the Sending caught us this time, we were worse than dead. And she was coming. She pounded out her fury on those doors; booming, shuddering blows that made the very air tremble. I found an extra bit of speed.
Time is impossible to measure when you're running in abject terror. The booming grew fainter, after a time, until it was barely audible over our gasps. For a fractured moment I began to think it possible the doors might hold indefinitely. Then Holgren abused me of the notion.
“The binding weakens,” he panted. “Faster, Amra.” I went faster.
We didn't get much further before the doors gave. When they collapsed, her shriek echoed down the passageway before her, a chilling howl that voiced her triumph, and our doom. I felt it as much as heard it, and my imagination tormented me with images of the monster and her progeny coming for us, swarming over the rubble of those giant slabs to hunt us down.
The most maddening thing was the silence. She said nothing more after that one shriek, and shadows make no sound when they move. I spared a glance back and saw a boiling darkness rushing down the tunnel toward us. It overtook Holgren and me before we'd gone three more paces, and when it did, it became near pitch black. Holgren's magelight cast no more illumination than a glowing ember.
“Just keep running,” he gasped. Holgren had pulled ahead of me with those lanky legs of his, so it was him that smacked into the wall at the end of the passage. I heard the meaty thud of his body connecting with solid stone in time to pull up before I repeated his performance.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
He grunted. And I took that as a yes. I began to run my hands along the wall, praying there was a door. If not, we were finished and the Flame had a very odd and distinctly unfunny sense of humor.
At first I felt only stone, and panic washed over me anew. Had we missed a door or a passageway in our headlong flight? Then my fingers brushed past stone into an opening. I explored it with blind hands, and found it big enough for two abreast.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
I helped Holgren to his feet, and pulled him after me through the opening. The Sending at least would not be able to fit through, though her children would. She would have to tear open a hole big enough for her monstrous bulk. That would take time.
I was barely a pace in when my foot encountered a step. Up, thankfully. If the stairs had led down, we would have taken a tumble and broken our necks in the dark.
I hauled Holgren up the steps, holding him by the waist and guiding him. He seemed dazed by the run-in with the wall. His light had disappeared completely.
“Faster,” I urged him. “We have to go faster.”
I smelled it first—that algae-ridden, vaguely fishy smell that large bodies of water tint the nearby air with. We were close to an exit, and fresh water.
We were near an exit. Hope flared, then died down. If it was still night, we were probably still doomed whether we made it outside or not. Daylight was our only hope.
The stairs went up and up. I could hear them, now, behind us, the faint skittering of claws on stone. I spared a glance back, but of course could see nothing. I looked up—Merciful gods. High above us, made small by distance, stood the faint outline of a doorway.
Fear is a powerful motivation. Fear mixed with hope becomes a grand sort of magic. I thought I had given my all before. Now, even hindered by a groggy Holgren, I fairly flew up the stairs. There was light beyond that door.
Two hundred yards or more separated us from escape. I couldn't be sure how much distance separated us from the Shadow King's creatures, but that gap was shrinking by the second. I kept my eyes on the approaching exit and did not look back again. Gray dawn filtered through the doorway and as we approached, it illuminated our steps. I was already going as fast as I could, but the simple fact that I could see where I placed my feet was a relief. We narrowed the distance, second by second, step by step.
I could hear them swarming up the stairs now, and it was only with an act of will that I kept from looking back the way we'd come. Either we'd make it or we wouldn’t. I refused to waste any time looking back.
“Come on, partner. Not far now. Hurry. Please hurry, Holgren.” He did his staggering best. I could hear the wind on the water above, now. I could also hear our pursuers scrambling up the steps, near enough to hit with a cast dagger if I still had one.
My head was just level with the top of the stairs when the first tentacle wrapped itself around my boot heel and sent me sprawling. Instinctively I kicked out, and connected with nothing. Another wrapped itself around my leg, and a third. I tried to pull myself up the stairs, but was yanked back.
“Go!” I screamed at Holgren. He stood there a few steps above me, dazed confusion showing on his face. He didn't move. I felt a burning indignation for him at that; that he was going to die because he'd addled his brains running blindly into a wall. What an idiotic way to die.
And then the sun rose over the horizon, and the first glorious shafts of golden light found their way into the stairwell. The tentacles that trapped me fell away. A putrid, burning stench flooded the stairwell. I was free.
I gained my feet, grabbed Holgren's hand, and stumbled out to gaze on the most beautiful sunrise I'd ever laid eyes on.



Chapter 6


 

The first thing I saw on exiting was the sun rising over a distant line of low brown mountains. Even without the added spice of a sudden reprieve from death, it would have been a beautiful sight. As it was, tears welled up at the sheer grandeur of it. I wiped them away with the back of a hand.
We stood on a stone ledge about five feet wide and twenty long. Both the landing and the stair's exit were hewn from the face of a cliff whose rough gray bulk rose thirty feet or more above us, and twenty down. The landing ended in sets of stairs down on either end.
In front of and below us, the rays of the rising sun gilded the rippling waters of a vast lake. It stretched on for several miles to the east, and was perhaps a mile wide from north to south at its narrowest point.
I helped Holgren to a sitting position against the cliff face. The blow he'd taken to the head worried me. They could be dangerous. I should know, having practically made a career of them.
“Holgren. Stay awake, now. You need to stay awake.”
“All right,” he said, eyes squinted shut. I pried open one lid and then the other and checked the size of his pupils. Sometimes, with a bad head injury, differently sized pupils meant serious damage. Or so I had been told. Holgren's seemed to be fine. He pushed my hand away from his face and put his own hands over his eyes.
“Don't go to sleep, partner”
“I won't. I can't. I'm in too much pain.”
“Good. I'm going to take a look around. Don't wander off.”
“Ha,” he said in a pained voice. If he was feeling up to even weak sarcasm, I assumed he would be all right. I gave his shoulder a brief squeeze and got up to see what I could.
I found an ancient stone quay at the base of the stairs, crumbling and algae-slick. There were no boats, of course. I looked to the right and left, hoping for some sort of path to shore. All I found was cliff wall for a hundred yards in either direction, slime-coated near the waterline. To the left, where the cliff curled away and diminished, jumbled rocks met the shoreline. To the right the cliff fell away even more. A marshy area filled with waxy reeds stretched off for an uncertain distance beyond it. No telling where the marsh ended and solid ground began.
I supposed it would be possible to swim to either side, but there was a fundamental problem with the idea. I'd never learned how to swim. Even if I'd wanted to there had been no one to teach me.
I had spent much of my childhood in a fishing village outside of Bellarius. To my knowledge, there isn't a fisherman or sailor alive on the Dragonsea who knows how to swim. Better a quick death by drowning, it is reasoned, than a slow one which will almost certainly end in having your legs ripped off by one or more of the gray urdus or the pheckla that infest those waters. They don't call it the Dragonsea for nothing.
I sighed, scratched my head, and climbed the stairs again to consult with my partner. I tried not to think about what fate held in store for us after night fell, but it was impossible not to. Be it the shadow raiders or the mother of nightmares and her children, we would be overtaken in short order, and then—I remembered that hideous talking chest cavity of the shadow raider, and the agonized faces on the torso of the spidery shadow fiend. I felt despair begin to creep over me.
“One thing at a time,” I whispered, and took long deep breaths. The first order of business would be getting off this cliff and onto solid ground. After that, whatever happened, happened. Maybe Holgren would be able to think of something.
I climbed back up the stairs and sat down next to hint He had moved back to lean against the cliff face. One hand shaded his eyes; the other picked at a ragged edge of his cloak. Cloak—I had lost mine, somewhere, some when. Which meant I'd lost the gems that had been sewn into the hem, as well. An inane thought bubbled up to the surface of my mind and I laughed out loud.
“I could use a little humor too,” Holgren grated.
“It's nothing. Just a stupid thought, not really funny at all.”
“Share it with me anyway.”
“I’ve lost the Duke’s gems. We'll have to call the whole adventure off. You know I don't work without pay.”
He smiled. "You call what you do working?"
I grabbed his hand and squeezed. Strained and stilted as it was, it was good to banter with him. When I tried to pull my hand away, he held on to it more tightly.
“Amra,” he began, but I cut him off.
“I know, Holgren. But I make it a practice never to become involved with business associates.”
“Don't joke, woman. This is difficult for me. And I may not get the chance to say it again.”
“Holgren —”
“No. Let me say what I have to say.” He shifted, sighed, and proceeded not to say anything. I knew him well enough to know he was organizing his words just so. There was no point trying to rush him.
I studied his face and realized for the first time—allowed myself to realize for the first time how truly beautiful he was. Not handsome. Handsome is a matter of looks, and dress. Lanky, scarecrow Holgren might be considered good looking by some, but handsome was a stretch. But he was beautiful in ways I could hardly find words for. I was vaguely aware that it had something to do with the way he moved his hands, the way he smelled, the emphasis he would invariably put on certain words, and a thousand other things. It scared me to death, that realization. I waited for him to speak with a strange mixture of terror and anticipation.
“I don't know if you remember,” he said, voice low and serious, “but last year I lent you twenty marks—”
I punched him dead in the ribs.
“Ow! All right, all right! Mercy, Amra,” he cried, managing both to smile and grimace as he hugged his ribs.
“You bastard,” I growled.
“Do I have to say it?” he asked.
I just glared at him.
“Very well. I’ll say it. I love you.”
A dozen things to say occurred to me, ranging from sarcastic to syrupy. I settled on kissing him.
I wouldn't say I was comfortable with my body. I have an endless list of complaints. No one had ever mistaken me for a raving beauty, nor would they ever. A boy, yes—and I've exploited that fact on numerous occasions, when it served me.
I suppose that would have been the perfect time, there on that ledge with the sun rising and the water lapping, and a gentle breeze and all. The odds of our ever getting a second chance to make love were worse than slim. But I wasn't ready. I just wasn't, and the truth was I didn't know if I'd ever be.
When I pulled away from him, more abruptly than I meant to, he seemed to sense something of that. He reached out gentle fingers, and I guided them to my lips, kissed them.
“It’s all right, Amra. Whatever comes, it's all right.”
And despite it all, I actually believed him, a little. He drew me into an embrace and we sat that way for a time, me with my head on his chest, him resting his chin on my head.
“Tell me we're going to make it through this.”
“We will somehow. There has to be a way. We'll find it. I promise.” He sighed. “It's my fault we're in this mess to begin with. Somehow I'll get us out.”
“I chose to help you find Thagoth. I knew there were risks involved. Neither of us could have imagined the things that have happened since ... not the Flame, not the Shadow King— say, I haven't told you all that's happened.”
I sat up and proceeded to tell him all that had transpired, leaving out the nature of the trial the Flame had put me through. I had no desire to relive that. He stopped me only a few times during my retelling, to clarify a point or describe something in greater detail.
When I was done, the sun stood another finger-width above the horizon and my throat ached a little from talking so much.
“So that's what happened to Hluria. The histories say little more than that it descended into chaos shortly after the Sorcerer King's victory over Thagoth.”
“But is there anything in all I've said that will help us?”
“Well, it's encouraging that the Shadow King is tethered to one location. I do wish you'd thought to ask where.”
“I can't think of everything. Besides, I've got a feeling we'll find out soon enough. But back to my question. Can you think of anything in what I've told you to give us some sort of advantage?”
“I don't know, Amra. Nothing that I can see right off. But something may come. Let me think on it a while.”
I suppose it was too much to hope for that he could find some way out of our doom just for my wishing it. Still, it was disappointing. I got up and stretched, and looked out at the glinting, rippling waters of the lake. It reminded me just a bit of the bay of Lucernis, on the infrequent occasion I'd seen it in the morning light. It didn't really look like it much at all, but it was the largest body of water I'd seen in the better part of a year.
I missed Lucernis. I missed decent food and the public baths and wine and my bed and— was that a boat out there in the distance?
At the same time I thought I saw something, Holgren called out.
“I sense a mage, coming this way. He isn't bothering to damp his powers—and they are considerable.”
“I think I see who you're talking about. There's a boat out there on the lake, coming toward us. I can't make out much more. Is he actively casting?”
“No, not that I can tell.”
“Well, what do you want to do, partner?”
He struggled to his feet. “I say we go down and greet our visitor. Perhaps he holds a key to our escape, somehow.”
“I’m not counting on that.”
“Let's just count on each other, then, and see what this new turn of events might mean to us.”
“Fine, but I don't have the energy to battle another minion of evil right now. If he's come to do unspeakable things to us, you're going to have to deal with it on your own.”
“As you wish. Help me down the stairs, would you? I’m still a bit dizzy.”
I led him down the stairs, and out onto the quay. “Mind your step,” I told him. “It's damned slippery out here."
“I'm fine, Amra.”
I squeezed his hand. We stood that way, shoulder to shoulder, waiting for the mage to arrive. I tracked the slow approach of the boat with my eyes, Holgren with the inner sight of the mage-born.
Slowly it drew closer. After a time I could tell it was a long, narrow punt. A robed figure poled it across the lake with practiced ease and deceptive speed. That lake was big and, if a boat could be poled across the length of it, fairly shallow. I realized then that I probably could have made the shore after all. Too late now.
As the boat glided closer, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck begin to stand up. “Are you sure he isn't casting?” I asked in a low tone. Sound can travel a surprising distance over water.
"Quite sure. This mage holds more power than any I've ever seen. Much more than me, I'm afraid.”
“Well. I've never met a mage yet who was immune to a knife in the throat.” Of course. I didn't happen to
have
a knife, just at that moment.
“Let's try to stay positive until circumstances force us to become otherwise, shall we?”
“All right. I'll play nice.”
As the boat drew even closer, I noticed the pole used to propel it was three times my length, which made me feel better about not trying for the shore. I also noticed that the mage was a woman, which surprised me.
It's not that I'd never heard of female mages, but I had never actually seen one. They were rare, unless you counted blood mages. Women excelled in blood magic. Low Country women were accorded an extra measure of civility based on that fact alone—you just never knew who you might be insulting.
This was no Low Country mage, though, blood or otherwise. She was as brown as a nut and her hair was straight and dark. As she drew closer, I could tell her eyes were a brown that could almost be called black. Such a combination of physical features was as rare in the Low Countries as ice in summer.
Just where she was from, I couldn't say. Somewhere far to the east of the Dragonsea, most likely.
When she had approached to within fifty feet or so, she pushed off with the pole one last time and lay it down in the punt at an incline, wet end on the boat's bottom, dry end sticking out the back, rising at a slight angle above the water. She took a wide stance in the center of the punt. The boat slowed as it approached the quay. When it came abreast of us it was moving at the pace of a leisurely stroll. She hopped out onto the slick stone quay a few feet away from us, lithe as a dancer, then stuck one foot back out over the water and stopped the punt.
“Good morning,” she said. “I've come to collect you.”
“Who the hells are you?” I asked. Holgren tutted me.
“Forgive me." she said with false heartiness. “Goodness only knows what you must be thinking. First things first. I am Ruiqi. I'm afraid I only know you by inference. I suppose there could be others about that match your descriptions, but it's highly unlikely, no? They don't call these the Empty Lands for nothing.”
Her name pretty much confirmed my ideas as to her origins. It had a distinctly Chagan flavor.
“What exactly do you want?” I asked.
“As I said, I'm here to collect you. If you prefer not to accompany me, you're certainly welcome to wander about on your own—but I'm sure you're well aware of the dangers once night falls.”
“Where is it you intend to convey us, Ruiqi?” asked Holgren. Mages tend to talk like that in each other's company, I’ve noticed. Won't bother with one word if three will do, and won't use a little one if they can think of a big one to take its place.
“Why, to my master, of course. I'd think that was obvious.”
“I’ll bite,” I said. “Who's your master?”
She looked at me, as an adult would a particularly slow child.
“The Shadow King, my dear. The Shadow King.”
It's probably a good thing I didn't have a knife. I settled for glaring at her. It wasn't very satisfying.
“He's sent me to convey his sincerest apologies for the treatment you've received thus far. It has been a case of mistaken identity.”
“You mean he collared me instead of Athagos.”
“Oh. You've worked that out, have you?” Her tone rode the edge of condescension.
“Indeed.” Holgren replied.
“Then you know how dangerous my master's intended quarry is, and why he felt it necessary to employ the methods he has, to secure her. Empires have risen and fallen in the vast span of time he has waited for her.”
“History concerns us less than future events, Ruiqi,” said Holgren. “You've acknowledged the fact that we are not your master's quarry. What does he want with us, then?”
“The Shadow King wishes to discuss a matter with you. It involves the necklace your companion wears.”
“If he wants this Kerf-damned necklace back, I'd be more than happy to give it to him. In fact, why don't you take it to him? Just show me how to get it off and I'll hand it right over.”
“I'm afraid it isn't that simple.”
It never is.
“I cannot free you of the necklace," she continued. “Certain conditions must be met. Come with me, and all will be made plain. The Shadow King wishes you no harm.”
“No? You could have fooled me. What were those raiders doing two nights ago, giving in to high spirits? And the Sending? I suppose she was just trying to throw a scare into us. Do me a favor and don't bother to lie. You're no good at it.”
“As I said, my master expected another to be wearing the necklace. The umbrals were on ... other business when they came across you and recognized you as the necklace bearer.”
“What about the other one? She knew I wasn't Athagos. She didn't care.”
“Shemrang is often willful. She will be castigated.” She raised her hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Truly my master wishes neither of you harm, but he requires the necklace you wear. If you do not accompany me, you will leave him little choice but to compel you to come to him. He has sent me as proof of his desire to avoid such measures.”
“He's already tried to 'compel' us. It didn't work out quite the way he planned, did it?”
She gave us both appraising looks. “Somehow I doubt you'll be able to resist his invitation again, come nightfall. Be sensible. Why take a hard road when there is a much easier route? In the end the necklace will draw you to him no matter what. That is its function.”
I didn't trust her, and I damn sure didn't trust her master, but she was right. The necklace wasn't going to let me go free. If the beasties of the night didn't get me, I'd end up going to him on my own. He had me, whether he wanted me or not. It was only a matter of time. Kerf’s crooked staff.
“Fine,” I said. “Go. Wait here for me, Holgren. I'll be back as soon as I can.” No reason for him to stick his head in the noose. I was the one wearing the necklace.
“Don't even think it. Where you go, I go.”
“I don't want to argue about this, Holgren—”
“Then don't. Just accept the fact that I'm coming with you, because I am.”
I pulled him aside. Ruiqi turned her back to our whispered conference with a smirk.
“That's stupid,” I hissed. “How are you going to rescue me from the clutches of evil if evil is clutching you as well?”
“Don't be so melodramatic. If anything happens, our best chance of dealing with it is together. I wasn't able to be there for you in Thagoth. I will be for this. Nothing you say will sway me.”
“You had a good excuse, being dead and all. All right, fine. I could use the company. She gets on my nerves.”
He smiled, “I don't think you're her favorite, either. Try not to antagonize her. She's too powerful.”
“I promise nothing.”
“You've decided, then,” she said. “Good. Time flies and my master waits.”
“Keeps you on a short leash, does he? Keep your robe on. We're coming.”
I helped Holgren to the punt and he settled in the center while she held it steady. I would have liked to have sat in the back, to keep an eye on her, but that was where she poled from.
When we were settled she pushed off, turned the punt around with practiced ease, and set out for the far side of the lake, and the Shadow King. The lake was larger than it looked from the cliff. Ruiqi poled us along for nearly an hour before we caught sight of the far shore.
During the ride I decided to do a little digging.
“Ruiqi. Can I ask you a question?”
“If you must.”
“From everything I've heard, this Shadow King isn't a particularly nice individual. Why do you serve him?”
“For power, of course.”
“I see.” Though I didn't. Not really. “Care to elaborate?”
“No.”
“Suit yourself.” I looked out into the green-brown water and at the wooded shoreline sliding by at a deceptively lazy pace.
“So how’d you get so good at boating?”
“Practice.”
“Where?”
She cast a suspicious look my way. “Why would you want to know?”
“I'm working on my conversational skills. Holgren seems to think I can be a little abrasive when I first meet someone.” He grunted behind me.
“Imagine that,” she said.
“So?”
“So what?”
“So where did you learn to pole a punt?”
I didn't think she would answer, but she did, after a fashion.
“On a lake, much like this one. Like this one, that lake was slowly being strangled by plants and accumulated silt. In a century or so this will all be marsh, most likely.”
“What a pleasant thought.”
“Change is nature’s way. What cannot or will not adapt disappears, to be replaced by something more able to survive. Or something more willing. You would do well to remember that, when you meet the Shadow King.”
“I’ll keep it in mind.”
“Listen to me,” she hissed in an entirely different tone.
I whipped around to see her face twisted in some inner agony. Her body, too, was twisted to one side, abnormally so. She looked like a completely different woman.
“Listen to me. Don't anger him. Don't balk him. You
will
live to regret it.” And just like that she stood up straight again and snapped back to the snide, overconfident woman we'd first encountered. I just stared at her, openmouthed.
“What are you looking at?” she asked, brow furrowed.
“Nothing. Sorry.” I turned back around and looked out at the water, shaken. Something was very wrong with our gondolier. Whatever power she'd gained from the Shadow King, I was willing to bet, came with some serious tradeoffs. I didn't feel sorry for her, but I found it hard to keep my animosity sharp. I didn't feel like baiting her anymore.
I kept quiet the rest of the trip. So did everybody else. Including her second voice, thankfully.
I don't know what I expected to find on the far side of the lake—something akin to the death lands, perhaps, all twisted foliage and vile monsters. The reality was far different, and far more dangerous in its innocuousness.
We came to a simple wooden dock, with a dirt path that led off through knee-high grass into a stand of evergreens. Sparrows flitted and chirped in the grass and the trees. It would have been the perfect spot to put up a cabin. There was nothing to hint at the power that resided beyond.
“Nice place. Yours?”
“No.”
She let the boat ground itself on the muddy shore next to the dock.
“Follow the path. A meal has been prepared for you. I have been instructed to assure you it isn't poisoned or drugged. My master will speak with you after nightfall.”
“Are you coming with us?” Holgren asked.
“No. I have other business to attend to. Just follow the path.”
When I got Holgren and myself on to the muddy shore, she pushed off again. I didn't wave good-bye. I don't think her feelings were hurt.
“Well partner, let's go climb inside the dragon's mouth,” I said as I led him off towards the path.
“We're well inside the mouth. Let's go see what the belly of the beast looks like.”
“How's your head?”
“A little better, not much. Hurts like all hells. Hard to concentrate. I'm barely up to counting fingers or casting most spells.”
“Which is different front your normal state in what way?”
“I should turn you into a toad for that.”
“You couldn't turn a profit on Silk Street wearing nothing but a bow.”
 

