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 ~ PROLOGUE ~ 
The numen floated in a dream of itself, both real and not real, both present and not present, aware of everything and aware of nothing. All of existence was pliable to it. Malleable. Inconsequential, for the most part. It was all that it needed, all it had ever needed since time began and existence had exploded outward from a single, infinitesimal, incomprehensible point. 
 But it did want things, on occasion. 
 It was, as far as it was aware, the first consciousness, the initial self-aware entity. For untold billions of years, it was the only one, in any plane – in every plane. Lost in the dream of itself, it barely noticed when life began to arise, and then to evolve. It was only when certain forms of life became self-aware that the numen began to take the slightest notice, or interest. Crude as the creatures were that discovered it there, in the secret recesses of the earth, the numen found them fascinating. Clothed in the skins of other beasts, wielding tools made from antler and flint and bone, still they were more like the numen than anything that had ever existed. 
 For the first time, it became interested in something other than itself. 
 Generation upon generation of the sentient beasts worshiped it, offered sacrifices to it. The numen acquired a taste for blood, for life. And it acquired an interest in the progression of the simple creatures. Occasionally it would intercede on their behalf, granting their prayers’ fulfillment, when it seemed most important to the creatures. 
 The most important prayers were always accompanied by vast amounts of blood, and many lives. 
 That first group of self-aware creatures was always led by a woman. 
 Eventually they faded away; the sacrifices slowed and then stopped entirely, and the numen was left once more to the dream of itself, down in the darkness underneath what would eventually become Thunderhead. 
 The next humans to find it also chose to worship it. Their offerings consisted of flowers, the eggs of birds, and crudely fashioned jewelry. They rarely asked for anything, and since the numen had become accustomed to the taste of blood and life, it never responded. 
 The flower and egg people soon vanished. 
 The third group that discovered the numen were of a very different sort indeed. All were men, and they had discovered how to make metal weapons and tools from the stuff of the earth. And some of them, at least, had access to the basest sort of magic. 
 The numen did not grant them any boons. Not until they brought a woman to treat with it. The males demanded, while the women… negotiated. It preferred the women’s practicality to the men’s misplaced arrogance. And in some sense, it could be said that it missed those first people, the people of skins and stone and bone, and their matriarchal society. It certainly missed their offerings. 
 The people of metal and magic, for their part, did not worship the numen. Instead, they made bargains and pacts. The numen found that it approved of this new form of interaction, if for no other reason than it was not offered eggs when it wanted blood.







 ~ 1 ~ 

“T

 here is a war in heaven,” Heirus said. “Our heaven, you understand, sorceress; not yours.” 
 Anya had decided on a ride that morning. She found herself growing stale and restless within the confines of Thunderhead. Without the raucous crudity of Jaga’s living mercenaries, the fortress was as silent as a tomb. The living might be frustratingly free-willed, but at least they occasionally did things of interest. 
 The dead did nothing without prompting. They were merely animate corpses, endowed with enough intelligence to follow basic commands such as ‘march’ or ‘kill’. She had thousands of them on her sorcerous leash. 
 Then there were the undead, or the half-killed. 
 She had made thousands of them from the living but spelled Roumnan and Ardeshi soldiers that had assaulted Thunderhead. It was no simple thing to trap a soul in its body, to force it to serve beyond death. But she needed troops that were more than mere puppets. It had been her plan to use some of the half-killed to lead her corpse host, before Heirus had come to her with his ‘bargain’. 
 They followed her orders, but they did not dice or drink or curse. They did not speak unless spoken to. They were slaves, forced to serve beyond death. Unless actively engaged in following her commands, they simply watched her every move with their desiccated yet still-seeing eyes. 
 It was irritating. 
 Irritation she could accept. She kept a coterie of the half-killed around her at all times as her personal guard. She had taken the knowledge gained by making the shabok – however much a failure that had been – and made changes and improvements to her sorcery, and applied them to what was now her personal guard. They followed her instructions unfailingly. And if they were a little less clever, a little slower in most ways than living men, they were also much, much more difficult to make an end of. 
 The truly dead, the much more numerous animated corpses that formed the bulk of her host, did nothing without instruction, except slowly decompose. It was less-than-pleasant-smelling inside Thunderhead. She had decided on a ride to clear her nostrils as much as her head. But the psychic weight of holding so many thousands of the dead on her sorcerous leash… it was not something a ride could clear away. It was with her, day and night, waking and sleeping. 
 She had read of the pearl divers of Medisia, how in their quest for the jewels of the sea, they would sometimes swim so deep the pressure of the water around them would cause their ears, and even their eyes to bleed. She felt that she understood that crushing force, though she had never had the opportunity to step in a body of water deeper than a bath. 
 Her plans required her to control roughly five times the number of dead she currently had, before the end. She worried that such a number would crush her. 
 “Is the sorceress not disposed toward speaking today?” Heirus asked. 
 “When you speak of heaven, are you speaking figuratively or literally?” Anya shifted slightly on her mount. She schooled her face to show only bored indifference, but forced her unruly thoughts to focus on his words. The skin walker had been… reticent regarding what he wanted. What they wanted. Knowledge was power, and when it came to the skin walkers, she did not have nearly enough. She desired facts, however; not fairy tales. Certainly not religious ones. 
 “Quite literally, sorceress. The forces vying against each other are beyond your comprehension. Or mine, for that matter. Billions of beings, more powerful than even you could dream of, slaughter each other in a single battle. Swathes of worlds are burnt from the sky in the blink of an eye. The very foundations of existence itself are being gnawed away by their conflict.” 
 “I assume there is a reason you’re telling me this.” 
 “Must our every interaction have a purpose?” The monster, wearing the flesh of the man who was once Heirus the hedge-mage, made the face smile wryly. “Very well. I would like very much for you to see us as a people, rather than a nightmare from the past. Will that do, lady?” 
 “I suppose.” Anya looked away from the skin walker and, through her conjured mist, towards the remains of the woods that stood west of Thunderhead. The Roumnans had ravaged it in the few days they’d been encamped. At least half of the wood had been cleared down to splintered stumps. War was an endless, insatiable hunger that devoured anything in its path, leaving only ruin in its wake. Traditional war, at any rate. 
 Not that even she could see, with unaided eyes, to the far end of the clearing. She had bargained with the numen for the power to cover the land she held in a fog that would not disperse, whatever the weather. The living armies of her enemies, especially the damned imperial scouts, would not have an easy time in her demesne. 

I have become the evil queen, ruling a cursed land, she thought wryly. The very stuff of folk tales. The corner of Anya’s lip twitched upward in the ghost of a smile. Never mind the fact that this land was cursed long before I set foot in it. Or was born.

 The mists swirled and eddied, driven by currents of wind unfelt by mortal flesh. It befuddled not only sight, but hearing. She could barely discern the hoof-falls of her own horse, but she could hear, slow and soft, the creaking branches of the distant trees – and other, less identifiable things. Things perhaps not there at all, in any meaningful sense. 
 The dead that she commanded were not inconvenienced. 
 Such was the sorcery that she had wrought, using the power of the numen as an engine. It was an effective means of instilling confusion and dread, and blinding the prying eyes of her foes. It gave her the time and space she needed to prepare. 
 They came to the place where the Roumnan commander had camped. The tent appeared suddenly in the mists, still standing, though the canvas sagged. 
 If she had realized her course was taking here to that place, she would have gone another way. 
 Captain Langyer Gonthat of the Royal Roumnan Infantry had been among those who still lived, in thrall to her magic after Caida had broken the magus’s usurpation of it. 
 Anya had discovered the captain in the tent during the exhausting few days she had spent re-leashing the spelled soldiers after the siege. He had been surrounded by his slaughtered aides-de-camp, straight sword hanging loosely in one hand, his harsh face blood-spattered and vacantly staring at a blood-spattered canvas wall. 
 She’d felt nothing. He’d been her tool in Roumney, her means of ensuring she would get her first tranche of troops. He’d believed he would be rewarded with her hand in marriage by ‘rescuing’ her from Jaga’s company. He’d been a fool. 
 She had taken his dirk from his belt and slit his throat. The jugular rather than the carotid, to avoid the arterial spray. She did not have so many changes of clothes, or anyone to wash them but herself. 
 “He will be less useful now,” Heirus had observed. 
 “He was a fool who served his purpose. Let him rot.” 
 “You are unyielding when it comes to dealing with those who displease you. I know it already, sorceress. If this is a lesson meant for me, you needn’t have bothered.” 
 Gonthat had bled sufficiently to collapse at that point. Anya had eyed the skin walker coldly. 
 “You think too highly of yourself.” 
 She had not told the skin walker that she couldn’t stomach the idea of seeing Gonthat’s mostly-preserved face among the half-killed. That when she had laid eyes on him in the tent, some part of her had decided he’d done enough to further her plans. That she would let his soul find whatever rewards there were after life, instead of being imprisoned in its own corpse to serve on indefinitely. 
 “You are quiet today, sorceress,” Heirus said, bringing her back from her thoughts once more. “May I know your thoughts?” 
 “Nothing terribly deep,” she replied. “I do not believe in heaven, Heirus. I do not believe in hell. There are no gods or demons. Those are just metaphors. Only the gullible take such things literally, and I am many things, but not gullible.” 
 “Most consider my kind demons,” it replied. “Many will call you a demon, as well.” 
 She cast an annoyed glance at the creature that wore Heirus’s flesh. “The ignorant always demonize that which they fear. It’s human nature. Something about giving a name to our terrors helps us to face them. There is a utility in naming. Even mis-naming, so long as it dehumanizes a foe or belittles a fear.” The thing kept making irritating comparisons between them, pointing out their supposed similarities. She would not correct it – why disabuse an adversary of a false notion? But while their means might be equally reviled by others, their motives could not be farther apart. 
 “And the numen?” it asked. “Would you not then name it a god? Or at the very least a demigod?” 
 “I call it a tool. A very useful, very dangerous tool.” 
 The skin walker smiled. “Would that qualify as belittling a fear?” 
 “That would qualify as properly labeling a tool a tool.” 
 “Is everything a tool to you, then, sorceress?” 
 She reined in her horse, forcing the skin walker to do likewise. 
 “Let us be perfectly clear about our relationship, Heirus. You believe you have forced me into a partnership with you and your kind. Disabuse yourself of the notion. I have agreed to it because I find it useful. I find you useful. If at any time your usefulness falters, our agreement will cease, for it is clear to me that you need me more than I need you. I am the key that unlocks the gate between your world and mine. The numen will not bargain with you, only me. You know it, but you would do well to keep it uppermost in your thoughts.” She leaned toward the creature slightly. “Do not let your interests diverge too far from mine. Have I answered your question?” 
 “Completely, sorceress.” 
 Anya nudged her mount into motion once more. She dismissed the skin walker, and its talk of heaven, from her thoughts. Heaven – skin walker or human – was not a concern of hers. War was. 
 She held Wyeth. She had an undead army, ten thousand strong. The usual calculus of war did not apply to her – she had no population to protect, and her army did not require anything in the way of care or feeding. Such were the advantages of ruling an empty land, and commanding an army of the dead. 
 Her situation had also rendered pointless most of the strategies and tactics her enemies might otherwise use against her. She had no cities for them to besiege, no trade routes for them to disrupt, no crops or farms for them to burn or forage from. She had no merchants to cajole or threaten in order to fund her war, and no court politics to navigate. She had only the numen to bargain with, and the skin walkers to… manage. 
 Where other rulers throughout history had had vulnerabilities to hide, minimize or protect, she was able to present to her foes only dead, unfeeling flesh. 
 She had taken to heart the strategist Olse’s maxim: First, to the greatest extent possible, make yourself invulnerable to defeat. 
 If Roumney, Ardesh or the empire invaded, separately or all at once, she would come out the victor. Every single soldier of theirs slain would bolster the ranks of her own host. Any non-magical assault on Wyeth was doomed to defeat, so long as she made no blunders, and she was not in the habit of making blunders. If Roumney or Ardesh was foolish enough to send sorcerers to oppose her, she would take them apart, slowly and with relish. 
 And if the emperor on his throne ordered the magi to bring her down, he had best send as many as he could spare. With the numen and an army, she was more than a match for any imperial magus. 
 Wyeth was nigh-invulnerable to conquest. 
 But she was not content to rule a kingdom of corpses. That had never been her plan. And the skin walkers, however forced their inclusion in her plans might be, did offer distinct opportunities. 
 “How many of those I summoned for you will follow my orders?” she asked Heirus. The creature had wanted her to summon a hundred more of his kind; she had agreed on ten. They acted as captains to her undead troops, allowing her to split her forces. But from the first day, they had failed to show any sort of deference to her. 
 “They will all follow orders, sorceress.” 
 It was not lost on Anya that his answer did not align perfectly with her question, but she chose not to confront him. There would be a time. 
 “Can any of them convincingly play the part of a well-known person?” She knew that they all could – must – claim human bodies. But the ten she had summoned had almost immediately caused physical changes to the bodies they’d taken. Changes that were unpleasant to look upon. Within hours, they had become, for lack of a better word, monstrous to look at. 
 “You mean, could they assume a mount’s identity without being detected as an impostor?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “No, sorceress. The ones you summoned lack the necessary refinement. But they are not the only ones of my kind that could be put at your disposal.” 
 “I will not bring more of you over until you have proven both your worth and your loyalty.” 
 “More would be desirable, but not necessary.” 
 “You mean there are others already here, besides them and you.” 
 Heirus nodded slightly. 
 “I won’t bother to ask how many.” 
 “I thank you for sparing me the discomfort of being unable to answer, sorceress.” 
 “And this other, unknown skin walker. It can assume the identity of a well-known human? Even for months at a time, if necessary?” 
 “My brother is the perfect impostor, I assure you. He is presently engaged in other business, but I assure you, he will make himself available as quickly as he can. There is no one, barring the imperial family and a few imperial agents, that would be beyond his ability. The Axumite’s magic would prevent it, you understand.” 
 “I do not have an imperial in mind.” 
 “Which personage do you have in mind, then, sorceress?” 
 Anya was silent for a moment. Then, “The king of Roumney.” 
 “Your father,” Heirus said. 
 “My father,” she agreed. “Your sibling will take his place, and when the time is right, he will abdicate the throne, after naming me his successor.” She had the broad strokes of a plan worked out already, but needed time to refine it in order to capitalize on this new opportunity. 
 “The crown prince will not like that.” 
 “By then, the crown prince will not like the fact that he is dead.” 
 Heirus bowed as best he could in the saddle. 
 “That is for later. Tell me how your… kin fare in their recruitment efforts.” She had noted that he never called the skin walkers she had summoned brothers, as he had the potential assassin, only kin. She wondered at the significance. 
 “The Roumnans and imperials have begun slaughtering each other in great numbers, sorceress. Sadly, most of those battles are too far west for us to take advantage of the aftermath. But cross-border raids within our patrol range have seen a few villages razed, on both sides. Your sorcery has been puissant, as always. The dead trickle in, bolstering your host.” 
 “Numbers, Heirus.” She knew when the dead were added to her host, but knew it only as increased strain. 
 “Three hundred or so. But the war has barely begun.” 
 “I want the trickle to become a stream, at the very least.” 
 “In order to make it so, we will need to do what you have forbidden.” 
 “You do not need to massacre villages to get more troops. Draw out imperial and Roumnan soldiers. Make it seem as if we are probing their defenses. Draw them into combat with each other. Raid graveyards if you must. Do not slaughter peasants in their fields and hovels.” 
 “The farmers are easier prey, sorceress, and more numerous.” 
 “This dead host I am building is a means to an end, not an end in and of itself. Obey me.” 
 “I will, though it would be easier to help you meet your ultimate objective if I knew what it was.” 
 “Then I will tell you – just as soon as you tell me yours.” 
 Heirus had nothing to say to that, and so changed the subject. 
 “Your captains press to assault Drum.” 
 “I’ve already told them and you that we will, when the time is right. Irritating me will not hasten the day.” 
 “They are impatient. It is in their nature. But they do have a point. The city is badly defended and the closest urban center. The reward for taking it would be a substantial addition to your troops, lady, which you’ve just expressed a desire for. Waiting will only see the city’s defenses bolstered. You risk letting a sure victory slip from your grasp.” 
 “Your ‘substantial addition’ includes Drum’s citizens. I’ve just told you I am not interested in farmers. Must I also explain that I am not interested in shopkeepers and hostlers? Let the emperor send more defenders. They are what I want. Part of what I want,” she amended. 
 “May I ask what the other part might be?” 
 “You may. since your assistance might prove helpful. We wait for a magus to be sent to Drum.” 
 Heirus seemed genuinely shocked at the news. “But why?” he asked, his tone edging towards incredulous. 
 “Because I want his book.” 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Heirus did not speak again until they returned to Thunderhead. He was in as close to a daze as his kind could come. 
 He dismounted first, then fetched a block for her and offered her his hand to dismount. She chose to ride side-saddle, which was the way all Roumnan nobility of her gender were taught to ride. She placed her hand atop his, but without any weight to it. She slid from her saddle and down to the block, then to the flags of the courtyard all in one graceful motion. Then she started walking to the storeroom that housed the entrance to the numen’s chamber. 
 “Sorceress,” he called. 
 She turned back, one eyebrow lifted. 
 “I will be… unavailable for several days. I do not know how many.” 
 “For what reason?” 
 “In furtherance of your desires. I must meet with an individual. He makes it his business to stay informed regarding the movements of the magi. He is not near.” 
 He saw the questions behind her eyes. She did not voice them. “Very well. Safe journey to you, then.” 
 He bowed. She disappeared within the storehouse. He turned away and walked back out into the mists, leaving the horses to be groomed by one of the half-killed. 
 The sorceress could not be allowed to gain possession of a magus’s book. At the same time, he must be seen by her to be making every effort to help her get one. He had no doubt that failure would not be met with any greater understanding than outright refusal to assist her in her endeavor. He had a very fine line to tread, before the Design could be fulfilled. 
 He cursed himself for not anticipating her. The sorceress was the single most ambitious human he had ever encountered, in centuries of interaction with them. Of course she would desire such a powerful tool. Of course she would do more than desire it – she was the kind of person who forced reality to bend to her desires. 
 That was why she had been chosen, after all. 
 He had to make sure she did not gain possession of a magus’s book, for once she had it, there was an end to everything. The Design would lie in tatters, and three patient centuries of planning and maneuvering would have been for nothing. 
 And there would be no second chance. 
 The problem consumed him. He must make sure that she did not gain possession of an imperial magus’s book, while appearing to do everything in his power to help her get one. There was only one way to do both, and it meant communicating with the only one of his kind that had taken no part in the Design since the war. The one known to humans as the Clerk. The one he had once called brother. 
 The Axumite’s magic had… damaged his sibling during the war, in ways that he had never recovered from. He was not entirely sane, as skin walkers defined the term, and so he was not entirely trustworthy. But his madness, his obsession, included the magi. He lived deep in the bowels of Axumwiste, and gathered information on them, and other objects of his obsession, and had done so since the end of the war, centuries before. What, if anything, the Clerk did with the information he collected was a mystery, even to Heirus. 
 His kind did not sleep, but Heirus would not have in any case that night. In order to do the sorceress’s bidding, he would have to go hunting. 
 He did not look forward to the journey to Axumwiste, not any part of it. Calling a bird was something shameful to his caste – it was beneath him. It was primitive. And once he’d called one, it hurt to force himself into so small and simple a creature as a bird. That pain would continue every moment he used it as a mount. And then there was the safekeeping of his current mount to think of, while he was parted from it. Of course, he could just take a new mount on his return, but he disliked riding dead flesh – and that was all Wyeth had to offer, now. 
 And finally, there was the uncertain situation he faced once he had reached his destination. He did not know what to expect of his maimed sibling. 
   