The path led us, eventually, to a pretty little sun-dappled glade. A low block of some glassy black stone stood in the center of it, and food had been piled high atop it. Fish, fowl, red meat, fruits, vegetables, bleached bread, fresh butter, flagons of wine—there was enough food for a dozen people. I figured I could handle my half, but Holgren had always been a picky eater.
“Well, he’s laid out a hearty last meal.”
“Indeed.”
“What do you think?”
“My head thinks we'd be fools to touch it. My stomach has a conflicting opinion.”
“I know what you mean.” I looked at all that food and my stomach rumbled as if on cue. “Oh, well,” I muttered, and tore off a drumstick.
“So much for caution,” he said, and joined me.
I ate until I was in danger of becoming sick. Six months starving in Thagoth followed by a month of soldier's rations had left me virtually incapable of moderation. That meal was good.
Holgren showed more restraint. To him, food was little more than fuel, which is an attitude I can't really understand. Good cooking is as much of an art as sculpture or painting.
When I was done I lay back on the grass in the early afternoon light and waited for the first pangs of poison to shoot through my gut. Holgren and I made small talk. I looked around the glade and felt a measure of contentment. I suppose that was the intended effect, and I suppose, too, that I should have mistrusted it. But a person can only go through so much horror and suffering and face so much death before she begins to become inured to it. At that moment, I'd had my fill.
A nonchalant sort of fatalism had overtaken me. I had a full belly. I had Holgren. I had a short space where nothing was trying to kill me or worse. And there was nowhere to run. The necklace held me as surely as the bars of any prison. All I could do was wait for events to unfold, and keep my eyes open for any opportunity that presented itself. Most luck is made.
Afternoon passed to evening. Holgren lay napping on the grass beside me and fireflies began to appear in the gloom beneath the trees. It was a pleasant sight, reminding me of early childhood summers spent with my grandmother before she'd died, when my father had still been able to get caravan work—
Fireflies? In winter?
“Holgren, wake up. Something’s happening.” I nudged him in the ribs, and he came up quick and clear-headed.
“Powerful magic is at work.”
I looked around, and the trees were melting away like phantoms. The lights I had taken at first for fireflies were expanding, brightening, and aligning themselves along intricate geometric lines. They bled into one another until solid planes of glowing green light came into being. Walls formed, hundreds of feet high. Even the meadow grass retreated back into the ground and was replaced by some hard, flat surface. As these new surroundings took shape, that eerie green light faded, to be replaced by weak starshine. The walls took on the appearance of tangible shadows. Precise as every angle was, there still seemed to be something organic about the structure, in a way I couldn't pin down.
When everything stopped shifting, we stood in the courtyard of a huge fortress. Walls surrounded us on three sides. The fourth side of the courtyard, behind the obsidian block, was taken up by a massive archway, beyond which lay only a shadowy void. It was the entrance to a massive structure that stretched up and blotted out the stars. I craned my head back and saw a confusing welter of walls and windows and eaves, and high above them a thin spire that seemed to pierce the sky itself. No human hands could have built such an edifice.
Welcome to Shadowfall,
said a rich, disembodied voice. It was familiar. It was a younger version of the voice the Sorcerer King's crippled husk had owned.
Ruiqi will be joining us momentarily, the voice continued.
Please, enter and make yourselves comfortable.
I glanced at Holgren. His face was unreadable. I took hold of his shoulder and we went through the arch.
I thought I had experienced discomfort when I entered the gate to Thagoth that Holgren had conjured up, months before. This was something else again. It wasn't pain, but was as if every particle of my body was taken apart studied, sniffed over, tasted, and put back together in a fraction of a second. It was over almost before it began. As I stepped through the archway to the room beyond, I felt an impulse to scream that dissipated before I had a chance to act on it.
The room was much like any drawing room, with a hearth in one corner containing a small, flickering fire. Two upholstered chairs were drawn up beside it. I glanced back at the archway, and it was now the size of a normal door. Beyond I could see nothing but shadows.
I apologize for the brief discomfort but I find such measures save time. Now I know just who—and what—partakes of my hospitality. Welcome Amra, Flame-chosen. Welcome Holgren, resurrected mage. Please take a seat. We have much to discuss.
I led Holgren to the chairs, saw him settled, and sat down myself.
“Why don't you join us?” I asked. “I like to see who I'm talking to.”
Your partner spoke closer to the truth than you guessed when he jested about being in the belly of the beast. Rather than being in the room with you, it would be closer to the truth to say I
am
the room. I can, however, create a manifestation if will make you more comfortable.
“It doesn't really matter to me, I suppose. And I doubt it makes much difference to Holgren. Though I thought you wicked types liked to make people uncomfortable, as a general rule.”
Have you ever considered the notion that every so-called hero is actually a villain, from someone's perspective? The reverse also applies, as in any equation.
I said, truthfully, “I don't tend to think of such things. I'm a more practical person. I try not to let the larger issues distract me.”
The flames in the hearth sort of rippled, and twisted, and out of them stepped a man of medium height. He was naked, and bald. Those same tattoos adorned his skull. Shadows sloughed off him like dead skin and drifted like ash to the floor at his feet.
He was handsome in a boyish sort of way, though his eyes were two dead things that reflected no light. I sort of had to squint to see the resemblance, but he could have been a younger, able-bodied version of the Sorcerer King.
“I understand just what you mean, Amra.” He raised a finger absently and another chair appeared. He sat down, and thankfully crossed his legs.
“I too am what you might call goal oriented,” he said. “Which gives me hope that we can come to an understanding this evening. But here is Ruiqi now, with refreshments.”
She came in the room through the arch, still wearing her ochre robe, carrying a tray on which rested a flagon of wine and two small crystal glasses. She knelt between Holgren and me, eyes downcast. Nothing showed now of the haughty, powerful mage from this morning. The tray she held trembled slightly and sweat beaded on her upper lip, though the room was cool despite the fire.
“Not right now, thank you,” I said. Holgren shook his head. She rose and, walking backward, retreated to a far corner where she stood and held the tray with white knuckled hands. She kept her eyes firmly on the floor.
Was this some sort of subtle statement on the Shadow King's part? If he was trying to intimidate me, it was pointless. I already feared him as much as I feared anything. I did feel an odd stab of pity for Ruiqi, though, to see her so cowed. I suppressed it. I had my own problems.
“We needn't waste much time, I shouldn't think,” said the Shadow King. “You know my interest in you has to do with the necklace. You know its intended recipient was Athagos. Let's discuss what I require from you.”
“I told her, and I’ll tell you, nothing would make me happier than for you to take this necklace back. You'll be happy, I'll be happy, and we can all go about our business. I don't see what there is to discuss. Just take it.”
“In a perfect world that would be precisely what I would do. We do not live in a perfect world—not yet, at least. There are two ways to remove the necklace, Amra. The first requires your death.”
“I can't say I like that one much at all.”
“I'd assumed as much. That fact alone should make the alternative more palatable.”
“What is the alternative?” Holgren asked.
“Amra must return to Thagoth and place the slave chain on the neck of the one it was intended for.”
“Let me just work this out aloud,” I said. “You made the necklace but you can't take it off me?”
“No. I only guided the making of the slave chain. I did not fashion it myself. If I had, we would not be having this conversation as the chain would fully acquiesce to my will.”
“May I ask who did make it?” Holgren asked.
“The Duke of Viborg. A talented man, given his limitations.”
“Ah. I see. Thank you.”
1 wanted to get up and pace. I didn't. “So you can either kill me and get somebody else to cart it back to Thagoth —which I have to assume isn’t your first choice, or you wouldn't bother to get all chatty—or I go back to that hellhole myself and get Athagos to try it on for size.”
“Essentially. I have enough control over the Duke's creation to redirect its focus, and allow you to return to Thagoth.”
“It all sounds very plausible, doesn't it? Except that I'm actually a dead woman either way. I only survived Athagos last time by sheer chance.”
“You are a resourceful woman, Amra. You'll think of something. Or not. Honestly, it is of no concern to me, so long as Athagos dons the chain.”
“It's not your problem, in other words. What if—hypothetically, you understand—I refuse to go?”
He smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. They were lumps of coal.
“There would be nothing hypothetical about your death, I assure you. You would still bear the necklace to its destination. Believe me when I tell you death is no bar to my will.”
“You'll forgive me for saying so, but where I come from, dead is dead.”
“Ruiqi. Be so kind as to show our guests what I mean.”
I didn't like the sound of that at all. “That won't be necessary, really. I have a vivid imagination.”
“I find object lessons powerful motivators.”
Ruiqi set down the tray and stepped closer, to within arm's reach. She kept her eyes cast to the floor. Slowly she began to pull her robe over her head. Delicate ankles were exposed, then graceful, muscular calves, dark skin glowing like burnished copper in the fire's light. The hem of her robe rose higher, to expose knees and thighs, as graceful and toned as a dancer's or an acrobat's.
It was just above her groin that her body changed from most men's dream to anyone's nightmare. As she slipped the robe over her head and let it fall to the floor. I couldn't help but stare in sick fascination at all the damage. The woman had no right to be walking around or poling a punt or even breathing, mage or no.
Something had torn great chunks from her torso. She had been partially gutted. Blood-slick lengths of intestines—what remained of her intestines, I should say—lay coiled in the depression just above her hips, held in place by Kerf only knows what force. All flesh on the left side of her abdomen was gone from ribs to navel. I could just see the tips of the vertebrae of her lower spine peeking out, orange in the fire's light. Her ribcage wasn't much better. It had been cracked open and a fist-sized section removed, exposing splintered ribs and her purplish, beating heart.
“Ruiqi has, in the past, sought to cross me in certain matters,” the Shadow King said. “She has learned the wisdom of obedience. Haven't you?”
“I have, master,” she replied.
“You may dress now, and leave us.”
“Thank you, master.” There was no hiding the tone of relief in her voice. She put the robe on quickly, but left the room with a measured gait. I suppose her master disapproved of haste.
“You will return to Thagoth, Amra, and collar the death goddess. If you manage to survive, I wish you a long life. Our business will have been concluded. Have you any further questions?”
“Why do you want Athagos?” I asked.
“I'm afraid you wouldn't understand.”
“I would,” said Holgren.
“Indeed, you might. My motivations should be the least of your concerns, however.”
Holgren nodded. “As you say.”
I stood up and grabbed Holgren's arm, fairly yanking him out of his chair. “Well, I suppose we should be on our way. It's a long trip back to Thagoth, and I'm sure you'd like to have Athagos here as soon as possible, whatever you want her for. Will you be provisioning us? We lost everything in your creatures’ raids.”
I wanted to get the hell away from him—it, whatever—as soon as humanly possible, before my smart mouth earned me missing chunks of my anatomy. Just thinking about it made me shudder.
“Provisions won’t be necessary. I shall open a gate for you.”
“That's great, but what about after? If we manage to survive securing Athagos for you, we'll be hard pressed to make it home.”
“In your own words, that's not my problem.”
I had nothing to say to that. Ruiqi came back in, then, and stood just inside the archway with her eyes downcast. “All is prepared,” she said in a subdued voice. “Follow.”
I hooked an arm through Holgren's and followed her out. My mind was already turning to the question of surviving Athagos. I had to find some way to deafen myself again, preferably in a temporary sort of way. I weighed the chances of simply stuffing my ears with cotton or wax. It was a hell of a chance to take, and I'd only get one shot. Perhaps Holgren had some magical way to achieve my deafening. Once we were well away from the Shadow King, we were going to need a planning session.
Ruiqi led us back through the arch, this time without the disconcerting side effects, into the courtyard beyond. The Shadow King was already there, standing off to one side. A circle of ghostly blue fire about eight feet in diameter ringed the glassy black block now.
“Holgren, please enter the circle.” The Shadow's voice was cool, a trifle too nonchalant. It rang alarms in me.
“This isn't anything like what Holgren did to summon up the last gate.”
“The observations of a magic-poor thief do not interest me.”
“Then let me rephrase—what the hell is going on?”
Ruiqi blanched. Her eyes grew wide and she shook her head.
Don’t
she mouthed.
Again the Shadow smiled. His eyes weren't made of coal anymore, though. More like lightless pits of doom.
“Enter the circle, Holgren. I will not tell you again.”
Holgren leaned into me, “We're nearly free,” he murmured. “Whatever will happen, will happen. I love you.” And with that he walked forward until he crossed over into the circle. He brushed against the obsidian block. And began to scream.
“You motherless—” I screamed and rushed to Holgren, and found myself suddenly on the ground. The circle of flame had repelled me. I tried again. I couldn't cross the boundary of the circle. My body refused to. I could reach my hand up to the circle, but could not force it past the edge of the ghostly fire, couldn't break the plane no matter how hard I tried.
Holgren fell to the ground as I watched, and curled up there in pain next to the block.
“I have other endeavors on which to spend my power,” the Shadow said. “The circle makes his abilities available to me, to open the gate. The side effect is painful and unpleasant.”
“Then hurry up and open it.”
“Perhaps you haven't noticed, but it is I who commands here.”
“Fine. Please open the gate!”
“You can do better than that, Amra.”
“Tell me what you want me to say and I’ll say it!”
Holgren was going into convulsions on the floor. Foamy spittle was collecting at the corner of his mouth. His head smacked the block with every spastic jerk.
“Draw your example from Ruiqi,” he said.
“Please open the gate ... master.” I forced the word out. What was a word in comparison to the agony Holgren was going through? Words are cheap.
“Much better, Amra. Much better, though I might question your sincerity. Don't feel as though you've compromised any vestiges of honor or dignity in acknowledging my station. Once Athagos comes to me, the entire world will bend to my will. You have only done what everyone will, in time.”
“Whatever you say. Master. Please stop. You're killing him. How can he help me in getting Athagos for you if he's dead?”
“Holgren will not be joining you in Thagoth.” The circle of flame sputtered out, and Holgren’s convulsions subsided. I ran to his slack body and cradled his head in my lap. He was still breathing.
A pearlescent gate opened in the center of the courtyard, a few feet away from us.
“I would never kill a member of my khordun,” the Shadow King said. “Not in any permanent sense. If you doubt me, ask Ruiqi. Holgren will go a long way in replacing the Duke. His death was a vexing inconvenience, and one I've learned from. Holgren will remain here.”
The bastard had taken Holgren against his will. He would be a slave just as much as Ruiqi, and if the husk had been telling the truth, they would eventually become mindless, will-less vessels for the Shadow King to draw power from. Ruiqi seemed well on her way already.
I remembered the ghost formed from corpse-dust in the husk's throne room, and his sighing ‘Master, someone has come.’
Not even death would free Holgren from the khordun.
It was then I knew I would have to destroy the Shadow King, whatever the cost. Not for the Flame, not for any god, but for Holgren. With that certainty came a cold inner peace, and a clarity of purpose that allowed me to see what I needed to do.
It might not work. It probably wouldn't work, but it was our only chance for survival. I looked up at the Shadow King with tears in my eyes. Those I didn't have to fake.
“Master, I would like to say good-bye to him before I leave. Please. I'm begging you.” This one wanted slaves, wanted power. Wanted to show his power, I hoped.
He smiled again, waved an indulgent hand. “As you wish.”
I felt Holgren stir. His eyes fluttered open and a groan escaped his lips. “Oh, gods,” he whispered, and began to shudder. I tried to haul Holgren to his feet, but he was practically dead weight. I had to get him standing if what I planned had any chance of success.
“Ruiqi, will you help?”
She hesitated, then when her master didn't object, bobbed her head and helped pull him upright. I worked it to where we staggered a pace or two closer to the gate. I didn't know if it would be enough.
“Hurry up. I waste power keeping the gate open while you dally.”
“Yes, master. Just one last embrace.” I put my hands to his face and kissed him, thoroughly. Ruiqi looked away. I wrapped my arms tightly around his waist and looked into his eyes, and saw a pain there that had nothing to do with his body.
“Say good-bye, Holgren,” I whispered. Then with every scrap of speed and strength I had, I flung us both toward the pearlescent, glowing gate.
The Shadow King's scream of rage rang across the courtyard. Holgren shrieked in time. The gate shrank even as we hurtled toward it.
 




Chapter 7


 

When Holgren had opened the first gate to Thagoth, he'd had us go through one at a time. When we plummeted through this one together I found out why.
Stepping through that first gate had been unpleasant. To disappear from one place and reappear in another the next instant wasn't a natural act, and my body had known it. This time both Holgren and I occupied the same non-space, the same space between here and there, the same fissure in reality. We shared an intimacy that living things were not meant to know. There are no reference points, nothing to proceed from. It was as if our very souls mixed and intermingled. I saw—I felt—just who he was, his own essence, whatever made him
him. And he saw and felt me. For that brief eternity, we became each other. It was terrifying, and elating. Then it was over.
We hit the ground hard with Holgren on top of me. The familiar putrid stench of the death lands forced its way into my nostrils. I suppressed my gag reflex, breathed through my mouth. I pushed Holgren off me and looked back to see if anything was coming after us.
Something was.
Through the rapidly dwindling gate hurtled Ruiqi, a look of abject terror on her face. Was she trying to escape the Shadow King, or had she been sent to do his bidding? I wished that I had a knife.
Most of her made it. The gate contracted down to nothing just after her knees cleared. The double amputation was instantaneous. Her scream was a twin of the one Holgren had uttered months before, in this very spot.
She fell to the ground next to us and writhed and shrieked in the dark. Blood spurted from the stumps of her legs, dark gouts spraying the hideous foliage around us as she twisted in agony. I saw the pale, fleshy flowers of a thorny shrub bend down to catch her blood. I shuddered, and turned my attention back to her.
I couldn't leave her like that. She had tried to warn me of what the Shadow King was capable of, had tried to help in her own way. However she had fallen under his sway, she had obviously tried to balk his will more than once, with horrifying results. I didn't trust her or even like her, but walking away from her was beyond me.
“Help me out if you can, Holgren. We've got to get tourniquets on her legs. Rip some strips from your cloak. I'll find sticks or something to twist 'em with.”
“Alright.” His voice was weak, but certain. He began to rip at his threadbare cloak. I searched around the area with blind hands, trying to find a stick or even a rock, something to tighten the strips of cloth around her stumps and stop the bleeding. I came across a moldering piece of canvas.
It was the remains of the pack I'd thrown down months ago in my haste to drag Holgren to safety. I searched some more, with greater hope.
The contents were scattered far and wide. I found the shovel I’d missed while burying Holgren and, after a few seconds, a pickax. I rushed back over to them.
“Is she still breathing?” I asked while I fit the shovel's handle in the loop that Holgren had left in the bandage on her right leg.
“Yes. She's passed out, thankfully. Give me the pickax.” I did, and he pulled the remains of her legs further apart so that our unwieldy tools wouldn't collide as we cranked down on the bleeding stumps.
The gushing slowed to a trickle as the strips of cloth bit cruelly into the flesh just above her knees.
“We'll have to secure them, now. I didn't tear enough strips off.”
“Give me your cloak.” He handed it over. He held on to the handle of the pickax and I sat on the shovel's handle and tore more strips from the remains of his cloak, starting them with my teeth when they were too stubborn to be torn by hand. Then one leg at a time we secured the handles to her thighs.
I stood up and looked at our makeshift physicking. The effect was unsettling. Where her lower legs should have been, the shovel's blade and the head of the pickax stood out. But I thought it had saved her life, for the moment. If she could die at all.
“Let's get someplace more comfortable,” I said. “Necklace or no, I don't like being out here.”
“It isn't my favorite spot either,” said Holgren.
Together we managed to hoist her up and carry her past that abrupt demarcation between the death lands and the ruins without jostling her too badly. I directed Holgren to the nearby garden where I'd buried him and spent my first night in Thagoth.
We laid her flat on the grass, and proceeded with the grim task of bandaging her stumps. The remains of Holgren's cloak served. As we padded each stump with cloth and secured them tightly to the remains of her legs, I wondered if we had truly done her a favor in saving her life. When it was finished I sat down with my back against the garden's yew tree and rested for a moment. I looked around at my surroundings, at Holgren's crumbling open grave. A thought came to me, and I smiled. History wasn't repeating itself exactly, but it had begun to rhyme, after a fashion.
Would Ruiqi die, as Holgren had? Could she die? I wondered if we'd eventually have to put her in the grave I'd dug for Holgren. At least I'd have a shovel this time instead of making do with a bowl and a knife.
A knife.
“I'll be right back,” I said to Holgren, and walked back toward the death lands.
“Where are you going?”
“To get something I left here months ago. And to gather firewood. We're going to have to cauterize her wounds.”
“What a pleasant thought.”
It was still sunk deep in the trunk of the tree out in the death lands where I'd pinned the thing that had killed Holgren. I pried my best blade loose, using both hands and eventually a foot for leverage. I'd paid dearly for that knife, had it made and weighted specifically for my hand.
The tree had begun to grow around the blade. The corpse of the little beastie was long gone, or else I would have taken its skull to Holgren as a souvenir. He was always one for picking up odd, sometimes disturbing items.
The knife was in remarkably good shape, save for a bit of rust and discoloration. Maybe it was foolish, even pointless considering the types of horrors I'd seen and was likely to encounter, but just holding that blade in my hand made me feel better. It was more than a weapon. It was a link to life before Thagoth. I stuck it back into its long-empty sheath and walked unmolested back out of the death lands, into Thagoth. The necklace had its uses.
While I was out I gathered deadwood for a fire and swung by the remains of the Duke's camp to gather up some of the supplies I'd abandoned there when I left the first time. The Duke’s silk tent still stood in the center of the square, though it had begun to sag. Various supplies were scattered all around, tossed about by more than a month's worth of weather. It was a forlorn scene.
It was also dangerously near the Tabernacle gates and Athagos, but Ruiqi needed blankets. I tried not to think about those stumps too much. We had probably saved her life for the moment, but I had no idea whether she would survive the night. We could only cauterize the stumps, to prevent further bleeding and infection. And, if we got the chance, we could try to secure some of Tha-Agoth's blood and treat her with it.
I knew a sufficient dose would probably regenerate a limb—when I'd pulled Holgren's corpse out of the ground, not much flesh had remained. Hell, it might even heal her other wounds. The ones inflicted by the Shadow King.
Getting it would be the problem. And I still didn't know what her intentions were toward us. We might have to kill her, if it came down to it. I didn't like the thought of saving someone's life only to turn around and take it, but I would, if she gave me cause. If she was killable.
If not, I supposed we could hack her into lots of little pieces, as revolting as that would be.
No, I didn't want to kill her, and I didn't want her to die for a number of reasons, not the least of which was I had a feeling in my gut that she was a key to our survival. Her knowledge alone made it worth saving her. Who else could we question as to the Shadow King’s capabilities, his plans, his weaknesses? Forewarned is forearmed, and all that.
I loaded up the supplies in an oilskin as quickly and silently as I could in the dark, and lugged them back to the garden with such thoughts for company. When I returned, Holgren was asleep, curled up on his side like a child. It had been a long time since either of us had had any real rest. I felt my own exhaustion, looking at him. The business of survival had kept it at bay.
I decided to let him sleep until I'd built up the wood for a fire. Then I'd need him to start it, and hold her down while I did the deed.
I eased my bundle to the ground and pulled out a blanket, covered him with it, and turned to get another for Ruiqi.
“Why did you save me?” Her voice was a strengthless whisper. I pulled out another blanket for her and a stack of tarps to elevate her legs with.
“Why?” she asked again.
“Because I couldn't just watch you die.” I moved over to her and put the blanket around her. I avoided looking at her legs, and didn't want to look her in the eyes. It didn't leave much to look at.
“I’ve done nothing to you. Why don’t you let me die?”
“Is that what you want? To die?”
“Look at me,” she hissed. “Wouldn't you?”
“There's an outside chance we can get your legs healed, and even the other damage. I don't promise anything.”
“Don't you understand? This is the only place in the world I can slip his yoke. I don't want to be healed. I want to die here, outside his power and beyond his call. I want it to end here, while something still remains of me. Before I become a mindless reserve of power for him. Before he breaks the world to his will.”
I lifted her bloody stumps up as gently as I could and positioned the bundle of tarps under them. It must have been painful, but she gave no sign. I suppose she was used to enduring pain. When I had accomplished that I turned to face her.
“Now you listen to me,” I said. “You aren't taking the easy way out. I don't know how you came to be with that monster, but you've helped him in his plans, willingly or no. You've incurred a responsibility, a debt. You know what the Shadow King is, what he plans, what he is capable of. Whether you like it or not, it's your responsibility to help stop him. You can die when you've helped me accomplish that, not before.”
“You've no idea what you're talking about. He cannot be stopped. To even think of opposing him is madness.”
“You see? It's thinking like that that got you where you are.” I pointed to Holgren, rage building inside me. "Look at him. He did nothing to deserve being roped in by the Shadow King, but the same fate waits for him as waits for you. I won't have it. He doesn't even want to be a mage, for Kerf’s sake. You
will
help me figure out a way out of this doom, you selfish, self-centered bitch, or I’ll show you what it really means to want to die. Do we understand each other?”
She blinked at me, and I saw realization come to her through her agony and misery.
“You're serious, aren't you? You are actually going to set your will against the Shadow King.”
“I’m not going to give Holgren up to that bastard.”
“You love him enough for that. Remarkable. Stupid, but remarkable.”
“Just get some rest if you can. After I get a fire going, we're going to have to cauterize your wounds. Prepare yourself as best you can. I haven't got anything to dull the pain.”
“Pain and I are intimates.”
I looked at her and could think of nothing to say. I turned away and lay down next to Holgren, wanting just to be close to him for a few moments before I woke him and had him start the fire. My tinderbox was long gone.
What we had experienced going through the Gate—until now I hadn't had time to really think about it. But looking at him, I remembered, and felt closer to him than I'd ever felt to anyone, any time. It was a pale shadow of the actual experience, remembering, but it was more real to me even still than the chill winter wind, or the susurrus of the wind in the yew tree, or even the breath in my body. I bent down to fit my body against his, stealthily so as not to wake him.
I needn't have bothered. He woke as soon as I touched him.
“Amra?” He sat up and looked at me, and I saw reflected in his eyes some of what I felt, tempered by an internal pain. I knew that pain. It had been mine as well, for the short unending moment we'd been connected by the gate.
“Go to sleep for a while more. I’ll wake you in a few minutes.”
“No. I meant to wait for you. I just nodded off. We need to talk.”
“It'll keep. You need rest.”
“Amra. The Shadow King. He—”
“He forced you to become part of his khordun. I know.”
“A khordun,” he said, voice flat. “Such a simple word for what he did. Such a bland one, for that particular kind of rape and enslavement. Such a thing has not been accomplished, or even attempted for hundreds of years.”
“That's not exactly true, though, is it?' I said, looking over at Ruiqi “He's revived the practice.”
“Unfortunately. I was taken wholly unaware. It was an… invasive procedure. He has complete control of my powers outside the bounds of Thagoth, I'm afraid. And every time I use them, be it at his will or my own. I will fall further and further under his sway. It will erode my willpower, sap my sense of self, and leave me a gibbering creature fit only to do his bidding.” He shook his head and gave me a half-wry, half-bitter smile. “My powers have grown considerably, though.”
“I know. Just being next to you has the hairs on the back of my neck at attention.” I rubbed at them with one hand, absently.
“I think I understand why he has no power here,” I continued. “It’s the same reason the death lands only encroach so far. Tha-Agoth's power keeps them and the Shadow King at arm's length. It’s why he needed the Duke and now me to get Athagos for him.” I pointed a thumb at Ruiqi, who was now sleeping fitfully nearby. “But why, if that's so, doesn't she die of her original wounds? She certainly wants to end it.”
“It is not the Shadow King's power that sustains her, but her own. He has etched his will into her deeply enough that she cannot help but follow his order to live.” He shook his head. “She is trapped in the prison of her flesh, and her will is not wholly her own. It grieves me. And it frightens me as well. I do not want to share her fate.”
“Then we have to figure out a way to destroy the Shadow King. It's as simple as that.”
“I hate to say this, Amra, but perhaps it would be best if we never left Thagoth. If we deny the Shadow King what he wants, namely Athagos, we deny him the means to do whatever it is he so desperately wants to do.”
“We can't stay here forever. The food won't hold out.”
“I know.”
Did he mean what I thought he meant? I looked into his face and saw that he did. “Kerf's grizzled beard, Holgren, you're as bad as her. Why do you people think death is any solution? It's not. It’s the end to any possibility of winning through!”
“I don't want to die. If we free Athagos, however, the Shadow King will gain powers never before unleashed on the world. I don't know exactly how he will accomplish it, but I know without a doubt he's found some way to harness Athagos's powers and direct them at his whim. He will turn the world into a charnel house, and whatever remains standing will survive only to serve him. I sensed some of that when he took me. His vision of the future is as bad as any version of hell you can imagine. You heard him—death is no bar to his will. He will destroy and enslave, and there will be no power in the world great enough to stop him.”
“You don't know that. The old Sorcerer King failed once.”
“The Shadow King is not the Sorcerer King. And he's had a thousand years to think about what went wrong and correct the original mistake.”
“Even if you're right, dying here will only delay him. He'll lure another mage to him as he did the Duke and Ruiqi, I suppose, then fashion another necklace, and the whole damned thing will only start over again with no one to oppose him.”
“Magic may fade completely before he is able to accomplish such a feat.”
“Are you willing to bet our lives on that? Are you willing to bet the fate of the world? You told me months ago that it was better to die trying to alter your fate than just to die giving in to it. Are you telling me now, after having died, that you'd rather do that again than try to get free of the Shadow King?”
He thought on it for a while, brow furrowed. “No,” he finally said. “I suppose not.”
“Good. The next person I hear talking about dying gets a kick in the head. I'm sick of it.”
He gave me a wry grin. Obviously he thought I was joking.
“So be it. Now that we've decided we want to live, the first order of business is figuring out how to accomplish it.”
“We won't do it by hiding in Thagoth, that's for damn sure. We have to get out of here and destroy the Shadow King.”
“Excellent goal. How do we accomplish it?”
“I'm hoping our maimed friend over there will give us a clue.” I turned to look at our now-sleeping patient. I prayed she had some kind of an answer, because the sole one I was able to think of could only be called desperate.
“Like I said, it'll keep. But her legs won't much longer. I need you to start me a fire, partner.”
He did, and when the knife blade was as hot as it was going to get, he woke her and secured her legs.
Intimate with pain or no, her screams filled the night until she passed out. It was not pleasant. I had to heat the blade a dozen times. When it was over I was more tired than I can ever remember being. I curled up next to Holgren and went to sleep to the rhythm of his deep, regular breathing. Thankfully the smell of his particular, wonderful scent replaced the sickly-sweet stench of her charred flesh.
 

If I had hoped to get any immediate answers out of Ruiqi, I was disappointed. Soundlessly and without either of us noticing, she had somehow disappeared while we slept. My cursing at her absence woke Holgren.
“She can't have gotten far,” I said. “Come on, let's go find her.” I started off toward the death lands, figuring she'd crawled that way like a wounded animal, to have those hideous creatures destroy her.
Holgren laid a hand on my arm. “Not that way,” he said. “Over there. I sense her presence in that direction.” And he pointed west, toward the Tabernacle.
“Kerf’s crooked crutch! Hurry, before she manages to crawl inside.” I set out at a dead run, Holgren trailing behind. How big a lead did she have? How fast could she be dragging herself? We might come on her just as Athagos began to consume her. If that happened, we'd be dead as well. Damn Ruiqi for putting us in greater danger.
What remained of Thagoth's streets radiated out from two squares on either end of the Tabernacle, something like a double spiderweb. There were only two main thoroughfares that ran straight from those squares to the edges of the death lands, one north and one south. We were at the extreme eastern edge of what remained of the city.
I didn't bother to keep to the streets. I led Holgren through broken buildings and over mounds of rubble, through smashed courtyards and roofless towers on a direct route to the Tabernacle. I'd learned those old stone bones better than the city of my birth during the half-year I'd spent there.
As we approached the Tabernacle's high wall I slowed and motioned Holgren to do the same. “Where is she?” I whispered, and he pointed dead at the Tabernacle.
“Damn her.” I moved to the edge of the wall and took a peek. The gates stood slightly ajar. There Ruiqi lay, half in the Tabernacle grounds. She was not moving. I pulled back and tried to think of what to do.
She might already be dead, but Athagos hadn't gotten to her if she was. She wasn't a deflated skin sack. I thought long and hard about leaving her there. If she was already dead, I would risk myself needlessly trying to save her. If she was alive, then saving was the last thing she wanted.
But I didn't really care what she wanted. There was a chance she knew something that would help us destroy the Shadow King. Was it important enough to risk my life trying to save her, that chance? I looked over at Holgren, and decided it was.
“Is there any way to make someone temporarily deaf?” I asked him.
His brow furrowed. “I've never tried. I suppose I might be able to, given time...”
“Time we don't have. Listen to me. If something happens, don't come after me. There'll be nothing you can do. I mean it. You'll be the only one left to oppose the Shadow King. Promise me. Promise, Holgren.”
I didn't think he would. He was silent for so long. Finally he nodded.
“Good.” I leaned over and kissed him. Then, before I could change my mind, I jumped up and sprinted for the Tabernacle gates.
As I ran toward her, I took in the situation as best I could. The gates were open outward into the square, though they were only made to open inward. There was about a three-foot gap between the gates. The right-hand one hung at a slightly drunken angle. The massive bronze hinges had pulled away from the rotting wood of the gates when Athagos had hurled me through them. Ruiqi was on her side in the gap between them, one hand curled up near her face and the other stretched forward, into the Tabernacle grounds. Blood had begun to pool around the stumps of her legs. She had lost her bandages along the way, dragging them across loose cobbles. Twin trails of blood stretched back out of sight toward camp.
But she still seemed to be breathing. I had to give her credit; she was as stubborn in her way as I was in mine.
I didn't want Athagos to even suspect we were there. She couldn't leave the temple grounds, but she damn sure could draw us to her. I didn't know what her range was, and didn't want to find out. I brushed aside the memory of Gnarri deflating like a speared puffer fish, and Athagos's mad smile. It wouldn't be my fate. Not if I could help it.
I altered my route, angling away from the narrow opening in the gates just a bit so as not to present a target to anything inside. I was waiting for that bone-chilling shriek of Athagos's to catch me in mid stride, Waiting for it to strike me down and take control of my body and deliver me to her so that I could be sucked dry. Some people say fear of the unknown is the worst. They haven't seen anything truly worth fearing.
It wasn't an eternity exactly, but that run across the square seemed to take a very long time indeed. When I reached the opened door I was panting and sweating. I was a foot or so away from Ruiqi's prone body. I took a second to steady my breath and listen for any sign of movement on the other side. I heard nothing.
The partially opened gate, while affording some extra cover, would also make it more difficult to pull her back from the grounds. The angle was wrong. I'd have to twist around the gate to get a solid grip on her. Moving to the other side would make it easier, but it would also however briefly present a silhouette, a moving target. I decided to risk it.
Heart in my throat, I moved as quickly and quietly as I could to the other side of Ruiqi. No unearthly wail turned my bones to porridge. I bent down, grabbed a double handful of her robe, and yanked her back away from the entrance. She was surprisingly heavy for someone missing as much of their body as she was. I didn't get her clear of the entrance on the first pull. I mouthed a silent curse and yanked again, more forcefully. This time all but her hand cleared the threshold. A final tug and she was completely in the square. I gave a quiet sigh of relief. Too soon, as it turned out.
You have returned, Amra, sooner than I had hoped. And with a companion or two.
Tha-Agoth. My heart skipped a beat, then started thumping madly. I hadn't thought he could make contact with me so far away from his prison.
“Just a little visit,” I whispered as I hoisted Ruiqi on my back. “I'm not staying long.”
You hare reconsidered my offer?
I shifted the unconscious mage around until I got her arms flopped over my shoulders. Then I got a good grip on her lower arms and teetered to my feet.
“I'm entertaining the possibility of helping you.” I said. “Don't pressure me and stay out of my mind, and maybe we can work a deal.” I staggered across the square toward Holgren.
As you wish.
“Swear you'll stay out of my mind, Tha-Agoth. You know I hate it.”
I will not tamper with your mind, Amra, nor go digging through your memories. That I swear. But I cannot communicate with you without making contact with your mind.
“I suppose that will just have to be good enough.”
Return to the square when you are prepared to talk. I will be waiting.
“I know you will be. Now go away.”
Silence. I prayed Tha-Agoth wouldn't go hunting around in my mind. His sister may have betrayed him, but I was willing to bet he wouldn't look kindly on us sending her off to the Shadow King. If he saw in my thoughts what I intended to do—I didn't know what he was capable of, and I didn't want to find out. Not under those circumstances.
Holgren met me a few yards away from the edge of the square. Together we hauled Ruiqi out of sight of the Tabernacle and I let her drop to the street, more roughly than I intended. I didn't feel much guilt. She had put us in stupid, unnecessary danger. I sat down, put my hands on my knees, and took deep breaths, resting and trying to regain some calm.
“I sensed something,” said Holgren, "some power there when you were bringing her back.”
“Tha-Agoth. I'll tell you about it. Not here.”
He nodded, gestured toward Ruiqi. “Ready?”
“I suppose.” I hauled myself to my feet.
“Remarkable, the kind of willpower it must have taken to crawl so far.” He grabbed her under her arms. I got a backward grip on her legs and we heaved her up and started back toward camp.
“Sure,” I panted, “give me the messy end.”
“We can switch if you'd like.”
“No. This end is lighter. I'll take the tradeoff.”
We toted her back to camp and treated her wounds again as well as we could. They would probably become infected. It would be a terrible way to die. After we’d done what we could, I secured her to the tree with a length of rope salvaged from the Duke’s camp. I didn't want her wandering off again. If she decided to use magic—well, Holgren was more than a match for her now, though that kind of pissing contest would only benefit the Shadow King in the end.
I decided to worry only about the things I could do something about. Magic wasn't one of them. Breakfast was. I looked up at the sky—the sun had barely risen two fingers from the time we'd woken. Had it only been an hour or so? It seemed much longer.
“Well, partner,” I said. “I guess it’s time you sampled the fine cuisine Thagoth has to offer.”
“Lovely,” he said. “Do you need help?”
“No, you keep an eye on her. This won't take long. Not much of a menu.”
“Tell me about Tha-Agoth when you come back.”
“I will, but I want to talk to Ruiqi first.”
 

“I owe you six months’ worth of meals,” he said over a breakfast of dates that were well past their prime. I’d decided not to bother digging up any grubs. He wasn't hungry enough yet, and I was in no hurry to reacquaint myself with their taste or texture. I'd passed on breakfast entirely, in fact. My last encounter with dates had left a vivid, lasting impression on memory and body. When I got hungry enough, I knew where the grubs congregated. I was willing to put that off pretty much indefinitely. The bitter nuts I'd been harvesting when the Duke showed up, I was holding in reserve. What was left of them might have to last a while.
“Six months of good meals.”
He looked up at me and smiled. Then he turned his attention back to the rotten dates. His smile faltered as he looked down at his less than appetizing breakfast. I think one had a worm in it.
“It helps if you close your eyes, and try not to breathe through your nose,” I suggested.
“Does it?”
“Not much, but some. It could be worse. At least dates don't squirm.”
“This one here does.”
“Think of it as a two-course meal, then.”
I caught motion out of the corner of my eye. Ruiqi was stirring.
“I'll just go have a chat with her. Enjoy your breakfast.” I rose and gave his shoulder a brief touch. He grunted noncommittally and poked at one of the dates with a forefinger. I don't believe I'd ever actually seen him look glum, before that. I couldn't help but smile. Many's the time I'd wished he was alive and suffering what I was suffering during my first stay in Thagoth. Sometimes wishes come true.
Would Ruiqi's? I sat down next to her on the cold grass, just looking at her for a time. Her hair was in her face, but did not obscure the distant, pained expression there. She was lost in some internal hell. I don't think she even noticed me until I brushed the hair away from her face. Then she jerked away and cringed.
“How did you end up with the Shadow King?” I asked.
“I have a right to die," she spat.
“I agree. No one should have to live forever if they don't want to. Especially not as a slave.”
“Then why don't you let me die?”
“Because I need you. I need your knowledge. You had a hand in setting all this in motion, and now you have a responsibility to help us stop it.”
“I didn't do anything to you. Or him.”
“You didn't try to stop it from happening, either.”
“I would have been punished.”
“That doesn't free you of the responsibility.”
She began to tremble. Tears welled up in her eyes. “I will never be free of responsibility. Never. Until I die. Duty. Oh, gods.” She dissolved into tears then, and a sort of keening. I was fairly certain she was losing her mind. It wasn't pleasant to witness.
“Amra,” said Holgren, “leave her be, for now.”
“I will if she answers just a few more questions.” If I waited, I was afraid she might be too far gone to answer.
“Ruiqi. Tell me something that will help me defeat the Shadow King.”
“It is impossible.”
“I refuse to believe that. He has to have some sort of weakness. We know he has trouble operating during the day. We know he is confined somehow to the area he called Shadowfall. How can we use that to our advantage? Give me something, Ruiqi. Tell me where he and his creatures go during the day.”
“The umbrals bury themselves. Shemrang has many hiding places—anywhere the sun cannot touch. The mountains to the east of Shadowfall are riddled with caves.”
“What about the Shadow King? Where does he go when the sun comes up?”
“He doesn't go anywhere. He cannot. Not until he subdues Athagos. He can only command his creatures, and send his will out into the world to affect events indirectly.”
“What do you mean?”
“He manipulates events, actions. Subtly, so subtly that you think it is your own idea, to go one way and not another. To take a ship to the Wild Shore instead of trekking across wilderness. To take a mountain trail instead of a forest path. All the while you believe you're on a trail of your choosing. And then you're standing in front of his altar, and he is offering you refreshment and rest from your journey. He's offering you power to destroy your enemies. Immortality. A chance to remake the world. You see your hand reaching out to touch his black prison. You think it is your own will moving your hand, but is it? Is it really? Ask your lover if it was his choice to be snared.”
“It was not my choice.” Holgren had come up behind me. I'd been concentrating on her tale. I hadn't noticed. He sat down beside me.
“No one would choose to become part of a khordun, especially not with such a beast,” he continued. “Not the renegade apprentice of a murdered master, and certainly not an adept of the Order of the Dawn. That's what you are, aren't you?”
Even I had heard of the Order. Powerful mages bound to serve the throne of Chagul. Aridhall Flamehand had decimated them centuries before in open battle, but that was Aridhall Flamehand. The stuff that legends were made of.
Ruiqi shook her head. “What I was makes no difference. Now I am a slave. You say no one would choose such a fate, but you are wrong. The Duke of Viborg did. The fool actually believed he could pit his will against the Shadow King. Use him to gain power. He was allowed to think they were equals, as he had great skill in fashioning artifacts.”
“The Duke is dead, and no one is mourning his loss. You two are still alive. I intend to keep it that way. Tell me something I can
use. He has to have some sort of weakness. What about that stone block? Is that what he is tied to?”
“I don't know.”
“I think you do. Is that why you were punished, because you tried to destroy him? Did you try to destroy that block?”
“Leave me alone!” She curled up into a ball, face buried in her hands. I had pushed her too far. I looked at Holgren and he shook his head. I sighed.
“I wish I knew more about how the original ceremony was supposed to work,” he said quietly. “What is the stone's significance? Why is the Shadow King tied to that particular area?”
“It was where the Sorcerer King was supposed to be resurrected. Or so he said.”
“That’s odd. Not in the Flame's halls?”
“Not from what I was told.”
“Let's try to reconstruct the events. The Sorcerer King convinces Athagos to slay her brother, somehow—”
“By piercing him through his heart with a sixty-foot rod made of sky-metal, to be exact. But he says it was her idea, not his.”
“Be that as it may, it was somehow supposed to supply the Sorcerer King with the element necessary to transform him into an immortal, all-powerful being. The ceremony takes place in his sanctum, and involves the members of his khordun committing ritual suicide. He is expecting to be reborn on the other side of the lake, miles away from his sanctum. In that spot is an obsidian block, or altar.”
“Well, the husk didn't have a mark on him. He wasn't killing himself. Maybe he intended to go to the block later to complete the ceremony.”
“Perhaps.” He picked at the grass as he spoke, brow furrowed. “Athagos fails to kill her brother, pinning him to his own altar for an age instead. He is unable to break free of the rod that pierces him. Athagos is driven insane—though not necessarily by the act. The Sorcerer King's ceremony is botched, and instead of being transformed into some sort of god, he is split into three separate entities—the Flame, the Shadow King, and the physical husk.”
“Well, you've summed it up nicely, but how does it help us?”
“You said the Flame told you he was the part that was discarded in the attempt, correct?” I nodded.
“Somehow the old sorcerer was trying to mirror effects. A sort of grand scale sympathetic magic. Tha-Agoth was to die, what was to become the Flame was to be discarded. The deaths of his khordun would supply an enormous surge in raw power to work with, for a brief few moments. But was it more than that? Was it somehow meant to attract or mesh with Athagos's need to kill?”
“Death stead,” said Ruiqi, voice raw, much to our astonishment. She turned to look at Holgren.
“What?”
“The death stead. An ancient ritual. No one of the Order has performed it in centuries. No one has had the power. It is a way for a mage to send his spirit out, to draw back the spirit of one who has just died. It kills the mage.”
“You think the old sorcerer killed his khordun to work a version of this ‘death stead’ ritual?” I asked. “What for?”
“To guide Tha-Agoth's soul to the block!” said Holgren. “He was going to trap it there, and use it somehow to further his ends. You're right, Ruiqi. I believe we're on to something.”
“Tha-Agoth didn't die, though.” I'm good at pointing out the obvious.
“Exactly. The ceremony must have required a soul to inhabit the block. The Sorcerer King had already laid the groundwork of the transformation—he was going to forfeit one part of his soul anyway, the part that became the Flame. What was left was what became the Shadow King, and it was sucked into the prison prepared for Tha-Agoth.”
“So we need to destroy that black block.”
Ruiqi made a rasping, choking sound that I recognized after a second as laughter.
“What's so funny?” I asked her.
“Ask him.” I turned to look at Holgren.
“That block isn't just stone. Layer upon layer of protective spells have been placed on it. I know of no force on earth that could even mar its surface.”
“How do you know this?”
“I tried, when the Shadow King took me. I hurled every scrap of power I had at it. It was like throwing a twig at Havak's Wall. If destroying that block is the answer, then there is no answer.”
“Just because you couldn't do it using the Art doesn't mean it can't be done. Or if we can't destroy it, we could try hauling it off during the day, dump it in the lake—”
“You asked how I received my wounds,” said Ruiqi. “I will tell you. I tried destroying it, both with magic and without. It amused him. I failed. And was punished.”
I thought about it. I tried to think of some other option, but it seemed there was none. No matter what, the Shadow King had to be destroyed and desperate situations call for drastic measures. I resigned myself to the only course of action available, much as I didn't want to. I could see no other way.
“That black block is the key,” I said. “I know it is. If we can't destroy it, then were just going to have to enlist someone who can. I don't think he's going to like our methods, though.”
“There's no mage alive today powerful enough to contend with the Shadow King,” said Holgren. “Besides, we're trapped here.”
“Not a mage,” I said. “A god. Tha-Agoth. Start working on a way to deafen me, Holgren. We’re going to send Athagos to the Shadow King. Then we're going to send her brother after her.”
 




Chapter 8


 

“You want to free Athagos and Tha-Agoth. Do you really think it wise?” Holgren was looking at me as if I were talking nonsense.
“No. I don’t. Truth be told, I think Tha-Agoth is as bad in his way as the Shadow King. But we don't really have a choice. Once we release Athagos, we lose our only way out of Thagoth, namely the necklace. She isn't going to let us stroll along with her through the death lands. She'll most likely try to hunt us down. The only safe place will be in Tha-Agoth's chamber. Only he has the power to keep her at bay.” I raked my fingers through my filthy hair and continued.
“He is also the only being I know who's powerful enough to take on the Shadow King. And honestly, given the choice between a world ruled by Tha-Agoth or one ruined by the Shadow King, I choose Tha-Agoth. At least his vision for the future doesn't include death and destruction, that I'm aware of. It may not come to that. They might destroy each other, and leave the world to itself.”
“That's wishful thinking, at best.” Holgren drummed his fingers on his thigh. “We're meddling with forces far more powerful than any that walk the face of the world today, hoping to manipulate them into doing what we want. There's no guarantee we won't make matters far, far worse in doing so. Is this really the right thing to do, Amra? I just don't know.”
“I don't know either. I really don't see how things can be worse than the Shadow King ruling the world, but I suppose it's possible. Let's look at it this way, though: Have you got a better idea?”
He pursed his lips, shook his head. Those fingers kept drumming, though.
“All right, then. Maybe Ruiqi will help you figure out a way to keep Athagos from sucking me dry while I collar her. Remember, it's her voice that is her weapon. I'd rather not be permanently deafened, but I'll take it if there's no other choice.” I was hoping that perhaps, if Ruiqi had some task to occupy her, she would stop trying to kill herself for a few minutes. If this worked, I could get her the blood that would save her life and heal her wounds. Then she could do what she pleased. If that was suicide, I couldn't stop her. I hoped that with a whole body she'd see there were benefits to living.
“Ruiqi?” Holgren said. “Will you help?”
She had her eyes closed. She took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. “This is madness,” she said. It was something like her original voice, now. Confident, even a little arrogant. I took it as a good sign.
“So it’s madness. So what?”
“You've no idea of the true nature of Tha-Agoth, do you? His sister did not try to destroy him on a lark, you know.”
“I'm sure he has character flaws. I can't imagine they’re any worse than the Shadow King's.”
She had nothing to say to that.
“So answer the question. Can you help Holgren?”
“Perhaps. Either we can deafen you, or silence Athagos. Actually, a combination of effects is the better route. It affords a greater chance for success.”
“How do you propose to silence her? Get anywhere near her and she has you. She took a score of men at once, marched them to her one at a time like marionettes, and sucked them dry. She's death on two legs.”
“And I am the legless undying thing. We are a fitting match.”
“Are you trying to get at something, Ruiqi?”
She looked at me. “I will help you, but in return you must let me die.” I started shaking my head, and she raised her hand. “Death is my only escape. I choose to die at her hands. In doing so I promise I will aid your plans.”
“No. Absolutely not,” I said, but she wasn't listening.
“Holgren will help me prepare. When Athagos takes me, my death will trigger a spell that we will have prepared, one that will incapacitate her for a short span if all goes well. It will give you time to place the necklace on her and escape to Tha-Agoth's temple. It is the safest way.”
“It's murder.”
“You asked for my help. You insist I have a duty to discharge, a debt to pay. I have helped you as I can, and I am willing to help you further in this. But I have a right to die as I see fit. I can do nothing more for you. This last act will serve both our purposes.”
“Holgren, tell her it’s not going to happen.” I looked at him, and saw from his expression he wasn’t going to tell her any such thing.
“I think she's right, Amra. She's done all she can. To force her to continue living strays from good intentions into enmity.”
“You can't mean that!”
“I'm afraid I do. Even fully healed, her will would not be her own outside the confines of Thagoth. She's been under the Shadow King's rule for too long; she would be a tool forced to commit acts she abhors. If Ruiqi chooses to defy the Shadow King by dying, I believe it is her right.” Holgren put a hand on my knee and I brushed it aside.
“It's gutless cowardice,” I said.
“Call it what you want, it is my choice.” She pulled herself to a sitting position. “I will find a way to free myself, one way or another.”
“Fine. You two work on the plans for the execution. I'm taking a walk. I'm not interested.” I got up and walked away, toward the ruins.
“Amra. Please." Holgren caught up to me and put a hand on my arm. I shook it off.
“This goes against my very nature, Holgren. You know that more than anyone.”
How could he not know? I had lived through things that would—had—killed others more capable than me only because I refused to give up, to give in. Survival was ingrained in me. The experience we'd shared in the gate had shown him that.
“What is right for you isn't right for everyone. There are some things more important than survival, to some people.”
“This goes a long way from surviving or not surviving. It's murder.”
“You're wrong. I love you for wanting to save her, but you're wrong. At worst it's sacrifice, at best it's a release for her. And it isn't your choice. It is Ruiqi’s.”
“Call it whatever you want, Holgren, the fact remains that if we follow this plan she's going to die. Instead of trying to stop her or talk her out of it, we're going to help her do it. You might not think of it as murder, and she might want nothing else. Think about this, Holgren; we're going to let Athagos suck her very soul from her body. You don't know what that means. I do, damn it. I'd rather help her slit her wrists than watch a repeat performance.”
He had no idea what it was like. Neither of them did. “If you'd seen what Athagos is capable of, what's going to happen when Athagos takes her, you'd both be a damn sight less glib about it.”
“Glib is far from accurate, Amra, and you know it. Don't you see? This is the only sure way for her to be released. She hasn't died from the wounds inflicted by the Shadow King, and she's not going to die from the loss of her legs either, even if they putrefy. Lopping her head off probably wouldn't kill her. The Shadow King commanded her to live, and that's exactly what she'll do, to the limits of her power. Only Athagos's embrace will set her free.”
“Some freedom, to be consumed. Sure, she’ll be free of the Shadow King, but her soul will be eaten. Think about that for a minute.” I crossed my arms and fought for calm. It was elusive.
“Maybe you're right,” I continued. “It doesn't really matter though, does it? Right or wrong, it's going to happen whatever I say. So go on back and prepare. Just leave me alone right now. I'll be back.”
“As you wish.” The look on his face was sorrowful. Even as angry as I was, it pained me to see him so. I stalked off into the ruins, feeling an ache in my heart that I couldn't fully explain.
 

The highest vantage point in Thagoth was atop a crumbling, rust-colored roofless tower on the far north side of the city, a block away from the surrounding death lands. I climbed to the top floor and sat in the wide oval of the west-facing window. With feet dangling, I looked out at the nightmare landscape the Sorcerer King had wrought. It wasn't any prettier from five stories up. How much damage hate and envy could do, given sufficient power.
Maybe Holgren was right. Maybe the world would be better off without magic, but I suspected that power would just take some other form. The effects of its abuse would remain about the same: Death for the powerless in some form or fashion. Humanity was all too predictable.
Be it spells or swords or some improved arquebus, the mighty would take by force what they wanted, and leave bodies in their wake. It sort of made my profession look noble by comparison. I've never taken anything from someone who had less than I did.
I cast my sight out beyond the death lands, to the edge of the valley, to the horizon and the wispy tendrils of clouds moving away to the north. It was one of those bright winter days that are deceptively sunny. Step into shadow and you could feel the cold sucking at your body heat. It was going to be a frigid night. It might even snow. I hadn't seen snow in years—it rarely got cold enough in Lucernis which, while not one of the reasons I'd moved there in the first place, was one of the reasons I'd stayed.
I was angry at Holgren for agreeing to help Ruiqi kill herself, and that we were going to profit from her death. Sacrifice was idiocy. There was nothing noble or glorious about it. But what was I to do? Follow her through life making sure she never got the chance to kill herself? Keep all sharp things away from her? Tie her down, force-feed her? If she was going to do it, no measure I took would be enough in the long run. The chances of any of us making it through the next day or so were awful anyway. It didn't make the situation any more palatable.
I pulled myself out of the window and lay on my back, staring up at the sky. From this position, with the walls blocking out the surrounding terrain, I could be anywhere. Sky is sky. I tried to pretend I was in Lucernis, or Coroune, or even Bellarius—anywhere but Thagoth. It was no good. The silence, the lack of street noise and human voices was too different from any of the places I tried to imagine myself away to. Would I ever get back to Lucernis, or anything approaching civilization? When would the nightmare end?
I looked up at the sky and slowly accepted my situation. I was in Thagoth, and tomorrow or the day after we were going to confront Athagos and probably die. If we survived, we would face Tha-Agoth and possibly die. If we survived that, we would eventually face the Shadow King again, and almost certainly die. There seemed to be a large probability of Holgren and me dying in the near future. I really didn't like it. Not only because I very much wanted to live, but because I wanted to live alongside him. My heart ached when I thought of all the things we wouldn't get to experience if we failed to survive our multiple dooms. Then it hit me. I smacked my forehead with a palm and got to my feet. Eventually even I can realize when I'm being an idiot.
There was one thing we still had time to share.
I made my way down the uneven steps of the tower and back to camp. Holgren looked up at me and I put a finger to my lips. Ruiqi was sleeping again. I grabbed a couple of blankets, turned back toward the city, and gestured for him to follow me. He did so with a look of puzzlement on his face. I led him to another walled garden, one with springy turf and a shattered fountain that still trickled pure, sweet water. There I spread the blankets out and began to undress. He looked at me with a sort of amazed bemusement on his face. I took my filthy shirt off and, taking his head gently in both my hands, bent it down so I could kiss him. My heart was pounding, in excitement for once instead of fear.
After a deliciously long time, I broke away and started pulling my boots off. He just stood there.
“The sooner you strip,” I said, “the sooner we can help each other clean some of the grime off. I’ll be much less distracted if I'm not worrying about how badly I stink.”
I may have had a head start, but he managed to get undressed before me. The water of our bath was breathtakingly cold. We warmed up rather quickly, though, afterwards.
Somewhere along the way I managed to tell him I loved him. It wasn't nearly as hard as I thought it would be. In the rush of it all I wondered distractedly why I had made such a fuss about saying it, or showing it.
 

It was with more than a little regret that I disentangled myself from Holgren's sleeping form and started dressing. The sun was setting, and the cold could no longer be ignored. But I didn't want to leave our little pocket of peace and happiness.
The wind had picked up. A frigid gust blew through the garden and plucked the blanket off Holgren. He grunted and shivered, and felt around for me with one hand, eyes closed.
“Wake up, lover. Time to face the future, such as it is.”
“Mmm. In a bit. Come back. I'm cold.”
I finished buttoning my shirt and knelt down beside him. I ran my fingers through his long, tousled hair. How could I have known him so long and not seen just what he was, what he meant to me?
“Get up and get dressed, Holgren, or you might get frostbite on some very uncomfortable spots.”
He cracked one eye open and regarded me. “I love you,” he said.
“I love you too. Now get up, you lazy bastard, and help me gather firewood. Tonight's going to be a cold one. We'll need to move Ruiqi indoors as well. Don't want her to die before it's time.”
“Amra, please—”
“Sorry. I’ll leave it alone from now on. I promise. It won't be an issue after tonight anyway.”
He nodded, stretched, and started getting dressed. “Tomorrow morning, then?”
“If you and she are prepared.”
“We will be. The preparations are minimal, and not terribly complex. All I will be doing is supplying her with an extra measure of power, as most of hers is absorbed in keeping her body functioning.”
“I didn't know mages could lend out power.”
“Normally they can't. We are now members of the same khordun, though, so it's a simple matter in this case. One of the few advantages of the situation, and poetic in that it might ultimately lead to the Shadow King's downfall.”
“Here's hoping. Come on. It'll be dark by the time we get back to camp, and we still have to move to a better shelter.”
Holgren and I moved Ruiqi and our few belongings to a windowless building nearer the Tabernacle, one that still had most of its roof intact. The wind had really started to blow with the coming of night, and the temperature was falling fast.
We built a fire up in one corner, huddling in blankets around it, Ruiqi propped up against a wall and Holgren and I nestled next to each other. Damp wood hissed and crackled in the fire and the wind moaned and shrieked. All three of us were cold and hungry. Ruiqi was talking to Holgren.
“Adepts of the Order are taught to make even their deaths serve the will of the Emperor. It is what we call the
argilleh, the last blow. In the days when battle mages were an integral part of warfare, sometimes even in defeat those of the Order would secure victory for the armies of the Empire by preparing themselves in just such a way as you will help me prepare.”
“Aridhall Flamehand killed dozens of the Order at the battle of Isinglass,” I said. “Or so the story goes. Why didn't their ‘last blows’ kill him?”
“Flamehand was unique. No one before or since could match the kind of control or mastery of the Art that he achieved. And no one had the raw power that he possessed, not since before the Diaspora. The Order at that time was rotted through with evil and ineptitude. Flamehand was a blessing in disguise. After Isinglass, the Emperor reshaped the Order and cut out what deadwood was left. Some trees need drastic pruning in order to survive, and thrive. So it was with the Order.”
“Which is all interesting but strays from the point. Can you say with certainty that your
argilleh
will knock Athagos out?”
“I cannot promise it, no. I believe there is a very good chance it will succeed. Between Holgren and me, we should be able to muster sufficient power to produce the intended effect. I offer no guarantees.”
“Then I want you two to work on a way to temporarily deafen Holgren and me as well.”
Ruiqi nodded. “Prudent and already discussed.”
“I think I've got a way to produce such an effect,” said Holgren. “I do wish I had access to my sanctum.”
“I wish I had a bottle of wine and a leg of lamb.” I shivered and drew my blanket tighter around me. “If it gets much colder we might not have to worry about tomorrow. We'll freeze to death in our sleep.” I wrapped my blanket tighter still and lay down on my side on the leaf-littered floor, scooting as close to the fire as I could. The front of me sweltered while my backside froze. Such is life.
I watched the flames and listened with half an ear as Holgren and Ruiqi talked about theorems and paradigms, and occasionally uttered sounds I recognized as magical triggers.
Magic was at heart a simple matter of impressing your will on reality, or so Holgren had explained to me long before. In practice it was rarely that simple. It seemed that mages could spend weeks on the simplest of tasks, though usually when somebody was paying them for their time rather than results.
Without even realizing I was tired, I soon fell into an uncomfortable sleep.
 

Holgren woke me sometime before dawn. He had replenished the fire and it burned higher and hotter than before. Good thing. It had begun to snow while I slept. The part of the room open to the sky had grown a snow-drift overnight. I watched as more flakes swirled in, driven by the howling wind.
“At first light we're going to carry Ruiqi to the gates,” Holgren whispered. “I wanted to talk out our plans.”
I looked over at her. She was still sitting up, propped against the wall. She was in some sort of trance state, motionless, arms raised to the sky, palms up. Her breathing was so slow as to be nearly imperceptible.
“She’s preparing herself. And so should we.”
“Did you figure out a way to deafen us?”
“Yes, but only briefly. And if you speak at all, make any sound with your voice, the spell will unravel. Remember that. Don't cry out, no matter what, until you're sure it is safe to do so.”
“I’ll do whatever it takes where Athagos is concerned.”
“This is what we came up with while you slept. We will carry Ruiqi to the gate at dawn, as quietly as possible. I'll perform the deafening and we’ll stay out of sight in the square, much as you did when you dragged her back yesterday. Ruiqi will open the gates and call Athagos.”
“The gates are already open.”
“No, they're slightly ajar. She plans to get the goddess's attention quickly. You'll see. When Athagos takes her the
argilleh
should render her unconscious for at least a few seconds, hopefully longer, allowing you to transfer the necklace and us to slip past her into the Tabernacle.”
He leaned back and stretched. “After that point,” he said through a yawn, “planning becomes futile. Can you suggest any changes or improvements?”
“It may take a long while for Athagos to respond to Ruiqi, whatever she’s planning to do. Our deafness might wear off before that happens. I'd prefer to approach the Tabernacle from the opposite side and use Ruiqi's suicide as a diversion. Unfortunately I've got to hang around and drop off the necklace.” I looked at him. “That doesn't mean you have to.”
“Where you go, I go. No arguments.”
“Alright. What's involved in renewing the spell, then, if it wears off before Athagos is incapacitated?”
“Let's just say we don't want that to happen.”
“Then what have we got to plug our ears?”
“I'd love to have some wax but there’s nothing except cloth. Or dirt, I suppose. I really doubt we can fashion anything that would do the trick.”
“We'll just have to hope for the best, then.”
He squeezed my hand and smiled. “We
will
make it through.”
“Of course. Don't we always?” But I wasn't sure about this time, not at all.
We spent what remained of the night in each other's arms, sharing warmth. Ruiqi sat as still as a statue, the only sign of life the slow rise and fall of her chest. Prepare as she might, though, I doubted anyone could truly be prepared for death at the hands and mouth of Athagos.
As daylight crept up on us she stirred at last. She lowered her arms and placed her palms against her forehead, then put her fingertips to her lips and finally let her hands settle in what remained of her lap. “Please take me to see the dawn,” she said, voice serene. Of all her voices, that one disturbed me the most. I think. No one should be that calm facing imminent, certain death.
We lugged her outside and found a low stone wall to perch her on so she had an unobstructed view to the east. It was still snowing, and bitterly cold. There was no way she could actually see the sun rise, but it didn't seem to matter to her. Or perhaps she found it fitting.
She let a couple of tears escape, though she smiled that serene smile all the while. After a few minutes she said “I am ready,” and we helped her off the wall and carried her to her doom.
 