 


 


The sword is purity of purpose in a hopelessly impure world.


 


The sword says, by the mere fact of its existence, at once silently and deafeningly: Death.


Death for those I choose to die.


Death for those who choose to oppose me.

 Death.


 


One who wields such a terrible purity has a terrible burden, and a joyous purpose: Life.


Life for those who cannot defend themselves.


Life for those the wicked would cut down.

 Life.


 


Life, at the cost of wielding death.


 


The sword master who strives for purity is mistaken. The sword, in its purity, knows only death. The one who masters it must answer the questions it cannot – who, why, when, where, how. No pure thing can answer these questions, or even imagine such questions.


 


The sword is the soul of the master. But it is not the master.

   
 -from the Testament of Andos (Unexpurgated)







 ~ 2 ~ 
They put him in a cell in the basement of the polis governor’s mansion. It seemed to him that it was more like a converted storeroom than a prison cell; there were no bars and the lock on the door didn’t seem especially sturdy. It looked very little like the cell Olvera had been tossed into, at any rate. 
 A little light came in from a grill high on one wall. The opening seemed to have been installed sometime after the building’s construction; the cement around it was of a lighter color than the rest. 
 At least a few others had been held in the room. There was a little graffiti scratched into the stone blocks, names and dates, mostly, with the dates only going back four years. There was a badly drawn penis, and some illegible ravings down near the floor. There was no piss pot or matting, and so Caida assumed he would not be held there long. 
 He considered escape, and discarded the idea almost immediately. They’d added shackles to the manacles, and at least three crossbowmen were on the other side of the door. His chances of making it out of the room alive were very poor, much less the governor’s mansion or the city. And the truth was, having his sword taken from him by the abbot, and having been declared a heretic, had left him in a sort of daze. None of it seemed real. There seemed no point in resisting because it couldn’t actually be happening. 
 He had saved the princess, as he had been instructed. Now he was accused of treason. 
 The penalty for treason was beheading. 
 He had been expelled from the order and now was arrested and jailed by the empire that his order served. Caida’s whole world had been ripped away, and he was falling through a black void. Certainly, this could not be reality. 
 They came for him less than an hour later, and took him to a large, wood-paneled office. A man sat behind an ironwood desk. He was middle-aged, balding, well-dressed. A guard held each of Caida’s arms, and a third stood behind with a crossbow pointed at the small of his back. There were others behind him as well, but the crossbowman was the one that had Caida’s attention. 
 “This is the traitor, then,” the man said. 
 “I am not a traitor,” Caida replied, and one of the guards behind him struck him a blow on the back of the head with a meaty fist. 
 “I am sier Sinter, polis governor of Drum, and you are Caida of Wyeth, excommunicate from the Andine Order and a traitor to the emperor you swore to serve.” 
 “When is my trial?” Caida asked. 
 “You just had it. I find you guilty of treason. You are sentenced to death and will be moved to Parmus prison, where the sentence will be carried out in due course.” 
 “Only a theological court may condemn a heretic to death, sier Sinter.” 
 “Ah, yes, Andines study law as well as mayhem. You are correct, of course. I was trying to give you a swift end to your indignity.” 
 “Am I supposed to show appreciation?” Far from intending sarcasm, Caida was honestly curious. Sier Sinter, however, was not inclined to try and understand Caida’s position. With a frown, he picked up a steel-nibbed pen and began to write on a parchment that was already partially filled in. 
 “Very well,” he said as he wrote. “As polis governor, I sentence you to life at hard labor. You are consigned to the penal cohorts, where you will work until you drop, and may Dureg gnaw your traitor soul at his leisure.” 
 The crossbowman behind Caida slipped his quarrel out of its groove, then bashed the stock of his weapon into the back of Caida’s head. He kept at it until Caida lost consciousness. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Caida awoke an unknowable time later, sprawled on the floor of a rolling cage. His head throbbed brutally, and it took a very long time for his vision to clear enough to make out more than simple shapes. His mind took far longer to clear; it was an effort to think around the pain, and when he finally could, another sort of pain was waiting. 
 Nearly as bad as the pain was the thirst. Eventually he worked himself up to a sitting position. He put his hand to the back of his head as well as he could with the manacles. His fingers came away coated with rust-colored flakes of dried blood. 
 He looked out through the bars of the prisoner’s wagon, and knew he was somewhere south of Drum. The wagon was traveling along what had to be the old Princeps Road. He only knew it from maps. The landscape was sere and dusty, with only a few, solitary euranth trees dotting the western horizon. To the east was the southern reach of the Timors, where limestone and granite were quarried. 
 He guessed he was destined for one of those quarries. 
 To the north, receding with every revolution of the wagon’s wheels, was Drum, and the monastery. Beyond that, Wyeth. And her. 
 He wrenched his thoughts away from the north. 
 Better to think about finishing out his life in a quarry. 
 He could not see the driver. That wall of his cage was not barred, but rather composed of solid oak planks. 
 The wagon rolled on in the dusty, severe landscape, and Caida’s thirst grew. 
 It was evening when the wagon turned off the old Princeps Road onto a well-worn track. The light was fading rapidly. A handful of minutes later the wagon stopped. Caida’s guess was proven correct. 
 They had arrived at a quarry – even in the gloom, he could make out the greater darkness of an open pit not far in the distance, and see lighter colored patches on the hillside, the exposed bones of the Timors. From his limited vantage, he could also see parts of two long, low ramshackle buildings. 
 He had come to a quarry. But in another sense, he had arrived at a freshly kicked anthill. Men swarmed in the distance, many carrying torches. There was a muted cacophony of voices shouting. He could not make out individual words. He could make out the brutal crack of whips, however, and after a moment, the strange rustling sound of chains. Many, many chains. 
 He heard the driver speak for the first time. 
 “Got a runner, then?” the man asked of someone Caida could not see. 
 “Nothing so enjoyable.” 
 “What?” 
 “You haven’t heard?” 
 “Would I be asking if I had? I’ve been on the road all day.” 
 “It’s war. Roumney has declared. I hear there’s already been an attack on Reos Port.” 
 There was a moment of silence, then the driver whistled low. 
 “They’ve called up the penal cohort. We’re marching tonight,” the other man said. 
 “Wish I’d known that before I left Drum. Could’ve met you on the road, saved half a trip.’ 
 “You’ve got papers?” 
 “’Course I got papers. Here.” 
 “Better stick around. There might be orders.” 
 “If there only might be orders, I’m leaving as soon as you drag that one out the back.” 
 “That’s the spirit.” The speaker became visible to Caida at the side of the wagon. He carried a crossbow. It was loaded and pointed at him. 
 “I’m going to unlock the cage now. If you try to do a runner, or anything I don’t like, I will hole you.” 
 Caida nodded his understanding. He felt the wagon shift, and the driver appeared on the opposite side of the cage. The man didn’t spare him a glance. He just walked to the back of the wagon and unlocked the cage door. 
 “Out,” said the crossbowman. 
 Manacled and shackled, and dizzy with thirst and concussion, Caida worked his way with difficulty out of the cage. Once his feet were on the ground, the crossbowman instructed him to take five paces forward, then kneel. Caida complied. Behind him he heard the cage door close and the wagoner pass the keys to his chains to the guard. 
 “You really going?” The crossbowman asked. 
 “Dureg’s teeth, yes. I’m not getting paid enough to go to war. Not if I can avoid it. And at this particular moment, I can.” With that, the leads snapped, and the wagon circled wide around them and back out into the night. 
 “On your feet then,” the guard told Caida. “Walk towards the camp.” 
 The camp was torch-lit chaos. Men in uniform – not the uniform of the imperial troopers, but the brown and black of the penal cohorts – were running to and fro. Lines of prisoners, chained together at the ankles, shuffled this way and that, carrying supplies from warehouses to wagons. Other chains of men sat in the dust, under the hard eyes of whip-wielding guards. Occasionally Caida heard the crack of the lash, and a cry of pain. Caida saw a cohort of imperial troopers at the edge of the torchlight. Some were watching the proceedings, with amusement, indifference, disdain. 
 The crossbowman directed Caida to a smallish shack that boasted a weathered veranda and large, glassless windows. Lamplight shone from within. When Caida reached the splintered steps of the structure, he was directed to kneel once more. 
 The crossbowman trudged up the short steps and banged on the door. 
 “Fuck off,” came the reply from within. Caida’s guard opened the door. 
 A large man stood at a table stacked with papers. His face was stubbled, He wore the uniform of a penal cohort commander. He’d lost an ear somewhere. 
 “Fresh meat,” said the crossbowman, holding out a packet of papers and a key. The man rubbed at his face. 
 “Just what I fucking need. Give him the speech and take him to the lines, would you?” 
 The crossbowman tossed the packet onto the table. “Gotta get back to the gate. It’s just me on watch right now, and who knows how that imperial jackass will take it if he finds the gate unguarded. We’re in the army now, if you hadn’t heard.” 
 “Fuck off then.” 
 The crossbowman left without a glance at Caida. The new man glanced over Caida’s papers, then tossed them back on the table. The key he stuck in his wide belt. Then he lumbered down the steps and smashed his meaty fist into the side of Caida’s head. Caida went sprawling. 
 “Get up.” 
 Caida worked his way back to his knees. It wasn’t a quick process. 
 “All the way up.” 
 Trembling, Caida stood. 
 “You keep your face blank, and that’s good. But I see the heat in your eyes that says you want to give me some of what you just got. And that’s not good. It’s not good for you, and it’s not good for me.” 
 Caida said nothing. 
 “I don’t have time to give you the full reception, so this will have to do. You are a traitor. But instead of being executed, the powers that be have sentenced you to life at hard labor. That means somebody somewhere hated your guts so much they wanted you to suffer as long as possible. It’s my job to see that you do. You will toil until you die, serving the empire you betrayed. 
 “The rules are few. Do as you are told. If you injure a guard, or even try to strike a guard, you and everyone on your chain will be tortured, then executed. If you try to escape, you and everyone on your chain will be tortured, then executed. Anything that you do that your guard does not like will earn you the lash, and if you persist in stupidity, you will be tortured then executed. Do you understand?” 
 Caida said nothing. 
 “Oh, you would be stubborn,” the man muttered. “I’ve no time for this, but I’ll enjoy it nonetheless.” 
 The man beat him to the ground, and then administered a thorough kicking. Caida writhed under the assault, but let no sound escape his lips beyond grunts of pain. He did not know why; he could barely think. But he would rather have died than acknowledge his new reality with words. 
 Eventually the man winded himself. “Do you understand now?” he asked, panting. 
 One eye rapidly swelling shut, Caida looked up at the man. He gave one brief nod. 
 “It’ll do,” the man muttered. “Now get the fuck up and follow me.” 
 Caida stumbled after the commander, who walked into the long lines of prisoners squatting on the ground. 
 “Giabelt!” the man shouted, and another guard with a whip appeared. 
 “Warden?” 
 “Got another one. Fill a hole.” 
 “Aye warden,” Giabelt replied and grabbed Caida by the scruff of the neck and propelled him, stumbling, between rows of chained men. 
 “Ten to a chain,” Giabelt told him. “Nice round number. But me n’ Wishert’s only got nine, so there you’ll go.” In seconds the guard had Caida in the dust and his shackles secured to the end of a chain whose links were nearly as thick as his wrist. Once that was done, the guard removed his manacles and hurried off. 
 Caida slumped and covered his aching face with his aching hands. 
 After a moment, the man next to him on the chain leaned over and whispered “You look like shit, friend.” 
 Caida spat out a mouthful of blood. 
 “Listen,” the man said. “I know you were looking forward to breaking rocks until the day you died, but plans have changed. There’s a war on, or so they tell us, and now we’re going to work to death somewhere else. Maybe there will still be rocks. It’s not guaranteed.” 
 “Shut the fuck up, Nine,” said another man, further down the chain. The man – Nine, apparently – ignored it. 
 “The reason I’m telling you this is that we’re going to be marching soon. Yes, at night, possibly all night, I know, very stupid. But the thing is, you look like you can barely stand. And that’s bad. You will slow down the chain, and then the bad men with the whips will come and do bad things with those whips – to you, yes, but more importantly to me. Also all these other assholes on the chain. 
 “Here is the thing, Ten,” the man continued. “I don’t like getting whipped. I am sure you understand that. So I thought it only fair to warn you, if you get me whipped, I’m going to strangle you in your sleep.”