It was slow going through the snow-filled streets. One of us was constantly slipping. Finally Holgren called for a halt and put Ruiqi on his back, getting a grip on her legs above the stumps and having her cling to his neck. I walked ahead, plowing some of the snow out of the way. I don't know that it went any more quickly after that, but there were fewer spills.
The moment I stepped into the square, Tha-Agoth's voice filled my head.
What are you planning, little thief?
I stopped abruptly and Holgren bumped into me. “What's the matter?” he asked, and I held up a hand.
“You said you'd stay out of my mind,” I said to Tha-Agoth. “Is your word good or not?”
I said I would not enter your memories, and I have not. I made no such assertion in respect to your companions.
“We do what we have to. I hope you can understand that. We have no choice. When we're done, we'll free you. That I promise.”
Behind me. Holgren stiffened. “What are you doing?” he whispered. Not to me.
“Tha-Agoth! Get out of his mind!”
How dare you? How dare you deliver my sister to that monster?
The ground beneath our feet trembled, and I caught an image of him twisting on his altar, beating his fists against the stone, the rod tearing at his flesh and fresh blood welling up.
He would not break free. If he hadn't yet, he wasn't going to.
“What choice do we have?” I asked him. “What do you owe her? Have the past thousand years taught you nothing? She betrayed you! If things had gone as planned, she would have killed you! Why would you want to protect her?”
Silence, for a time. Then, less furious,
She is my twin, my sister, my wife. Whatever she has done, I will always love her in ways you cannot imagine. I cannot allow that dark mishap you name the Shadow King to have her.
“And I have to send her to him. But I will free you as well, Tha-Agoth, and hopefully you can bring her back. Only you can stop the Shadow King once and for all. Surely a thousand years pinned like an insect have given you a taste for revenge.”
Revenge is foreign to my nature. I will do what must be done, thief, but there will be a reckoning, and not only with the Shadow King. Justice is not revenge.
“I'll accept that. Now leave us alone to do what we must.”
If she is harmed —
“I know. I know. Quiet, please.” I waited a few seconds, and when he didn't respond I motioned Holgren forward. I didn't have to tell him to go as quietly as he could.
We trudged and stumbled past the wreckage of the Duke's tent to the Tabernacle's massive gates. There I helped Holgren lower Ruiqi to the ground. When we had her safely deposited, I bent down and whispered in her ear.
“It's not too late to change your mind.”
She looked at me and just shook her head, that small smile still playing on her lips.
I got up and crept over to Holgren, who had taken his station two steps away behind the left-hand gate. I looked at her and wondered what she might have become, had the Shadow King not netted her. I didn't really like her, maybe because she was too much like me, in a way. But I had begun to respect her. What a waste.
She took one deep breath, then gestured with the first two fingers of her right hand. The right-hand gate responded by flying open, slamming against the wall and shivering to pieces. The booming crash that accompanied it would have woken the dead. I was certain it had gotten Athagos's attention.
In an abnormally loud, commanding voice, Ruiqi cried out “Athagos! Come to me!”
Holgren touched my forehead with one suddenly glowing fingertip. The world went silent. I kept one hand on the necklace and my eyes on Ruiqi, waiting for some sign of Athagos's approach. I measured time by my speeding heartbeats.
It was somewhere around thirty beats that I noticed Ruiqi's eyes grow wide. At thirty-five, she had begun to writhe and shriek—in silent agony. I couldn't hear her screams, but I could imagine them all too well. I hated it. I felt the necklace twitch under my fingers. At forty heartbeats, she had collapsed. At fifty she was crawling across the threshold of the Tabernacle, pulling herself along through the snow, hand over hand. The necklace was squirming on my neck like a snake. I was glad I couldn't see what would happen next. I'd seen that grisly trick far too many times already. I began to believe we might survive.
Too soon. At about fifty-five heartbeats I was preparing to take a peek around the remaining gate when my hearing returned. I was in sudden agony. Beside me, Holgren fell twitching to the snow-covered ground with a scream forcing its way past lips thinned in pain. I pitted my will against the force that was suddenly rushing through my body, ripping from me all control to my limbs, but it was impossible. I fell to the ground beside Holgren and felt my consciousness pushed back to some far, dusty corner. I was reduced to a spectator in my own body.
Athagos's magic had taken control. I no longer even had the power to scream. My body rose with the jerking, puppet-like movements I'd seen in the Duke and his men. I walked into the Tabernacle behind Holgren.
I couldn't direct my eyes, but I could make out Ruiqi’s truncated form deflating in Athagos's embrace just fine with my peripheral vision. I waited and prayed for her last blow, her
argilleh
to kick in as the storm intensified.
When Athagos tossed Ruiqi's hide away and licked her lips, I knew despair.
Athagos looked at me. She was beautiful. Her eyes were the same as her brothers, now; stars ripped from the night sky, rather than that unearthly blue I remembered. Her skin was the same flawless bronze. Her long black hair floated loose around her shoulders, drifting on unseen currents of power. And her generous pink mouth was curled into a smile.
So good to see you again,
she said to me without speaking. I enjoyed our last meeting. You bring such lovely gifts.
“Go to hell, you crazy bitch.” I tried to say it, but of course I couldn't speak. Apparently the thought was enough.
My madness passes. I suppose I have you to thank for that. The mind heals more slowly than the body, however, and the process is more taxing. I require further sustenance. These magelings are much more ... satisfying.
Holgren was next. I couldn't even close my eyes. After everything that had happened, we were both going to die in Thagoth after all.
Athagos stretched her arms out and Holgren jerked and twitched his way into her embrace. The rage and despair I felt defied words. She snaked her arm around his waist, cradled his head—
Then it happened. Athagos's eyes grew wide and she flung Holgren away and started clawing at her chest. I felt her grasp on me slip the tiniest fraction.
I poured all my will into driving her out. Slowly, painstakingly, I began to re-exert control over my body, one digit at a time. Athagos fell to the snow-covered ground, still clawing at her chest. She had dug great red furrows in her flesh now, though they healed as I watched. Her limbs began to twitch and she screamed—not with any magical element, but a scream of rage and agony.
And then in mid-thrash she fell utterly still.
I rushed all the way back into my body the way the tide races in to shore. I stumbled my way over to Athagos's beautiful, frightening form, ripping at the necklace on my way. It came off immediately. I threw it at her head.
It caught her on the jaw and fell down to the hollow of her throat. From there each end snaked its way around the back of her neck; after a moment I heard the faint snick of the clasp closing.
“It was made for you, you bitch. Hope you like it.” I would have kicked her, but I didn't have the coordination yet.
“No time for that,” gasped Holgren. “She'll wake any moment. Hurry.”
We staggered off toward Tha-Agoth's dome, stumbling like drunks through the storm and deepening snow. Holgren was right. I didn't want to be around when she woke up. She'd rip us to shreds.
It was easier to find my way this time, despite the storm. I knew where I was going, and the dense foliage had thinned out with the onset of winter. I had just spied the doors to the Tabernacle itself when Tha-Agoth's voice sounded in my ears.
She wakes, Amra, and she is displeased.
Eagerness mixed with a strange reluctance filled Tha-Agoth's mental voice.
“Holgren—”
“I heard. Run!”
We ran, neither of us daring to look back. Ours was a headlong rush to the dubious safety of Tha-Agoth's prison. Bare branches whipped at our faces, snow-hidden roots sought to trip us up. The storm was intensifying. An already bitter wind had become a howling monster intent on driving us to the ground and burying us, one white flake at a time. And behind us, death was shaking off a dead mage's final spell. It was a sad state of affairs that I had become at least somewhat accustomed to such situations. It didn't lessen my fear in any way, mind you, but I no longer found it incredible.
The granite bulk of the Tabernacle proper came into view, and I led Holgren toward the entrance of Tha-Agoth's gold-topped dome through the wind-whipped, driving snow.
I located the doors quickly enough. It was the massive snowdrift blocking them that slowed us.
The entrance was situated in the cleft between the two domes, partly sheltered from the wind. Snow blew in, but didn't get blown back out. If the doors had opened inward it wouldn't have been a problem.
Such is life. We clawed at the drift with numbed hands until we'd cleared enough away to try and open one of the doors. Together we pulled on one of the massive carved handles. Slowly, too slowly the door began to inch outward.
It opened a couple of hand spans, and then she was on us.
What have we here? Two mice seeking shelter from the storm?
I looked back out at the grounds. I didn't see her anywhere. I looked back and saw that Holgren had got the door open just enough for one to slip in.
“GO!” I screamed, and shoved him through the opening over his protests. Then a cold hand had me by the nape of the neck and I was suddenly cartwheeling through the air.
I tried to tuck into some sort of roll, but instead of the ground my body connected with the trunk of a massive oak. I fell to a heap at its base. I didn't move for a long while. I couldn't even think about moving. The only reason I knew I was still alive was because of all the pain.
I heard Holgren scream my name, and then the thunderous boom of the door slamming shut, only slightly muffled by the storm. I wanted to look up and see what was going on, but I couldn't seem to move my head.
I am saving him for later, little one. He will keep. You and I have matters to discuss, first. First matters. Matters of discussion, you see. You do, don't you?
“I don't know what you're talking about.” It hurt to speak. It hurt to breathe. Slowly I willed my hands under me. Tremblingly, they responded. I wasn't paralyzed. I would be dead soon, but I wasn't paralyzed. It's the little things that keep you going.
I pushed myself up to a kneeling position, steadying myself with one hand on the oak's ice-crusted trunk.
You know. Do you know you know? Yes. I think so.
In an eye blink she appeared before me. Her backhand sent me skidding through the snow, face first. When I came to a stop, I spat blood and rolled over again, trying to gain my feet.
“How can we have a discussion if you keep pummeling me?” I groaned.
Discussion. Yes. We were having a discussion. Sometimes I find it difficult to concentrate. Please forgive me.
She yanked me off the ground by my collar and held me at arm's length. My feet dangled inches from the ground. She studied me, turning me this way and that.
This is it, I thought. She's going to do it. I fumbled for my knife. Hopeless, but I wasn't going to just give in. I'd try to get her in the throat, maybe cut her vocal cords—
She gave me a tooth-loosening, lip-splitting slap and shook me till all thoughts of going for my knife were jarred loose. It reminded me of growing up. The bad old days.
How can we have a discussion
if you insist on trying to harm me?
“You always play with your food, or do you have a point you're getting to?” A slow, stupid, doomed sort of anger was starting to well up in me.
Ah, the mouse bares its teeth. The harvest comes home, the owl is in the orchard. The Shadow leashed the earth, you know, but couldn't teach it to sing.
“You're raving mad, you know that?”
She threw me down to the ground and sat down before me. She smiled again, a sunny, carefree smile that revealed perfect teeth and sent shivers down my spine.
Oh. Yes. I know. It comes and goes. I don't want to kill you, actually, but I probably will. I would like to apologize to you in advance for that.
“Apology not accepted, you crazy bitch.”
She brought her hand up to her neck and toyed with the necklace I'd put on her. Well, at least if I died, she wasn't going to fare much better.
Tell me about the chain.
“Just a pretty trinket. Don’t you like it?”
I never saw her move. She just had me by the throat all of a sudden. I felt my windpipe begin to collapse under the pressure of her grip.
No lies, now. It makes my thoughts whirl, skirl, float away. And then all that's left is the hunger. Understand?
I tried to gag out a yes, settled for a nod.
Good.
She released me and I drew in a tortured breath of frigid air.
“Slave chain,” I choked out, “made for you. Shadow King. Go—to him.”
I don't know what kind of reaction I would have expected from her. The insane are, almost by definition, hard to predict. I can say without reservation that I did not expect the reaction my gasped words caused.
Her face lit up like a child presented with a new toy or an unexpected treat. She actually clapped her hands together, and laughed exultantly. She dragged me to her. One hand cradled the back of my head, her other arm snaked around my waist. It was going to happen—she was going to suck me dry.
And then she was hugging me tightly, so tightly my spine creaked. She buried my face in the hollow of her neck. I drew a breath and caught a whiff of lilacs. Death smelled like lilacs.
You are joy's messenger, little mouse. I will not harm you, oh no. How could I?
She kissed the top of my head, then pushed me away into the snow and ran fleet-footed toward the gates. I watched her go, the realization that I was still somehow alive and apparently would remain so for the time being slowly sinking in.
Just before the falling snow obscured her completely, she stopped and turned to look back at me.
Gnaw through the bar of my brother's cage, mouse. Set him free to follow me. But take your time.
And then she was gone. “Kerf's lice-ridden beard,” I muttered, and staggered to my feet. I had to find Holgren.
I found him just inside the Tabernacle. He was slumped against the wall, head lolling at an unnatural angle. He was breathing in short gasps, like a dying fish. The wall behind him was daubed with one long streak of blood, where his head had been bashed against it and he'd slid to the floor. Athagos must have hurled him against the wall and then come after me.
I pulled his head to a more natural angle, hoping to help his breathing, and began to realize just how massive his injury was. The back of his head was a sticky, bloody mess. I examined it more carefully by touch, as gently as I could. I resisted the panic welling up in me. It wouldn't help. The back of his skull was crushed. It was more than crushed, actually. It was pulverized.
I'd watched him die once. 1 wasn't about to go through that again. Not after what we'd shared. He needed Tha-Agoth's blood, immediately. I put my shoulder against his abdomen and levered him up using the wall until I got to a standing position. I wouldn't be able to carry him far, but I didn't have to. I just had to make it to Tha-Agoth's chamber.
I staggered off down the hall toward it. “No problem, partner. We'll just get some of that good old blood that brought you back before. Don't you worry now, Holgren. Don't you worry, do you hear me?”
He couldn't hear me. But the words weren't for him anyway.
When I reached the stairs down to Tha-Agoth's chamber it was with relief. Then I ran into an invisible wall. The stairs were blocked. It could only be Tha-Agoth.
“Let me come down,” I panted. Only silence answered.
“Tha-Agoth, let me down. He needs healing. He's dying.”
You took her from me. You sent her to my enemy.
“I had no choice. You know all this.”
Silence.
“If you don't let me down to get healing for him. I swear I'll let you rot down there. You'll never see her again, and you'll still be pinned to that stone when the Shadow King puts the entire world to torture. He will have won, because you were pouting like a selfish child. Is that what you want?”
Silence.
“Answer me, damn you! Is that what you want?”
It is not.
“Then let me come down. Now.”
Come.
I made my precarious way down the stairs as quickly as I could, then rammed the door open with the heel of my hand. I lay Holgren down gently on the blood-washed floor in the gray light that filtered in from the broken windows high above.
I didn't look at Tha-Agoth. He wasn't my favorite person at that moment.
Holgren had stopped breathing. I turned his head to the side and scooped up handfuls of blood from the floor. I dribbled it onto the back of Holgren's skull, then pried his jaw open and filled his mouth with it. Seconds stretched to minutes. Nothing happened.
“Why isn't it working?” Panic began to well up in me in earnest. I fought it, but it felt as if my heart was being sliced to ribbons. I looked at Tha-Agoth. His head was turned away.
“Why isn't it working?” I asked again.
I don't know.
But I knew he was lying.
“Tell me, Tha-Agoth.”
I don't know. Perhaps his bond to the Shadow King prevents the healing.
“You're lying. I can sense it.” I stood up and walked over to him. He refused to look at me. I put my hand on his chin and turned his head toward me. Those star-filled eyes blazed up at me.
“Listen to me. If he dies, I'll leave you here and the world be damned. I swear it. I’ll walk out into the death lands and let the beasties have me for a snack to make sure I don't go soft and change my mind.”
I could turn your mind now, thief, and make you help me.
“No you can't. You'd already have done it. I've had a while to think about our first encounter. If you had been able to make me free you, you would have. After a thousand years,
anybody
would have done whatever was necessary to get free. You didn't because you couldn't. And you can't now. If I'm wrong, prove it. If I’m right, you'd better stop playing games because I'm your only hope.”
No response.
“I'll take that as an admission. Now why isn't the blood bringing Holgren back?”
Because I do not wish it to.
“Why?”
You took her from me. Why should I give him back to you?
“You pathetic piece of—” I choked the words down. They wouldn't do any good, and would probably only make matters worse. I began to see why Athagos might want to get rid of her brother. I leaned in closer.
“If the fact that we're going to free you isn't enough, consider this: He's just as much a victim of the Shadow King as you are of the Sorcerer King. You might say he's a fellow victim; we both are. To allow him to die when you have the means to save him makes you both a murderer and an accessory to the evil that put you in your own personal hell.”
I leaned in closer and whispered in his ear. “It makes you at least as guilty as your own worst enemy.”
He closed his eyes and rolled his head away from me.
Perhaps I’m beyond caring.
“For your sister's sake I hope not. You're the only chance she has. If you want to spare Athagos from the Shadow King's attentions, you'd better bring Holgren back to life. If can't have him. I'll make sure you can't have her. That I promise you.”
He looked back at me with those star-torn eyes, and I stared into them, unblinkingly. He looked away. Eventually.
Very well. But expect no more healing from my blood, for either of you.
Behind me, Holgren choked his way back to life, and along with him, my heart.
 




Chapter 9


 

I rushed to Holgren as he scrabbled onto his side to retch out a mouthful of god blood. It afforded me a view of his knitting skull. Seeing the shards of bone jostle themselves back into place and the scalp crawl back over the skull beneath wasn't pretty, but I could have asked to see nothing that caused me more joy.
I knelt down and put an arm around his middle, pressed my cheek to his and whispered in his ear. “Don't you ever die on me again, you whore-spawned excuse for a mage. I couldn't stand it.”
“My mother—wasn't a whore. She—ah, gods my head hurts! —she was a madam. Not the same thing at all.” He boosted himself up to a kneeling position, with my help.
“Besides, I don't die on purpose, you know.”
Enough. Free me. Now.
I kissed Holgren quickly, then helped him to his feet. There was work to be done.
 

“Oh, this isn't good at all.” Holgren had both hands wrapped around the rod that speared Tha-Agoth. He had been muttering arcanities for the better part of an hour.
“What is it?” I asked him as he let go of the rod and stepped away from Tha-Agoth.
I’ve given you back your life twice now, mageling. You are indebted to me. Do not fail.
“The hells you say,” I told Tha-Agoth. “I pulled his rotting corpse out of the ground the first time, and had to coerce you to bring him back the second. He doesn't owe you a damned thing.”
Without my blood he would still be decaying in the garden where he was buried.
“I would prefer not to be talked about as if I weren't present. I'd like it even more if you'd both be quiet. This is difficult enough without listening to you two bicker. I've still got a headache.”
Holgren cracked his knuckles, stepped further back from the altar and stretched. “The magics employed to fashion this—thing—were powerful in the extreme.”
It has thwarted all my attempts to destroy it for a millennium mage. It was specifically designed to kill me, though in that it failed. Its nature should not be proof to your mundane Art, however.
Holguin looked down at Tha-Agoth, eyebrow raised. “How much do you really know about the laws of thaumaturgy, may I ask?”
It is a subject that holds little interest for me. The power I possess is drawn from a different source. One far more powerful.
“Not in this case, it would appear. Let me state the situation as concisely as I can. A mage is able to produce effects in direct correlation to two conditions—the raw power he possesses the ability to tap, and the strength of will he is able to exert on that power to shape reality. It gets a bit more complicated than that, but to illustrate the point, consider this rod. It is the product of magic. It was created by a mage powerful enough, a mage possessing the requisite strength of will, to fashion something that could trap a god for an age.”
I fail to see your point.
“That's because I haven't
made
it yet.” Holgren rubbed at his eyes, took a deep breath. I guess dying made him irritable.
Then make your point, mage. You waste time.
“This rod isn't subject to the same laws that govern other physical things. A mage forces his will on reality when he uses the Art, to the extent that his power and will enable him. Part of the reality of this rod, as envisioned by its creator, is that it is indestructible.”
There is no indestructible object. It must have a weakness.
“You're absolutely right. There is one set of conditions that will allow us to break the rod. But you aren't going to like it.”
What conditions must be met, mage?
“The Sorcerer King was good at what he did. He knew that it would take a greater power than even he possessed to best a god. He took that into account when he set about creating your doom.
“Tha-Agoth, It is your
own
power that sustains and strengthens your enemy's weapon. You must have noticed your weakened condition?”
Yes.
“The rod leaches your power away and turns it against you. The more you struggle against it, the more power you lend it. Artfully clever, actually.”
The chamber was silent. If I understood what Holgren was saying, there was no way to free Tha-Agoth that I could see. I had faith, though, that Holgren would find a way. If he didn't we were doomed.
“What can be done?” I asked. Holgren glanced at me, then looked down at the god.
“I have only one solution, and it isn't certain or easy."
Tell me.
“We're going to have to kill you in order to save you,” he said.
What foolishness is this? I cannot be killed. Do you understand nothing?
“I understand more than you do in this case. The rod feeds off your energy. I need for the flow of energy from you to the rod to cease, or at least falter before I can attempt to impose my will on it. A massive trauma, such as beheading, should do the trick.”
You expect me to allow you to
behead
me? Your humor escapes me.
“I'm pretty sure he's serious,” I told Tha-Agoth. “Holgren doesn't have much of a sense of humor.”
“Not at the moment, at least.”
This is insanity.
“Nevertheless. I do wish there was another way. There isn't, not that I can think of.” Holgren spread his hands and shrugged.
“Once he's beheaded, how will you break the rod?” I didn't think a shovel and pickax would do it. That's all we had in the way of tools.
“I’ll use the Art. Destroying it is as much a matter of ripping through the mesh of commands that infuse the rod as breaking its physical reality. Once I've accomplished that, a sharp blow should suffice.”
“Will you be able to manage it?”
He gave me a flat stare. “There's only one way to find out. With the additional power made available to me through the khordun, it is at least possible. I will do my best.”
Do more than your best, mageling. You will not be allowed to take my head more than once.
“I don't expect to fail, Tha-Agoth. Failure dooms us as much as anyone. But I cannot guarantee success. That is the reality of the situation. Accustom yourself to it.”
I started toward the stairs. “I’ll go fetch a sword from the Duke's camp. You two try to get along while I'm gone. We all need each other, like it or not.”
 

It took me forever to find a sword in the snow.
Just inside the gate a score of armed men had met their fate at the hands and mouth of Athagos. Most of them hadn't even been able to draw their blades. They'd hung at their sides, utterly useless, inches away from hands that did not their owners' bidding, but Athagos's. What a way to die.
It should have been a simple thing to find one sword in a relatively small area, but the snow made it frustrating, agonizing task.
I finally came upon the hilt of a sword, my hands frozen nearly lifeless after at least half an hour of questing blindly through the snow. I pulled up my prize, and disentangled the sword belt from the chain mail shirt it was attached to, with difficulty.
When I finally managed it I pinned the sword in its scabbard awkwardly to my chest with a forearm, and buried my numb hands in my armpits.
I slogged my way back to the Tabernacle through the storm as quickly as possible. I couldn't imagine Athagos would stick around, especially after the way she had acted when I told her about the necklace, but why take a chance? She was seriously, deeply insane.
But cracked as she was, I was fairly certain her main goal in life was getting as far away from her brother as possible. There was something between them that I didn't really understand, more than Tha-Agoth's seeming obsession with his sister-wife, more than Athagos wanting to cause him harm. I felt as though I were staring at a puzzle with an unknown number of pieces missing. Everything pointed to Athagos wanting to get rid of her brother, yet she'd told me to free him just before she left.
Except she was raving mad, and nothing was beyond her. Including hanging around the Tabernacle, waiting to make a snack of me.
I shook my head in disgust. Enough of logic chasing its tail, I told myself. Just get on with the business at hand.
I didn't relax until I'd made it back inside, and then only a few degrees. Tha-Agoth didn't exactly put me at ease.
Back in the temple, a tense silence reigned. Tha-Agoth was motionless, eyes closed. What he was thinking I couldn't even begin to guess. Having his head chopped off might not kill him, but it was still going to be hideously painful.
As for Holgren, he was squatting in one blood-washed corner, elbows on knees, thumbs pressed against the bridge of his nose. Whatever he was doing had the hairs on the back of my neck trying to loose themselves from my skin.
“So,” I said, more loudly than I intended, “are we ready?”
Make the stroke clean, thief. One blow only if you can manage it. I’ll not have you carving on me.
“I'll do my best. Holgren, are you ready?”
“As ready as I can be.” He stood up and walked over to Tha-Agoth. “I wish—”
“—you had access to your sanctum. I know. You don't. So let's move on.”
He smiled half-heartedly and looked down at Tha-Agoth.
“Forget the rod,” he told the godling, “and concentrate solely on healing the damage we are about to cause. I want as much of your power diverted from the rod as possible.”
You do not forget a spear through your heart, mage.
“Do the best you can.” Holgren turned from Tha-Agoth and looked at me. “Once you've finished the beheading, I want you to swing on the rod at my signal. However much I may weaken it, physical blows will still be necessary. And do try not to hit me, Amra.”
“You take the fun out of everything.”
Holgren moved to the other side of the altar, across from the doors. I lined myself up with Tha-Agoth's neck, planted my feet, and took a few practice swings. The sword's balance felt all wrong; it was far too long for me and the grip was slick. I didn't have to fight with it, though. I just had to hit a stationary target or two. I hoped I could cut through with one swing—beheadings were a grisly business. There was a reason the condemned paid their executioners to do their best.
Satisfied as I was going to be with the weapon, I stepped forward until the last few inches of the blade hovered just above Tha-Agoth's neck. He looked at me with those star-filled eyes of his, but said nothing. He turned his head and looked up at the snowflakes skirling in from the broken windows far above.
“Are we ready?” I whispered, and looked at Holgren. He was kneeling down, and his hands clasped the rod just above Tha-Agoth's chest. His head was bowed. He looked to be praying, almost.
“Strike when you will,” he said, voice muffled, “but wait for my signal before you swing at the rod.”
“Alright.” My palms were suddenly sweaty, making the sword-hilt even more slippery. I thought about wiping them dry, but decided against the delay. The sooner this was over the better.
Holding the sword in two hands I lined up the blade along Tha-Agoth's throat. I took a deep breath and pulled it overhead. With a wordless cry I whipped it down on the god's neck with all the force I could muster. The edge of the sword stayed perpendicular to the ground, thankfully, and bit into Tha-Agoth's neck with a meaty smack.
The shock of impact rode up my arms and I nearly lost hold of the hilt. Blood sprayed up, hot rivulets of it splashing my face and torso, but I'd done it.
“Again, Amra!” Holgren's voice was strident. I looked more closely at the cut I'd made. I'd failed to cut all the way through. Tha-Agoth's head was still connected to his body by a thin strip of flesh at the back of his neck. His body spasmed. His torso tried to curl into a backbreaking arch, but it was held in place by the rod. His head was already reattaching itself to his body.
“Cut again, Amra! Quickly!” Holgren's voice was rough with strain. I cursed, dropped the sword, and severed the remaining scrap of flesh with my knife. Then I pulled Tha-Agoth's head a little away from the rest of him and scrambled for the dropped sword. It might have been my imagination, but I thought I saw Tha-Agoth's eyes tracking my every move. I know he blinked.
A greenish, pulsing glow began to suffuse the room, emanating from the point where Holgren clutched the rod. It lit his face, gave him a diabolic look. His lips were pulled back front his teeth and his forearms trembled with the effort of his magics. A low groan began to force past his teeth, growing slowly louder.
“Holgren?”
The green glow suddenly turned to a burst of brilliant red, and Holgren flew back from the rod as if he'd been hurled away from it by an invisible giant. He slammed into the far wall and slid down to the floor. Then the unnatural light died, and was replaced by the weak winter light from far above.
I dropped the sword and ran over to Holgren. He was already climbing to his feet. The palms of his hands were burned.
“What happened?”
He let me help him to his feet. “I failed,” he said, voice tight. “I don't have the power to destroy the rod. It's been feeding off him for an age. Its reserves are vast.”
“So we can't break the rod. We'll just have to try something else.”
“What else is there?”
I looked back at the rod, the altar, the beheaded god. Good question. What else was there to try? The rod was indestructible. We could try to break the altar using the pick, but that would take weeks at best. I watched Tha-Agoth's head slowly reattach itself to his body, and an idea came to me.
“So the rod won't break. We don't need it to.”
“What have you thought of?”
“We need to get him free of the rod, not the other way around.”
Holgren looked at me and I saw understanding spark in his eyes. “Why didn't I think of that? Brilliant!”
“I know. Come on, let's do it before he has a chance to object.”
Object to what?
Too late. “We're going to free you,” I said. “It's going to be painful.”
You will not sever my head from my body again.
His voice was full of pain, and a little fear.
"You're absolutely right.” I walked back over to him and picked up the bloody sword.
Tell me what you intend to do.
“We can't break the rod, so were going to cut you free.”
I have been struggling against it for centuries, with no effect.
“You're also weak as a kitten. You don't have the physical ability to pull yourself free of the rod. If you did, you'd have escaped long ago. Now do you want to be free or not?”
Yes, he hissed.
“Then prepare yourself. As I said, this is going to hurt. A lot.”
The rod was about two inches in diameter, and had speared him through roughly through the heart, or near enough. I would have to cut more than a hand span's worth of flesh and bone from the rod to his side. And I'd probably have to do it more than once, considering the rate at which he healed.
“Holgren.”
“Yes?”
“I want you to stay on the other side. Start pulling once I get enough of his chest cut away to free him. I don't want to have to keep hacking at him. Pull him by his right arm.”
“Alright.”
It was easier to think of him as a pig or a cow about to be butchered. I wasn't sure I could go through with it otherwise, immortal or no. I wasn't particularly squeamish, but this was going to be gruesome. Not that beheading him hadn't been, but ...
“Put your left arm above your head and stretch out your right for Holgren to pull on.” I didn't want to hack his arm by accident. He did as I asked, and then there was nothing left to do but start cutting.
The main difference between beheading someone and butchering them is the screaming. It's hard to scream when your vocal cords have been severed along with the rest of your neck. When chunks are being taken out of your chest you can scream just fine, though the blood from your punctured lung works its way into your throat and mouth, and gives the screaming a wet, bubbling quality. And when you're a god, you can stream right into someone's mind so they get the full effect.
I couldn't very well tell him to be quiet. I gritted my teeth and hacked through flesh and ribs, clearing a bloody path for Holgren to pull him free of the rod. I kept hoping he would pass out. He didn't. Tha-Agoth healed with amazing rapidity.
We resorted to a constant tugging on Holgren's part and methodical hacking on mine. It might have gone a little more smoothly if I’d thought to cut out a wedge-shaped portion out of the god's flesh, but I didn't until later. So I had to sever reconnecting flesh continually.
At last Holgren gave a yank. Tha-Agoth fell to the bloodwashed floor of his temple in a limp, shrieking heap. I let the gore-drenched sword slip from my fingers. It fell to the stone floor with a metallic ring. I was exhausted. I felt as if I'd been hauling nets all day, something I had never been fond of. I was drenched in blood. On the positive side, none of it was mine.
Tha-Agoth's shrieks began to subside. I looked over at Holgren and he looked back at me, smiling. “You did it,” he said.
Free. Tha-Agoth rose from the floor, one hand on the altar for support. A golden glow began to gather around him. I could see the wound I'd caused healing over completely.
Free,
he said again, and the golden aura grew in intensity. He stretched out his arms, threw his head back and howled. It made the very stones tremble. There was an undeniable—glory, I suppose—about him. I knew I was in the presence of a power, something greater than me. Greater than I ever would be. I shrugged the feeling off as much as I could. I began to have second thoughts about what we'd just done.
Tha-Agoth beat furiously on the rod that had pinned him for so many years with both fists. At first nothing happened. Then the rod started to bend under the assault. Tha-Agoth unleashed a flurry of blows, hands bloody. Finally the rod snapped about two feet above the altar. Tha-Agoth wrenched the short length of rod from the stone that supported it and hurled it away toward the stairs.
So much for your indestructible object, mage.
Holgren took a step back from him, a bit too late. I'd have backed off when fists started flying.
Tha-Agoth grabbed him by his shirtfront and lifted him off his feet. Holgren made no move, but I felt magic gathering around him. It wouldn't be enough, whatever he was preparing.
“Think very carefully about what you do next, Tha-Agoth," I said.
You sent my sister to my enemy. For that I should kill you. But, you freed me from an age of torment. What should I do with you two?
“Why don't we just call it even and start fresh? We aren't your main concern, Tha-Agoth. We want the Shadow King destroyed as much as you do, if not more. We're your allies.”
The enemy of my enemy is not necessarily my friend.
“We share a common goal, damn it. What happens after the Shadow King is destroyed doesn't really concern us right now. We've got to get to Athagos before she gets to him. Frankly, we don't have time for this.”
Tha-Agoth dropped Holgren, who stumbled but did not fall, still holding on to energies he'd summoned.
I know truth when I hear it.
“Good. What do you suggest we do next?”
Now I go and look at the whole of the sky for the first time in a thousand years, instead of mere slivers of it.
With that he walked across the chamber, through the doors and up the stairs.
I looked at Holgren. He shrugged. We followed Tha-Agoth up into the wreckage of his city, Holgren ahead of me. I stopped and surreptitiously picked up the short piece of rod that Tha-Agoth had flung toward the stairs, securing it under my ragged shirt in my belt. It was mostly instinct that made me do it. I had a vague, itchy feeling that it might come in handy at some point.
 

How much has time undone, Tha-Agoth said upon entering the Tabernacle grounds.
The gardens have run riot.
Something close to shock suffused his features. What did he expect after a thousand years?
“I'm afraid you haven't seen the half of it yet,” I told him. “Wait until you get out into the city. Though a lot of the destruction is covered by the snow.”
Yes. The weather is inclement.
He glanced up at the sky. The wind suddenly died and the snow stopped falling. Just like that. Then the cloud cover began to thin away. The sun broke through. I could feel the temperature begin to climb.
I began to understand just how powerful he actually was. A hope for surviving the Shadow King began to grow within me, tempered by a certain feeling of dread for what might happen after. We had unleashed a power on the world that would probably, for good or ill, change it forever.
Tha-Agoth started off toward the gates. We followed him through the melting snow. When he saw what had happened to his city. I thought he was going to cry.
He turned in slow circles, taking in the destruction. The feeling of loss and sorrow rolled off him in waves.
How fate must hate me to allow this to happen.
“I don't know anything about fate. I do know a little about time. Nothing lasts forever.”
He stared at me, a grim expression on his bronze face.
Not so, Amra. I will show you otherwise.
He set off to the north. Holgren and I followed. What else could we do?
Tha-Agoth climbed the tower I'd gone to the day before—was it only a day? We followed. “What are you planning?” I asked him as we went up the cracked stairs.
You shall see.
“If it doesn't have something to do with catching up to your sister, we're wasting time.”
There is time enough for this.
“I guess I'll just have to take your word on it, since I have no idea what you're going to do.”
He didn't respond, but just kept climbing the steps. When we reached the top floor, he went from one window to the next, looking out at the corpse of Thagoth.
It was now completely free of the last remnants of snow, dreary desolation ringed on all sides by the death lands. Then, impatient with his limited ability to see, I suppose, he gestured with one hand and the roofless walls of the tower fell away, leaving an unobstructed view on all sides. The stones didn't fall, really; they just disappeared.
Now you will see. What has been done can be undone. What time has destroyed, I can mend here in this place. First I will cure the disease that eats away at the edges of my domain.
A wind started up, blowing outward in all directions from Tha-Agoth. That golden glow suffused him again, only this time it was swept up by the wind and formed a pulsing. shimmering whirlwind with him at the base. Gale-force winds battered us. I fell to my knees and held on to the edge of the tower's precipice. Holgren followed my lead.
The storm grew to an intensity that threatened to pluck us from the tower top. Tha-Agoth gestured, throwing his arms wide. The whirlwind of light surged outward in all directions. It hit the death lands with a mighty rumble.
The scale of the change was massive, and instantaneous. Demented vegetation turned to ash, swept away by that light-suffused, cleansing wind. Horribly mutated predators were caught in it, died, and decomposed in the blink of an eye.
It was finished in the space of a dozen slow breaths. The wind just ceased to be and the golden light winked out. Tha-Agoth had swept the remnants of the Sorcerer King's death magic away from the limits of the valley, scoured the earth around the city clean of any taint of it. I looked out on that newly discovered terrain, and saw tumbled stones and bare, red earth. Dreary as it was, it was a beautiful thing to behold.
I am far from finished. Observe.
I looked up into his starlight eyes, then back out on the red, stony wasteland that had been covered by the death lands. First I saw nothing. Then I glimpsed motion out of the corner of my eye, and felt the first tremors. The ground was spewing up stones.
What the Sorcerer King's magic tore down, what time's patient fingers pried apart, I will rebuild.
Hewn stones flew through the air in a complicated dance, reknitting buildings, streets, fountains, garden walls, statues. The very dust of crumbled stones was drawn together like iron filings to a lodestone, obscuring much of the magic playing out before us in a howling, rust-colored storm.
When the storm was done, we saw Thagoth standing in its true splendor for the first time in over a thousand years. It was breathtaking. The shattered ruins I'd wandered through for six months hadn't given me a true sense of the beauty of the city.
It put Lucernis or any of the great cities of the Dragonsea to shame. Where most of them had grown up in haphazard fashion over the course of centuries, the city that now lay before me was planned, with care and thought given to the placement of streets and fountains and garden spaces. Perhaps one of the great builders or architects could have appreciated and understood it more, a Lohen or a Kanikesh, but I understood well enough that Thagoth was of a piece. The last detail had been planned before the first stone was ever laid. It saddened me that it was, despite its resurrection, still a dead city.
Patience, Amra. Patience and faith. My work is not yet complete. You see only bones.
Fountains sputtered to life first, as their workings knitted back together below ground. Water splashed on stone and caught the light. Then green things began to reappear across the city—trees shot up, vines climbed walls and sprouted flowers, hedges burst forth in spots that had lacked something I couldn't name before, and lush grass rushed across bare expanses of earth like a frantic green tide, changing the primary color of the city from rust red to emerald green.
“How can you do this? I know you're powerful, but—”
This is my city. The earth and the stones of the earth here take their color from the blood I shed to create it, and to keep it safe. It is mine. Time itself cannot destroy it, if I will otherwise.
“But it's still lifeless. Cities are meant to be inhabited. Your people are long since dust.”
He smiled.
The ones that fled the cataclysm, I can do nothing for. Those whose lives Athagos took I can do nothing for. All others I cradle in my palm. My blood is life eternal. What the earth has taken to its bosom, I can call back into the light. Your knife, please.
I handed it over to him and he plunged it into his palm, unflinchingly. Then he flung the resulting blood droplets out and away from the tower.
Awake, you sleepers,
he muttered as he walked around the tower top, slinging blood in every direction.
Death is only a dream.
And they came. A vast humming filled the air, and thousand-year-old corpses reassembled themselves out of the tiniest bits of matter, suddenly appearing, one after the other on lawns, in streets, in doorways. They stood and stretched, for all the world like sleepers awakening from a thousand-year nap. It was powerful magic.
They had lost their lives here. Even after an age, some infinitesimal portion of their physical selves still remained in this place. It seemed to be enough for Tha-Agoth to work with.
“Nothing is ever truly destroyed, I suppose,” said Holgren.
Come, awake. I call to you, my people, my children. Time is no bar, matter is no barrier. Come.
One by one they woke from death, hundreds of men, women, children—an entire bronze-skinned race that had not walked the world in a thousand years. Straight-limbed and handsome, each and every one, they looked up at their emperor and god with an expression of wonder and rapture. They uttered no sound. And Tha-Agoth looked down on them with what I can only call a look of paternal affection.
My children,
he said.
My people. I am eternal, they are eternal, denizens of this eternal city.
That was all great and wonderful, but had little to do with the doom pressing down on the rest of the world. I had had enough of wonders. I wanted to foil the Shadow King, save Holgren from a fate worse than death, and go home.
“Can I have my knife back now?” I asked.
 

We decided to set out as the setting sun touched the rim of the valley. Tha-Agoth had called up the warriors of his people to accompany us, and the rest went back to their daily lives as if nothing had happened. That in itself was bizarre, but the truly unnerving thing about the Thagothians was that none of them spoke. Not a word, not a sigh or a chuckle or a hum. Not even the children. They walked around their resurrected city with content smiles plastered on their faces, like half-wits, or sleepwalkers.
Thagoth was not a city I wanted to spend any more time in, whether the death lands were gone or not.
What Holgren thought of the situation he kept to himself. He was hardly more talkative than the Thagothians. When I asked him what the matter was, he shrugged and squeezed my hand lightly with his own burned one. We were sitting out of the way of things, against the outer wall of the Tabernacle.
“Everything depends on what happens now,” he said. “I’m nervous is all.”
“Don't be. We've made it through everything else. We'll make it through this as well.”
He smiled and nodded, then pointed out to the square where warriors were assembling around Tha-Agoth. They wore ancient bronze breastplates and helms and nothing by way of armor below their waists except for pale linen breechcloths and sandals. They carried huge bronze shields and long, bronze-tipped spears. They looked like something out of legend. I had no idea what good they could possibly do in the coming struggle, but they'd look good doing it.
Tha-Agoth himself had donned a suit of armor that reminded me of a shimmering body of a dragonfly. His long braids hung free and heavy down his back. He held no shield or weapon. I suppose he didn't need them. I suspected the armor he wore wasn't much more than ceremonial, since he was immortal. I felt that sense of awe catch at my heart again as he stood amidst his troops, and I squashed it. Then Tha-Agoth turned and started walking down the main thoroughfare through the city The soldiers fell in step behind him in two columns.
“I think it's time to get going,” Holgren said.
“All right, partner. Let's go face the future.” We hitched ourselves upright and fell in behind the last of the ancient warriors, two ragged afterthoughts among the shining host.
 

Tha-Agoth ripped holes in reality for his troops to march through. Holgren tried to explain what he was doing, something about folding space. All I know is the god would rip at the air with his hands, and before us would suddenly be a ragged, pulsing hole that opened on an area a mile or more distant. Everybody would troop through, and the process would be repeated.
In this fashion we moved through the night, skipping over miles and miles of terrain. At that pace I estimated it would take us no more than two days to reach Shadowfall, perhaps much less. Not as swift as a gate, but definitely faster than walking or riding.
Once out of the valley, though, we encountered the tag end of the snowstorm that Tha-Agoth had banished from his city. It sputtered out quickly enough, leaving the land under a silent white blanket. After the third or fourth leap forward, I made my way up the lines of silent soldiers to talk to Tha-Agoth.
We would make better time in daylight,
he said,
but to delay until dawn might mean arriving too late.
“Athagos can do this as well?”
Yes, though not as well as I.
“Can you sense her?”
Always. She is somewhere ahead. I follow her trail.
“What will you do when you catch up to her?”
I will rip the cursed chain from her neck and send her home.
“And then?”
I will destroy the Shadow King.
“How?”
Slowly and painfully.
“That's not exactly what I meant.”
It is all you need to know.
“This coming encounter affects all of us. You may need Holgren and me. You are perhaps the most powerful being I've ever met, but the Shadow King scares me silly, and I don't scare easily.”
He is a worm that I will crush underfoot. Be sure you are not standing too near when I do so, little thief. I have not forgotten your betrayal.
I shook my head. If he didn't realize by now that we had done only what we had to, he never would.
“I'm not your enemy, Tha-Agoth. Nor is Holgren.”
Of course you aren't. You are nothing in the grand design. You spurned the gift of immortality. You delivered Athagos to my enemy. I do not consider you an enemy. I do not consider you at all.
He turned away from me and ripped another hole in reality.
“Well, it's nice to know where I stand,” I muttered as the Thagothians shouldered past me into the pulsing rift.
It was some time around midnight when the first attack came. I'd stopped counting the rifts we'd walked through. I was tired, hungry, and concentrating on keeping up with the seemingly indefatigable Thagothians. I didn't doubt Tha-Agoth would leave us behind should we start to lag. If that happened, Holgren would almost certainly fall under the Shadow King's sway. We had to keep huddling under his protective aura.
We'd just stepped through a rift into a dark copse mostly free of snow when the umbrals hurled themselves out of the ground, huge swords whirring. Blood and body parts few in all directions.
It was a perfect ambush.
It was doomed.
In the first few seconds Tha-Agoth's foot soldiers were being decimated. I saw one man split in two from skull to crotch, the umbral's sword cutting through his breastplate like it was cheese. The monster reversed its blade with blinding speed and beheaded another man. All this in the space of two seconds.
The remaining soldiers formed a hollow square around their god, leaving Holgren and I to fend for ourselves. Holgren was already uttering the harsh syllables that would call down lightning. I stood there, useless, knife out.
Then the soldiers opened their mouths and screamed.
It wasn't exactly like Athagos's power. There was a thinner quality to the shriek, a less powerful feel. Still, it turned my bones to jelly and had Holgren and I twitching on the ground. The thought came to me that Tha-Agoth had been speaking literally when he'd called the Thagothians his children. His and Athagos's, with powers to match. No wonder they didn't talk.
Around us the umbrals stopped in their tracks and crumbled to dust. When it was over, their terrible shrieking stopped. The darning needles in my ears withdrew and control of my body returned to me. I turned over and dry heaved the nothing that was in my stomach.
Tha-Agoth moved among the fallen warriors, spending drops of blood to resurrect them. I sat up and helped Holgren regain his feet.
What foulness is this?
said Tha-Agoth. He was standing over one of his slain warriors, dribbling blood from his freshly cut palm into the gaping mouth of the corpse. Nothing was happening.
“Looks like the Shadow King has found a way to kill permanently,” I croaked.
Impossible. My blood is life eternal.
He tore at his wrist with the head of a snapped spear and let the resulting gush of blood coat the man's gaping chest wound. There was no change.
Holgren wobbled over to a pile of dust that had been one of the Shadow King's beasts. He touched two fingers to the giant blade that lay nearby, then drew his hand back as if it had been scalded.
“There are foul magics woven into this blade. The Shadow King has found a way to destroy souls.” He looked up at Tha-Agoth. “You won't bring any of them back. There's nothing to bring back. I'm afraid.”
Tha-Agoth rose from where he knelt next to the slain soldier, starlight eyes afire.
He is a scourge, a blight on the world. He must be destroyed.
“He also seems to know your line of march,” I said. “Perhaps we should deviate from it a bit, just to keep him guessing.” I didn't want to catch a stray blade. I might not have much of a soul, but what I did have I wanted to keep. And since it seemed that Holgren and I would be twitching on the ground every time there was a skirmish, I'd just as soon avoid any more violence along the way.
Tha-Agoth had other ideas.
Let them come in their hundreds. I will destroy them all.
“Holgren and I along with them, most likely.”
Perhaps. That is not my concern.
“Well, it is mine. But forget about us. How many more of your men are you willing to see die? Did you bring them back after a thousand years, just to blithely see them perish?"
I will not let the Shadow King sway me from my path.
“Then you're a fool,” I said. He didn't bother to respond.
 

We went through three more ambushes by the umbrals that night. Each time, we spent most of the melee twitching on the ground, waiting for death. It was one of the darkest nights I've ever lived through. I can think of little worse than the feeling of utter powerlessness that possessed me that night.
By the third attack, Tha-Agoth had lost more than half his troops. Perhaps thirty remained. Those left still wore those beatific, untroubled looks on their faces. They were serving their god, sure of their destiny despite his inability to bring them back to life. They were idiots, led by a dangerous deity.
After the last umbral attack, Holgren took me in his shaky arms and buried his face in my neck. “Leave, Amra,” he whispered. “Walk away now. Go back to Lucernis and leave all this behind. Go home.”
I raised up his head and put two fingers to his lips. Then I put my hand over his heart. “This is my home now,” I said. “No more talk of me leaving, Holgren. I'll see this through to the end.”
“You're a damned fool,” he said, and a thin smile touched his lips.
One thing I couldn't figure out was why Tha-Agoth didn't just destroy the umbrals himself. After what he'd done to the death lands, I thought it should have been child's play for him.
“I believe he only wields that sort of power in Thagoth,” said Holgren when I mentioned it. “If you remember, he said something about that place being special to him because of the blood he shed to protect it.”
“So he isn't the all-powerful being he seemed this afternoon.”
“I really don't think he is, else he would have had the entire world under his sway a thousand years ago.”
“Let's just hope he's powerful enough to finish the Shadow King,” I said.
We suffered no more attacks from the shadowy umbrals that night. As dawn approached I began to believe we might be safe for another day. I should have remembered the mother of monsters. Shemrang.
Athagos. You are close, now, said Tha-Agoth to himself.
I feel you.
He stood staring through the dark to the east.
I feel you, moving through the night, a shadow among the shadows. I can almost smell you. I can almost hear your breath ...
He shuddered, the longing plain on his face.
I didn't pretend to understand what strange emotions they held between them. Forgetting the fact that she was his sister, how could he want her when she had betrayed him and doomed him to agony for a thousand years?
Neither was human, I finally decided, and human morals, human emotions and motivations simply did not obtain.
After a time he shook himself and ripped another hole in reality.
Inky tendrils of distilled night shot through the opening and tore him in half.
Tha-Agoth screamed. The rift began to collapse. The tentacles pulled Tha-Agoth's upper half through the collapsing rift as the smaller nightmares poured through to finish the soldiers. They were hideously fast, faster than they'd been when we'd encountered them in the Flame's halls.
Holgren had to stay with Tha-Agoth. If he didn't he was finished. I shoved him through the closing rift and prayed as Tha-Agoth's shrieking soldiers lay me flat and twitching. I hit the ground hard, facing east. The rift closed completely.
I waited for death to come in the form of one of Shemrang’s offspring. Out in the distance, perhaps two miles away I saw a great blossoming of light, pure white mixed with warm gold, and prayed that Holgren had been able to drive Shemrang and her children away again.
The Thagothians dispatched all of the creatures that had swarmed through the gate, but at a high cost. Only twelve of Tha-Agoth's men remained. I survived, I think, mainly because I wasn't a moving target. They likely mistook me for dead.
Once the shrieks died away and control returned to my body, I stood on shaky legs and tottered off to the east.
“Let him be alive,” I muttered to myself. Behind me the Thagothians heaved up the lower half of their god on broad bronze shoulders and followed me. Or at least they moved in the same direction as I did.
The sky was lightening in the east. Soon the Shadow King’s creatures would have no power above ground. If Holgren still lived, we might be able to make it to Shadowfall before night and destroy the massive black block that I suspected housed all the Shadow King’s power. If Holgren was dead…. He wasn't. He couldn't be. Completely unacceptable.
I stumbled into a shaky run.
 

False dawn had taken the sky before I arrived at where I thought I'd seen the magelight flare, allowing me to take in my surroundings more fully. Snow had not fallen this far east. I realized we were fairly near the river where Holgren and I had first met the umbrals. We'd traveled much further than I had realized.
We were on the edge of the great expanse of grassland that led down to the river in an area of thorny shrubs and scattered, wind-twisted trees. The ground was uneven. I stumbled more than once. All the while I scanned the horizon for some sign of Holgren or Tha-Agoth. I saw nothing, had seen nothing since that burst of light.
I found them in a shallow depression nearly hidden by the surrounding brush. The upper half of Tha-Agoth lay bleeding in sparse graying grass. His eyes were closed. Holgren lay not far away. At first I thought he was dead, and a stabbing pain ripped through my heart. Then I saw the slow rise and fall of his chest.
He drove the creatures away. It cost him dearly.
Tha-Agoth regarded me with his starlight eyes. I ignored him. His followers would arrive soon with his lower half and he'd be as good as new.
I went to Holgren and turned him over. His face was bloody, his clothes shredded. Shemrang or her children had gotten hold of him, at least briefly.
“He saved your life,” I said. "Heal him.”
No.
“How can a god be so petty?” I asked. “How can you refuse aid to someone who freed you from a thousand years of torment?”
If he lives, I will forgive him his betrayal. More I will not do.
The others arrived. Tha-Agoth busied himself with putting his body back together. I cradled Holgren's head in my lap and wiped the worst of the blood from his face. He breathed, shallowly, but did not wake.
Tha-Agoth and his men were ready to go in less than half an hour. Holgren still hadn't woken.
“Tha-Agoth,” I said. “I need your help. If you won't heal him, at least have your men carry him. If he gets too far from you, he will become the Shadow King's creature. It will be another victory for your enemy.”
At first I thought he would refuse even this, but he simply nodded, tight-jawed, and one of the soldiers discarded his shield and threw Holgren over his shoulder.
Tha-Agoth stared off to the east, into the rising sun.
She fords a river,
he said.
She is very close now.
“Then she's also very close to Shadowfall.” I said. “We should be able to get there long before dark, and take the Shadow King at his weakest.”
First my sister,
he said,
then my enemy.
“What if she doesn't want to go back to Thagoth?” I asked him.
She will do as I say.
But he sounded less than certain.
“If you say so.”
She will. She must. It is only the necklace that forces her away, the filthy necklace that you put on her.
I said nothing, but began to wonder. A thought occurred to me: Just who had bound her to the Tabernacle grounds, and why? I had suspected things were not as they had seemed, and never had been. The feeling grew in me.
The next rift opened on the bank of the river where I'd had a mule's head staring back at me as I'd bathed. It was the last Tha-Agoth would open.
From here we follow solely on foot. She is very close now.
He forded the river, and we all followed. Once across the water and into the trees, he stopped and sniffed, like some predator tracking its prey. Tha-Agoth moved forward, a little to the south, and we followed.
I kept an eye on Holgren, checking periodically to make sure he was still breathing. It ate at me that there was nothing more I could do for him. That Tha-Agoth would do nothing for him I tried not to think about, as the rage it engendered made me want to plunge my knife into his godly back.
We moved through the woods. After a time I thought I began to recognize where we were heading. It wasn't anywhere I wanted to go. My suspicions were confirmed when we emerged into the clearing that had once contained the Flame's pyramid.
She has gone to ground there,
said Tha-Agoth, pointing toward the gaping hole I'd helped create.
“That's what I was afraid of,” I muttered. More than likely it was also where Shemrang and her vicious children had gone to ground as well. Tha-Agoth might be able to survive being ripped in half, but Holgren and I wouldn't.
I tried again to reason with him. “Tha-Agoth, please listen to me. Let me lead you to Shadowfall now. If you destroy the Shadow King, Athagos will be free, not to mention Holgren. You don't have to waste time getting rid of the necklace if you destroy him. Going down into that pit is only asking for trouble.”
No. Athagos first. I will deal with the Shadow King only after I’ve found my sister.
I sighed. Exactly what I'd expected, but I had to try. “Be ready to deal with Shemrang and her offspring again, then. Only this time Holgren won't be able to drive her off, since you won't heal him.”
He said nothing, only climbed down into the darkness. The rest of us followed. I had no doubt it was going to be bad down there in the dark. I just didn't know how bad.



 

 

Kerf & Isin, Part the Third


 

On the plane of deities, Isin was berating Kerf.
“How do you know it isn't the Shadow King's reign that is about to begin?” she asked. “If we had taken care of the Twins ourselves as I suggested, none of this would be happening. His influence would have been limited to those he could trick to coming to him. In time he would have faded away as magic did. Now he's poised to usher in an age of death and darkness!”
Kerf leaned heavily on his crooked staff, the weight of worlds seemingly settled on his uneven shoulders.
“Isin, calm yourself. Death and darkness are
always
waiting to sweep down on an unsuspecting world. Sometimes they even prevail. But it is our function to aid mortality, not protect it from all possible harm. Free will entails responsibility, oh goddess of the kind heart and lovely smile.”
“Don't try to flatter me, Kerf. The fact remains that the Twins are our responsibility. They aren't mortal. They were destined to join us. I should never have let you persuade me to let those poor mortal dears try to settle the matter.”
“You've grown attached to them, is all. You have a sentimental investment in them. So do I. I've taken a real liking to that foul-mouthed, foul-tempered woman and her partner. But the very nature of heroism entails just such life-or-death endeavors as they're undertaking. When this is over, they'll be stronger, wiser, and more fully human than they ever would have been had I not set them on the trail of Thagoth.”
“That is cold comfort if they die, Kerf, and you know it. It isn't even your real motive. You're an inveterate meddler.”
“And the world is a better place for it. Do I have ulterior motives? None that I haven't already revealed. I don't want to leave this age hero-less. Is that so terrible? Who knows what this next crew will be like? Just because our time here is at an end doesn't mean our responsibility is as well.”
“Don't start prattling about responsibility to me, you old scoundrel. I’ll say it again: The Twins were our responsibility. They're our children, after all.”
“I hadn't thought it possible, but you are even more lovely when you grow wroth, fair Isin. Why did I ever let you go?”
“Kerf—”
“Isin, I've felt every pain of every mortal I singled out for greatness, be it physical, mental, emotional or spiritual. I have suffered every ill of Aridhall Flamehand, of Halfa the Wanderer King, of Havak Silversword and a dozen-dozen more both famous and obscure. And now I add Amra Thetis and Holgren Angrado to the list. I know what I ask of them, and I pay as surely as they do. Look at me. I was not always a hunchbacked, crippled old god. You know that.”
Isin relented a little, touched Kerf’s lined face with one cool, soft hand. “I know, Kerf. I know. And to me, you're still that brash youth that won my heart when the world was young.”
Kerf grabbed her hand in his own and pressed it to his lips. “Ah my love, perhaps in the next age we will discover what we might have been together. It is my one regret, you know. Choosing duty over love.”
“You are what you are, Hero Maker. I knew that when I took you to my bed. Now hush. I want to pay attention to what's happening. And if those lovers lose their lives or worse, you'll regret it for a dozen ages. Do I make myself clear?”
 