 ~ 3 ~ 
The cohorts were marching. Thousands of spearheads pointed up at the noonday sun, glittering, accusatory. Twenty thousand red crests atop shining helms bobbed and shivered with every step the cohorts took. They were marching out to meet the skin walker army on what would come to be known, later, as the Plain of Bones. 
 Fully half of the forty imperial cohorts were actually skin walkers. Ten thousand of the warrior caste, of the strigothi, summoned by his queen in a single night. It was a thing to be awed by. He had coordinated the takings just hours before, in locked barracks, with sorcerous silence lent him by his queen. It was his plan. It was his responsibility. It was to be his triumph. She had always called him her audacious one. 
 Thousands of the empire’s finest soldiers mere mounts for his own, and integrated into the battle lines before their baser natures began to assert themselves on the flesh of their hosts. 
 He rode at the head of the cohorts, wearing the flesh of the empire’s General of the Heartlands, Benthis Dalivin. The Beloved of the People. The emperor’s shield. Thousands of humans lined the Triumphal Way, and their cheers were a roar. They threw flowers on the road before him, which his horse crushed under its hooves. 
 They would march down to the field of battle, and when he gave the signal, they would fall upon the unturned cohorts. The surprise would be total, and Aeternox would lie undefended, less than an hour’s march away. 
 It would have been a moment of utter exaltation. 
 Skin walkers did not dream, because skin walkers did not sleep. But the one they now called the Clerk did regularly fall into a fugue state, trapped in the flesh of whatever mount he wore. And while he lay there, catatonic, he would remember. 
 It was always this memory. 
 The moment when victory was close enough to reach out and grab. 
 The moment when it had been stripped away. 
 If only he could stop the memory there, before the sky ripped itself open. Before the Axumite descended, bloody and on fire, screaming in pain and rage. Before the Axumite began to lay waste to the traitor cohorts with magic so fierce, just being on the edge of it had hurled him and his horse yards down the Triumphal Way. He’d lain there in the dust of the road, paralyzed and pinned under his broken-necked horse, eyes wide open, the magic eating away at him like acid. He had had no choice but to watch the Axumite’s descent, and the slaughter of the skin walker host. He watched as the human cohorts broke in terror and confusion, utterly unharmed by what the Axumite unleashed, while the strigothi were ripped apart like straw-filled dolls. He remembered the Axumite’s face, bloody, burnt, the tears and the bestial snarl of insane rage on the man’s face. The way he moved, like a dancer, like a predator. Like death itself. 
 And then his queen’s audacious one, who was now the Clerk, remembered nothing more of that day, as the Axumite’s magic reached some vital portion of his being, and all went black. 
 He floated in that blackness for an unknowable time, until its edges began to tremble and his extremities – or rather the extremities of his mount – began to tingle, to sense once more. Slowly the fugue departed. Slowly he returned to the circular chamber that was the heart, the center of his web, with its vaulted ceiling pierced by windows that let in sunlight and starshine, if only a little, which was all he needed. It was a secret place, built when Axumwiste had still been named Aeternox. In the two centuries he had inhabited it, he had never once been disturbed by an intruder of greater stature than a mouse. 
 He worked himself up to standing from the carpet. He did not remember lying down, but he must have. When the fugues came, sometimes there was a little warning, a blackness at the edges of his vision, and he could prepare. Oftentimes there was no immediate warning. Then he fell, and some damage to the mount was inevitable, if generally trivial. Whatever body he wore always displayed his true injury in any case, in the form of a partial paralysis on the left side. His left foot would forever drag; his left hand had no reliable ability to perform simple tasks such as picking up a glass of water. Whatever face he wore, the left side of it sagged, slurring his speech. 
 A few scrapes and bruises from a fall weren’t worth noticing, or healing. 
 He knew the window between attacks well, after centuries of enduring them. Never more than ninety hours apart, and never less than seventy-six. It made existence bearable. He did not know how he could continue his work if he were not able to plan around them. 
 The Clerk walked carefully, slowly to the single chair he kept in his sanctuary, a heavy wooden thing with intricate carvings, though he could not have said what, if anything, the carvings were supposed to depict. He was no longer very good at picking out abstract visual representations. But the carvings felt good to his fingers, and it was helpful, after an attack, to sit in the chair and run the fingers of his good hand over the loops and whorls. Calming. 
 He did so, and let his eyes wander over the shelves that rose up five man-heights all around him, each full of scraps of paper and scrolls and leather-bound books, and all of them filled with secrets. 
 So very many secrets. But still not the one he was searching for. 
 It took him a moment to realize he was not alone. There, at the top of the shelves, a small thing that did not belong. 
 The sparrow, bedraggled and thin, looked down at him, and he looked up at it. He smiled gently, as best his face would allow. 
 “Why hello, brother,” he said to it. “It has been a very long time, indeed.” 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 It would not do to have a reunion after long centuries, the Clerk said to his unexpected visitor, with his brother stuck in the body of a bird. He left his sanctuary, sparrow on his shoulder, and wended the long, slow way back out amongst the jostling humanity that inhabited Axumwiste’s undercity. He went in search of a mount. 
 The search was not an arduous one. He had discovered that his enfeebled frame attracted a certain sort of human, especially when he displayed a large number of coins in a careless fashion. It generally worked best in a tavern, and so that was where he went – a tavern in the undercity. They were all much the same, and attracted much the same sort of people. 
 Once he was sure he had attracted the notice of the sort of person who would follow him out into the pitch-black side lane, he did so. He did not have to tell his brother how to proceed once the human had slammed him against a wall and put a knife to his throat. 
 Afterwards, the Clerk gave his brother an awkward, one-armed hug. 
 “It has been a long, long time,” his brother said once he had lips. “I hardly know where to begin.” 
 “Then do not yet begin,” the Clerk replied. “Let us go back to my home,” he said. “There we can speak freely. And on the way, we will stop at a market I know that sells birds. Crows, kestrels. I even saw an owl there once. I know you will not stay.” 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 They began their conversation over wine. They began their conversation in the past. 
 “None of us understood why you disappeared after the Plain of Bones,” his brother said. “We concluded, finally, reluctantly, that you no longer loved her.” 
 “Oh, no, brother. Did you think that? Do you think that still? We were her consorts. It is written into the very fiber of our beings. We cannot help but love her. If there was but a single scrap left of me, that scrap would love her, unconditionally, still. 
 “But she – while she loves us, brother, there are conditions to her affections. Conditions she is not at liberty to set aside. She was to be the queen mother of our race in this world, after all. It was, and still is I suppose, her responsibility to ensure our race would prosper here. After what befell me, I was no longer fit to be her consort. With the taint of the Axumite’s wrath staining my essence, she could not but look upon me with revulsion.” 
 His brother opened his mouth to speak, to argue, but the Clerk raised his hand to forestall him. 
 “I was already severed from her communion, due to my injuries. I removed myself from her sight, sibling, because I was no longer worthy of it. That she never sent you, or any of the others to find me, should tell you that she knew as much.” 
 “She is not so cruel, brother.” 
 The Clerk shook his head, the expressive portion of his face pained. “No, she isn’t cruel at all. Don’t you see? She wanted to keep her love for me alive. The only way for her to do that was to never see what the Axumite had left of me. If she had seen me after the Plain of Bones, that love would have turned to ash, replaced with disgust. A queen mother cannot love a consort who has been crippled. The forces that shaped our ascent from mindless vermin untold eons ago forbade it, in the name of survival.” 
 Heirus was silent, hands folded on the table. The Clerk put his good hand atop his sibling’s, and patted it. “These things I speak of. You would know them if you ever truly let yourself think about them. They are no great mystery. But it has been better for all of us, the way things are. For you, in that you can love her without fear of losing her, should something like my fate befall you. And for me, in that I do not have to be reminded quite so sharply of what I have lost.” 
 “It is… unfair,” his brother said. “I have been unfair to you.” 
 The Clerk chuckled. “My brother speaks of fairness. You have been among them too long. Listen: you have moved on from those long-ago days. You have had your Design, your purpose to sustain you in the aftermath. You work towards our goal still. Do not think too unkindly of yourself for not asking these questions before now.” 
 “What has sustained you, brother, for three centuries? We thought it was madness, and perhaps hate.” 
 “Neither madness nor hate make for a good meal,” the Clerk replied, smiling. “Curiosity is much more sustaining. I am driven by a question.” 
 “What question?” 
 “From whence did the Axumite draw his power?” 
 Heirus frowned. “You think there was some extrinsic power that he drew on? Nothing we experienced would lead to that conclusion, brother.” 
 “No?” the Clerk replied, softly. 
 “It is now my task to cultivate a human, a sorceress, for the Design. This sorceress is the most powerful wielder of magic born since the Axumite. She uses the numen to augment her powers when necessary. It leaves telltale traces, brother; something like a taste, or a smell. It is unmistakable.” Heirus shook his head slightly. “I saw, I felt nothing during the war that would suggest the Axumite required or used any power other than his own.” 
 “You may be right,” the Clerk said. “Perhaps madness sustains me after all. But if so, it is a madness that has produced results that you now hope to gain from. Is that not so?” For they both knew this was not a social visit, after all. 
 Heirus spoke with obvious care: “I did not call it madness,” he said. “There is only one true enigma I have ever known, and it was the Axumite. Nothing would truly surprise me about him, brother. I only wonder what you will do with the information you seek, once you find it.” 
 In answer, the Clerk reached out with his bad hand and tried to grasp the wine bottle. He concentrated on the task fiercely. He knew just how painful it was to watch such a simple act being botched so badly; he did not have to look at his brother’s face to see the embarrassment, or the distaste. Heirus would have hidden it well in any case. But the Clerk knew it would be there, regardless. 
 After three slow, clumsy attempts, he was able to grasp it by the neck and lift it up almost four full hand-spans before it slipped from his grasp. 
 His brother snatched it from the air before it landed, and set it gently back on the table. 
 The Clerk drew back his recalcitrant limb and tucked it in his lap, out of sight and out of the way. 
 “It was the power of the Axumite that set me to unraveling. If there is any way to knit me back whole, it will be the Axumite’s power that does it as well.” 
 “Well. If it can be done, it will be you who does it. She did not name you audacious without reason.” 
 “The Axumite burned the audacity out of me. In its place I have cultivated persistence. What about you, brother?” 
 “I am still her steadfast. I will be until I am no more. Which is why I have come to you. I must do the impossible – somehow, I must spoil the sorceress’s plans to get a magus’s book, while appearing to assist her in every particular. She is keen of wit, brother, and I do not think I can betray her in this without being found out. Not without your help, at least. You know more about the magi than the magi themselves.” 
 The Clerk smiled gently, lopsidedly. “Be at peace, brother. Assist your sorceress with an untroubled heart. You need not fear her gaining possession of a magus’s book.” 
 “Why?” 
 “The Axumite knew our secrets by the time he made the books. You know we cannot even touch the cover of one without courting death. But he feared our queen, and her power. He feared that she might somehow overcome all the protections he laid upon his precious books. I think his greatest fear was that we—that she—would somehow find a way to turn his own magic against the humans. But that is, admittedly, speculation.” 
 The Clerk took a sip of wine. He did not need to eat or drink, but he could, and he did enjoy the wine’s resinous taste. He set the glass down with his good hand, and wiped his chin with the other. 
 “Let your sorceress get a book. Let her open the book. All she will see are meaningless scribbles. That is all any woman will ever be able to see, should they get a peek into a magus’s power. Meaningless scribbles, and the Axumite’s fear.” 
 Heirus slumped in his chair. The Clerk saw the tension drain from his sibling’s face. 
 “But,” he said softly, and watched that tautness return. His sibling’s eyes searched his. 
 “But,” he said again, “I must caution you. I know much of the magi, but I do not pretend to know all. It may well be that the Axumite leavened the books with other precautions. It would not have been unlike him to do so. If this sorceress is crucial to your design, it may be best to be open with her about what I have told you. To warn her off.” 
 His sibling gave a sour smile. “It would do no good. She would believe I was attempting to lead her away from the book for… our particular reasons. She knows I do not trust her with it, what she could do to me and the strigothi with it. She knows I can never see it as anything but a threat. She counts on it.” 
 The Clerk made a one-shouldered shrug. “Then you can do your best to keep her away from any book, or you can help her, and hope that my suspicions are unfounded. Whatever you decide, brother, I will help you as I can.” 
 “I am relieved to hear it. There is one thing you can do for me, for the Design.” 
 “You have but to name it.” 
 “I need word – quick word – when and if a magus is dispatched to Drum.” 
 The Clerk thought about a room whose door was never locked, and smiled. “I can accommodate you in this.” He stood with difficulty and went to a shelf, on which rested a little porphyry jewelry box. He brought it down and returned to the table with it, and opened it. 
 Inside were two identical necklaces, fine gold chains, each with a ruby pendant. 
 “It is good that you chose a larger bird, brother. A sparrow would struggle to fly all the way back to Wyeth burdened with one of these.” 
 “What is it?” 
 “Sympathetic magic. Or you might call it your ‘quick word.’ Once I learn of a magus dispatched to Drum, I will place my ruby in a candle’s flame, and yours will feel, and radiate, the heat. It goes without saying that you should wear yours against your skin.”







 ~ 4 ~ 
Etithani den Wiste, known variously as Than, the Maiden and ‘that bitch’, was on her knees before the Tomb of the Axumite. The vigil candle burned before her in its gold and diamond holder, and incense drifted out from the platinum-wire thuribles that hung in each corner of the huge, windowless room. Beyond the candle, the black stone cube of the tomb itself, light-devouring, rough-hewn, brutal. As always during a vigil, her gold-chased ceremonial armor was polished to a high shine, and her citrine hued face was the very picture of solemn serenity. It had always been her way to hide any worry or fear she felt. This day was no different. 
 Than’s posture was that of one at prayer, but she had never prayed here, despite being the knight-commander of the order of Axum. She saw no point in praying to the Axumite. He’d never claimed to be a god, after all, and it was no secret that his tomb was empty. 
 Nobody knew what had happened to the greatest magus who had ever lived; certainly, there were accounts of sightings of the Axumite decades, even centuries after he was believed to have died, and not all those accounts could be dismissed as some sort of religious mania. That period of imperial history was, at best, confusing. But the tomb it was her duty pray at twice daily wasn’t even the Axumite’s original tomb. That one had been located near the summit of Aeternox, and had been destroyed along with much of the original capital centuries before. And even that tomb had had no occupant, according to the histories. 
 She tried not to think about what would be done with her corpse after she was executed. It would almost certainly not involve entombment. 
 She knelt in the prayer posture because it was expected of her. The Knights of Axum might be a useless group of grasping, venal courtiers, but like anything remotely to do with the imperial court, they had their traditions and honored them. Over the two years she had been the knight-commander, Than had come to appreciate her twice-daily supplication. Certainly, a half-hour kneeling in full plate armor was not the most comfortable activity she could imagine, but discomfort mattered little to her. Quiet, on the other hand – two half-hour stretches of time utterly without distraction or interruption – was a valuable thing indeed. Few in the imperial court could claim an entire hour in a day that was forbidden by tradition for anyone, even the emperor himself, to intrude upon. 
 Not that the emperor would ever likely have any need to call upon Than with any urgency, or be balked by tradition if he did. The summons she had received just before her vigil was about to begin had not instructed her to abandon it, but to attend her once it was finished, but she found no comfort in the fact. She knew well enough that scapegoats in the imperial court did not, as a rule, have to be chased down. 
 She realized now that she had for all her life believed in a personal safety that had never existed. 
 That’s what came of being a daughter of the emperor, she mused. Even an off-daughter, not of the imperial line. She was den Wiste, not sen Wiste, which suited her perfectly. She had no obligation to marry to further her father’s interests. She had no obligation to do much of anything, except what she chose to obligate herself to. Such as the Knights of Axum. And, like every subject of the empire, she had the obligation to do whatever her father commanded her to. 
 The first time her father had ever given her a command, she’d been five years of age. It had altered the entire course of her life. 
 Her mother, a concubine from Nuhur, had been gravely ill that day. Had in fact been gravely ill for months. Had, in fact, already taken to her death bed, though she would linger for a few more weeks. Than had not known it, or had refused to know it, as children do. She’d been sitting on her mother’s bed, reading aloud from the Proverbs of the Axumite to show her mother the progress she had made in her studies. Than still remembered thinking that if she could be a better, more obedient daughter and student, it would somehow help her mother to recover. 
 Suddenly there had been a commotion in the outer rooms, and then imperial guards had opened the door to the bedroom and swarmed inside; four of them in bright armor, with cold eyes that saw everything at a glance. 
 And then he had entered. 
 He was large even then, tending towards fat even then – but there was a power in his frame, and in the expression on his face. It was the first time Than had ever laid eyes on her father. 
 Her mother had struggled to rise, to pull away the coverlet and leave the bed and kneel before her emperor. Than threw her book aside and pressed her mother back down into the pillows. Her mother, too ill to speak above a whisper at the best of times, had no breath with which to scold her. The emperor had had no such disability. 
 “Do you not know that all must kneel in the presence of the emperor, child?” 
 “Yes,” had been Than’s curt reply. That, and a glare. 
 “Then why do you not do so, and why do you prevent your mother from doing so?” 
 “Because she is ill, and you are not.” 
 The emperor, face stern, raised an eyebrow. “And if I commanded you to help your mother to kneel instead?” 
 “Then I would fight you,” Than had replied. 
 “I see. And will you tell me why you would commit this act of treason?” 
 “Because telling me to do that would be wrong. If you are the emperor, then you would already know that, and would not ask it. If you are not the emperor, then fighting you can’t be tr- tr- wrong.” 
 “I see,” he had said again. “Very well. I will not require your mother to kneel. But you must, daughter – or are you ill as well?” 
 “No.” and she’d released her mother’s shoulders and jumped off the bed, and knelt at her father’s feet. 
 The emperor had spoken over her head to her mother, then. 
 “You have given me a strong daughter, Sethi, with a strong sense of what is right and an astonishing disregard for consequences. That being the case, it is my will that she receives martial training. For” -and here he had addressed the girl at his feet- “if you are willing to fight even the emperor, child, for what you believe to be right, you had best know what you are doing when you go about it.” 
 Of course, she had not known at the time how bizarre and capricious her father’s command had been. She was likely the only woman in the history of the empire to receive formal martial training. 
 Well. Twenty years later and she was the equal of anyone at court with short sword, bastard sword, mace, spear and lance. What little she lacked in strength, she more than made up for in endurance, speed and sheer determination. Some may well call her ‘that bitch’ out of her hearing, but they called her the Maiden in it, though her close-cropped hair and muscular frame made even that sobriquet a faintly mocking one. 
 The candle was guttering out. Soon her morning vigil would be over. She had meant to contemplate the best response to the morning’s letter from the emperor, not indulge in old memories and woolgathering. But really, what response could she give? 
 The emperor held her responsible for having an Andine sent to rescue the Roumnan witch. One did not tell the emperor that he was wrong, or being unfair – at least not unless one were five years old, or ready to be executed. Than was no longer either of those things. The Andine had been Olvera’s idea, not hers, but she knew better than to point that fact out to her father. If anything could make her situation worse, that sort of ‘whining’ surely would. She knew the emperor well enough by now to know that. 
 That the Andine had succeeded in keeping the witch alive, wrecking her father’s plans and touching off a war in the process, was still something she could hardly credit. That a portion of the blame for it had somehow fallen on her shoulders was something she had no idea how to contend with. Court intrigue was a deadly business, she knew it well. But she had always stood apart from it, believing herself very nearly immune due to her parentage and her lack of importance. That misconception had well and truly died. It remained to be seen if she would follow it into an unmarked grave. 
 Her only consolation, if it could be called that, was that a far larger portion of the emperor’s wrath had fallen upon the Andines. She knew that, one way or another, the Andine order would be made to suffer for their part in the shambles. Than hoped to be far, far away when that particular ax fell. Hoped, but nothing more. The emperor was as devious as he was patient, and some cruel streak in him seemed to enjoy seeing anyone who balked or failed him squirm for a time, before judgment finally came. 
 Finally, the candle’s flame flickered for the last time, and died. Than let out a breath, rose to her feet, and went to meet whatever fate her father had in store for her. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 There was an old woman writhing on the mosaic floor of the Lesser Court when Than arrived. She seemed to be having a seizure. A thin white froth coated her chin, and judging by the state of her skirts and the spreading puddle on the lapis and agate tiles, she’d pissed herself. Everyone in the room was staring at her intently, with various levels of distaste evident on their faces. Her father sat, chin on meaty fist, face impassive. 
 Than knew better than to ask questions. Or even speak. 
 She made a hasty, unnoticed obeisance at the door, then quietly found a place between the Master of Coin and the prelate of the White God. The one didn’t speak unless spoken to, and the other was forbidden to speak directly to a woman. Not that anyone in the room seemed to be in the mood for conversation. 
 The old woman’s seizure went on for what seemed forever, but was likely less than three minutes or so. Finally, by degrees, the writhing subsided to twitches, and then to stillness. Still no one moved or spoke. Than could almost have believed she’d just witnessed a death, but the woman’s chest still rose and fell, if only barely perceptibly. 
 Suddenly the woman sat bolt upright, eyes wide, and filmy with cataracts. 
 “Are you with us once more, crone?” 
 The woman went down on hands and knees at the sound of the emperor’s voice. “Aye, imperial majesty.” 
 “And what has your sight shown you?” 
 The woman shuddered. “Terrible things, imperial majesty. Mists, the marching dead, the Egg of the World–” 
 “Will the sorceress attack?” Her father was not a man with much patience for long-winded, nebulous replies to his questions. 
 “Yes, imperial majesty.” 
 “Where?” 
 “Drum. She will skirmish in many places, but will come against Drum first in her strength.” 
 “When?” 
 “That was not vouchsafed to me, imperial highness. I beg your forgiveness.” 
 “We forgive and thank you.” 
 That was as close to courtesy as she had ever heard the emperor come. Whoever, whatever this woman was, she was clearly someone her father held a measure of respect for. 
 With that clear dismissal, two imperial guards rushed forward to help the woman out the door. A liveried servant quietly and quickly wiped up the mess the woman had left of the floor, then disappeared. That seemed to be the cue for conversation to begin. 
 Magus Klarn stepped forward. “Imperial highness, I would like to reiterate my concern regarding basing matters of empire on the words of a soothsaying witch.” 
 “Did the Axumite grant the magi the power of prophecy, Klarn?” 
 “No, imperial highness.” 
 “Then consider your concern noted.” 
 Klarn, not being a fool, bowed and retreated. 
 Fin Anoi, General of the North, stepped forward, his craggy face grim. “Imperial highness, assuming the crone’s vision was a true one, we cannot spare a legion, or even a cohort, for Drum of all places. Not when the assault she spoke of might come months or years hence, and the Roumnans are already knocking the hell out of Reos Port. We are stretched thin as it is with that engagement, and manning the border from R–” 
 “We are aware of the strategic limitations, general. And we know the pace and schedule of the raising and training of the levees, as well as the inadequacies of the northern defenses.” 