 




Chapter 10


 

I tried to keep my eyes everywhere at once as we made our way down the mound of rubble to the hall’s floor. I scanned every shadowed recess, searching for signs of tentacled nightmares. I had half-expected Shemrang herself to be waiting in the great hall. She was too massive to fit anywhere else. She wasn't there, but that didn't mean her offspring weren't. Attack could come from anywhere, at any time.
I was not afraid—that emotion seemed to have been burned out of me. My only concern was for survivalmine and Holgren's. Instead of fear, a cold, muted anger suffused me. It had much to do with the pigheaded god and his twelve silent soldiers descending ahead of me, the murderous, mad goddess they tracked, and the thing made out of nightmare and shadows that we would have to face, very soon now. And the shadow's creatures. Mustn't forget Shemrang and her get.
It was a bleak feeling that made me colder and harder than I had ever been before I discovered what I felt for Holgren. Seeing him slung over one of the soldier's shoulders like a lump of meat, refused healing by the one he'd saved from being torn to shreds—I discovered what it truly meant to have a hard heart. Tha-Agoth might be our only hope of defeating the Shadow King, but if I ever had the chance to do him ill, I would seize it. I promised myself I would leave him twisting in the wind.
When we had all descended to the stone floor of the hall, Tha-Agoth sniffed the air like an animal.
She was here, just moments ago. Which way, though? Which way has she fled?
“She could be anywhere,” I told him. “This place is a labyrinth. It could take days to find her. While you're searching she could slip by you and be taken by the Shadow King. Destroy him now, Tha-Agoth. It's the only sure way.”
He didn't even glance in my direction.
This way, I think. Yes.
He strode off toward the stairs where Holgren had made the blood dolls, and his men followed.
So did I, cursing them all silently and keeping an eye out for spider-limbed, tentacled monsters.
Tha-Agoth may not have needed light to make his way through pitch-black stone corridors, but I certainly did. Since his men did as well, he called into being a golden glow that suffused his body and drove the darkness back. The light also made him a target. I wished fervently that when we were attacked, it was him the beasts would go after and not the soldiers. Holgren would most likely suffer should they be attacked.
Tha-Agoth would pause periodically to sniff the air or bend down and touch the stones of the floor with thick fingers. Then he would resume his hunt.
In this fashion we made our way through dusty corridors for what felt like hours. I began to suspect Athagos was leading us around in circles on purpose. The thought came to me that she planned to keep us from reaching Shadow-fall for as long as possible—probably until nightfall, when the Shadow King would be most powerful.
I turned it around in my head. It felt right, even if I couldn't understand why she'd do it.
Eventually we were headed toward what I realized was the old Sorcerer King's sanctum. Was Athagos leading us there on purpose? Did she have some reason to go there, or was it chance or her madness? I had no answers, nor could I see what difference it really made.
We descended the stairs that led to the sanctum. Tha-Agoth paused there at the base of the stairs, in front of the door to the lair.
I sense something,
he said, head cocked to one side.
Some power.
I didn't enlighten him. I owed him nothing. Perhaps the husk that had been the Sorcerer King had a surprise left for his age-old enemy. Or Athagos had something in store for her brother. In any case, I wanted no part of it. I had a feeling that unpleasant things were about to happen in that unpleasant place.
When the Flame started whispering in my mind I nearly jumped out of my skin. I'd forgotten all about him.
Do not enter the sanctum,
the Flame's voice hissed in my head.
Do not let the mage enter, if you value his soul.
“We'll just wait out here, if you don't mind,” I said to Tha-Agoth.
Do as you will. It matters little to me.
I tapped the soldier who was carrying Holgren on the shoulder and said “Let him down.”
He helped me lower Holgren to the floor. I checked Holgren's heartbeat. It was thready. Huge welts on his neck and face oozed pus where the monster's tentacles must have touched his flesh. He looked as close to death as he could be without actually being dead. If I'd had any impulse to warn Tha-Agoth of the danger that lay ahead, Holgren's condition squashed it.
The god pushed open the door to the sanctum. Nothing happened. He stepped inside. His men followed him in. Still nothing happened. I could see a slice of the room through the open door—a bit of wall, the torso of one contorted corpse, the pale blue light of a brazier and obscene shadows dancing on the wall. Then those ghostly, gibbering voices started shrieking, and the door slammed shut with a thunderous clap.
Even with that thick door closed. I could hear the sounds of carnage and millennium-old hate being vented.
The ghost-khordun feeds, whispered the Flame.
Their hunger is a thousand years old, and insatiable.
“Why didn't they eat me, before? And where the hell have you been?” I asked.
You are my chosen. They can sense you, but cannot harm you. And I have been here, as always.
The hallway shuddered and I felt magic's chill hand on the back of my neck. Blood began to seep through the crack underneath the door. Battle raged on for perhaps three or four minutes, then a perfect silence descended.
As I was about to get up and put an ear to the door, it exploded outward, torn to splinters. Tha-Agoth strode into the hallway, his face a bloody mask, his dragonfly armor ripped to shreds. He held the stunted husk of the Sorcerer King up above him, by the neck.
YOU DARE? YOU ARE NOTHING!
Tha-Agoth slammed the king’s body against a wall. Bones splintered. The husk's tongue lolled out of his mouth, and his withered face was purple.
Where is she, worm?
said Tha-Agoth, punctuating each word by beating his opponent's head into the wall.
Where is Athagos? Where? Where?
“He can't answer you if he can't speak,” I pointed out.
Tha-Agoth threw the wreckage that had been the Sorcerer King to the floor. There it gagged and coughed, but did not otherwise move.
Answer me, or I’ll rend your desiccated flesh from your bones.
It took me a moment to realize the husk was laughing.
“You can no more destroy me now than I can destroy you, godling. I am beyond death. As I can affect nothing, so too can nothing affect me.”
That's when Tha-Agoth started ripping his limbs from his body. Tha-Agoth was definitely affecting him, in my opinion. It wasn't a pretty sight.
When the husk was nothing but head and torso, Tha-Agoth leaned down and spat into his face.
I will ask you once more. Where is my sister?
“Somewhere in the labyrinth,” he rasped, “and soon under the sway of the Shadow King. More I cannot say.”
Then your usefulness is at an end.
And Tha-Agoth put his fist through the husk's wizened face, and tore his head from his body. I shuddered. If what he'd told me was true, even in that state the old bastard wasn't dead. I wondered briefly what it might be like to live through such a thing. My mind couldn't encompass it.
Tha-Agoth stood and shook bloody gobbets of flesh and brain from his hand. I got up as well and stood in front of him. Perhaps not the best time to confront him, but time was in short supply. Night was coming.
“Listen to me now. Abandon this search. You know where she's going, where she has to go. If we waste time searching for her here, it may well be too late. Please, listen to reason.”
He shook his head.
She is here. I sense her.
“She could be anywhere! Do you really think you were following her trail when you entered that room? It was a trap!”
No. She was here. That was no illusion.
“Then she led you here on purpose, hoping to destroy you or at least slow your pursuit. Have you forgotten how she tricked you a thousand years ago?”
Some of his certainty seemed to crumble.
She was swayed by that one, he said, indicating the remains of the Sorcerer King.
“Why she did it doesn't matter, only what she did and will do. For whatever reason, she doesn't want you to catch her. If you waste time down here, you will lose her to the Shadow King forever, and the entire world will be enslaved. Think beyond the moment, for Kerf’s sweet sake! We know where she has to go. Why not wait for her there?”
He relented. I didn't think he would. He was as mad in his own way as his sister; obsessed with her to the point of unreason.
Take me to this Shadow King, he said.
 

Tha-Agoth would not help me carry Holgren, the bastard, and so it was slow going.
Hurry, mortal. Time flies.
I had Holgren slung across my back. Every tottering step threatened to be my last. “You won't heal him and you won't help me carry him, you godly sack of dung, so you can take your 'flying time' and choke on it.” We were making our slow way down the passage that led to the stairs, and the lake. I had no idea of the time. I hoped it was still daylight.
He is a burden. Leave him.
“He's only a burden because you refuse to help. He's also the only reason I'm helping you at all. You'd better remember that.”
I do not need your help.
I stopped and lowered Holgren to the ground. “Fine,” I said, pulling out my knife. “I'll just end his life here, so he doesn't become a mindless slave to the Shadow King. Then I’ll get along home and leave you to find Shadowfall on your own. Maybe you'll find it before your sister does. Maybe you'll be able to keep the Shadow King from snaring her. I don't really care anymore, you selfish, obsessed, immortal puddle of vomit. Godhood was wasted on you, you miserable tick.”
I thought he was going to kill me. The rage on his face was plain. Maybe no one had ever spoken to him in such fashion. I stood my ground, waiting for his divine fist to punch a hole in my very mortal face. He trembled with anger, and his hands balled at his sides.
“Do it, if you're going to,” I said quietly. “But make sure you kill Holgren as well. He would not want to survive as a pawn of evil.”
I cannot kill him, nor heal him, just as I cannot rifle through your mind. I swore I would not. My word is final. I cannot go against it.
“You've got a twisted sense of honor, then. Are you going to kill me or not?”
No.
He said it as though it caused him physical pain to do so. I should be so lucky.
“Then help me carry him, if you want to get to Shadowfall before Athagos.” He stood there for a little while longer, eyes shining. Then he scooped Holgren up in his arms, like a parent would a sleeping child. I sheathed my knife with trembling hand, and set out once again for the stairs and the ledge and the lake. Beyond that, I didn't contemplate. One thing at a time.
We made the ledge above the lake. It had snowed, but only a little. A light powder dusted the ledge. The lake wasn't frozen, not even at the edges. The sun was bleeding its life away in great red streaks behind and above us. Darkness was creeping in ahead. We had wasted the day down below, and would face the Shadow King in all his power.
Where to now, Amra?
Tha-Agoth asked.
Where will Athagos go?
I pointed out to the other end of the lake, which was lost in gloom and a pale, Acrid smelling fog. “There,” I said. “The far shore, or rather a short distance beyond. You should be able to see Shadowfall construct itself any moment now. Kerf knows it's big enough to be seen from here.”
Tha-Agoth lay Holgren gently down, and started for the stairs.
I cannot be encumbered now,
he said.
I heaved Holgren onto my back and staggered after Tha-Agoth. In my heart I held little hope for Holgren or myself, but I would see it through to the end. There was nothing else to be done.
Tha-Agoth made his way to the stone quay where we'd first met Ruiqi and stood there, staring out at the approaching gloom. In the distance green planes of light had sprung into being. Shadowfall was assembling itself. The Shadow King had woken. Tha-Agoth stood looking out at it. He seemed bemused by the sight.
There lairs my enemy,
he said. But there was another enemy much closer.
The fog-shrouded surface of the lake exploded up and outward. Shemrang, mother of monsters, raised her black, steaming bulk out of the murky waters of the lake, snared Tha-Agoth with tentacles made of night, and dragged him down under the water. It was over in a heartbeat.
I just stood there for a moment, stunned and soaked, staring at the roiling water. Then I laid Holgren down on the slick stones of the quay, drew my knife and the rod from my belt, and jumped in.
I don't know how to swim so really I don't know what I was thinking. I suppose I wasn't thinking, in fact. All I knew was Tha-Agoth was the key to defeating the Shadow King and freeing Holgren, and to saving the world. And Shemrang had him. She might not be able to kill him, but he was of no use to me torn into a thousand little pieces, his severed head giving birth to monsters. So I went in that murky water to get him back.
That lake was cold, choked with weeds, and black as pitch now that night had come. I struggled toward where I thought Shemrang must be, kicking and sinking. I wasn't going to make it. My lungs began to burn with the need for air almost immediately, but I couldn't even tell which way was up after a few seconds. I could barely see my own hand in front of my face. I thought I had used up all my fear over the past months. I was wrong. It was an awful, terrifying experience.
I didn't have to find Shemrang. She found me. One giant questing tentacle latched onto my thigh and dragged me through the water toward her. I hacked at it with my knife. It did not seem to affect her in the least. She didn't loosen her grip. Quite the contrary. The tentacle snaked around my chest and squeezed, forcing air out of my tortured lungs. Everywhere exposed flesh met tentacle, it burned.
Ahead of me, a burst of golden light shot through the gloom. I could only assume it was Tha-Agoth. It didn't rival Holgren's magelight. I don't think it actually harmed Shemrang all that much. She still had me firmly in her grip. It did allow me to see the battle that raged between the two as I approached. Tha-Agoth was being constricted in much the same way I was. He was having much better success at causing Shemrang discomfort. Much as she had torn him asunder, he was shredding tentacle after tentacle with his bare hands. A desperate hope flared in me that we might survive. That hope died as suddenly as it was born when Shemrang maneuvered Tha-Agoth within range of her gaping, serrated maw.
She snapped his head off with one bite.
The golden glow slowly faded from around his decapitated corpse, now set free to float down to the bottom of the lake with a dark cloud of blood to mark its passage. It was my turn next.
I suppose she didn't consider me much of a threat after Tha-Agoth. I had no doubts she was still harboring a wee bit of resentment over the unflattering things I'd said about her and her children. She wanted to torment me before she finished me off. She rose up from the lake, dangling me in front of her long, narrow face. I gasped a tiny bit of blessed fresh air, as much as my constricted lungs would allow. The tip of her leathery tongue lapped at my face.
Not as savory as a god, gutter thief, but you will do. And the mage as well.
I'd have snapped off a witty retort, but I could barely breathe. Besides, none sprang to mind. My arms were free of her embrace so I let my knife speak for me.
I nearly severed the last inch or so of her tongue.
Apparently it was a fairly sensitive organ. Her shriek was quite loud. Then I was rushing toward her mouth, head first. Dropping the knife, I got a two-handed grip on the rod and prayed.
My timing wasn't perfect, nor my aim. I'd intended to wedge the bar between her jaws, thus staving off my imminent beheading. Instead, the jagged tip of the rod caught her about a foot or so below her eyes. It parted her strange, sleek flesh and continued on into the interior of her head as if she were composed of warm butter. And I thought she'd screamed when I nicked her tongue.
She tried to fling me away, but I held on to that tentacle for dear life, wrapping my thighs and free arm around it as tightly as I could. I didn't want to end up in the lake again, or smeared against the cliff wall.
I clung to her, burning, hoping something else would to me.
She started pounding me against the lake.
I'd always thought of water as being soft. When you're hurled against it, it isn't soft at all. I suppose it isn't as bad as being smacked against stone. It wasn't a feather bed, either.
After the third or fourth time, I knew I had to do something other than just hold on. She was hurt, but how hurt I didn't know. First things first. I had to get Tha-Agoth's head back, and it was inside her. I was going to have to retrieve it.
The things we do for love.
On the tentacle's next upswing I took in the situation as best I could. It was going to be tricky. I'd only get one chance.
It is amazingly difficult to judge distances and angles when you're clinging to a lashing, writhing monster of a tentacle. Try it sometime; you'll see what I mean. The tentacle flew downward and smacked me into the water again. I was getting very tired of that. On the next upswing I launched myself, hoping I would get it right. I very much doubted I'd get a second chance.
I’d planned to land behind her head, so that I could drive the rod into the base of her brain. It would make everything else so much easier if I didn't have to deal with Shemrang's writhing. It didn't turn out that way. My vault carried me up over her half-cleaved, screaming head.
I landed down around the middle of her back, among the faces that pebbled her flesh. I stuck my hand in one of the mouths unknowingly. It gnashed down and I nearly lost a finger. I pulled my hand away and began to slide down her slippery back toward the water. That wouldn't do.
Tha-Agoth's head was somewhere inside, so I went looking for it. The rod parted her flesh with a terrifying ease. Black viscous blood welled up immediately, and her shrieks took on a new urgency. She began to flail around her back with the tentacles that ringed her head. They buffeted, but did not dislodge me.
“Hurry up and die, you bitch,” I muttered. And I dug deeper, clearing great gobbets of flesh as I went. And all the while I tried to figure out where she kept her stomach.
I don't have words to describe the foul stench of Shemrang's innards. It was worse than the death lands, if that gives you any indication. It was distilled essence of corruption. The vomit I choked out as I made my way through the meat of her was a sweet smell in comparison. Somewhere along the way she collapsed and was still, save for a twitch, a tremble that felt like an earthquake as I mined my way through her putrid body.
I have never been afraid of enclosed spaces—my profession had put me in tight spots many times over the years. As the foul meat of Shemrang pressed in all around me and I clawed my way into stench and darkness, though, I felt an unreasoning fear begin to creep up on me. She was dead, and clawing through her carcass had me more terrified than when she was about to snap my head off.
The workings of a mind are strange indeed.
I was all the way inside her corpse and running out of breathable air when I finally hit her windpipe, or gullet or whatever. It was large enough for me to crawl through in a prone position, and air and lake water trickled in from her mauled mouth. It was also coated with an acidic slime that stung my eyes and ate away at my skin. I headed south toward what I assumed would be her version of a stomach, or maybe womb.
I found Tha-Agoth's head, lodged in a crevice just before the passage opened up into a place I really didn't want to go. Dead or not, I'm certain Shemrang's stomach was not a healthy place to be.
It wasn't difficult to find Tha-Agoth. His head still glowed, faintly. He’d gotten hold of the slimy wall with his teeth, and was hanging on with a tenacity that, while admirable, was also gut-splittingly funny in a horrible sort of way. Maybe it was just me. He certainly didn't seem amused.
I picked his head up by the hair, looked into his face and said “Do you have
any
idea how deep you are in my debt now?" His only response was a slow, shuddering blink.
I carved a way out for us with the rod, straight up from where I'd found the god's head. I slithered out of the monster's corpse, not unlike how I'd seen her children born. Once free of the vile meat of her. I collapsed on that nasty hide and took in great gulps of relatively fresh air. None of the faces that dotted her torso moved anymore. They were all slack and gray. I hoped they'd been released with her death.
Shemrang floated on the surface of the lake like some immense bladder. Roughly a third of her bulk was above the waterline. I could tell she was sinking, slowly. I had to figure out what to do next. I glanced over toward Holgren. He was still lying on the stones of the quay, undisturbed by the battle that had just taken place. I couldn't tell if he was still breathing from this distance, and in the dark. He wasn't moving.
First things first. I had to get Tha-Agoth his body back. I figured it would be easier to bring his head to his body, rather than the other way around. The only trouble was, I didn't know exactly where his body was. That, and the whole not-being-able-to-swim thing. I held the god's head up and looked him in the face. He was hurting. He'd get over it.
“Hey, Tha-Agoth. Do you have any control over your body right now? Blink once for yes, twice for no.”
Blink-blink. Scowl.
“Any bright ideas as to how I can find it?”
Blink.
“Can you tell where it is from here?”
Blink.
“I'll call out directions. Blink when I get it right. West?”
Nothing.
“East?”
Nothing.
“North? South?”
Nothing. Nothing.
“I've run out of directions, my friend.”
Blink-blink. Scowl. Then he mouthed a word:
down.
“It's underneath us. It's underneath her.” And she was sinking fast.
Blink.
I took a deep breath, then another. It was time to jump back in, before Shemrang's bulk buried Tha-Agoth's body. I got a good hold of Tha-Agoth's long braids and the length of rod. Before I could think too much about what I was doing, I jumped back in the foul lake. The water hadn't gotten any warmer, or any more breathable, but at least it washed most of her off me. I was able to hold on to my breath better this second time, and the weight of my waterlogged clothes, Tha-Agoth's head, and the rod made sure I found the bottom rather easily.
I took a second to secure the rod in my belt again, wishing I'd thought to do it before I dove in, and began to search by feel along the muddy, weed-choked lake bottom. If I occasionally dragged Tha-Agoth's face through the silt, what can I say? It was dark and I'm no swimmer.
I felt the bulk of Shemrang’s corpse pressing down on me, figuratively if not yet literally. My lungs began to burn with the desire for fresh air. With the threat of immediate, horrible death removed, I was able to control my emotions and my lungs a little better this time around. Still, time was trickling away, and my fear was mounting. I was going to have a hard time just getting back to the surface. Once there, I wasn't sure if I could make myself go under again.
When the ache in my lungs became a clawing beast, I gave up and planted my feet on the bottom to kick up—and I felt the rubbery give of flesh under my ragged boots. Quickly I found what I'd stood on, a thigh, and followed with my hands the way bodies are usually put together, along buttock, back and shoulder to get to the neck. Briefly I wondered what would happen if I stuck Tha-Agoth's head on backward, but the need to breathe was overpowering. I shoved his head down on the stump and fled toward the surface, using Shemrang's body to claw my way up.
Sweet air waited for me at the surface. I imagined Tha-Agoth would follow shortly. I clung to Shemrang’s slowly sinking corpse and willed my limbs to stop shaking, but once the fear subsided the cold took over.
It was maybe twenty yards to the quay. I figured I could make it. I'd mastered up and down in the water. How hard could across be? I never got the chance to find out.
I clung to Shemrang's side, eyeing the quay and judging distances. Then I noticed movement above. I glanced up at the ledge, and there she stood. Athagos.
The little mouse has wicked teeth, she said, and began to descend the stairs.
I do like you, thief, yes I do. You are the very definition of surprising.
“Stay away from him,” I chattered. I meant Holgren, but she misunderstood me. Or maybe chose to misunderstand me. It's hard to say, what with her being stark raving mad.
Oh, he's no threat to me, that one. I led him by the nose when he still had one. Now that he doesn't even have a nose, how could he trouble me? The king of shadows. What a poor kingdom that is, always dependent on the brilliance of others for your very existence. She'd reached the bottom of the stairs now, and was walking out onto the quay.
“Whatever you say. Why don't you just run along, then, and do whatever it is you plan on doing?” And get the hell away from Holgren.
Oh. I am. I just wanted to leave a message for my brother. You'll be so kind as to pass it on?
“Whatever you want.”
Tell him I look forward to our meeting on the other side. We've put it off long enough.
“I’ll make sure he gets the message.”
See that you do.
With that she ripped a hole in reality much as Tha-Agoth had done repeatedly to get us here. I'd never seen it from the other side. I don't know what I expected. Darkness, perhaps, or the pearlescence of a gate. It was neither. It was—nothing. Not blackness, just—nothing. When it disappeared, if that's the right word, so had Athagos.
So had Holgren.
“Tha-Agoth!” I screamed. “Hurry up and re-capitate, you sorry excuse for divinity!” I knew he couldn't hear me. Sometimes screaming isn't about that.
Finally Tha-Agoth broke the surface a few feet away from me, graceful as a fish. I kicked out wildly toward him, obscenities boiling out of me all the way and water leaking in.
Be still!
he finally roared, and got an arm around my chest. He lifted my head out of the water and went easily, gracefully toward the quay.
Now tell me what has happened.
I did, including the message Athagos had asked me to give him. He went very still.
“We've got to hurry,” I said. “There's no time left. Work your damned magic and get us over there.”
I ... can't,
he said, and continued on to the quay.
“What do you mean you can't? You've been obsessed with getting your sister back and now you say you can't? What the hells are you saying?” We made it to the quay. He lifted me out of the water and I climbed up. He followed.
I can't. I won't. It's over.
“I clawed my way through that monster's belly to get you back. I saved you from a fate literally worse than death. You owe me. Don’t you dare tell me it's over.”
You don't understand. If I continue after Athagos, it may mean my death. It may mean both our deaths, hers and mine.
“What are you talking about, mister 'I can't be killed'?"
He wouldn't meet my eyes.
“Answer me, damn you!”
There is a way. It will destroy us both. I hid it from her. I kept it from her, because she desired it so badly and I so much wanted to live. She has puzzled out what it is. That is what her message means.
“Too bad.”
Don't you understand? I could die.
I took a deep breath and forced down my frustration. Talking to him was in some ways like talking to a spoiled child. A powerful, deadly, spoiled child that I couldn't take over my knee.
“Look,” I said. “I don't really care what sort of problems you two have had in the past. I don't care whether she wants to die or if you don't. It's this simple: She's gone to the Shadow King. She's taken Holgren. You owe Holgren and you owe me, us poor mortals who deal with the very real possibility of dying every single day. If you think I'm going to be sympathetic because there's an off-chance you might die, you've got to be out of your mind.” I shook my head, turned away. “I figured you for a lot of things, Tha-Agoth, but a coward wasn't one of them.”
You dare call me a coward?
“When you run away from your fears? I certainly do. They wouldn't call it courage if it was easy.”
I owe you nothing.
“If you really believed that we wouldn't be standing here having this conversation. You'd be high-tailing it back to Thagoth.”
He stood with his arms crossed, looking out at the lake. I was silent, letting him make his own way toward what had to be done, though every fiber of my being wanted to scream at him to hurry the hell up.
At last he dropped his arms, took a deep breath and said
Let us pay a visit to the Shadow King, then.
I let out a deep breath, and took stock. I was sopping wet and freezing. I'd lost my best and only knife for the second time, and I'd lost Holgren for, what, the fourth time? How many times could I twist events in my favor?
As many times as it took, I told myself firmly. You keep trying until you're dead, and then you try some more. We were going to get out of this mess. We were going to destroy the Shadow King and free Holgren.
I ignored the niggling little voice in the back of my head that said “What if Athagos has already sucked him dry?” I had Tha-Agoth, at least. And near three feet of monster-killing metal. It would have to be enough.
“The Shadow King's stone is about a hundred yards east of the lake,” I told Tha-Agoth. “We're fairly certain it contains his power. It might even
be
him, in a sense. After dark, it's behind those walls.” I pointed toward Shadowfall, where it rose up against the stars, faintly glowing, massive.
They will afford him little protection.
He stared out toward Shadowfall, then glanced at me.
Stay behind me, little thief, during the battle that ensues. I will protect you as I can.
“I’ll take care of myself. You take care of the Shadow King.” But I was begrudgingly touched. “Let's get to it. Remember, you must destroy the stone, Tha-Agoth. Everything else will sort itself out if you do.”
I will do what I must.
He gestured. A rent appeared before us and I followed him through, heart in my throat.
 

We came out on the wooden dock on the far side of the lake. I expected to be attacked immediately. Everything was still and silent. Shadowfall clawed its way to the stars ahead of us, through a thin screen of trees. Pale starlight, a newly risen gibbous moon, and Shadowfall's faintly glowing bulk were our only illumination.
I clutched the oddly warm rod with both clammy, shivering hands and followed Tha-Agoth into the tree line. He moved as silently as a wraith. I wasn't exactly noisy myself. Perhaps the Shadow King had exhausted all his troops. Maybe he just didn't give a damn whether we came calling or not—or he wanted us to. In any case, no night-spawned monsters came out to greet us as we made our way through the evergreens.
I was strung tight as a wire, waiting for the ambush that had to come.
It never came.
When we followed a bend in the path and came upon an open archway into Shadowfall's courtyard, it was almost disappointing. Almost.
Through the arch I could make out the square black stone in the center of the courtyard. Just to the left stood Athagos, one hand on a hip, the other pressed lightly against her mouth in a contemplative, philosophical manner. She was regarding a heap on the ground that I recognized immediately as Holgren.
He was between Athagos and the stone, hunched over and facedown, knees to his chest. The palms of his hands were fitted against the sockets of his eyes. There was no way he'd been positioned like that. He was conscious, then.
Welcome, Tha-Agoth. Welcome, Amra. We've been waiting for you. The Shadow King's voice rolled out from no particular direction, pleasant, amused.
Please, don't stand out there in the cold. Enter.
Tha-Agoth strode into the courtyard as if he owned the place. I followed, looked around for the Shadow King's manifestation. It wasn't here, this time. I looked back at Holgren, but he hadn't moved.
“The stone,” I whispered to Tha-Agoth. “That's his power. Destroy it and we've won.”
Tha-Agoth glanced at me, then made a beeline to his sister, ignoring the stone completely, damn him. I think I knew then that we had lost.
He put his hands on Athagos's shoulders. I moved to one side, to keep all the players in view. This was not how it was supposed to go. At some point I was going to have to go for the block myself, but I had a feeling if I just went up to it and started whacking on it with the rod I wasn't going to get very far. Something told me—the Flame?—that things had to fall in line, and they hadn't, yet. It wasn't time. I only hoped I would know when the right time came around.
Come with me now,
Tha-Agoth told his sister.
Back to our city, to our people. All is forgiven, and the future stands before us. Come.
She stared into his eyes for a long time, then put a gentle hand to his cheek. He sort of leaned into it, and closed his eyes. Which is when she spat in his face. He took a startled step back.
All is forgiven? No, brother. I have forgiven you nothing. I’ll not go back to your city and imprisonment. I will not return to our children, the fruit of forced union. I am free of your yoke, free of your attentions. I will remain so. Forever.
My love—
I’ve never seen anyone move as fast as her, not even the ensorcelled Elamner assassin that had nearly taken my life the year before. One moment the two godlings were standing there, Athagos airing their soiled laundry, and the next moment Athagos had her hand inside his chest, and her mouth locked on his.
I suppose it was a parting kiss, of sorts. I felt a trickle of that awful power of hers in my body, scouring my soul and making me twitch. They toppled to the ground and Tha-Agoth's robust bronze flesh began to shrivel, slowly. He got his hands round her neck and began to squeeze. I didn't think it was going to do much good.
She is crushing his heart,
said the Shadow King merrily, as she sucks away his vitality. His blood may be life eternal, but only while his heart beats. That rod you hold should have stopped his heart front beating a millennium ago, but he moved just enough at the last instant. It crippled, but did not kill him. She will finish him this time. Better late than never, I suppose.
“Won't she die, too?”
Oh, yes, normally she would. The bond between the Twins is unlike any other. They are tied to each other, body and soul, whether they like it or not. But of course I can't allow her to die in such a fashion. Once they've died, their very essences will be trapped here. I have great plans for such power. Just as I have for you.
I didn't like the sound of that.
I underestimated you, my dear. You tricked me. You caused the death of not one, but two of my khordun, and stole a third away from me, at least for a time. You defeated my umbrals and destroyed Shemrang, a creature so old and wicked and powerful that I was at pains to make her obey me. I would be very angry with you indeed, if I weren't so impressed. You will be a valuable tool.
“I’m nobody's tool.”
I believe you will discover otherwise. Think on this, Amra: If you are of no use to me, then I have no reason to spare you, do I? Too, I hold your lover's soul in the palm of my hand.
I suppose he had a point.
Now be quiet, and do not bother me,
he said. I have waited to see Tha-Agoth die for a very long time.
I shut up and feigned interest in the gruesome show. Tha-Agoth was struggling, and putting up far more of a fight than anyone else I'd seen Athagos slurp down.
He wasn't going to make it. His skin began to sag off his bones. The hands that had tried to pry his sister off him now beat feebly at her head. Blood trickled from her hand's point of entry into his chest. All in all, I’d seen more pleasant things.
I weighed all the options, and with a little regret decided it wouldn't be such a bad thing if the Twins took each other out. Theirs was an old and apparently ugly story that had nothing to do with me.
The Shadow King did. I hoped the rod would do to the block what it had done to Shemrang. It was all I had going for me.
I didn't try anything tricky or fancy. I just walked up to the block and, with every ounce of force I could muster, rammed it down onto the stone's wide black surface.
I flew in one direction, and the rod spun end over end in another.
I told you not to bother me, Amra.
When the cobwebs cleared it was very quiet. I clambered slowly to a standing position and took a look around. Athagos was prone on the ground, not breathing, not moving. Next to her was Tha-Agoth's skin. It was crumbled into an untidy ball. His braids were bigger than the rest of his remains. It was a little sick-making. Or maybe it was just the pain.
That was ... satisfying,
said the Shadow King.
Now. Pick Athagos up and lay her on the block.
“Do it yourself,” I muttered.
How soon they forget. I think it is time for another object lesson.
I was expecting him to magically rip portions of my anatomy from me. I didn't get off that lightly.
Holgren twitched, stirred, then stood up. His eyes were wide, and the veins in his temples throbbed. I felt the presence of magic creep up my neck. I braced myself—the Shadow King was about to do something unpleasant to Holgren. And he did, after a fashion.
Holgren twitched, cocked his head and screamed “NO!” Then his hand shot out toward me and I was in agony. It was as if molten lead had replaced the marrow of my bones. I fell to the ground, writhed, shrieked. There was no more me. There was only the terrible pain.
It stopped as abruptly as it began. I curled up into a ball and panted.
Place Athagos's body atop the block, Amra.
If it had just been my pain, I might have held out until I died. Very, very doubtful, but at least possible. It wasn't just my pain, though. It was Holgren's as well. The Shadow King's display of power would hurt Holgren far more than it hurt me.
I crawled over to Athagos's body and began to drag her to the block. I didn't look at Holgren. I couldn't. I had failed him.
“I'm sorry, Amra. Oh, gods, I'm sorry,” Holgren whispered.
Be quiet, said the Shadow King.
I finally got Athagos up on top of the block, head lolling, arms trailing off the edges. I stepped back and sort of tumbled down to a sitting position, every bone aching. The Shadow King's voice let out a strange little hiss.
Finally. Freedom at last, and the power of the Twins to shape the world in my image.
Holgren collapsed, then, and the stone began to melt away in an odorless vapor. It was over. We’d lost. I sat there for a moment, bitter with defeat and despair. I wasn't going to get up again. Everything seemed pointless.
I glanced at Holgren. I'd failed him. He had counted on me and I'd failed him. I didn't even have a knife to end his suffering with.
It was about then that I noticed a subtle change in the light, a flickering. I looked around for the source, and found it outside the archway. A large, flickering fire was gliding rapidly through the air toward me. I closed my eyes, rubbed at them with the heels of my hands.
Now my time comes, said the Flame.
I opened my eyes again, and it was bobbing gently in the air in front of me. I tried to understand the words.
All is not lost, Amra. On the contrary. You now have the opportunity to destroy him.
“What are you talking about? It's over. Tha-Agoth is dead. We lost.”
It is doubtful whether Tha-Agoth would have been able to defeat the Shadow King in any case. Listen well. The Shadow King is in the process of transferring himself from his stone prison to the goddess's body. He can do nothing to protect himself while that process takes place. If you strike now, you can destroy him.
Hope flared, then dimmed. My natural facility for suspicion I suppose. It was just too easy after all that had happened.
“What's the catch?”
I will be destroyed along with the Shadow King, but I do not think that was your meaning. The ‘catch’ is that you will almost certainly be destroyed as well.
“That's a damn big catch.”
Choose, Amra. Little time remains. Soon the process will be complete and the opportunity lost. He is vulnerable now, and only now. End him.
“And end myself in the process?”
I ask you to do nothing I will not do myself. Your spirit will not be consumed, at least, as mine will, and the pain will be fleeting.
“That's not really a great selling point.”
I am not trying to sell you anything. Hurry. Decide. The process is nearly complete.
I glanced over at the block and saw he was right. The block had melted away to a chunk of blackness about the size of a skull. Athagos’s body lay suspended in the air above, arms dangling, her hair rippling in unseen currents.
When the block disappeared, the Shadow King would have a body to walk around in and the power of the Twin Gods to wield along with his own. If that happened, the world was in for a very bad time. On the other hand, if I did something about it, my time was up. Decisions, decisions.
Death isn't lying down for a long nap, or getting up from a card game, or any of those feeble attempts to pull its fangs and make it an almost cozy occurrence. It's the end.
Once you've seen someone die, especially someone you know—once you've seen them make the great transformation from a living, breathing person with likes and dislikes and annoying habits and pet foibles and a history and all the things that add up to make a person unlike any other there has ever been or ever will be—once you see them make that great and terrible transformation into so much cooling meat, you know you will do whatever you can to keep that from happening to you for as long as you can.
Or at least I did.
True, I passed on Tha-Agoth's offer of immortality, but there were too many strings attached. You can go too far the other way, too. Look at what the Sorcerer King had done, and all that had come of it. You can stall death. You can cheat it for a time. But even gods die.
I made my decision.
I stumbled over to the rod where it had rolled next to Holgren. I knelt down and touched his ashen face. Whatever happened, I was going to make sure he got out of this. I kissed his eyelids, and tried not to think about all the things we wouldn't get to do together. I grabbed the rod and made my aching way back to Athagos. The block had melted down to a sliver, maybe the size of a fat man’s finger. Not much time left.
Athagos's body floated at hip level, where the top of the block had been. I put the tip of the rod against her chest, just to the left of her breastbone.
A little further over, I think,
said the Flame. He floated just above Athagos's chest.
“Who's doing this?” I groused, but repositioned the rod.
It is a good thing you do, Amra. I chose well in you.
“You just do whatever it is you have to do. I don't want this to be for nothing.”
I took a deep breath and slammed the rod down into Athagos's perfect, dead flesh. The Flame dove into the opening I created, and Athagos sat up in mid-air and screamed with the Shadow King's voice, eyes open, blazing.
The world disappeared in pain and darkness.
The Flame was right about one thing, at least. The pain was mercifully brief.
 