In other words, you’ve been sleeping on the job, general, thought Than. 
 “Ardesh–” 
 “Ardesh is not a pressing concern, unless they have been hiding a much more substantial navy than we have been led to believe, or they ally themselves with this sorceress and are granted leave to march their armies through Wyeth. Neither of these things seems likely to us. But we agree with you, general. We cannot spare a legion to defend Drum at the present time. Which is why we have summoned the knight-commander of the order of Axum to this council.” 
 Than felt her stomach flip, even as she stepped forward and knelt. Surely, he didn’t mean to mobilize the order. There weren’t a dozen members who had so much as unsheathed a sword in years. 
 “Daughter.” 
 “Imperial highness.” 
 “You heard seeress Blythe’s words. Does the knight-commander stand ready to defend the empire?” 
 “The knight-commander does.” 
 “And what of her order?” 
 Damn him. Here was her punishment. She felt nauseated. Her thoughts whirled. 
 “I cannot be anything but honest with your imperial highness. The order is not.” And had not been for a century. Centuries. As he damned well knew. But there was a way to satisfy him, though the other members of the order would likely try to have her murdered for it. 
 “Do not the knights swear an oath at their investiture to ever stand ready, should the empire call upon them to take up arms? We seem to remember that particular oath.” 
 “They do, imperial highness. But as you know, knighthood is for life. Many of the order are aged, infirm, or… otherwise unfit for martial service.” She saw her father’s face sliding toward a frown, and spoke faster. “Which is why there is a provision in the order’s charter that allows a knight to substitute his own service with that of a trained and properly armed and equipped armsman.” And they’d do it, each and every one. They’d fucking do it, despite the hideous expense, or she’d see them stripped of their knighthood and court privileges. At the very least. 
 “Indeed. We are pleased to hear that the order can meet its obligations to the empire. One way or another.” He actually smiled, slightly. Than did not allow herself to relax. She knew the emperor too well. 
 “We expect it to march for Drum within the week, and to secure it against any enemy until recalled.” 
 Than knelt once more and retreated, her stomach twisting itself into knots. 

Within the week. She’d be lucky to have a fighting force collected in a month. Every armsman and mercenary in the empire was surely already entertaining offers from merchants, nobles and the gods only knew who else. Her only advantage was that at least some of the members of the order already retained household guards. Still, they would riot. 
 Damn Olvera to the blackest pits of Dureg’s hell. 
 Her second, Ronal Lymet, was waiting for her outside the chamber. His heavy face was studiously blank, but his eyes betrayed the worry he felt. She strode out of the audience and he fell into step with her. 
 “How bad was it?” he asked her in a low voice. 
 “Ronal,” she replied, voice tight, “we are thoroughly fucked.”







 ~ 5 ~ 
The numen’s chamber was not the only space beneath Thunderhead. It had been worked and expanded from an existing cavern by unknown hands, but was only one part of an interconnected cavern system. Anya had found signs of human habitation in the other caverns, some of it centuries old, and some of it unimaginably older. 
 She spent a not-inconsiderable portion of her time in those caverns, followed by her silent complement of half-killed, examining and exploring. One chamber had obviously been used for sorcerous experiments. Or torture. Perhaps both. The stone walls still reeked of the sorcery that had been unleashed there, the uneven ground deeply, darkly stained. At first, she thought she might find something in the cavern worth learning, but whatever dark secrets the previous occupants had unearthed, if any, were lost to time. 
 Now, she explored the caverns as a means both to escape from and into her thoughts. 
 She had found a cavern that revealed to her witchlight some of the most stunning images of birds she had ever seen, so vibrant she would not have been surprised if they had detached themselves from the stone and flown away. 
 She had found a cavern that housed thousands of human – and not-quite human – skulls. 
 She had found a narrow passage that, after many turnings, led to an ensorcelled door. That door opened in the face of the Gods’ Balcony, the cliff that separated Wyeth and Ardesh. 
 The cavern that she spent the most time in held a small pool. Water seeped down the wall from somewhere in the deep recesses of the earth, and drained out through fine, hairline cracks in the bottom of the pool. Tiny, eyeless white fish, less than half the size of her smallest finger, swam in the pool. She knew not where they had come from, nor what they could possibly eat to sustain themselves. The mystery of it charmed her. She often sat by the pool to think, to plan. And, sometimes, to question. 
 The day after her ride with Heirus, she returned to the cavern of blind fish to reason through once more all that she had planned, to look for faults, to consider outcomes and weigh risks. The silence there, and the slow, seemingly aimless wanderings of the fish in their microcosm allowed her to more easily concentrate. It was becoming incrementally more difficult to do so, as more and more dead were added to her host, and the psychic pressure grew. 
 Sometimes she felt as stretched thin, as insubstantial as the mists that cloaked Wyeth. 
 She sat down next to the pool, her witchlight glowing over her head, and trailed slender fingers along the surface of the water. The fish could not see, but they sensed the disturbance, and retreated from it to the far end of the water. She suspected there was some sort of lesson to be learned from them, some parallel to be drawn, but she could not grasp it. She did not work towards it, however; there were more practical matters to ponder. 
 Anya had come to a place where she could no longer closely predict the movements of all the players in the game of power. She had set the game in motion, and everyone involved had made their opening moves in almost exactly the fashion she had predicted. Roumney, the empire and Ardesh were now at each other’s throats, though Ardesh had not yet advanced beyond a war of words at this stage. She had not expected them to. They would bluster, and rattle their sabers for a while yet, and wait for the opportunity exert their force wherever they reckoned they could land a single, telling blow. 
 It remained to be seen where, and upon whom, that blow would be aimed. 
 Roumney and the empire were not so coy. Blood and treasure already flowed. Roumney had moved quickly to strike at Reos Port, as Anya had known they would. The rich port city had flown the flags of both countries over the centuries, and its return to Roumnan possession was a long-cherished ambition in the Roumnan capital, and an oft-heard drumbeat when national ire against the empire needed to be roused. 
 Anya suspected that there would be nothing left of the city to covet beyond its deep-water harbor, when all was said and done, but she was more than happy to see empire and kingdom bleed each other over the western port. 
 Of course, the two adversaries would skirmish, and perhaps more than skirmish elsewhere along their two hundred-odd mile border. From Reos Port to the eastern edge of the Crechnan Forest, there were countless and unpredictable opportunities for skirmishes and slaughter; perhaps even invasion. She could not say exactly what moves would be made, or when, or where. Only that they inevitably would. 
 As for the empire, it was a fat, sluggish, contented beast, for all its strength. It would be slow to rouse itself, and would suffer early setbacks as a result. But once the imperial war engine had been fully reassembled, the counterweights placed, the windlasses of war cranked to their uttermost straining – then Roumney would feel the brunt of it and reel back, bloody and dazed. They would sue for peace in the end, all things being equal. 
 She would ensure all things were not equal. 
 It was her task to ensure the empire did not strike Roumney with the full force of its military might. She needed to distract, to harass, to annoy and alarm Axumwiste enough that the hammer never fell square on Roumney, but she had to carefully calibrate her provocations. That was the real reason she forbore to take Drum, for at least a short while. She wanted the empire to be deeply invested in the conflict with Roumney before she struck. Keeping Axumwiste off-balance was a high priority. 
 Killing as many of the magi as she could was another. 
 If she could do the nearly unthinkable and kill a magus, the emperor would not – could not – risk committing all the remaining magi to the Roumnan front. He would have to split his most precious, most potent force between two foes. And he would have to keep a portion of the magi in reserve, to counter any move made by Ardesh. 
 Unfortunately, the emperor had so far been reluctant to commit much in the way of troops, or even a single magus to Drum’s defense. It was almost as if he were daring her to take it. Drum was isolated, an afterthought located far in the northeast of the empire, and far away from its heartlands. It was possible, perhaps even likely that the emperor simply did not care much about Drum’s fate. He had greater losses to stem, after all. 
 That was another reason Anya wanted to kill one of his vaunted magi – then the emperor would have a much more compelling impetus to divide his forces to face a second threat. Fear. Pride and fear. 
 She needed Roumney in the fight until Ardesh entered the war in earnest. At this stage, the single best way to ensure that was to draw away imperial troops and magi from the Roumnan portion of the conflict, until Ardesh committed. She needed all three tearing at each other. 
 That would signal the beginning of the end. 
 Until then, they were locked in the great, messy middle of the game, and she could not control it, only influence its direction. But the ability to directly, or even indirectly control Roumney would go far towards mitigating that lack of control. The skin walkers’ unwelcome intrusion into her plans would be worth it, if they could make it happen. 
 She might even be able to forgo her reliance on the numen, if she could seize the reins of power in Roumney. 
 As much as the numen gave her, magnifying her own considerable sorcerous power to the extent that the impossible became reality, there was always a price to pay. Most often in was blood, and her own would satisfy it to an extent. But for some of the power she had requested, sacrifices had been required; not merely blood, but life. Souls. 
 She’d given a hundred spelled Roumnan and Ardeshi soldiers to the numen for its opening of the gate between her world and the plane of the skin walkers; a hundred sacrifices to the numen, and ten more sacrifices of another sort to provide “mounts” for the skin walkers that were summoned. Stone-faced, she had done it – her association with and assessment of Heirus-as-skin walker had been too fresh, too uncertain to risk refusing the creature. 
 If necessary, she would do it again. But there was nothing in her that delighted in feeding the living to the numen. And she sensed the thing’s appetite would only grow. The cavern of skulls was large and long, stretching far back into the dark. Her witchlight could not illuminate its end. 
 Part of her was relieved that she was the only remaining living human in Wyeth, for it meant she was not forced to cross and cross again a line she found distasteful at the very least. 
 She shared none of this with Heirus, of course. Not her plans, nor her concerns or distaste. He was not a confidante, however much he seemed to want to fill that role. He was a monster from legend that had forced himself into her life and plans, and she knew on an almost instinctual level that it would not end well for one of them. 
 She was determined to see that inevitable bad ending fell to him. 
 Anya reached a decision. She slapped her palm down on the still surface of the pool and watched the blind fish scatter in alarm. 
 She was done swimming in darkness. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 The old magic always exacted a toll, extracted a price. Always. For most sorcerers, the very first time they used – or tried to use – their ability, that price was death. 
 Some of them, of course, had no idea that they were gifted, and their first casting was instinctual, unintended, and generally fatal. Others, like Anya, had been carefully tested from a young age and, when the signs seemed to indicate an affinity for the old magic, even more carefully prepared. 
 For those who had been trained, their first casting was also generally fatal. 
 She hadn’t known she was being tested by sister Nimrun. Not at first, and she still had no idea what those tests were comprised of. Nothing obvious. But one day sister Nimrun had instructed her to attend sister Kofe in the library. When Anya had nodded and turned to go, sister Nimrun had grabbed her arm with aged, stick-thin, iron-strong fingers. 
 “There are books there, girl, that are not to be read.” 
 “Yes, sister.” 
 “In order to gain access to those books, you will need the key that hangs around sister Kofe’s neck. She is old. And sleeps often. But she sleeps more soundly if she has had a drink or three.” Sister Nimrun had released Anya and pointed to the decanter of brandy that sat on a low table in the corner of her room. 
 Anya had nodded again, and went to fetch the decanter, a strange sort of excitement growing in her. 
 “One thing more,” sister Nimrun had said, her withered face solemn as usual. “Some of the books I spoke of will likely call to you. You should resist their call. For now. The time will come.” 
 They had called, those books, from their shelves in the locked room, and she had resisted their call, for a time. By the time she’d heeded the call of the Sunbright manuscript and the Books of the Dead and all the others, she was ready for what they told her. Sister Nimrun had made sure of it. 
 The first time she used her magic, it was to kill a beetle. Despite sister Nimrun’s warnings, she had approached the task with arrogance. It was only a beetle, after all, and by then her awareness of her own powers had grown strong. She could feel it coursing through her, like a river in spate. It had become an effort not to throw herself into the flood. 
 “The magic does not care what you use it for, girl,” sister Nimrun had admonished her in the infirmary, three days later, when she had finally regained consciousness. “A sword does not care if you use it to behead a man or chop onions; it will tax your strength equally. Unlike a sword, if your strength fails you while you are using magic, the magic will hollow you out, leaving only a lifeless husk. If you are lucky. Do not ever forget.” 
 Anya had not. 
 When she had recovered, sister Nimrun had had her bring the same beetle back to life. Or at least un-death. There was no practical difference where beetles were concerned. 
 The same could not be said of men, Anya had discovered. 
 Her greatest liability, her most debilitating weakness, was her lack of information. It was the price she paid for her security in Wyeth, but the more time passed, the more the lack of access to knowledge of events outside her demesne threatened to jeopardize her plans. 
 She had her freshly ‘recruited’ dead, and whatever they knew. They knew little. She had her half-killed, and they patrolled the borders and reported faithfully what they saw. They had no choice in the matter. They saw little. She had the skin walker captains, who ranged farther and could give more detailed reports. She trusted them little. 
 And she had Heirus, who seemed to have at least some access to information well outside her sphere. 
 Him she trusted not at all. 
 She had not expected the emperor to leave Drum so ill-defended for so long. She did not know why, and could only guess. She could only guess at anything, everything, without eyes in Roumney, the empire, Ardesh. She needed spies, or at least observers, and she had corpses. Events were happening, and she was none the wiser. 
 That had to change. 
 There was a spell in the Sunbright manuscript. One of the first she had ever read. One she had never attempted, though she had always wanted to. 
 “I have always wanted to fly,” she admitted to herself. 
 She went to the numen’s chamber and settled herself before the pulsing, glowing thing. She settled herself, her mind, her breath, and when she had prepared herself she laid a hand on the strangely slick surface of the egg of time. 
 Thus, she began her negotiation. 
 She told it what she wanted, which was little enough. Compared to the skin walkers and the mists, it was little enough. 
 The numen made it known that it could and would assist her, but it wanted blood and souls in return. She offered blood, her own, and no souls for such an insignificant favor. 
 The numen suggested that, if the favor was so insignificant, that she proceed without its aid. 
 Anya told it that she would proceed with or without its assistance, but if the worst happened, she would never return. Could never return. And then who knew how many long centuries would pass before another came to wet the numen’s surface with the blood of sacrifice? 
 The numen made it clear to Anya that centuries were as nothing to it… but that her request was indeed insignificant. As such, it accepted her proposition. 
 Then came the moment Anya had prepared herself for, body and mind. 
 The numen sucked the blood out of her body through her palm, her point of contact with it. The process was agonizing, and the amount of blood the numen took beyond her control. If it decided to bleed her dry, there was nothing she could do to prevent it. 
 It stopped, it released her, just as she was beginning to grow faint. She fell backwards, her vision dancing with spots of blackness. 
 She had what she needed. The numen would call her back. 
 The Sunbright manuscript held a spell, better than flying. With it, she could leave her body and go anywhere, or nearly anywhere, instantly, with a thought. She could see anything, and touch nothing. But the spell was so seductive, few who ever cast it had chosen to return to their flesh, and their bodies had died while their minds roamed the world. Anya was no longer arrogant about her power. She was as honest with herself as she could possibly be, and that honesty told her she was especially susceptible to that sort of freedom. 
 If, or more likely when, she gave in to the spell’s seductive nature, the numen would now bring her back to her flesh, and her unwillingness be damned. 
 When she felt well enough, she stood up and climbed the iron rungs back to the surface of the world, her half-killed before and behind her. She drank a little wine and ate some of the dry rations Jaga Khun had provisioned Thunderhead with, and when she was ready, she lay down on her bed. 
 And flew. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 There was the Timor trail. The easiest, though not the only way to Drum from Wyeth. Watch towers had been erected. Signal fires were ready to light. 
 There was Drum. 
 The northern end of the scattered town had been razed, and the very center was now ringed with a rather pitiful earthen wall. The fools had left a ditch on the inside of the wall rather than without. 
 There was the Andine monastery. Where brother Caida had spent years mastering his sword, his soul. She saw armsmen in its yard, obviously not monks, and pulled back. She did not want to think about Caida. She wanted to fly. 
 She roamed above Drum for a short time, and saw five hundred or so armed men. She saw their commander, a plain-faced, humorless-looking woman with short, curly hair. They had sent a woman to be defeated by a woman. She did not smile; she had no body. But she felt amusement. 
 Enough of Drum. Already she felt her interest in mundane things such as troop counts waning. Already she felt the pull of the stars overhead, the mysteries they must hold. Enough of Drum, and along the border. 
 Darkness, until Reos Port. At Reos Port, a conflagration. Much of the city burned. And in the flickering light, Roumnans and imperials slaughtered each other. She felt something catching at her attention, like a scratch at a door. Curious, she chased it down and found a magus in a tower, far from the fighting, book open before him. He was making a wind, to blow the flames across the Roumnan lines. It did not stop her flight. But the moonlight shining on the tower’s stones was very nearly as fascinating as the magus and his book. She knew she could spend a lifetime examining the delicate shadows, the pale traceries of dark and light – and so she pulled herself away. Roumney or Axumwiste next? 
 Axumwiste. It was a mistake. 
 There a light shone so bright she could see nothing, nothing, and the light threatened to sear her from the world. 
 She fled. Not to anywhere, but blindly away. 
 Shaken, she found herself above the Circle Sea. Beneath her, a convoy was burning. 
 So the war had made it to the waters. 
 She went closer. The convoy was a dozen trading ships, guarded by four imperials: three caravels and a carrack. Their adversaries, whose ships were much smaller but also much more numerous, flew pirate flags, but many of the faces were Ardeshi. Much more interesting was the sea; how the burning rigging was reflected in the black waters. And beneath the waves, down in the darkness, there were many, many secrets to be discovered, sights unseen by any except drowning, dying men. 
 Anya traded flying for diving. 
 She had no body, but it felt as if the talons of some great bird of prey snatched her from the waters nonetheless. An eagle, taking up its dinner. She had no mouth, but still she screamed, as much at being torn away from her denied discoveries as from the pain. 
 Lost in her loss, she took no heed of the world rushing by. And then, suddenly, she was in her body and her bed once more. Tears of rage were fresh upon her face. 
 She lay there for a time longer, reminding herself what it was to be human. Perhaps ironically, the return of the psychic pressure of the thousands of dead helped in grounding her in her flesh once more. When she felt ready, she rose and went to the sitting room to pour a drink. 
 Drum was hers whenever she chose to claim it. Reos Port was a living hell, and the Roumnans would not be able to defend their claim forever. 
 Axumwiste – she shuddered. Axumwiste was forbidden to her. She would just have to accept the fact, until she had some more mundane means of infiltrating it. 
 The Circle Sea was another theater in the war, one that perhaps the Ardeshi– 
 Her train of thought faltered as her memory divulged a fact she’d had no interest in while under the spell. She had recognized one of the Ardeshi pirates. His face was thinner, his body leaner, but she had recognized him. Jaga Khun. 
 Jaga Khun was alive, and now strode across a pirate ship’s deck instead of sitting astride a horse. 
 She spent a considerable amount of time that night wondering if and how she might turn that knowledge to her advantage. 



   
   

The Axumite was right; it would be best if every sword were melted down to slag.


 


But even he could not make it so.

   
   
 -from the Testament of Andos (Unexpurgated)
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“D

 id you know you twitch in your sleep?” 
 The man, Nine, was staring at him. He had the face of an easterner. Not Ardeshi. Carisian, perhaps. Or Hyrolian, or Sican. Caida had been trained to note details, for one never knew what small but crucial detail might be the one upon which the course of a fight might turn. 
 Caida did not want to know that this man was an easterner. He did not want to know anything about any of the men on his chain, or about the guards, or about any least portion of the movable hell he had fallen to. He would concentrate on whatever task was given them, and struggle his utmost to block out the world. His emotions – well. He existed in something of a bubble of numbness. But he could sense them raging, threatening to batter their way through the barricades. He did not know if he would survive them when they did. 
 In any case, he did not want to know that Nine was an easterner. He looked down at his hands. 
 “You twitch,” Nine told him again. “It rattles the chain. It is disturbing, sleep-wise. But admittedly not so disturbing as Eight’s fucking snoring. Sometimes while I lie awake and he snores like a pig, I think I will take a handful of dirt and shove it in his mouth.” 
 “Fucking try it,” Eight muttered. 
 “Yes, that is what stops me,” Nine said, smiling a gap-toothed smile. “You see how he begs me to do it. I am greatly afraid it will become, how do you say, expected. A habit. Then it will be my responsibility to feed him his dirt every night like I am his mother. Fucking responsibility, no thank you. Feed yourself your own dirt, Eight, you pig fucker.” 
 “I know why Nine is on the chain,” Seven declared. “He bored somebody important to death with his constant lip-flapping.” 
 “Your mother never complained when I flapped her lips,” Nine retorted. 
 “That doesn’t even make sense, you dumb foreign fuck.” 
 “No? Ah, well. Some things do not translate. Let me try again. I have this log between my legs, you see. It’s like the little stick you have between yours except, you understand, bigger. Much, much bigger. Now, when I put it in your mother’s mouth, I went in and out, back and forth, very fast–” 
 Behind them, a whip cracked. It was time to rise from the dirt of the roadside, slurp gruel from wooden bowls, shit if they were able, and start their toils. 
 That morning their chain shifted logs from wagons to workers – free men, carpenters who stripped the bark from the long logs with draw-knives. Other chains climbed atop the wagons and pushed the logs off. It was dangerous, unsteady work, and Caida was glad they had not been assigned that task. Caida did not know what the massive logs were for, nor did he care. He lifted when the chain lifted, carried, slowly and carefully, when the chain carried, and dropped when the chain dropped. He drowned his thoughts, his self, in the labor just as another, freer man might drown himself in wine. 
 They were somewhere not very far from Reos Port, but far enough that they saw none of the fighting. Occasionally, when the wind shifted, they could smell smoke. 
 They worked long into the day, stopping only to drink water periodically from a communal bucket. There were dozens of wagons, and thousands of logs. They worked until their hands were raw and black with the dust of the bark, and they periodically had to pause so that they could pull splinters. 
 They worked until someone grew careless. Luckily it was someone on another chain, on one of the chains that was assigned to the wagons. 
 They were bringing yet another log to the carpenters, who themselves had begun to look tired, when Caida heard a scream, followed by the ominous sound of logs shifting and then falling, and then several more screams. By force of instinct, everyone on the chain looked back towards the wagon. 
 Logs were scattered everywhere on the ground, and some half-off the wagon, and some still on it. The climber chain was in and amongst the logs. Some were screaming and bleeding. Some were in pieces. 
 Giabelt cracked his whip, and Caida’s chain finished walking the log they held to the carpenters. Then the guards had a brief discussion, and Caida’s chain was ordered to go and clear the logs so that the guards could get at the trapped men. 
 Details. Little details, like a man’s pulped head, like the monotonous keening of another man whose legs were bent the wrong way. Details revealing themselves one by horrid one as they shifted log after log. Caida wanted no more details. They were like a poison, the details of his fate. They were like swallowing stone after stone. He felt he would choke on them. 
 It quickly became clear that they weren’t in a hurry to rescue the fallen chain. As Caida and the others cleared the logs and revealed the stricken prisoners, their guards would make a cursory inspection of each man. If they were already dead, they were ignored. If they had any injuries more serious than a broken finger, they were dispatched with a dagger to the throat. 
 Details. 
 Two men ended up hobbling away from the log pile, their arms full of a bloodied chain meant for ten. 
 By then it was getting dark, and a halt was called to the work. They were given their second and final meal of the day, more gruel and a small loaf of gritty, stale brown bread each. 
 They slumped on the ground, silent, exhausted. Even Nine, who it seemed never completely shut up. Caida watched as he picked at something under his nail. It was not an idle picking, either. The loquacious man seemed genuinely distressed. 
 “Fucking splinter,” he heard the man mutter. 
 Caida was about to turn away, back to his own mental distress, when he noticed that the affected finger had begun to swell, and even under the filth, he could see that the finger was turning purple. 
 Details. Little details that could sway the course of a fight. 
 He damned his eye for detail and the medical training he had received, and the consequent knowledge that the thing under Nine’s nail was not in fact a splinter, but most likely the quill of a wood asp, a caterpillar-like thing covered in venomous spines. Still, he almost turned away. 
 He discovered that he couldn’t. 
 He grabbed Nine’s finger and, over the man’s protests, squeezed with all the strength in his hand. Then, carefully, with filthy, split nails, pulled the spine. He showed it to Nine in the fading light. 
 “Yes, I am forever grateful,” the man said. “I will not strangle you in your sleep tonight. Now you can let go my finger.” 
 Stone-faced, Caida shook his head. The poison had to be drawn, as much as possible. He showed Nine the spine again, then made a cutting gesture against Nine’s finger. 
 The man seemed to understand. “And where the fuck are we supposed to get a knife, Ten?” 
 Still holding tight to Nine’s finger, Caida unwrapped the rag he had wrapped his left shackle with. There was a burr in the metal at the top, tiny but sharp enough to cut. If he pressed hard enough. 
 He did. 
 Nine swore, until he saw the yellowish pus that had already formed, amongst the blood. Then he swore even more. 
 When he was finished, Caida used the rag to wrap Nine’s finger. He avoided the man’s eyes, and the eyes of the rest of the chain. He was among them. He had no choice in the matter. But he did not want to be of them. 
 “Who the fuck are you, Ten?” asked Nine. 
 Caida lay down in the dirt, facing away from the rest of the chain. It was a privilege, however incidental and unintended, that only he and One had, and he was grateful for it.
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“F

 orty-four glyphs, magus, and seventy-six sigils. This is the alphabet the Axumite created for us. With these one hundred and twenty symbols, we reshape the world. By combining them in meaningful concatenations, we speak the language of magic. So much you will have learned during your novitiate.” 
 “Yes,” Velor replied. Magus Furst had a personality as dry as the Uttar Plains, but he had agreed to teach Velor what Ramesh Herkh hadn’t during Velor’s short-lived parody of an apprenticeship. Which was essentially everything. 
 They had met in the south wing of the College, which consisted entirely of large bare rooms with tiny windows, like horizontal arrow-slits, high in one wall. The south wing was chill in the cold, wet weather. The roof of the room they were in leaked – wept – onto the flagstone floor, towards the back. The only furniture was a decrepit wooden lectern near the door, and a small, rusting metal table in the center of the room. The only decorations were scorch marks on the brickwork. 
 “But nine glyphs and sixteen sigils are no longer used. Why is that, Magus Yekim?” 
 “They were wrought by the Axumite specifically to counter the skin walker threat,” Velor replied, or rather quoted from a lecture on the subject magus Eich had given two years before. “Those glyphs and sigils have no other use. They’re now referred to as the dead marks.” Velor had a perfect memory; which was incredibly useful to a magus, and the reason he had advanced so swiftly from novice to apprentice. It was also, at times, an awful burden. Having to remember, however briefly, Eich’s lecture brought back not only the desired information, but also the stultifying, soul-deadening boredom of it with perfect clarity. He gave a small, involuntary shudder. 
 “And do you know them all, magus? Even the dead ones?” 
 “I know their names and shapes. I can reproduce them exactly. I know the primary uses of each, and the major concatenations. I know what any new apprentice is expected to know, magus.” 
 “Good. Have you cast any spells?” 
 “I haven’t, magus.” 
 Furst frowned. 
 “What knowledge did magus Herkh impart to you, then, before his passing?” 
 “Which cup he liked his wine in and filled to what level, and the importance of thoroughly cleaning his small clothes,” Velor replied. 
 Furst’s frown deepened. “Did he at least speak to you about concatenations in context?” 
 “Not unless he did it while I was sleeping.” 
 Furst sighed. “We have much work to do, then, you and I. Neither of us will see enough sleep in the weeks to come, I fear. Let us begin with pyromancy. Once you have mastered the seven basic workings, we will move on to wards and shields. These are the absolute minimum skills you will need, when the emperor calls you.” 
 “And will he, magus Furst? Call us to fight, I mean.” 
 “The beast of war has been loosed. It’s my understanding that you were there when it slipped its chain. The question is not will he, but when will he. I pray to the Axumite it will not be before I am able to make you ready to survive that call. Now, magus, place your book upon the stand if you will and open it to the Tyragid section. No, the next page. Yes. You will note that each concatenation listed begins with the glyph phut, which is necessary for almost any pyromancy. The first concatenation is phut rea, or ‘fireball,’ as the apprentices like to call it. 
 Velor smiled. Now here’s what I’ve been waiting for, he thought. “Yes, magus Orlbus demonstrated it for us last year. It was, uh, impressive.” 
 “Indeed. Phut rea is powerful, if inelegant.” Furst walked to the table, pulled a candle and a pewter holder from his voluminous robe, and placed the candle on the table. “Phut nho, on the other hand, is elegance, not to mention accuracy, defined.” 
 “Spark,” Velor said. He tried to keep his disappointment hidden, and failed miserably. 
 “Spark,” Furst agreed. “When you can ignite the wick a hundred times in succession, magus, closed book, we can move on to more… exciting things.” 
 Velor closed the book. A thought occurred to him, not for the first time. But he had never dared to ask it of Ramesh Herkh. “How close does the book have to be, magus? To cast, I mean.” 
 “It varies, depending on the magus and the spell cast. With something as simple as phut nho, I daresay any magus would be able to cast it even if the book were in another room, perhaps further. You’ll understand that it is not a situation we magi would like to find ourselves in. But enough talk, magus. The candle awaits.” 
 Velor took a deep breath, and fixed the concatenation in his memory. “I’m ready.” 
 “Then will it so.” 
 Velor raised his arm and pointed his forefinger at the candle. He traced the concatenation, the glyph and sigil together, in his mind’s eye, joining the spiky phut to the short, sinuous nho, drawing imaginary lines of fire in the space between himself and the candle. 
 A tiny spark flared and died in a heartbeat, perhaps an inch from the tip of his finger. 
 “Again,” said Furst, his tone neutral. 
 Velor called forth phut nho once more. This time the spark appeared, somehow, in the cuff of his woolen robe, which immediately began to smolder. Velor hastily beat it out, red-faced. 
 “You have an excellent eye for the glyphs and sigils, magus. It is unusual to bring forth the spark on one’s first try. Now the challenge is precision. And now you know why it would have been unwise to begin with a fireball.” 
 “Yes, magus, I do.” 
 Furst smiled thinly. “Again, if you will, magus. This time without pointing like a street conjuror.” 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Bulwer was waiting in his rooms when Furst was finally done with him for the day, or rather night. The guardian was lounging in a chair with his boots up on a side table that looked decidedly too delicate, not to mention decrepit, for such treatment. He was reading a book. 
 “The magus returns,” Bulwer said, tossing the book to the carpet. “How did it go?” 
 “I am now the best magical candle-lighter the world has ever seen. Well, except for the other nineteen magi, I suppose. The twentieth-best.” 
 “More than I can say, magus. I have to get along with flint and steel, if I want a flame. And small sparks can lead to great conflagrations. If burning down cities is what you’re after.” 
 “I’d be happy being able to burn down an enemy trying to kill me. Right now, I could light a fire in his beard. If he has a beard.” 
 “It will come,” Bulwer replied. “That, and an enormous amount more.” the guardian shifted in his chair. “Did Furst speak to you about guardians?” 
 “No. Mostly he just said ‘again’ over and over again.” 
 “He will. He will warn you not to become overly friendly with me. Not to rely on me. He’ll remind you that I serve the book, not you. And he’ll be right.” 
 “Will he?” Velor knew it, every novice was taught it. But he was surprise to feel a twinge of sadness to hear it said by Bulwer. 
 “He will be, magus – to an extent.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “I mean what Furst will tell you is the truth. But it isn’t the whole truth. Or at least it didn’t used to be. Nowadays I’m not so sure.” 
 Velor scratched at his nose. “You’re being a little vague, honestly.” 
 Bulwer smiled. “Well, I am more than three hundred years old. Old men have trouble getting to the point sometimes. They wander into side-alleys of thought. Here’s what I mean: If you look in the archives in your copious free time, you might find some interesting accounts of how the early magi and guardians worked together. We weren’t meant to be merely unkillable couriers, returning the book to the college when a magus died.” 
 “So what were you meant to be, then?” 
 “The person who held the book and kept it safe while the magus waded into the fray, making red ruin of the empire’s foes.” 
 Velor chewed on that for a moment. “You mean magi would go into physical combat? Without their books?” 
 “That’s exactly what I mean. Magi armor was spectacular, by the way. Fell and fearsome.” 
 “You saw this with your own eyes?” 
 Bulwer nodded. “The first magus I served with, Clea, cleared out the Sican pirates practically by himself. Pretty sure he was the last magus to wear the armor and do his killing face to face, though. You and he were pretty much of a size, now that I think about it. Anyway, he was a very old-fashioned fellow. Things have changed in the centuries since.” 
 “But why?” Velor asked. 
 “Why what, exactly?” 
 “Why the change?” 
 Bulwer blew out a breath and eased back in his seat. “If I was a less honest man, I’d say the magi turned coward. But that simply isn’t true. Even Herkh, as deeply arrogant and unpleasant as he was, was no coward. No, the more likely reason is right there next to you.” He pointed to Velor’s book, still in its carrying case, hanging from his shoulder, resting at his side. 
 “Since you ask, me,” Bulwer continued, “I would say it’s the books. I don’t have to tell you how addictive they are. The magi are loathe to be physically parted with them, and intentionally bringing them within reach of an enemy is just too great a risk to countenance. The Axumite isn’t around to make replacements anymore, after all.” 
 “Were the books always… like this?” Velor asked. He couldn’t deny the book’s seductive nature. 
 Bulwer shrugged. “Honestly? I’m not sure. I don’t feel the draw, so I’ve only got observation to go on. The magi were much more disciplined men, shall we say, when I was first made a guardian. Everywhere the scars of the skin walker war were still visible. It was history, yes, but still within living memory. I think the magi have grown softer over the generations. Content. They have not faced a true challenge in far too long. But–” Bulwer leaned forward again, and pointed with his chin towards the book once more– “I also think those things have become more potent over time. Some of the concatenations you magi perform today would have been unthinkable when I first became a guardian.” 
 “But that might just have been a shift in focus,” Velor interjected. “If close combat was on the way out, I mean. And consider Herkh; he wasn’t supposed to be noticed at all when he was sent to take care of the witch. Stealth calls for a different set of tools than, uh, red ruin.” 
 Bulwer nodded. “All I’m saying is that if the books have become more powerful, then their other, less savory qualities have probably intensified as well.” 
 “That would not be good. Wait, qualities? As in more than one? Because the one is already bad enough.” 
 Bulwer laughed. “Another night, magus. You look done in. You should rest. Furst will no doubt send someone to wake you before dawn.” 
 Velor couldn’t argue that he wasn’t tired. “I just wish there was some way to speed all this up. There is so much for me to learn, and no telling how long it will take me to learn enough.” 
 “Well, you’ll know when Furst thinks you’ve learned enough, what with the branding ceremony and all.” 
 Velor chuckled. “Funny, guardian. Branding ceremony. Hilarious.” 
 Bulwer wasn’t laughing. 
 “You’re serious?” 
 “I’m serious,” he replied. 
 “I suddenly find myself in less of a hurry.” 
 Bulwer rose and put a hand on Velor’s shoulder. “Get some sleep, Velor. You’ll be doing more than lighting candles tomorrow, I’d wager.” 
 The guardian slipped out, and Velor stared at the fire in the grate. He was tired, but his thoughts dodged and whirled. He tried to imagine the magi of old, wading into battle instead of killing from a distance. He wondered what their armor might have looked like. 
 With a start, he realized he’d all but fallen asleep there in the chair, the book still strapped to his side. He very deliberately unbuckled the straps and placed the book on the side table that had recently supported Bulwer’s booted feet. He turned to go to the bed chamber, and kicked the book that the guardian had been reading. Velor sighed, picked it up and turned to the title page. 
 It was titled A Small Treatise on the Growing of Legumes. 
 “A book on beans,” Velor muttered. “Well, he’s older than dirt. Maybe he’s read everything else.” 
 He tossed the bean book on the chair, stumbled to the bed chamber, and collapsed fully clothed on the softest yet mustiest mattress he’d ever encountered. He was asleep in seconds.