They fought in the space between life and death, the Shadow and the Flame. I was a spectator, trapped.
It was a vast, empty plane, and on it an overwhelming blackness ate away at a tiny point of light, just as the light struggled to burn away the dark. I have no idea how much time passed as I watched them. I'm not sure time really had any meaning there.
“They'll continue that battle until the end of time,” said a voice off to my side.
I turned, and saw a shriveled-up old hunchback leaning on a cane a few feet away.
“It isn't all that much different from what goes on in every soul,” he continued. “Good struggles with evil eternally in each of us, doesn't it?” He peered at me beneath bushy brows.
I had the feeling I should know him. I shook my head. “Most people die, though,” I said. “Then it's settled one way or the other.”
“Not necessarily. There are some very old souls roaming the world, you know. And the afterlife isn't an infallible system. Take your friend the mage, for instance. He was slated for an uncomfortable afterlife, despite being a rather good sort.”
“Who are you?”
“For someone as intimate with my anatomy as you seem to be, I’d think that would be obvious.” He smiled as I puzzled on that one. I gave up. I had more pressing questions.
“Is this my afterlife, then? If it's a heaven, I can think of better ones. If it’s a hell, then I guess I got off pretty lightly.”
“It's neither. You've sort of fallen through the cracks, so to speak.”
“Oh. What do I do now?”
“Go back, Amra. Go back to your body, back to your life. The world isn't finished with you yet, nor you with the world. The afterlife will wait.”
“Point the way,” I said.
“Just turn around.”
I did, and there was a door much like one of Tha-Agoth's rifts. Through it I could see Holgren. It was daylight, and he was awake, and hugging my slack body to his chest. Tears coursed down his cheeks.
“Go on then,” said the old man. But as I started toward the doorway he called me back.
“One more thing, Amra: Choose what you swear by a little more carefully from now on. You never know who might be listening.” He smiled again, and then he was gone.
I stepped through the doorway, and found myself in Holgren's arms.
I couldn't think of any place I'd rather have been.



 

 

...and Everything After


 

We stayed there along the edge of the lake, too battered in body and spirit to start the trek home immediately and too intent on each other to care much about the world or the future. We said and did the things that lovers say and do, and never you mind about the details. We were alive, and we had each other. We'd won.
We set up camp for the winter in the Flame’s dusty stone halls. Winter storms buried the land and froze the lake. It would have been hard going for us if we had tried to travel. I was far weaker than I wanted to be. My body, knowing the daily threat of annihilation was passed, simply refused to be mistreated any further. Holgren surprised me with his ability to trap game and to forage. Perhaps if I’d been trapped in Thagoth with him I would have fared better.
One evening over a meal of rabbit and arrowroot, Holgren told me a decision he’d made.
“I never intend to work magic again.”
“What? Why?”
“As I said, I haven't enjoyed it for years. And when I hurt you—”
“That wasn't you, Holgren. It was the Shadow King.”
“It doesn't matter. I'm through with magic.”
I gave him a hug. “Fine, if that's what you really want. But what are you going to do instead?"
“Something will come up, I'm sure. First, let’s get home. One thing at a time.”
I was feeling rested, and then restless, before winter was ready to turn things over to spring. I spent a lot of time wandering, poking around. Eventually my rambling led me to the Sorcerer King's chamber.
 

His corpse lay rotting in the hallway outside. Whatever had animated him for so long had finally given out. I don't think he minded. I know I didn't.
The ghosts of his khordun were departed as well, for which I was grateful.
It was behind the bronze-sheathed double doors on the far side of the room that I made my big find. I had never seen so much gold in one place, save for the gold-domed Tabernacle in Thagoth. It lay in heaps on the floor, coins minted with the Sorcerer King's likeness on both sides. No coin tosses in his kingdom, I suppose.
We took away with us enough, come spring, to last us several lifetimes, which I was more than happy with. I was less than happy with the direction we took—back to Thagoth. I never wanted to see that city again. Holgren pointed out the fact that it was a month over familiar terrain to a place he could open a gate, or half a year crossing unknown territory and foraging along the way. Reluctantly I agreed.
We took our leave of the Flame’s halls on a windy day in early spring, and made an uneventful journey back to Thagoth. When we arrived some twenty-seven days later, the city was once again a deserted ruin. I suppose it fell when Tha-Agoth did. At least the death lands had been destroyed.
It was full dark when we arrived. We camped overnight, and the next day Holgren opened a gate to home.
 

The Burrisses had auctioned off all my belongings for back rent. I can't say I blamed them; I'd been gone for nearly a year, after all. Were they supposed to store all my belongings in the off chance I'd reappear? Still, it hurt not to have anything left of my own.
There were a few items of sentimental value that I sorely missed—a tortoiseshell comb that had belonged to my mother, my first set of lock picks that Arno had given me, and the remaining bottles of Lord Morno's Gol-Shen.
Holgren was homeless as well. A fire had swept through the upper end of the city about the same time we'd first encountered the umbrals, destroying block after block of tenements, hovels, and shanties. It was whispered that Morno had had the fire set, or at least had not been in any great hurry to contain it. But the fact that the blight known as the Rookery was still left standing put paid to that notion in my mind.
There had been rioting, put down by Morno's arquebusiers in the end when the mob had tried to storm the governor's mansion. Whatever the case, many of the poorest parts of Lucernis were ash. Beggars slept on every corner, it seemed, and Holgren's sanctum by the charnel grounds was no more. “I was never terribly fond of the smell anyway,” was his only comment.
As Ruiqi had said the day I met her, change is nature's way.
We took up residence in one of the better hostels on Arrhenius, a few blocks away from the banking houses. I began to make discreet inquiries as to the disposal of our newfound wealth. I preferred to pay a banker's fee as opposed to the heavy tax levied against foreigners in Lucernis. And to be honest, I didn't want to exist on any tax roll. Anywhere. It was all too possible that someone, somewhere, might make an unwanted connection. My past was spotty enough.
I have discovered it is very difficult to be both rich and anonymous, whereas poor and anonymous go hand in hand. Very difficult, but not impossible. Once I'd converted our wealth to a more spendable kind. I went looking for a place for us to live. Naturally I looked around the Promenade.
I had enough money, but no one seemed to want to sell. Not to me, at least, or to the clerk I'd retained. It was an exclusive club, the owners of Promenade real estate, and money wasn't enough to get me invited. I brooded over it for a time, and almost decided to give upon the notion.
Then I met one Harald Artand over a game of cards. Harald was the eldest son of some Lucernan lordling. His father owned one of the smaller manses on the Promenade, down near the Dragon Gate. The father, Lord Artand, didn't even live in the place. He just kept it for when he was in town on business. Harald stayed there in a sort of disgraced exile.
It seemed young Harald had a great fondness for, and terrible luck with, the horses, and the cards, and the dice. And his family, however noble they might have been, weren't made of money.
To make a long story short I let him crawl into my pocket until only his stockinged feet stuck out, and then I buttoned him up. It took two months. At the end of three months I had forgiven his debt and bought the manse outright, though for half my original offer. I'm not rapacious but I'm not a charity, either.
Holgren, forswearing his powers and unfazed by it, rented a warehouse out by the docks and began to tinker. He'd spend hours there, absorbed in tearing apart arquebuses, examining the innards of locks, setting fire to things, and generally making an unholy mess. When he wasn't in what I came to call his workshop, he was out around town badgering smiths and tanners, bakers and tailors and tinkers and chandlers and stonemasons and glassblowers. He also seemed to attract others infected with his peculiar madness. At any time of the day or night there would be two or three men, and even sometimes women, in his shop, setting things on fire, making an unholy mess, and grinning like idiots. I had no idea what they were doing, but it made him happy. That was all I needed to know.
At the end of the day he'd come home and explain the latest theory he was exploring and I’d pretend to understand what he was talking about. I'd tell him about the latest financial endeavor I’d sunk some of our money into, be it spices from beyond Chagul or property in what people had begun to can the Charred Quarter. He'd nod and smile and pretend he was interested, and we'd eventually wander off to bed, happy just to be with each other at day's end.
Perhaps it sounds boring, but given the choice between boredom and excitement—well. I'd had all the excitement I cared to. Several lifetimes of it.
And boring was fun. While it lasted.
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The Blade That Whispers Hate
(Amra & Holgren #1)
 

 

 

They butchered Corbin right out in the street. That’s how it really started.
I don’t have many friends. Both my inclination and my occupation make me something of a loner. Corbin was one of the few who didn’t put a hard knot of wariness between my shoulders. One of the few who could make me laugh, who had seen me cry. I knew I could turn my back to him without it sprouting a blade, metaphorical or otherwise. I trusted him, despite his handsome face and easy words. He was a rogue and a thief, of course. But then, so am I.
So when he got himself hacked up in front of his house off Silk Street, I decided somebody had to be made to pay. They thought that they could just sweep him away like rubbish.
They thought it would be easy.
They were wrong.
 

#
 

When Corbin showed up banging on my door at noon one sweltering summer day, I can’t say I was particularly happy to see him. It should come as no surprise that one in my profession tends to sleep during daylight hours. And since I tell no one where I live, I was more than a little annoyed to see him.
“Hello, Amra,” he said with that boyish smile that tended to get him past doors he wasn’t supposed to get past. He was looking ragged, though. Dark bags under his eyes, stubble that had gone beyond enticingly rough to slovenly. The yellow-green shadow of an old, ugly bruise peeked above his sweat-stained linen collar. His honey-colored locks were greasy and limp.
“Corbin. What the hell do you want?”
“To come in?” He kept smiling, but glanced over his shoulder.
“If you bring me trouble, I’ll have your balls.” But I cracked the door a bit wider, and he slipped past me into the entry hall.
“Take you boots off if you’re going to stay, barbarian. You know how much that rug is worth?”
“Depends on who’s buying, doesn’t it?” He sat down on the bench in my tiny foyer and worked his laces loose. “Nice robe,” he said with that silky voice of his, but I could tell his heart wasn’t in it. I pulled my wrap tighter, and he chuckled.
“Don’t worry, Amra. The knife sort of spoils the effect anyway.”
I’d forgotten I was still holding a blade. I don’t answer my door without one. Come to think of it, I don’t do much of anything without one. I made it disappear and frowned at him.
“You can’t stay here, and I’m not lending you any money.”
He stretched, wiggled the toes of his stockinged feet. “Money I don’t need. A place to stay, maybe, but your garret isn’t what I had in mind.” He looked at me, and I could tell he had something gnawing at him. This was no social call. “You have anything to drink? I’m parched.”
“Yeah. Come into the parlor.”
I’m not terribly feminine. I’ve a scarred face, a figure like a boy, and a mouth like a twenty-year sailor. In the circles that count, I’m recognized as good at what I do, and what I do is not traditionally a woman’s profession. I was a few rungs up from pickpocket. Still, in the privacy of my own hovel I enjoy a few of the finer, more delicate things. Silks and velvets. Pastels. Glasswork. When Corbin walked into the parlor he gave a low whistle.
“Amra, this is positively decadent. I expected bare walls and second hand furniture.” He wandered around, peering at paintings, books, the tiny glass figurines I kept in a case.
“Shut up and sit down. You want wine?”
“Have anything else?”
“No.”
“Then I’d die for some wine.” He sat down on the huge Elamner cushion I used for seating. He stretched his legs and smiled. I shook my head, and went to dig around in my sorry excuse for a pantry. I came up with a couple of relatively clean glasses and a palatable Fel Radoth that was better than he deserved. But it was too early to punish myself with swill.
I poured a couple, handed him one and leaned against the wall. He took his and put it back in one gulp. I shuddered, snatched up the Fel Radoth and corked it.
“What?” he said.
I put the bottle back in the pantry and came back out with a jug of Tambor’s vile vintage. It was barely fit for cooking with. I dropped it in his lap. “Remind me never to give you anything worth drinking again."
He shrugged and began sipping straight from the jug.
“You don’t want to borrow money. You don’t want a place to stay. What do you want, Corbin?”
He sighed, reached into his voluminous shirt—I’d thought he’d looked a little lumpy—and brought out something smallish, wrapped in raw silk. About the size of my two fists put together. He held it out to me. “I need you to hold this for a while.”
I didn’t take it. “What is it?”
“Ill-gotten gains, what else? But I earned it, Amra, and a lot more besides. This is all I managed to come away with, though. For now.”
I took it from his hands. Reluctantly. I was surprised at the weight. I knew without looking that it was gold. I unwrapped it, discovered I was right. It was a small statuette, one of the ugliest things I’d ever seen.
I held a bloated toad, two legs in the front and a tail in place of hoppers in the back. Pebbly skin. Two evil little emerald eyes, badly cut. It was devouring a tiny gold woman. She wasn’t enjoying it. The artist must have been familiar with torment, though, because her small face was the very picture of it despite the crude overall rendering. All but her head and one arm were already in the belly of the beast. Her hand reached out in a disturbing parody of a wave. I don’t think that was the effect the artist intended.
“Where did you get this ugly bastard?” I asked him.
“Doesn’t matter. The place collapsed around my ears as I was leaving anyway.” He leaned forward. “It was part of a commission, Amra. There were a dozen other pieces. I got them all, and it wasn’t easy.”
“Where are all the rest?” I asked.
He scowled. “The client double-crossed me. He’s got the others, but he wants this one bad. Bad enough that I’ve got him by the balls.” His face brightened and he chuckled. “I’m getting my original commission, plus a bad faith penalty. All told, it’s three thousand gold marks, and I’ll give you a hundred just to look after this thing for a few hours.”
I frowned. I’d known Corbin for three years; he was a good thief and a good man. Thin as a blade, with one of those faces that sets girls blushing and whispering to each other behind cupped hands, and prompts women to cast long, speculative glances. He had the longest lashes I’ve ever seen on a man or a woman. He was an easy drunk, and so drank little, though he was free with rounds. He had fine-boned hands and honey blond, wavy hair, and when I told him ‘no’ one night when his hands got too free, I didn’t have to back it with a blade and I never had to tell him again. Maybe once or twice I wished I hadn’t been so firm, but as regrets go, it was a mild, melancholy one. The ‘what if’ game isn’t much fun to play.
That said, Corbin was not the smartest man I’d ever met. Not stupid; stupid thieves don’t live long. But his cunning was situational. When it came to people, he seemed never to really understand what they were capable of. Or perhaps he just didn’t want to believe what people were capable of was the rule rather than the exception.
“Amra? It’s easy money.”
“Too easy,” I replied, taking a sip of wine.
“Gods above, woman! I thought you might want a little extra moil, and I need somebody I can trust. But if it’s no—” He reached for the statuette, and I slapped his hand away.
“I didn’t say no.”
Corbin smiled, showing his remarkably straight, remarkably white teeth. It made me want to throw the ugly thing back in his face. But a hundred marks wasn’t something I could walk away from. I should have, of course. Just as he should have cut his losses.
 