 ~ 8 ~ 
In Axumwiste – deep in the innards of the city that had once risen like a mountain from its surrounds, but now only rose mesa-like – in the depths of a warrenish neighborhood where the sun never shines, there is a black, numberless door set in a wall of ancient stone and plaster, gray with mold and age. 
 This door is never locked. 
 It opens onto a single, nearly featureless room, three strides across and five deep. The room is lit by a single lantern that hangs from a hook in the ceiling, and its light reveals crumbling, water-damaged walls and a remarkably beautiful, if filthy, tiled floor. 
 There is nothing else in the room save for a cupboard-like door set in the wall opposite the entrance, a hand span wide and half that tall, made of black metal. This little door has a little knob made of the same metal, and a keyhole. 
 Into this door went secrets. And out of it – which was the only thing about the room that interested First Among Servants Gwynne of the Imperial College of Magi – came coin. 
 First among Servants Gwynne had been coming to this room for nearly twenty years. His predecessor had brought him here, the first time, when the old man had decided on retiring, and had made up his mind that Gwynne had a similar indifference where loyalty to the college was concerned, and a similar sharp interest in making easy money. 
 For nearly two decades Gwynne had taken the small black key, one of many on his ring, unlocked the cupboard, and placed a scrap of paper inside the small, dark space revealed. On that scrap of paper would be some fact about the magi in general, or one magus in particular, that Gwynne though might be of interest to the one he had been told was called the Clerk. Gwynne would then close and lock the cupboard once more, and go about his business. 
 When he returned (never sooner than two days later; that was the first rule his predecessor had explained to him) payment would be waiting in the cupboard. The payment was always commensurate to the value of the information offered, as judged by the Clerk. Gwynne did not know or care who the Clerk was, and the second rule was not to ask in any case. 
 Over the years, Gwynne had learned well enough the kind of information that would pay the best – Information about the movements and whereabouts of the magi, primarily, and when books changed hands. News of the investiture of a new guardian also paid handsomely. 
 What Gwynne thought of as gossip paid less well; reports of illness and infighting, politicking, personal faults, foibles, and embarrassments of the magi. It paid less well, but still enough for him to understand that it was wanted, and still enough for him to collect it, and pass it on. 
 Gwynne’s mysterious, never-actually-met paymaster took a dim view of trivia, however. Once, when he had been short of funds due to an unwise wager, Gwynne had compiled a list of the dietary particulars of each of the magi: this one being a fiend for strawberries, that one never touching shellfish. That sort of thing. 
 His ‘payment’ had been a dead mouse. It had been pinned to a board, its belly opened, and its stomach teased out and prominently displayed. 
 Gwynne had taken the hint. He’d also taken to heart the third and final rule, which was never, ever knowingly pass on false information. He’d been tempted to, before that. 
 Not after. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 First Among Servants Gwynne left the college before dawn to ride the hour to Axumwiste proper, as he did every third day. Ostensibly his duties required him to do so, to order foodstuffs and other sundries for the college, to arrange for workmen, to do any number of things the magi had absolutely no interest in. And he would do those things, albeit indifferently and pocketing as much as possible in the process. But he would also open a certain black door in the guts of the city, rather far away from the markets and workshops where he had official business. He had news to pass on and coin to make, after all. An apprentice had ridden out, and returned a magus. Gwynne expected at least a double solis for the news, if past payments were any indication. And they had proven to be, over the years. 
 The road from the college to the city was deserted at first, until it joined the market road. Then he joined a swelling stream of farmers bringing their goods to the city’s hundred markets, in everything from hand carts to wagons pulled by four oxen teams. 
 He did not notice the cowled man at the edge of the road, who seemed to be inspecting his horse’s hooves. Nor did he notice when the man set down the hoof he’d been rubbing at and mounted, to follow him at a discreet distance. First Among Servants Gwynne had grown far too comfortable, he realized later, in being generally unimportant and, broadly speaking, invisible. 
 Gwynne attained the city shortly after the sun had risen, but soon left sunlight behind once more to venture into the undercity. He paid his half-copper entry fee to the disinterested East Gate guard, paid another eight coppers at the massive public stables at the base of the Second Stair, and within minutes was lost to the sun inside the labyrinth of Old Town East. 
 Lost to the sun, but not to the man shadowing him. 
 Gwynne took what he believed to be a circuitous route down to the black door. At first he had been more cautious, but the years had worn away any real worry that what he was doing might in any way be dangerous to him. His circuitous route amounted to a couple of extra, unnecessary turnings. He certainly did not take the time to wonder if he might have been followed. 
 He arrived at the door, as usual. Entered, delivered his news to the cupboard as usual. Exited as usual. Walked the short way to the first intersection and turned to the left, where he slammed into a tall, muscular man who had quite deliberately placed himself in Gwynne’s way. 
 Not at all usual. 
 Gwynne stepped back, a curse on his lips. A curse which died stillborn when he saw who he had just collided with. 
 Guardian Bulwer’s colorless eyes glared down at him, nor was his pale-lipped slash of a mouth bent into a smile. 
 “Fancy meeting you here,” the guardian said. 
 “Bulwer! Yes, I was. That is. Why are you here?” 
 “I’ve been following you. What do you think I’m doing here? More importantly, what are you doing down here, you fat, corrupt fuck?” 
 Gwynne spluttered something that didn’t even approach words. His mind offered up not a single explanation, reasonable or otherwise. 
 “At first I thought you were visiting a whorehouse, but not even you would finish that quickly. But the good news is I don’t actually give a shit what seedy business you’re up to.” 
 “You don’t?” 
 “I don’t, as long as you give me what I want.” 
 Gwynne began to fumble for his coin purse. “I don’t have much right now–” 
 Bulwer’s open-handed slap nearly felled him. 
 “Don’t. Fucking. Insult me.” 
 “What do you want, guardian?” 
 “Clea’s armor.” 
 “Wh-what?” 
 “I went down to the armory yesterday, which by the way has not been cleaned in forever. I was looking for magus Clea’s armor. I discovered magus Clea’s armor to be missing. In fact, every suit of magi armor is missing. Three of them have been replaced with truly shitty copies, though. I’m guessing you stopped bothering with replacements when you realized the magi probably wouldn’t notice in your lifetime. Waste of time and money, eh?” 
 “Well but I don’t know anyth–” 
 Bulwer reached out, snake-fast, and broke his pinkie finger. When his screaming subsided, Bulwer spoke again. 
 “Here’s the thing about being a guardian, Gwynne, the thing I like more than anything else, maybe the only thing: there is exactly one crime I can be tried for, and it is not murder. I could open you up on the street in front of a hundred witnesses and walk away whistling. So do not fucking lie to me.” 
 Gwynne, crouched down in the street, his body curled protectively around the pain, nodded. 
 “Where is Clea’s armor?” 
 “I sold it to a collector. I don’t know where it is now.” 
 “I’m going to give you a week to get it back. Every day after that, I break another finger. When I run out of fingers, I break your fucking neck.” 
 “But I don’t know where it is! It could be in Hyrolia for all I know!” 
 “That is very much not my problem. And remember this: You can run and hide if you want, but you’d better run far and hide yourself so well that you don’t even know where you are. Because I don’t fucking die, you piece of shit, and I don’t forget.” 
 First Among Servants Gwynne nodded. 
 “Clea’s armor. One week. Say it.” 
 “Clea’s armor, one week.” 
 “Good day to you then.” 
 Then Bulwer was gone, and Gwynne sat down in the dark alley and waited for the shaking to subside.







 ~ 9 ~ 
The creature that wore Ramesh Herkh rode within sight of the Convent of Infinite Peace just as true dawn broke over the Kash. Breath steamed from its mouth and the horse’s nostrils in the still air and nearly liquid light. The two of them made the only sound, possibly for miles around. 
 He was a lord, and his caste was able to appreciate beauty – even, after so long in this alien realm, the abstract beauty of a sunrise in the sere, cold, nearly featureless desert. There was a cleanness, a simplicity that was subtle, yet moving in those few moments when the sun’s rays first took the waste. 
 The convent was another matter. 
 The mount that it was built atop rose like a spear from the body of the flat desert that surrounded it; unnatural, a violation. Dawn’s light painted the dust of the Kash with a subtle orange glow – but not the mount. In the day, it was the gray-black of cinders. And before the sun rose, it was the lightless black inside a closed coffin. 
 “I have worn human flesh for far too long,” the skin walker chided itself. “As if I’d ever seen the inside of a coffin.” He twitched the reins and walked his horse forward once more. 
 The humans had begun building the nunnery during the war, and completed it shortly after. It was the product of the combined effort of the empire, Roumney, Ardesh and the northern holds, and was still supported – and used – by all of them. It was a singular example of cooperation between the squabbling nations, and a testament to just how close the creature’s kind had come to winning their war. That was its secret, true history. Well, part of it at any rate. 
 It was indeed a convent – all but a select few men were forbidden entrance, on pain of immediate, messy death. It was also the repository for anything its builders considered too precious, or too dangerous, to be left at large. Or in the case of human females, at liberty. Anything they could not bear to see stolen or destroyed – or deflowered. It was a convent, albeit one dedicated to an invented religion. But it was also a treasure hoard, a prison, a vault, a citadel, a repository. A place of hidden, fiercely guarded secrets. 
 The humans had conceived of and begun to build the convent based on one of the most closely guarded secrets of all: that his kind, skin walkers, could not inhabit a female body. 
 The thing smiled. Even this citadel of secrets had secrets of its own, unsuspected by its own sentinels. 
 He reached the base of the mount by mid-morning. Before him, set deep into the stone of the mount, stood a black iron door fifteen feet tall, six wide and, he had been informed, more than a foot thick. Armies would be hard pressed to breach the defenses of the convent. None had ever tried, of course, though his kind had made the plans necessary to do so, before the tide of war had turned on them. 
 Those plans had not included breaching the door from without. 
 He dismounted and pounded on the door with the pommel of a dagger. 
 Eventually a muffled banging and clanking could be heard from within, and the door slowly swung open enough to display a black-habited nun holding a water skin. And two more nuns to either side of her, holding crossbows. Shiny, sharp-tipped bolts were pointed directly at his face. The lead nun held the skin out toward him. 
 “You will find a caravan route two days’ walk to the northeast, traveler. Here is more than enough water to see you there.” 
 “Is this not the Convent of Infinite Peace, then?” the skin walker asked. 
 “It is.” 
 “Because those crossbows are decidedly not peaceful.” 
 The nun tossed the water skin to the sand at his feet. “If you know where you are, then you also know men are forbidden entry. Be on your way.” 
 “But I just got here,” he replied, smiling. 
 The nun signaled to someone outside of his view, and the door began to close. 
 “Oh, now don’t do that,” it said. “I’ve come all this way to talk to one of your sisters. To pass a message. From the emperor.” 
 The nun gestured again, and the door came to a halt. 
 “Give me the message. I will deliver it.” 
 “I’m afraid that’s not possible. I was instructed to deliver it directly.” 
 “Then I will have the sister brought down to speak with you.” 
 “Excellent idea. But it’s my understanding the sister in question has some… mobility issues. It might prove difficult to get her down all the stairs I’m told lie behind your impressive door.” 
 “Which sister do you speak of?” 
 “Sister Nimrun,” he replied, smiling. 
 The nun frowned. “It’s true sister Nimrun is unable to walk. But that does not change the fact that no man is allowed inside the convent.” 
 “Yes, well, that’s not quite true, now is it. An imperial agent is to be allowed entry, isn’t he? A day pass of sorts, as I recall?” The creature that wore Ramesh Herkh unbuttoned his shirt and exposed the imperial brand above his mount’s heart. 
 The nun frowned. “Why didn’t you announce yourself to begin with?” 
 “Well where would the fun be in that?” 
 The nun gave another signal, and the two sisters behind her lowered their weapons. Two other sisters, hidden in the dust behind him, threw off their camouflage and rose. None of them looked amused. 
 “I knew they were there,” the skin walker false-whispered to the nun, eyes twinkling. 
 “Of course you did,” she replied in kind. She signaled once again, and the door opened wide. 
 The skin walker led his mount inside. 
 In the centuries that the monastery had stood, the creature had never been inside it. But then, he had never before had the opportunity to wear the flesh of a magus. Or rather an ex-magus. If Ramesh Herkh had still been the bearer of a book, it would have been impossible to take his body as a mount. But Herkh had lost his book – though not the brand that marked him as an imperial agent. 
 No doubt warning was being sent, to those who had cause to know, that Ramesh Herkh was no longer a servant of the empire. But as fast as that word might fly, it could not have outpaced him to the convent. No doubt it would reach here eventually. No doubt once it did, there would be… questions for sister Nimrun. 
 It would be nothing the sweet sister could not deal with. 
 Beyond the formidable door lay a vast circular chamber, easily a hundred yards across. Torch lit and smoky, the skin walker could still see that the chamber’s ceiling was high and vaulted, with a black metal disc five feet in diameter capping its apex. 
 The unarmed nun brought forth a small hand-bell from a pocket of her habit and rang it twice. It echoed strangely in the cavernous space, but not so strangely that the skin walker didn’t hear the faint response from above, the peal of another bell, differently timbered. 
 The nun rang her bell once more, this time in a complicated code. 
 Slowly the disc in the ceiling began to lower, revealing itself to be the base of a wrought-iron, spiral staircase that descended screw-like from the shaft in the ceiling. 
 One of the crossbow nuns tossed him a black cloth bag. 
 “What’s this for, then?” 
 “Blindfold. Put it on.” 
 “I’d prefer not to, honestly.” 
 “I’d prefer not to drag your unconscious body up all those stairs, but if I have to I will. And I’ll make sure the back of your head gets intimately acquainted with each one.” 
 “You’re a persuasive lot, for all that you seem to not enjoy talking much.” 
 “Just put it on.” 
 The creature did. And then, guided by a firm hand on its upper arm, he began the ascent. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 After an interminable climb followed by a long, level walk, they sat him in a chair and told him to wait. When he reached to take off the bag, someone said “Do that and I’ll stick you.” 
 “You can stick me, or I can return to the emperor and when his imperial majesty says, ‘did you see sister Nimrun as we instructed you?’ I can reply, ‘well, I talked to someone, definitely a woman, but there was a bag over my head so it could have been anybody really.’ At which point torturers will likely be summoned. I think I prefer you to ‘stick’ me here and now, thank you.” 
 There was a grunt, and then the bag was snatched from his head, none too gently. The creature looked around. Blank, windowless, white-washed walls, and the ceiling the same. A candle on a stand. A nun with a blade in her hand. 
 “It would be difficult to imagine a more featureless room,” he remarked. 
 “You’re an imperial agent. Is security such a foreign concept to you?” 
 “Oh, please don’t misunderstand me. I wholly approve, on a professional level. I’m just easily bored.” 
 The nun’s lips formed a tight, straight line. She kept her blade visible. 
 A few minutes later he heard the door behind him open, and sister Nimrun was pushed in. 
 They positioned her wheeled chair to face him but out of, he noticed, his reach. She was old; her face deep scored by life, and those lines emphasized in the candlelight. Her eyes were piercing, her demeanor disdainful. 
 “And what does the emperor want of me?” she asked. 
 “They call you the Deathless, sister. Is that true?” 
 “Well that is nothing short of idiotic. Anyone or any living thing could be called deathless, until the moment they die.” 
 “But not everyone currently alive was also alive during the Axumite’s time. They say you were. If true, that makes you unique. Unique enough for a hyperbolic title.” 
 “Is this what the emperor sent you to discuss with me?” 
 “No. My own curiosity only. The emperor wishes to know about the princess Anya of Roumney. It seems you were a mentor of sorts to her.” 
 “And how would the emperor know that?” 
 The creature smiled. “The emperor knows many things. Best not to ask how he knows what he knows.” 
 “All right. Why does the emperor wish to know more about Anya, or my relationship with her?” 
 “Oh, you haven’t heard, I suppose. News must not travel fast across the Kash. It’s because she’s trying to conquer the world.” He leaned forward. “So the emperor sent me to find out just what you fucking taught her up here.” 
 The elderly nun smiled and shrugged slightly. “What did I teach her? It’s no great mystery, imperial. I taught her how to conquer the world. She was a glorious pupil, obviously.” 
 He laughed, loud and genuine. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 The skin walker rode away from the nunnery as the sun bled out its rays on the horizon. The morning had been still, but dusk brought with it a cutting wind, one that did more than stir the dust. 
 It had been more than two centuries since he’d last seen her. In some ways he regretted that they’d had to play parts – him the imperial agent, her the aged nun. But it had also been enjoyable. His queen had never lacked for bitterly sharp wit, and their improvisational conversation had been a joy to participate in. Oh, the whispers and reports that would fly to Roumney, to Ardesh, even to the northern holds! And as for the empire – well. Confusion was always to be wished upon an enemy. Yes, it endangered her, his meeting with her. But if the empire violated a centuries-old compact and attempted to remove her from the convent for questioning, then they’d bring the northern holds into the war, and not on their side. They would not be foolish enough to risk it, and if they were, they would fail, and pay a heavy price. 
 The hours they had talked, that they had mimed a conversation, had been a sort of entertaining and yet frustrating foreplay, to be endured and enjoyed in equal measure. Their true conversation had happened in an instant, when he’d been told by his humorless minder that his time had expired, and it was time for him to leave. 
 “I ask your blessing then, sister Deathless,” he’d said, and knelt before her, head bowed. 
 “You have it, cunning one,” she’d whispered, and touched his cheek with one withered hand. 
 With her touch came all that she wished him to know, and all that she wished him to do. With it came all the love of a queen for one of her consorts. It had been all he could do not to faint under the force of it. 
 The Axumite had, at his end, inflicted terrible blows on his queen. He had trapped her in a single mount. Eventually her mount would die, and her with it. She who truly should have been deathless no longer was. 
 He had stripped her of her ability to communicate with her consorts or her progeny at any distance greater than touch – able to hear, but not speak, she knew all that they knew, but could not share her wisdom. 
 Worst of all, the Axumite had rendered her barren. That had been the telling blow. 
 The Axumite had won the war, at the eventual cost of his own life. But the Axumite had not killed his adversary, oh no. And because he had not killed her, he had lost the next war. 
 The creature did not smile as he rode southwest towards Roumney. His bared teeth did not resemble a smile, not in the slightest. 
   



   

How is a master to cleave to their purpose? The world is impure, humanity is impure. We are creatures born to fail, to falter. We are shackled and near-blind, able to glimpse our greater selves and greater purpose only fleetingly, and that only if we are supremely lucky.


 


How is a master to cleave to their purpose, once it is found?


 


They must protect those who cannot protect themselves. This is the only moral purpose in mastering the sword.


 


They must obey their conscience, that inner sentinel that always seems to know, even in the blackest night, from which direction the light must inevitably return.


 


They must pray for the courage to unceasingly do the first two. For the master is, in truth, merely a servant, and no better than those they serve.

   
   
 -from the Testament of Andos (Unexpurgated)
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Through the winter and into the spring, the penal cohort labored eastward along the northern border, renewing defensive works that had, in most cases, gone centuries unmanned and untended. They dug trenches, and threw up earthworks. They hauled stone to bolster crumbling walls and tottering watchtowers. They cleared brush and woods to create fields of fire. 
 They were whipped, and cursed, and beaten by their overseers, and occasionally peppered with arrows by probing Roumnans. But the hottest part of the war, or so they overheard, was still further west, in what was left of Reos Port and its surrounds. 
 Further east, they said, towards Wyeth, not so far and closer every time the penal cohort moved, the dead would march out of the black night of new moons and slaughter whole villages. And then the freshly slaughtered villagers would rise, and march back into the darkness with their killers. 
 They said an unholy fog was creeping across the land, and the land the fog claimed sickened and died. They said things lived in the mists that would call to people, and if you heard their call, you would go to them and never return. 
 Caida wondered who ‘they’ were, but said nothing. 
 “They’ll send us into the mists,” Eight mumbled dolefully as they dug out rocks from a muddy field somewhere near the Crechnan Forest. “We’re expendable. Ex-pen-da-ble. They’ll tie ropes around our fucking necks and whip us into the mists, and once the screaming stops, they’ll drag our corpses out to see what did us in.” 
 Nine snorted. “You’re pissing yourself over mist? Some far away mist you haven’t even seen, and likely doesn’t even exist, and you’ve got a dozen nasty ways to die within whistling distance.” He shook his head. “There’s a word for you, Eight.” 
 “Yeah? What is it?” 
 “I don’t know,” Nine admitted, “but it is not flattering.” 
 Caida let their words wash over him, and concentrated on prying the stubborn stone before him out of the sucking mud with pick ax and bare hands. They were repairing a road that had been washed out in a spring flood, and needed fill. 
 “What do you think, Ten?” 
 Caida paused and looked at Nine. 
 “Will they send us to die in the witch queen’s mists? Or will we find a not so exciting end?” 
 Caida shook his head and turned back to his stone. 
 “Now you see, Eight, our friend Ten has given us wisdom,” said Nine. 
 “What wisdom? He didn’t say shit. Probably didn’t even understand the question.” 
 “Oh, he did. And his reply was simple and to the point.” 
 “What reply? He just shook his head.” 
 “Yes, and just like that, he told us it doesn’t fucking matter how we go, and thinking about it is just a waste of time. Completely useless.” 
 Eight spat into the mud. “Ten’s a crack-brain. that’s not wisdom, just addled wits. And you’re just letting shit spew out of your mouth, as usual.” 
 The lash sang out, leaving a thin weal along Eight’s bare back. It was a lazy, nearly gentle warning, as those things went. The guard, Giabelt, didn’t bother to say why. He didn’t have to – both because it was obvious and because he literally didn’t need to have to have a reason to whip his charges. To death if he saw fit. Wishert and Giabelt were better than some of the other chains’ guards. But better was a very relative thing. They were slightly lazier, and slightly less cruel in consequence. 
 Eight and Nine turned their attention back to the rocks and the mud. After a safe interval, Nine muttered “Ten may be crack-brained, I cannot say. But he is smart enough not to get the lash for the lip-flapping.” 
 Caida didn’t hear him. His mind had already wandered away while his body labored. 
 His mind was fractured, or so he might have told them, if he still spoke. 
 The numbness that had protected him, at first, had eroded over the days and weeks. Now there were thoughts to be avoided, whole oceans of them. Entire continents of memory and emotion that surrounded him, that he could not let himself set foot upon. Chains of thought that lay black and heavy upon his mind, like dark paths down to Dureg’s worst hell, and if he let a single foot fall wrong, he might never leave the path until he was dead, or gone completely mad. 
 Thoughts about betrayal. 
 Thoughts about a woman. 
 Thoughts about the perversion of faith, and the foolishness of the faithful. 
 If he let himself think on what his abbot had done to him, a red mist would start to cloud his sight, and he would start to tremble with the force of his hate. The rage was like a sickness, as if his very spirit wanted to vomit, but his mouth was sewn shut. The few times he had not been careful enough, and the rage had gotten its hooks into him, it had taken hours for it to dissipate and it left him physically ill. 
 It had been all he could do, those times, to not start killing the guards. To not stop until they were all dead, or he was. 
 He could not allow those rages to become anything more than impotent. The consequences of that would be far worse. It would not be possible for him, chained to nine other men, with a farm implement, to kill all the overseers and all the imperial troopers before he was cut down, or far more likely, taken down with a crossbow bolt. And once he had been cut down or shot down, those nine other men he was chained to would also be executed. That was the law of the penal cohort. The chain might be ten men, but they shared a single fate. The crime of one meant punishment for all, and there was no middle ground between whipping and hanging that Caida had seen. 
 He could accept his own death. He could not allow himself to give in to the madness so completely that he would accept theirs. 
 The other piece of his mind that he tried to avoid was even worse than the rage. 
 It wore her face sometimes. Sometimes it wore his mother’s face, or his grandfather’s. Sometimes it was just a shadow standing next to him as he labored, or lay on the ground and tried to sleep. 
 Its name was despair. 
 It whispered to him. It asked why he continued to struggle, when he had been betrayed by everything and everyone he had placed his faith in. It said, in soft, slow weighted words, that his whole life had been a lie. That he had never been anything but a tool. That his life as a slave was what was left, when all the lies had finally been stripped away. 
 It told him that this was his fate, and the only escape was in death. 
 Between incandescent rage and suffocating despair, he feared despair far more. 
 He spent his days and nights in a shifting, treacherous no man’s land between the two. Perversely, the back-breaking toil that had become his lot helped him to retain his precarious balance, his semblance of sanity. During the day he would focus on whatever task was at hand with a fierceness of concentration that came easily to a trained Andine, and lose himself in physical exertion much as he had while practicing his sword devotions. And at night, exhaustion helped to drive him down into deep, dreamless slumber. 
 Most nights. 
 And between the labor and sleep, he practiced the sword forms, if only in his mind. On the nights that despair visited, he would lay on his filthy scrap of blanket and, unvoiced, chant the mantra taught to him on his first day at the monastery, the one that began: I am a wheel whose edge is death. He would silently chant and motionlessly work the forms until sleep came – or the sun rose, and the overseers drove them up to eat and shit and piss, and then on to the next task. 
 He no longer called it prayer. Now it was a reminder of what he was, when everything else had been stripped away. When the time came – and it would come, some day – he had to be prepared, because in his saner moments he knew that both rage and despair were just two faces of the same beast: surrender. 
 Caida knew that he was almost certain to lose this contest with fate. He knew that dying on the chain was the most likely end for him. He accepted that fate would almost certainly defeat him. 
 But he refused to just surrender to it. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Weeks flowed like water. Caida was aware of the passing of time only in the most general way; a slow warming, the blooming of the honey-colored dalcrests along the roadside, the sudden appearance of boyne beetles in the trees, and their monotonous evening song. The shackles no longer burning cold against his ankles, where the strips of cloth torn from his blanket to wrap them with slipped. Winter was finished, and spring had taken its place. 
 The penal cohort continued its eastward crawl. 
 One late afternoon after a gentle rain, as they shuffled up a hill in the mud, Caida heard, above the rustling, clanking chains of nearly three hundred slaves, the sound of battle. 
 They had reached that area between Roumney, the empire and Wyeth known as the Triangle. Roumney had the best claim to it, but the land was indifferent and not well suited for farming or well situated for trade, and so it had always been a near empty space between the Crechnan Forest and the river Calis. Sheep outnumbered people in the Triangle. There was very little to fight over there. 
 Caida’s chain crested the hill, and he saw that the Roumnans and the imperials were fighting nonetheless. 
 It wasn’t a large battle, as these things went. Caida estimated there were roughly five hundred troopers on a side. He could see by the trail of corpses that the fight had been going on for some time, and that the Roumnans had given ground more than once. The two lines were engaged in bitter, face-to-face melee and the ring of steel on steel and the cries of the wounded and dying floated up to the chain on the warm spring air. 
 Their overseers called a halt, and the chains collapsed into the mud of the road and watched the battle in the fading light. 
 “They’ll have to break off soon,” Caida heard Seven say. “Sun’s almost down. This won’t be decided today. Not enough archers and no cavalry on either side. Just straight butchery.” 
 “You know something about fighting, then?” Nine asked him. “Maybe you were a trooper once upon a time?” 
 Seven’s jaw tightened, and he didn’t reply. He was proved right a few minutes later, though, when the flat blare of a Roumnan horn rang out. It was answered a moment later by its imperial counterpart, and slowly, messily, the lines began to disengage. 
 There was some discussion at the head of their cohort, between the lieutenant of the regular troopers assigned to the penal cohort and the penal guards’ commander, the one-eared Commander Leat, known more simply as the warden. Caida saw Leat shrug, then give orders to his second. 
 Soon the word had been passed. Ten chains would go down and strip the imperial dead of their kit – arms and armor. They were to leave any personal effects alone, on pain of death. They were also to leave Roumnan corpses alone. No punishment was mentioned. While the first ten chains were busy with that, the rest of the imperial slaves would set to work digging a mass grave. 
 Caida’s chain was the eighth. He began to tremble. The rage had suddenly seized him by the throat, and was shaking him like a doll. 
 For the first time in months, he was about to hold a sword in his hand. How many could he kill before they took him down with their crossbows? Would the others in his chain try to stop him? They would have to, if they didn’t want to be executed for his rebellion. Would he kill them as well? Could he? 
 All these thoughts whirled through his mind as the chains shuffled down the hill towards the battlefield. 
 As they came closer to Leat, the commander must have seen something in Caida’s eyes. Certainly, Leat knew what Caida had been before. 
 “Giabelt!” he shouted. “Not your chain. Let them dig.” 
 Caida did not know whether to be relieved or crushed at the decision. But in the end, none of the chains dug, or stripped corpses. 
 A warning horn blared from the imperial encampment below. A single rider had appeared from the east, barely visible in the gloom. Even to Caida’s sharp eyes, horse and rider were hardly more than a smudge. 
 The rider stopped perhaps a hundred yards distant from the battlefield, at the midpoint between the corpses and the shallow river Calis. It raised an arm, and from its hand burst forth a sickening green light, and countless writhing tentacles of mist. 
 That mist, viper-quick, snaked across the battleground, flitting unerringly from corpse to corpse. Caida heard the imperial commander calling his troops to assemble, but they were scattered across the encampment below, most flat on their backs, exhausted after a day of killing. Perhaps a score had gotten into a semblance of a formation when the dead began to stir. 
 They tottered to their feet, Roumnan and imperial alike, and shambled in unison towards the lone rider, the summoner. They crawled, who could not walk. 
 The rider turned his mount and trotted back towards the river, towards Wyeth, and the dead followed. 
 Every corpse the penal cohort encountered after that – or more often generated, from the ranks of the chains – was burned, not buried.
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Aseason had passed since she had summoned them, and the skin walkers who captained her army were as fractious and demanding as the first day. More so. The creatures were skilled enough at tactics, but they were dangerously impatient, and growing insolent. Their vile appearances already made them difficult to stomach; their growing churlishness and lack of respect only added to her distaste. It was not a situation that Anya could allow to continue unchecked. 
 It always became more pronounced, the more of them were present. That morning all ten happened to be in Thunderhead. They were gathered in the courtyard, squatting in a circle, speaking to each other in a language that was not human. Anya disliked having them all in the same place for that very reason. There was no assurance of loyalty regarding their service; quite the opposite. And while they may have been discussing the merits of ambush in comparison to direct assault, she very much doubted it. 
 She strode up to their monstrous knitting circle and chose one at random, the one whose face had come to resemble nothing so much as a jackal. 
 “You. Take a patrol of the half-dead down the God’s Balcony. Scout a half-day’s ride into the steps.” She turned away. 
 “So that I can fight grass?” the creature retorted, its words distorted by its malformed mouth. 
 Anya froze. Turned back to the creature. “Did you just question my order?” 
 The creature sneered in reply, then looked away. 
 “Heirus,” she called. 
 “Sorceress,” he replied from the door of the keep. 
 “I want you and all these curs down in the numen’s chamber.” 
 “Certainly, sorceress. May I ask why?” 
 “I have something to show you all.” So saying, she strode off toward the storehouse and the trap door within it, that led down into the bowels of the earth. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 They did follow her down, though she noted they took their time about it. She also noticed Heirus was the last to descend the iron rungs, and that he hung back once he’d completed the descent. She wondered if he had forced them to comply, and if he knew her well enough to prefer to be the furthest from her in a situation such as this. 
 Anya stood with the numen at her back. It pulsed out blood-red light in a slow heart-beat’s tempo. 
 “Why bring us down here?” Jackal-face asked. Demanded, really. 
 Anya smiled. “I was told once, by someone whose opinion I respect, that soldiers perform best when they understand why they are given the orders they are given. That having sufficient information enables them to win battles, in essence. I was also told, by another whose opinion I respect, that insolence from inferiors must never be countenanced, lest order devolve into chaos. Tell me, captain, which of these is applicable today?” 
 “Too many words,” it replied. “You talk too much, and do too little.” 
 “All right, let’s make it simpler. Tell me what it is that bothers you.” 
 It stalked up to her. “We collect the dead,” it slurred through malformed lips. “We patrol the borders. We barely fight.” It loomed over her, leaned down until its snout was bare inches from her face. “We are bored, human, and you are timid. You waste us. You do not lead.” 
 “Oh, you feel wasted,” she said, languidly stepping around the thing. It pivoted to continue to face her. When its back was to the numen, she stopped. “Well I can certainly find a better use for you, at the very least.” 
 “What use?” it grunted. 
 “As an example,” she replied, and in one fluid motion she snatched the pendant that allowed him to summon and control the dead from his neck, and slammed the creature backwards with her sorcerous strength. 
 It crashed against the numen, which instantly – and explosively – rejected its touch. The thing came apart; gobbets of flesh, pink splinters of bone and buckets of blood were hurled away from the pulsing egg, painting the chamber and everyone in it a carnal red. 
 Heirus dropped to his knees and bowed his head like a puppet with cut strings, and the others hastily imitated him. None of them uttered a word, for which she was glad. If any of them had, she might not have been able to contain her fury. 
 “If any of you creatures ever dares speak to me in such a fashion again,” she said, gore dripping from her unnoticed, “If any of you questions a command of mine again, I will slaughter you, each and every one.” 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 When she left the numen’s chamber, they still knelt, moving not a muscle. She intended to go straight to her chamber, to strip the filthy dress from her body and bathe, but she discovered that an unseasonably cold rain had begun to fall while she had been making her example. So instead she walked out of Thunderhead, and into the unclean mist and cleansing, cooling rain. As always, her coterie of half-dead, half-killed, utterly biddable slaves trailed her, by now unnoticed. 
 She wandered for a long time, aimlessly, letting her anger cool and letting the rain wash clean, to the extent possible, all the gore. Anger had only limited use, and serious drawbacks, or so sister Nimrun had taught her. Anya found that to be true. She’d killed the first out of anger, but she still would have done it if she’d felt nothing but vague pique, or nothing at all. Such a direct threat to her command could not be allowed, or her control of the creatures, and her plan, would have evaporated. 
 She had used the numen to be sure of the thing’s demise, for a skin walker was notoriously, historically hard to permanently kill… which was exactly why Andos’s single-handed slaughter of eleven of them in a single battle, though it had cost him his own life, had become such a legend, and given birth to an entire religious order. 
 Unbidden, a memory rose up – of brother Caida carrying her through the slaughtered armsmen he had heaped at her door, to keep her from harm. He had been sheeted in blood, much as she had just been only a short time before. There had been no gentle spring rain, then, to wash him clean. 
 A coppery taste filled her mouth, and she realized she had been biting the inside of her cheek. 
 Anya turned her thoughts away from Andines. 
 She had almost – almost – lost her self-control, and prematurely begun the purge of the skin walkers that she knew must inevitably happen. That would have been a mistake, for several reasons. First, there was no guarantee she would have come out the victor. Heirus and the nine remaining captains certainly wouldn’t have kept still and let her execute them one by one. Second, discarding the skin walkers at this juncture would seriously disrupt plans that were already in motion. Third, she would not have gotten them all; there was at least one more, in Roumney, preparing to take the reins of power in that country. If it hadn’t already. 
 She doubted it would approve of her executing its kin. Making an enemy of a creature that knew a considerable portion of her plans and had control of an army would have been a serious blunder. 
 She also doubted it was the only other skin walker at large in the world. 
 As what light there was began to flee the mist-shrouded sky, she remembered one other thing sister Nimrun had told her about anger: that it often masks fear. 
 She began the walk back to Thunderhead, trying to decide if the anger she had felt in the numen’s chamber had been masking some fear, and if so, what it might have been fear of. 
 She had reached no conclusion by the time her walk was done. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 When Anya returned to her chambers, fresh clothing had been laid out on her bed, and a hot bath had been drawn. It was a first. She bathed and changed, and when she had finished, she went into the parlor room of the suite she had occupied since she’d first arrived at Thunderhead. She saw no reason to move. 
 Heirus was waiting for her. As he had often done before revealing what he truly was, he was bent over the chess board. He was playing against himself, apparently. She sat in one of the battered chairs and began to dry her hair with her towel. 
 “You know why I wait,” she said to him without preamble. 
 “I do, sorceress, though you have not made your motives explicit to them. Your host now numbers nearly twenty thousand, and Drum is defended by a scant five hundred. For simple creatures such as your captains, your forbearance seems incomprehensible. And you know how I feel about your… other goal.” 
 “Very well. This morning I followed sister Nimrun’s advice. Tonight, with you, I will follow brother Caida’s. But first I want answers about your kind. How many of you survived the war?” she asked him. 
 Heirus merely smiled. 
 “Very well. The histories speak of skin walker lords. You are one?” 
 “I am, lady.” 
 “Then there must be others of your kind who are not lords.” 
 “Indeed. There are also soldiers, as you know, and… slaves, I suppose is the best word. They are barely conscious creatures. We are a race of castes.” 
 “And what does your race want with the world of men?” 
 “I will be honest with you, sorceress, though I think you will not believe me. We are a race of peace. Strife is foreign to our essential nature. We do not, and have never warred amongst our own kind. We spoke before of a war in heaven – our ruler seeks for our people a refuge from that war. Our enemies cannot follow us here.” 
 “Your kind must be losing the war, then.” 
 “It is a war of annihilation, and our ruler is prudent. My lowly self is not privy to her thoughts or plans, but a wise ruler prepares for every eventuality.” 
 Anya nodded slightly, but she had caught the pronoun. The thing had referred to its ruler as ‘her.’ They were led by a female, whatever that meant for their kind. And she remembered Heirus referring to the impostor skin walker as ‘he’. Interesting to note that the monsters were definitely gendered. 
 She was not fool enough to be lulled by Heirus’s talk of their peaceful nature. If they were facing annihilation, the skin walkers would not hesitate to rip the world away from humanity to survive it. Self-preservation would always trump any other concern of any given group, and virtually any individual. Such was the nature of… nature, she supposed. 
 But she went on as if none of that had occurred to her. 
 “The dog who insulted me, he was not a lord.” 
 “No, lady. He was a soldier. A strigothi. They understand only force. I was prepared to dispatch him myself, but it was far better that you did it. All their caste will show you proper deference now. It is… instinctual with them.” 
 “All the captains I have summoned are of the soldier caste?” 
 “Yes, lady.” 
 “And is that why they have such a revolting effect on their hosts? Their mounts, as you would have it?” 
 “Yes, lady. Their cruder nature shows through, I am afraid.” 
 Anya tossed the towel aside and picked up her tortoise-shell comb from the small side table. Her only comb. The irony of being one of the most powerful people in the world, and living as a near-pauper, did not escape her. Well, not for much longer. “One more thing, Heirus,” she said as she began to work through the tangles. 
 “Anything the sorceress wishes.” 
 “If your race is naturally peaceful, then how comes it you have a soldier caste?” 
 For once, the thing did not have an instant answer. It looked down at the chess board, and let out a small sigh. “The war in heaven has been a long one, lady. Longer than your kind have possessed intellect. It was old when your race first tamed fire, and older still when you abandoned foraging for farming. Such a war forces change on any peaceful species who would survive it.” 
 “Adapt, or die,” Anya said, remembering yet another piece of wisdom imparted by sister Nimrun. 
 “Indeed, sorceress. Exactly that.” Heirus moved a pawn to the end of the board, and replaced it with its previously fallen queen. He looked… morose, she thought. 
 “Now for your explanation. Taking the dead from my enemies is as much about instilling fear as it is bolstering my forces. Olse admonishes the wise ruler to prepare the ground upon which battle will be done. Battles are always won or lost, first of all, in the minds and hearts of the combatants. I want the combatants, the soldiers, afraid – horrified – at the thought of facing me.” 
 “I believe you are succeeding. I also believe that if you wait too long, that horror will fade.” 
 “You are not wrong. I will have to assault Drum soon. But there is still time.” She sighed. “Honestly, what is so heinous about commanding the dead to fight for me? Which is worse – to bury a man after you send him to his death, or to send him to battle after his life is done, sparing the living his fate?” 
 “These are human questions, concerning human philosophies, sorceress. I do not feel qualified to venture an opinion on them.” 
 She waved the issue away. “Back to the matter at hand, then. I am as impatient as those beasts you had me summon, Heirus,” she admitted, “and for better reason – I am much less likely to live forever. The time spent in these mists, in this crumbling wreck, has been no joy for me. But I take calculated risks, not reckless ones.” 
 “I know it, my sorceress. And on that note, there is news.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “First, from Roumney. My brother reports that he has at last infiltrated the palace, and awaits only your word to proceed.” 
 “Well. He has not been hasty.” 
 “If you only wished your father dead, that could have been accomplished months ago. The impersonation, rather than the simple assassination of so prominent a figure requires patience and great care. A trail of deaths, leading ever-closer to the king’s inner circle, is no easy thing to arrange without suspicion.” 
 “Trail of deaths?” 
 “My kin moves from mount to mount, positioning himself, sorceress, and gathering information. When he moves from one to the next, a corpse is the inevitable, regrettable by-product.” 
 “You know your business, as I assume your kin knows his. In any case, I wish it to happen after I take Drum, not before. We will discuss it further at the proper time.” 
 “Which leads me to the second piece of news,” he replied. “The emperor has dispatched a magus to Drum.” 