“One condition,” I said. “Tell me who you’re squeezing.”
He didn’t like that. The customer was supposed to remain anonymous. It’s the closest thing to a rule there is in the business. He frowned.
“Oh, come on, Corbin. You said yourself they tried to screw you out of your fee.”
“True. Why would you want to know, though?”
“Because if I’m going to stick my toe in the water, I want to know what’s swimming around in it.”
“And whether it has teeth. All right, fair enough. It’s some Elamner by the name of Heirus. All I know is he’s rich as sin. He’s rented a villa down on the Jacos Road. It backs onto the cliffs. He’s got hired blades all around him, and a hunchbacked little flunky named Bosch that does all the dirty work. Bosch is who I dealt with. I never met the Elamner himself.”
I’d never heard either name. “Is this Bosch a local?”
“He’s Lucernan, but not from the city I don’t think. A Southerner by his accent.”
“One more thing. Where did the statues come from?”
“I took them from an old, old temple in Gol-Shen, in the swamps. Like I said, the place doesn’t exist anymore. I barely got out with all my limbs and digits. It wasn’t the best time I’ve had.” He took another swallow of Tambor’s Best and corked the bottle.
“Any other questions?”
“For a hundred marks, I’ll watch your back if you want. They tried to stiff you once; why wouldn’t they try again?”
“The first time I got sloppy. I still can’t figure out how they knew where I stashed the other pieces. I’d swear I wasn’t tailed. I brought that one along to the meet, to show the goods. They were supposed to pay out then and I’d tell them where the statues were. When I got there nobody showed up and when I went back the rest of it was gone.” He grinned that easy grin of his. “I guess I fouled up their plans a bit by bringing that one along instead of leaving it with the rest. It was just an impulse. A virtuous impulse that paid off. Like I said, I’ve got them by the balls this time.”
I wasn’t so sure of that.
“So now you’re supposed to bring it and you won’t. What’s to stop them from trying to beat it out of you?”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ve arranged a nice safe place to conduct business, and a long tour abroad after. For my health.”
I grunted. I’ve been called a pessimist. And a suspicious bitch. And then there were those who weren’t interested in compliments. But this wasn’t my play, it was Corbin’s. I’d back him to whatever extent he wanted me to. A hundred marks and friendship had earned that.
“Whatever you say, Corbin.” I hefted the idol in my hand. “When will you come get this?”
He stood and stretched. “Midnight, or a little later.”
“And if you don’t show up?”
“If I’m not here by dawn, the statue’s yours. Melt it down, though. Make sure there’s no chance they get it on the open market.” He went back to the hall and started lacing his boots.
“What about you?” I asked.
“What about me?”
“If you don’t show up.”
He shrugged. “Take care of Bone for me. You know where I live.”
“I don’t like dogs.”
“No, you don’t like being responsible for anyone but yourself. For the meltdown value of that thing, though, you can put up with Bone. Besides,” he said, “he likes you. Oh, and Amra? This one is lovely.” He held up a tiny blown-glass hummingbird he'd filched from my cabinet, stuck it in his pocket with an incorrigible smile. And with that he was out the door and clumping down the rickety steps.
I locked it behind him. I remember thinking nothing had better go wrong. Bone was a massive brute of a mongrel. Who slobbered. Copiously. I wasn’t having that all over my house.
I took another look at the statuette. It was just as ghastly. The gold wasn’t particularly pure, and the carving was crude. Ancient grime darkened the creases. There wasn’t much polish to it, so I assumed it hadn’t been handled very much or very often.
A half-dozen frog-aspected gods, godlings and demons came to mind, but none of them were less than four-legged, and only two were man eaters. I shrugged. It either belonged to some backwater cult nobody’d ever heard of, or it was something from before the Diaspora. If it was the first, it was worth nothing more than the meltdown value. If it was the latter, it could be worth much, much more. To the right person. Given Corbin’s experience, I thought the latter was more likely, but I’d melt it down just the same if it came to that.
I put the ugly little statue in my hidey-hole and went back to sleep. I dreamed that I could hear its labored breathing there in the wall, punctuated by the shrieks of its meal. And when I woke just after sunset, it was with a miserable headache and a mouth that tasted like I’d been on a three-day drunk.
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Feeling restless and out of sorts, and with a handful of hours before midnight, I washed and dressed and went out into the night. My headache was a nasty little needle spearing both temples.
Downstairs, I could hear the swirling and clacking of bone tiles from the gaming tables of the Korani Social Club. Endless rounds of push were played down there by gruff old men far from their island home. Once a month they had a dance, and the peculiar music of a three-piece hurdy-gurdy band moaned and shuddered and wheezed up through the floorboards. Otherwise they were good neighbors.
I walked a bit in lantern light through the Foreigner’s Quarter, along streets that looked more dangerous than they really were. Lucernis had grown beyond all thought of being quartered long ago, but the name had stuck. I liked it there. It was close enough to the harbor to catch a breeze in summer, which in Lucernis was worth the rotting fish stench that came with it. And the Foreigner’s Quarter was home to all stripes and classes.
I had the least trouble there of anywhere in Lucernis. But a woman walking alone still has to watch herself and her surroundings, and I regularly put up with a nominal amount of abuse and innuendo. I dress like a man and have the figure of a boy, and if someone gets close enough to see my face and figure out my gender, they’re also close enough to see a few of my more prominent scars. It’s usually enough. If not, I’ve spent a lot of time working up a competence with knives.
I wandered down through the Night Market, past every imaginable type of hawker, and grabbed a meal from Atan. Atan is a burly Camlacher street vendor who smells of the charcoal stove he’s habitually bent over, face red and shiny from the heat. He doesn’t use any ingredients that are too foul or too rancid. He keeps the gristle quotient to a minimum. I’ve never gotten sick off it, though I’m never entirely certain what I’m eating.
“What kind of meat tonight, Atan?”
“Edible,” he grunted, fanning the charcoal.
“Sounds like something my mother would have said.”
His broad, craggy face grew even more morose than was usual. “Yes, compare me to a woman. Why not? I cook, I must not be a man.” He shook his head.
I think all Camlachers must have a touch of the morose, as if they’d fallen from some great height and were bitter about having to slog down in the mud with the rest of humanity. Comes of being a defeated warrior race, I suppose. Grey-eyed Atan should have been handling a broadsword, not meat skewers
“Nothing wrong with being a woman,” I told him. “But then I’m biased, I suppose.”
“Yes. Next time I will wear skirts and use the powder for my face. Go away, you.”
“Good night, Atan.”
He waved me off. I ate mechanically, walking down Mourndock Street, not really noticing the food. Slowly the headache faded.
When the crone bumped into me I automatically moved to block a hand dipping into my pocket. A hand that, it turned out, wasn't there. I might be slightly suspicious.
“My pardon,” said the old lady, who was dressed in a threadbare but clean dress, embroidered bonnet perched on her iron-gray hair. She was even shorter than me. She reached out a withered hand to pat my arm.
“Never mind,” I muttered.
“You seem troubled,” she said, and I noticed her piercing green eyes. Everything else about her shouted 'granny,' but those eyes said something different. Something closer to predator. I pulled back. “I'm fine, thanks.”
“Oh no, I don't think so. I see a darkness in those pretty blue eyes of yours. And I see shadows gathering behind you.” Her hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.
“You'd best let go of me, Gran. I don't want to make a scene on the street. But I will.”
She wasn't hearing me, wasn't really paying attention to me anymore. Those green eyes had suddenly turned a stormy gray. Bloodwitch. I was having a conversation on Mourndock Street with a bloodwitch. Bloody fantastic.
“I See blood, and gold,” she said, her voice gone all hollow. “I Hear a mournful howl. Fire and Death are on your trail, girl, and behind them the Eightfold Bitch makes her way to your door.”
Twisting away from her, I broke contact. My hand itched to have a blade in it, but that would have been foolish. Bloodwitches are nasty enemies. “Kerf's balls, woman, what the hells are you talking about?”
She smiled, a little wanly.
“Oh you have a world of trouble coming down on you, girl. Come see Mother Crimson when it gets bad. You'll find me in Loathewater.” She moved to pat my hand, but I retreated. One more cryptic look and she was gone in the pedestrian traffic.
“Kerf's crooked staff,” I muttered. “Aren't fortunetellers supposed to tell you how lucky you are?” But I knew my own words for what they were – bravado. I needed a drink. Bloody bloodwitches. I'd rather deal with mages any day, if I had to deal with magic at all. At least mages generally didn't bother with cryptic nonsense.
I spent some time at Tambor’s wine shop, at one of the outside tables, sipping vinegar from an earthenware cup and listening to gossip.
When Tambor’s closed I was in a sour mood. I’ve never been good at waiting. I can do it, but I don’t like it. I was worried about Corbin and more disturbed by what the bloodwitch had said than I cared to admit or think about. I had no idea who this Eightfold Bitch was or could possibly be, but I knew bloodwitches were the genuine article. With an effort, I filed it away for later rumination. If there was trouble on the way, it would come whether I worried about it or not.
About an hour before midnight I made my way back home to wait for Corbin, feeling aimless and surly. And worried.
Midnight came and went. I read; my mother had taught me letters before she died, and Lucernis had some of the finest and most poorly guarded private libraries of any city I knew of. But then, who steals books? If you can read, you’re probably wealthy enough to buy your own.
It was one of those slightly racy romantic histories from the past century. Normally I’d have enjoyed it, but my mind wasn’t on it. I kept reading the same passage over and over, and it kept slipping away from me. Finally I tossed the book aside in disgust and settled for pacing.
Three hours after midnight my creeping suspicion had filled out into an atavistic certainty that Corbin had come to a bad end. But all I could do was wait out the night.
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Cock crowed while the sky was still black. I was out the door. Whatever had happened was probably long over and nothing I could do about it, but I couldn’t just sit there. A heavy dread was slowly churning my guts. There were only two places to go. I decided to start with Corbin’s house, and check at his mistress’s if he wasn’t there.
It was a long walk to his hovel off Silk Street, through streets mostly deserted. Few hacks worked at that hour, and fewer were likely to take me where I wanted to go. There was a baker’s boy stumbling late to work, white apron trailing unnoticed on the filthy cobbles; I didn’t have to be a seer to know he had a beating in his near future. There was a lamplighter on low stilts, snuffing white-yellow flame with his telescoping pole. There was the odd wagon creaking and rumbling its way towards Traitor’s Gate Market, down cobbled streets. But mostly it was just blank dark windows and shuttered doorways, until I turned onto Silk Street proper.
Silk Street is where the boys and girls, and men and women in Lucernis practice the oldest profession. At that hour, there were far fewer wares on display, and those that were tended to be coarse stuff, made increasingly coarser as gray dawn seeped into the sky. Those left working were ones who had a quota to meet, a figure that had to be reached to avoid a beating or an eviction or the symptoms of one withdrawal or another. The ones who were willing to accept rough trade. One trollop in a soiled satin ball gown, his blue chin bristling out from under streaked face powder, cast aspersions on my manhood when I ignored his proposition. I would have found that amusing on several levels in other circumstances.
I had avoided their fate when I was younger, thanks to some wise words from somebody who could have taken advantage instead, and thanks to a cold stubbornness. But it made me uncomfortable to see how I might have ended up. It always did. I deepened my scowl and ignored the various opening ploys, trudging past with my hands in my pockets.
As always, when the tired come-ons have no effect, they turned to jeers and catcalls. Anything to elicit a response. They faded behind me as I turned off Silk Street on to the nameless, barely-more-than-an-alley where Corbin’s hovel was. The entire street was lined with narrow wooden houses, two and three stories high. Some needed paint; most needed to be torn down. Almost all of them were built far too close together. A few of the houses were so close to each other you couldn’t have walked between them sideways. It needed only a small fire and a stiff breeze to all go up.
As I got closer to Corbin’s pit, I could hear howls, and a rough old voice screeching in anger.
“Shut it! Shut up, you mongrel! Shut it, Gorm take you!” The sound of something breakable being hurled against something less breakable. The howls went on and on, heartbreaking. I’ve heard wolves calling to each other across snow covered hills, mournful and lonely. This was nothing like that. This was grief made audible. Other dogs in the area had begun picking it up, and other voices, rough and querulous with interrupted sleep, yelled protest in several languages. A door slammed. I broke into a trot. For people like me, there are damned few coincidences. Expecting the worst helps to keep you from getting sucker-punched—and in my world, there are always fists waiting to hammer on the unwary.
I saw the old man first. The one who used Gorm’s name in vain. Not that there’s any other way to use it, Gorm being dead and all. The old man was a greasy gray smear of nightshirt and skinny, hairy legs with knobby knees. He was swinging something that would have been a truncheon if it was shorter, would have been a club if it was thicker. His back was to me; I couldn’t see what he was beating. Then I came up on him and saw that it was Bone. The geezer was bringing his stick down on Bone’s spade-shaped head, again and again. The dog kept howling, and refused to flinch. Behind Bone was something wet and lumpy.
The mind takes in images in little snatches, and sometimes they make no sense at first. It looked like the dog was guarding a pile of garbage. I saw the red, and knew it for blood, and knew from the quantity of it on the cobbles that someone had died badly. But these little pieces of knowledge didn’t fit together right away. There was just the gut anger at an old man beating a dog.
I plucked the stick from his hand on a back swing and rolled it around across his windpipe. He squawked and gagged and clawed at the stick. I pulled him back a few steps, turned him around and planted a boot in his scrawny backside, letting the stick go with one hand. He sprawled to the cobbles, hacking. I guessed he’s stay down for a bit, so I went to check out the dog.
With his skull-thumping at least suspended, Bone had turned his attention to the bloody lump. He was nuzzling what I recognized as a hand. When it flopped back down to the street, I saw that the last three fingers were missing. Cut off cleanly, at the last joint. Of their own accord, my eyes travelled to the corpse’s face.
It was Corbin. He lay huddled at an unnatural angle, maybe a half-dozen steps from his own doorstep. Bone started up that soul-splitting howl again. Shutters were opened here and there. Cautious heads popped out, saw blood, disappeared again as if by magic. I felt a numbness take hold. I turned back to the old man.
“You see a body in the street, and all you can think to do is beat the dog that disturbed your sleep?” I squeezed the stick so hard the tendons in my hand began to creak in protest. He gabbled something unintelligible and began to scramble away from me on his backside, looking like something between a lizard and a crab. His yellowed eyes were wide. Like all bullies, he was a coward at heart. I was surprised he’d worked up the nerve to beat Bone. The mutt was eighty pounds of brindle-covered muscle, with a face that was fashioned for harboring malign animal intent.
I let him scuttle away into his ramshackle house across the street, and I let Bone keep howling. There was nothing to be done about either. As for Corbin, I didn’t cry for him. Bone was doing enough of that for the both of us. I squatted down next to him, realized I was still holding the old man’s courage stick. I threw it at his front door.
I figured I had at least a few minutes, and probably much longer, before what passed for the law in Lucernis made an appearance. I wanted to move on before they showed up.
It didn’t work out that way.
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Somebody gets cut up at night in Lucernis, maybe the corpse disappears before dawn, before awkward questions start getting asked. Nobody sees anything. Nobody wants to get involved. Not in a neighborhood like Corbin’s. Not usually, anyway.
I took a good look at what they’d done to him. Maybe I had an idea I would like to reproduce it in reasonably accurate detail. Maybe I just wanted to know what I was up against. I don’t know. But when I moved to look over the damage, Bone stood between me and Corbin.
“Too late now. Where were you when it happened?” I realized that was actually a good question. I put my hand out to him, murmured soothing nonsense. He sniffed. I suppose he recognized me, because a little of that murderous look went out of his eyes. But he wasn’t letting me manhandle what was left of his master. I settled for gently rolling Corbin over on his back. Which earned me a rumbling growl.
The damage was extensive. Somebody had worked him over with a knife. It looked as if maybe some of it was controlled, precise. Like his missing fingers. The rest just looked like Corbin had tangled with somebody in a vicious barroom brawl. Slashes on his arms, his face. Rents in his shirt suggested he’d been stabbed maybe half a dozen times, two or three of which, depending on how deep they went, could have been immediate life-enders. I’d know more if I could undress him, but I didn’t really need to know any more, and it wasn’t worth struggling with the damn dog over. Maybe he was the wiser. It was done, and maybe all that was left was to mourn.
I stepped back from the body and looked around. The sky was perceptibly lightening. No crowd yet. They’d show up after the law did. I walked over to Corbin’s house.
The flimsy door gaped. It had been busted open from the inside; that much I could tell. The lock was engaged; the frame had given way first. I supposed an eighty-pound dog could eventually have battered his way through, given sufficient motive. I glanced inside. Heavy furniture, a little dust. I hesitated. Whatever had happened, it hadn’t happened in there. With the neighbors peering out behind curtains, I decided to leave it for the constables.
I ended up wishing I hadn’t.
They came around the corner as I was walking back to Bone. They knew where they were going, and they knew what to expect. Somebody had probably sent their kid down to the local watch station.
It was a pair. A fat, balding one and a young one so tall he looked stretched. Neither wore the entire uniform; Baldy had forgot or forgone his tabard, and Too-tall had substituted his deep blue woolen trousers for a paler, cooler, more wrinkled pair of linens.
Too-tall glanced at me, at the dog, at Corbin. He sighed. Baldy said with a voice like gravel, “Can you shut that mutt up?”
“No.”
He whipped out his billy club and laid it across Bone’s head with a speed that belied all his fat. Bone went down in mid-howl. I took a step forward, fists tightening. I caught myself. Baldy pretended not to notice. He slipped the billy back through the leather thong at his belt and said “So what happened here?”
“I don’t know. I was passing by. I heard the howling. I saw a man beating on something, so I came up behind him and took his stick away. Then I saw the body. I stayed around until you showed up.”
“Just a concerned citizen, eh?”
“That’s right.”
“You know the deceased?”
“No.” While Baldy questioned me, Too-tall was going over Corbin’s corpse. Checking pockets, checking wounds. I watched him from the corner of my eye.
“Let me see your hands.”
I held them out, palms down. He took a good look at my nails. No blood. He swirled a fat finger; turn them over. I obliged. No blood in the creases. Baldy looked at me, clearly not believing a word I said. He probably would have worn the same face if I’d mentioned that water was wet.
“Any weapons?”
“Yes.”
He put his hand out, and I gave him two of my more obvious knives. He gave me the eye that he probably used on husbands that beat their wives, kids that cut purses, day-laborers that thumped their bosses and made off with the strongbox. The one that said he knew I was holding out on him. I kept his gaze. Finally he shrugged. “Why don’t you go stand over there by the wall.” It wasn’t a suggestion. I went. He put my knives in his belt and turned to his partner.
“Arwin? Anything?”
“Well, he’s dead, sure as shit. Somebody carved him up like a midwinter roast.”
“Better let’s move him out of the street.”
They hauled Corbin over to the edge of the street, then Too-tall—Arwin—went back and dragged Bone over next to him. They had a muttered conversation, then Arwin went inside Corbin’s house, and Baldy started knocking on doors, questioning neighbors. The geezer came out and started pointing his finger at me. He got in Baldy’s face. Baldy took it for a while, then jabbed one fat finger right into the old man’s sternum so hard he stumbled back, face ashen. Baldy said something, and the geezer retreated back inside his hovel, but I could see him twitch aside dusty curtains every so often.
I could have slipped off, easily enough. I think Baldy half-expected me to. I don’t think he would have cared, especially. It was just another dirty little murder in a bad part of town. He didn’t pin me for it. He was just suspicious on general principles. If it hadn’t been for the damned dog, I would have taken off. But I could see his barrel chest rising and falling. And Corbin had paid me to keep it that way.
Then Arwin came out of Corbin’s apartment, and by the look on his face I could tell things had changed somehow. He called his partner—Jarvis, apparently—and when Jarvis lumbered over, showed him something small enough to fit in one closed hand.
I heard Jarvis mutter “Isin’s creamy tits,” and then “better get the inspector.” And I knew things were about to get much more complicated.
 

Jarvis made it plain that he now cared very much whether I disappeared, so I settled up against a garden wall that had been whitewashed sometime back in the reign of Orvo VII. Bone started to stir, and when Jarvis looked like he was going to beat him down again, I volunteered to take care of the dog. He shrugged. I hauled Bone up in both arms and carried him over to my spot, and kept a careful hand on his thick leather collar. Old boy was dazed. He kept licking his chops, and he’d developed a tremble. It wasn’t that hard to keep him down.
We waited maybe half an hour. The sun rose higher, and the heat climbed. There was no shade. Arwin had gone off at a trot. Jarvis continued the door-to-door. A couple of night watch I could handle. An inspector would be much trickier. I was reasonably certain there weren’t any little posters tacked to a wall in some constable’s office featuring my face, but I didn’t relish someone with brains and authority knowing what I looked like. Sometime down the road, one and one might be added to make two. But it was too late to do anything about it now. And I wanted to know what they’d found in Corbin’s house.
The hansom pulled up about eight o’clock. There were no official seals on the doors. Arwin jumped out, folded down the two steps, and then a slight, middle-aged man stepped down. His hair was iron gray, cropped short and brushed forward over his long skull. He had a vaguely horsy face; prominent front teeth that his lips didn’t quite cover. His eyes were mild and blue in a face that was very dark for a Lucernan. He was dressed soberly, in deep maroon velvets that were too heavy for the season. They were immaculate, but a bit threadbare. I could see where his white hose had been carefully darned. His shoes were black and polished, well made but worn. The buckles were plain silver. He wore no jewelry.
His only concession to the climbing heat was a stiff collar undone. He glanced at me, and I knew he’d just filed away my face in the library of his mind, for future reference. He spent a minute or so with the body, then went inside Corbin’s house. Jarvis followed him in, leaving Arwin outside.
They spent quite a while in there. By that time a crowd had begun to gather. Jarvis came out and spread a blanket over the body, then went back inside. Three more constables showed up, and Jarvis poked his head out to tell Arwin to go home and get some sleep. Arwin shrugged. He didn't leave.
Finally one of the new constables stepped out, looked at me, crooked a finger. I dragged Bone along with me, heavy and uncooperative and dazed.
They’d done a thorough go-through. Not that there was much there to begin with. I am familiar with the careful search, having done it myself many times. It’s nothing terribly destructive. Furniture shifted to spots no one would consciously place it. Rugs rolled up and put out of the way. Wall hangings taken down. Much like someone was preparing to move house. But of course the purpose is to thump the walls, listening for hidden cavities, and check out all the undersides of tables and chairs and desks, the backs of mirrors and paintings, the mortar between stones, the joins between boards. I didn’t give them good odds on finding Corbin’s hidey-hole, wherever it was. He’d been too much of a professional.
The inspector was sitting at Corbin’s kitchen table, going over some papers. He glanced up, took in me and Bone.
”Constable, see if you can find some water for that dog, would you?” He went back to reading.
Jarvis made a face. And did what he was told.
The inspector pointed to a chair, and I sat, still keeping hold of Bone’s collar. Jarvis found a bowl and, after a second, an earthenware jug that sploshed. He put both down on the table in front of me, a little harder than was necessary. I sniffed. It was water.
“Thank you, constable.” And after a second, “I’ll call you if I need you.” I poured while Jarvis trudged out of the kitchen. Bone wasn’t interested. He sort of folded up at my feet, panting, eyes glazed.
The inspector finished the page he was reading and placed it face-down on the table. I doubt he believed I could read, but he’d noticed me glancing at the paper. Careful bastard. All I could tell from my momentary, upside-down vantage was that it was Corbin’s handwriting, and that it looked like a letter.
“My name is Kluge. Why don’t we start with a few simple questions. What is your name?” He wasn’t taking notes. I got the impression he didn’t need to.
“Marfa Valence.” There were probably ten thousand Valences in Lucernis, and a goodly portion were likely named Marfa.
“Occupation?”
“None.”
“Place of residence?”
I gave him an address to one of the bolt-holes I kept the rent current on. Which of course was about to change.
“What was your relationship with the deceased?”
“No relationship.”
He just kept looking at me with those mild blue eyes. I could see that his pupils were ringed with a thin band of azure. Pretty. He spoke first.
“I’m going to tell you a few things, Marfa, and then we’re going to start again.” He stuck out his thumb. “Judging by the wounds on the body, we are looking at two separate attacks. Three fingers were removed some hours before the fatal wounds were inflicted. That suggests torture, and I can think of too many scenarios that might fit to make this some random street slaying. If I had to guess, they tortured him, and then they let him run for a while. All the way to his house, within sight of safety. Then they finished him off, messily.”
“Why would anybody do that?”
“Who knows why? Maybe for the sport of it.” He sighed. I started to say something and he said in a quiet tone, “I’m not finished yet.”
He held up an index finger. “The man out in the street is Corbin Hardin, known to some by the rather unfortunate moniker ‘Night-Wind’; a thief with a penchant for stealing rare art of all types.”
Middle finger. “Corbin Hardin was also known as Corbin Hardin det Thracen-Courune, second son of Count Orlin det Thracen-Courune. Father and son have been estranged for some half-dozen years.”
He reached into a pocket and set a heavy gold signet ring down on the scarred table, one with a noble coat of arms on its flat, beveled-edge top. I didn’t try to hide the flicker of surprise that crossed my face.
Ring finger. “Corbin Hardin was a source of deep shame and embarrassment to his family while alive. But now that he’s dead, that is most definitely about to change. I guarantee you, Marfa, the father will want blood. Gallons of it. And he’ll get it.”
Little finger. “I’m the poor sod who caught all of this in his lap, which is what I deserve, I suppose, for coming into work early. Your cooperation in this matter will ensure that any involvement you may have had will remain confidential. And you are involved, somehow. I don’t think you did it. Tell me what you know, and I’ll do my best to convince Count Orlin’s people that you were just an innocent passer-by.”
He smiled wearily. “Now, let’s start again. Your name is Marfa, you’ve no occupation, you live at Borlick’s rooming house on East Southcross. Now tell me again what your relationship was with the deceased?”
 

He was good at what he did. I didn’t try to get too tricky. I gave him an abbreviated version of the truth. Corbin had stopped by, told me he had business that might get ugly. Told me he’d been away in Gol-Shen on a commission. That the customer had tried to stiff him. Asked me to look after his dog if he hadn’t turned up by dawn. No, I didn’t know what the commission was. No, I didn’t know who the customer was, where they were meeting, why anyone might want to kill him.
I tried very hard to make him think I was telling him the whole truth, by telling him part of it in great detail. I described the shape Corbin was in when he came to see me. I told him what we drank, tried to remember word for word some of the things he’d said. I did my best to seem both reluctant to be telling the law anything, and eager that once I’d said my piece, I’d be forgotten. And of course I didn’t say anything that might implicate me in anything. I gave the slight impression that Corbin and I had a now and again relationship of an intimate nature.
I kept the statuette out of it, and any mention of the Elamner Heirus and his flunky Bosch. I wanted them for myself. If the constabulary went barging in, the bastard would disappear if he hadn’t already. And so would the other statuettes. I didn’t think he was going anywhere, though. Not without the toad. Not if he was willing to kill for it.
Maybe Kluge thought I was holding out, maybe not. His face was unreadable. He presented an air of weary competence, an honest man doing his best in a job that didn’t pay enough. He was going to do a kindness to someone caught on the periphery of something ugly.
Right.
I had no doubt he’d toss me straight into Havelock prison if he thought it would get him farther along. A dirty little street knifing had turned into the death of a noble, albeit a disgraced one, and people with enough clout to bury Kluge in an unmarked grave—literally—were going to be second guessing his every move soon enough. He was going to cast me back, just to see where I might lead him. I was going to have to look over my shoulder every damn where I went.
When he finally waved me away with the admonishment to make sure I was available for further questioning, he’d managed to give me sweaty palms. He got up and walked me to the door, hand politely at my back. When he stuck out a hand to shake, I took it.
As soon as his hand touched mine, the little hairs on the back of my neck stood up and a chill ran down my spine. I walked outside, pretending I hadn’t noticed a thing. I swore silently.
The son of a bitch had just used magic on me. Odds were he didn’t need to detail men to tail me. He’d know exactly where I was, wherever I went. I hoped that was all he’d done. I tried not to think about all the nasty little things it was possible to do with just a handshake.
Corbin’s body had been removed while I was inside, and the blood mostly washed away. The smell still lingered, though, and Bone set up a half-hearted howl. I collected my knives from Jarvis, who no doubt was hoping I’d forget them. Fat chance of that. They were perfectly weighted for me, and had cost me dear.
The damned dog didn’t stop his howling until we were blocks away. I dragged him along by his collar. I was going to have to get some rope. He was giving me another headache. “Kerf’s withered testicles,” I spat, shocking a sweet faced granny passing by.
Heirus the Elamner was going to have to wait. Hells, I couldn’t even risk going back home until I’d done something about Kluge’s leave-taking present. It had become necessary to get some magic of my own.
I set off for the charnel grounds. It was time to see Holgren.
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Holgren Angrado lived way the hells and gone on the other side of the River Ose, on the edge of the charnel grounds. And of course I had to walk it. No hack was going to pick me up while I was dragging eighty pounds of scarred, slobbering dog along. It was a two hour walk from Silk Street up to Daughter’s Bridge, on what had to be the hottest day of the year. By the time we got there the rest of the morning had fled, and my temper was vile. At least Bone had stopped howling.
Lucernans are much like anyone else, except when it comes to death. I was born in Bellarius, myself, so I don’t really understand their odd fixation with forms and observances and their peculiar ideas about the afterlife, but it seems to work for them.
There is only one true graveyard in Lucernis: the City of the Dead. It’s a huge necropolis that butts up against the south bank of the Ose. Its hexagonal wall is four man-heights of alabaster. People visit, send letters to the dearly departed, have midsummer feasts there. Like any city, it has its rich districts and poor. And like any city, if you don’t pay your rent, you get the boot. Thus, the charnel grounds.
Those whose families would not or could not pay the annual mortuary tax were disinterred, and their bodies dumped with a distinct lack of ceremony in the city’s charnel grounds. Which, I understand, is a bit like being taken from a civilized limbo and being cast into one of the less pleasant pits in the eleven hells. I could almost believe it, given the smell. Myself, I think dead is dead, and whatever happens to your body makes no nevermind, but like I said, I’m not from here.
Holgren was the only mage I knew well enough not to run screaming from. Why he chose to live next door to a field full of bodies in various states of rot I’ll never understand. But I never asked him. I was afraid he might tell me.
I dragged Bone along dusty roads and past the occasional shack that was all there was of Lucernis northwest of the Ose. Holgren’s house was low and long and dark, roofed in gray slate. It looked like it was poised to tumble in on itself. I made my way to the front door of his moldering hovel, past the broken statuary and dead grass that made up his front garden, and banged the ancient brass knocker. And waited. And waited.
I was about to knock again when the door creaked open, revealing only gloom. There was no one on the other side.
“Holgren?” I called. “It’s Amra.” No answer. I shrugged, and Bone and I crossed the threshold.
My eyes adjusted. It was like any other sitting room, I suppose. More or less. A couch, dusty and torn. Delicate little tables covered with yellowing lace doilies. A porcelain teapot decorated with buttercups and morning glories. Dried flowers in a chipped vase. Threadbare rug. Less usual were the skulls and anatomical charts, the framed map of the eleven hells, the withered, claw-like Glory Hand casting feeble blue light from under a bell jar, the jars of preserved things that had no business twitching and sloshing in the corner of my eye. And the room was far cooler than it had any right to be.
I liked Holgren. I even trusted him, to a degree. But he was still a mage, and being around a mage was like being around a ‘tame’ lion. You could never fully let down your guard. They were just too powerful, and too unpredictable. Their motivations were too obscure.
“Holgren?”
“Be with you in a moment,” came a muffled reply from behind a door marked with sigils that writhed and twisted when I looked at them. I shuddered and took a seat on the couch. Bone put his rock-like skull in my lap. Almost instantly my pants were soaked in slobber. I sighed, and scratched behind his scored ears. There was a lump where Jarvis had bashed him, but other than that, he seemed fine.
A short time later the creepy door opened and Holgren sauntered into the parlor. He must have startled Bone, because the bruiser whipped around with a rolling, rumbling growl in his throat. Holgren stopped where he was, and his hawk-like eyes locked with Bone’s. They stood like that for maybe half a dozen heartbeats, and then Bone shut up and dipped his head and his tail.
“You’ve acquired a loyal friend since we last met, Amra. Would you like some tea?”
“No thanks.” I patted Bone. “Inherited, more like.”
Holgren cocked an eyebrow. He was a tall, almost gangly man, with predatory eyes, a sharp nose, a generous mouth. His black hair was shoulder length and bound up in a ponytail. He was wearing black. He always wore black. Not much for fashion, this one.
“Listen,” I said, “I might have brought some trouble to your door. I ran into a mage. He tagged me with some sort of spell.”
Holgren pulled up a chair that had seen better centuries. Touched the teapot. The smell of chamomile suddenly wafted. He poured himself a cup.
“So tell me about it,” he said.
 

I told him about Corbin, his commission, the favor he’d asked of me. I told him about Corbin’s death and inspector Kluge. He asked a few questions, but not many. He knew how to be circumspect, and didn’t ask the questions that he knew I would be reluctant to answer.
Holgren lived on the same shadowy side of the law as me. He took commissions. That’s how I’d met him. He’d subcontracted one of them to me, on the advice of Daruvner, our mutual fixer. He was a good mage, but I was a much better thief. Our skills actually complemented each other quite well, and we’d done three jobs together in quick succession. Then he’d stopped taking contracts. I found out later from Daruvner that Holgren Angrado worked only when he had to. He’d make a pile of coin, then go into semi-retirement until it ran out.
Holgren sat, legs crossed and hand to lips, digesting what I’d told him. He shook his head. “Corbin told you he’d set up the meet in a safe place. Any idea where?”
“Not really. Obviously someplace not as safe as he thought.”
“He could have been betrayed.”
I shrugged. Probably. There was just no telling.
“This Kluge, what did he look like?”
I described him. Holgren shook his head.
“I don’t know him. I don’t know what sort of power he wields. I might assume that, since he takes a civil servant’s pay, he is not terribly talented, but I don’t like to assume.” He tapped his full lower lip with one long forefinger. He was staring at me, through me. Long enough that I started getting the creeps. “Well,” he finally said, shaking himself. “Nothing for it but to see what we can see. Come sit here.” He vacated the chair.
I took a deep breath, then shifted from the couch to the chair. He stood behind me, which made me more than a little nervous. He put his fine-boned hands on my shoulders. He smelled of lavender, and under that, something acrid. As though he’d been working with chemicals. He didn’t smell bad, just strange. Bone looked on from where he was stretched out next to the couch, a thin rope of drool slowly stretching to the floor from his black lips. I felt a little laugh bubble up at that, but choked it down.
The hairs on the back of my neck stirred faintly. Holgren shifted his hands to the sides of my neck, then cool fingers touched corners of my jaw, then my temples. My skin tingled and I repressed a shudder. It’s not that it was unpleasant. It wasn’t. It’s just that it was… intimate. More intimate than I was comfortable with. And the feel of his magic had a different quality to it than Kluge’s. More confident, somehow. More knowledgeable. Self-assured. The difference between a grope and a caress. I found myself blushing, and was glad Holgren couldn’t see my face.
“You can sense me,” he remarked, a faint note of surprise in his voice. I nodded slightly, and the feel of whatever he was doing changed, somehow. Became more business-like. More formal. Almost remote. I found myself at once relieved and vaguely disappointed.
Finally he took his hands away. He sprawled out on the couch, and one hand dropped down. He rubbed between Bone’s eyes with a casual knuckle, and the dog stretched out and presented his chest. Holgren scratched dutifully.
“Well?”
“Well, you were right. This Kluge marked you with a location spell. A basic working, really, but sometimes the basic ones are the most reliable. At some point during your conversation he must have collected something particular to you. Most likely a hair. Then he makes physical contact with you, a simple handshake being quite sufficient.”
I remembered his hand on my back, in all probability plucking a fallen hair. “That sneaky—and then?”
“And then he winds that hair around something, perhaps a pin, and places the pin on a specially prepared map.”
I frowned. “And then he watches the pin shift along the map as I go hither and yon.”
“That’s about the size of it.”
“So what do I do?”
“Nothing. Right now that pin is rolling around like a sailor four hours into shore leave. He’ll know you’ve gone to see a mage, of course, but he would have known that if I’d simply severed the connection. Better he wonder who you might know who could tie his spell in knots.”
“What? Why? You’re putting yourself in line for unnecessary scrutiny, aren’t you?”
He smiled. “When you came here you assured a knock on my door from the inspector, I think. I’d rather he come wary and respectful. When mages meet, there is a tendency towards discovering who has the greater talent. Occupational hazard, I suppose. Sometimes making the discovery can be hard on the furniture. Now he knows that, whoever I am, I am most likely his master in the Art. It will help head off any possible unpleasantness.”
“If you say so. Still, I’m sorry to have gotten you involved. I owe you.”
He waved it away. “I am sorry about your friend. And interested in these statuettes, to tell you the truth. If you care to, you can come by again and I'll take a look at the one you have. If it is pre-Diaspora, I might be interested in purchasing it from you. I’d give you more than a hundred marks for it, and it will never see the open market.”
“I’ll think about it. I have a feeling it might be useful to me in the near future.” As a lure, or a threat. “I’ll stop by tomorrow if I can.”
“What will you do next?”
“Get some sleep. Find out what there is to know about this Elamner that Corbin contracted with. Decide how best to approach him.” How to get in, knife him, and get out with a whole hide.
“What about this one?”
“Bone? I don’t know. I’ve got a lot to do, and looking after that slob will be a pain.” I looked at the dog. He’d fallen asleep on his back under Holgren’s scratching, scarred ears splayed out like little wings, tongue lolling.
“You could leave him here, for now. Until you make other arrangements. I could use the company. And he will make a nice pretense for your visit here when the inspector comes calling.”
I glanced around at the various bits of bodies under glass. “You aren’t in need of dog parts, are you?”
His expression was one of pained indignation.
“Hey, I was going to make you an offer. Cheap.”
 

I managed to catch a hack just south of Daughter’s Bridge. On the ride back I mulled over my options, tried to figure out what my next move was. Corbin’s death had stirred up a hornet’s nest.
Kluge and company would be scrambling to find someone to pin his death on, before Corbin’s family came to town with blood on their mind. Heirus, I could safely assume, would still be looking for what he’d been willing to kill for. And of course some cold-eyed killers would be arriving in the next few days, come to collect their pound of flesh for Corbin’s old man. From every perspective, all roads could at some point lead to me. It was too late for me to back out, even if I wanted to. I didn’t want to.
There would be interesting days ahead.
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