Finally. Instead of contenting herself with plaguing the city with petty sorcerous sendings, she could finally finish it, and be finished with it. “I would ask how you know, but it would be pointless.” 
 “The sorceress is as wise as she is fierce and beautiful.” 
 “I very much doubt your kind has any appreciation for human beauty, though you obviously understand flattery. When is the magus expected to arrive in Drum?” 
 “It is a twelve day journey from the capital to Drum, assuming remounts are available. I do not know exactly when the magus left, but likely not more than two days ago.” 
 “We will assume two days, then. I want to take the city before he arrives. But he must not learn of it on the road, lest he be frightened off. We must thread the needle.” 
 “How do you propose taking a city without word getting out, sorceress?” 
 She smiled. “With a little magic, of course. And careful planning.” 
 He waited for her to continue. When it became apparent to him that she was not going to explain further, he shook his head. It was a very human gesture. She took pity on him. 
 “In the morning I will lay out the battle plan to you and the captains. I have taken the Andine’s words to heart. But I want to think a little more.” 
 “I still think trying to take a magus’s book is almost certain to fail,” he said. 
 “I believe you will be surprised, Heirus. I think it will be a relatively simple matter. And the benefits will outweigh any risk, if I succeed.” 
 “Will they?” 
 “Tell me how possessing one of the empire’s coveted books of magic would be a mistake.” 
 He was silent for a moment. Then, “My kind is not fond of them, sorceress,” It wasn’t quite an answer. 
 “Follow my orders, explicitly and implicitly, and you will never have cause to fear one in my possession.” And that wasn’t quite true. Or even slightly true. 
 “As I already do that,” he replied, “nothing will change should you gain possession of a book. But first you must gain possession of it, and I still maintain it will be no easy task, even for you. And we do not know what sort of protections the Axumite invested the books with. Beyond those that affect my kind, of course.” 
 She set the comb down and looked at him directly. “I appreciate a challenge, and I am suitably mindful of the Axumite’s workings.” She still remembered being rebuffed from Axumwiste during her flight. Never in her life had she been exposed to such raw power, barring the numen. “In any case, we now have two compelling reasons to take Drum. No more idling, Heirus. Your soldier kin should be pleased.” 
 “Their pleasure is something even I prefer not to contemplate, lady. And after today’s failing, they should only be contemplating how to prove their worth to you.” 
 “You are not wrong.” 
 “I bid you good night then, lady.” He rose to leave. Before he reached the door, she called him back. 
 “Heirus. We will almost certainly march tomorrow, after I have spoken. Some of us, at least. See that the necessaries are prepared for me.” 
 Heirus bowed. “Your servant, sorceress.” 
 When he left, Anya said to the closed door, “No. You are many things, some surprising to me. But you are not my servant, skin walker. That much was never in question.” 
 She went to bed, thinking on when and how it would be best to be rid Heirus and his ilk.
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Armed with a writ imperial and an atrocious attitude, Etithani den Wiste had ridden into the dusty, sleepy polis tucked away in the northeast corner of the empire with a fire in her veins. The defense of Drum may have been a punishment, but it was also an opportunity. To prove her ability and her worth. To make a name for herself separate from what had fallen to her from her father, like scraps from his table. To silence, once and for all, all those whispers hidden by courtly, soft, pampered hands. 
 She had realized within a day of her arrival that Drum was doomed to fall, and the fire in her veins had turned to ash. A season later, nothing had changed her assessment. 
 She woke an hour before dawn, as she had every day of her adult life. She lay in bed for a short time, listening to a silence that was punctuated by the soft snore of her chamber maid, who was currently buried somewhere under the bed sheets. The woman moved more, once she’d fallen asleep, than anyone Than had ever known. Than herself tended to sleep as still as a corpse, on the edge of a bed, and always had. It allowed her to be within arm’s reach of her sword, now. 
 The bed was huge, having belonged to the polis governor before she had evicted him from it, and from his manse. A daughter of the emperor – even an off-daughter – did not take up rooms in an inn when there was better available. And anyone with a writ imperial did, essentially, whatever they wanted outside of Axumwiste. 
 What Than wanted to do with Drum was burn it to the ground and start fresh. She forbore, if just barely some days. 
 The town had started its existence as a rest stop for caravanserai and drovers from Ardesh and Wyeth, primarily a place to water and fatten cattle before their final journey to the butchers and dinner tables in the heartlands of the empire. It continued to exist, from what Than could tell, through sheer force of inertia. The terrain was flat and open, and the city lacked even a rudimentary wall with which to defend itself. Its buildings were scattered and widely spaced, strewn out across the dusty plain at the foot of the Timors like a toddler’s toys. There was a suggestion of a center to the town; a single street anchored by the Andine monastery at one end and the polis governor’s manse at the other. 
 If she had had a decade to prepare Drum’s defense, to force its inhabitants into a manageable, defensible space and construct something approaching solid defensive works, some hope might have been appropriate. If she’d had something resembling a professional, disciplined armed force, she might have had a secret belief, jealously guarded, that she could defeat an invading force. And if she had anything that even smelled like magic to counter the sorcery looming to the north, she would have been able to say to herself ‘there is a chance.’ 
 She had none of that. 
 Instead, she had the walled Andine monastery, which housed a tenth of her men, and that with much jostling and great ill-will on both sides. She had five hundred armsmen, most of them hired by knights of the order to serve in their stead, and they were very much a mixed bag whose martial skills still ranged from essentially nonexistent to capable when sober. And she had had one aged hedge wizard, hired at considerable personal expense, whose only magic – other than the useful but far from sufficient ability to set sentry wards – was the making of rain. Well, the making of rain very nearly half the time he attempted it, as he had been scrupulous in pointing out. 
 He’d pissed off out of Drum after a month. After the second attack. He certainly hadn’t been able to prevent, or even predict, the seemingly random sorcerous attacks the town suffered. 
 Attacks might be too strong a word. After the third, Than had decided they were little more than shows. Yes, it was more than a little disturbing to have the streets whisper ‘death’ to every passerby from sundown to sunrise, or to have milk turn to blood overnight, or to have every well suddenly filled with venomous snakes. But these things were in the nature of curses, hedge magic, meant to frighten more than harm. Oh, they worked – Drum had lost a goodly portion of its population in the time she had been there, as farmers and even a few of the armsmen under her command decided elsewhere was a better place to be. But this kind of harassment wasn’t something that overly troubled Than. It didn’t hinder her in her duties, at the very least. 
 She secretly suspected it was the sorceress’s idea of a joke. 
 Than also used the sorcerous incursions as an excuse to plead for a magus to be assigned to Drum. It hadn’t worked, of course, but that was no real reason not to keep pushing. Every entreaty she had made to Axumwiste for troops, materiel or magic – and she had made far more than was politically prudent – had been met in the negative. Roumney was proving to be a capable, tenacious, cunning foe, and they were very much a real threat, as opposed to the notional one Than had been tasked to defend against. Or so she had been informed in letters of diminishing graciousness. She’d even been denied a penal cohort to assist with the manual labor of strengthening Drums defenses. That she had been denied even slave labor told her better than anything that she was very much on her own. 
 Than could think of only one reason for being so thoroughly, deliberately set up to fail, and that was her being used as bait. Oh, her father no doubt would use the fall of Drum as an excuse to abolish the knights of Axum, and possibly – probably – to confiscate their property. Maybe even execute a few of the more obnoxious members of the order. But not even that useful outcome of her inability to defend the indefensible was enough to justify the sacrifice of an imperial city – not even one as unimportant as Drum, which barely merited the classification. 
 No. her father had some other, deeper scheme. He must. She was loyal enough to pray it was so, at least. 
 She prayed he was not simply punishing her. Or worse, the Andines, which was far more likely. 
 She heard a cock crow somewhere outside. 
 Than sent out a questing foot. Eventually it met soft, warm skin. She nudged the girl until the snoring stopped and a blond head emerged from the bed clothes. 
 “Time to rise,” she told the girl, whose name was Nosmin, and whose age was only a couple of years less than Than’s own. 
 “Yes, lord commander,” Nosmin replied, blinking and yawning, and stumbling through the dark towards the chamber pot. There was something endearing about the girl’s sleepy, uncoordinated movements. And something more than pleasing about her petite frame. 
 Than had never felt much attraction to men, but even her interest in her own sex had been a muted thing before arriving in Drum. Pursuing the pleasures of the flesh was something of an admission of failure for her. Not because of any moral precept – the imperial court had little enough of those – but because it was a kind of admission, if only to herself, that there would be nothing after Drum for her. That she had come to the end – of her ambitions, and probably her life. And so, whatever she wanted she had best grab now, with both hands. 
 She’d seen the blond haired, green eyed serving girl. She’d seen her knowing smile, her openly appraising look, and she’d wanted her. And so she had grabbed. 
 Her days may have been filled with frustration, but her nights were definitely not. 
 Than did not let the certain knowledge of her eventual defeat affect her daily routine, or her efforts to prepare the city for the witch’s assault. She drilled her troops to near-mutiny, and made an enemy of both the polis governor and the Andine abbot with her unending, implacable demands. She managed to force the relocation of those citizens on the north end of the city, the most likely direction of attack from the woman people had taken to calling the queen of mists. This had proven to be pointless in the end, as her requests for ballistae had been denied, and she did not have enough bowmen to take advantage. Certainly no cavalry, for all that she was supposed to be the commander of knights. 
 She had wanted to erect two fortifications along the route that ran through the Timors, directly connecting Wyeth and the empire, but settled for signal towers when it became obvious she would never have enough troops to man them. She had planned at first to prepare the ground any army was most likely to traverse, were it to march from Wyeth – caltrops and pit traps along the Timor trail, ambush sites – but in the end, she had settled for erecting earthen breastworks around the very center of the town. She’d had to conscript local laborers to get it done, and everyone thought she was mad, or an imbecile, for insisting that a moat be dug on the inner side of the wall, rather than the outer. Everyone except for Ronal, who was the only one privy to her complete plan of battle. Her second thought she was mad or an imbecile because of a completely different portion of that plan. 
 Everything she did in Drum, it was all busy work; a way to pass the time while waiting for the ax to fall. Not that she presented it that way to anyone, ever. When she drew up the evacuation plans for the civilians, and requisitioned the carts and draft animals, she called it ‘prudent planning’ and everyone nodded. Well, except the waggoneers and farmers whose carts and animals were requisitioned. Nothing she did was met with unalloyed agreement. But thanks to the writ, everything she ordered was met with consent. Let it be grudging, so long as it was done, as Ronal was fond of saying. 
 Than sighed, then forced herself from the bed and began to dress. She had the weekly inspection of the Timor trail watchtowers ahead of her, and the sooner she started, the sooner she could return. As it was, she would not be back in her bed that night. 
 Once a week she checked on the watchmen, to make sure they were staying sober, to make sure the signal fires were ready to be instantly lit. That was her stated purpose for the inspections. 
 Her private reason was to stare into the mists. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 The scree-littered trail that led over the Timor hills from Drum to Wyeth now boasted four watch towers, spaced roughly two hours’ ride apart. They were shabby, hastily erected things built of raw timber, and each was manned by two sentries whose only duties were to watch for movement from Wyeth, night and day, and to light the signal fire if it came. They were forbidden alcohol. Being assigned sentry duty was viewed as a punishment by most of those under her command. 
 Than would gladly have taken up the duty, herself. 
 She rode alone, though she knew it was imprudent – but her weekly inspection was essentially the only time she was ever alone. Every minute of every other day saw her making incremental, pointless improvements to defenses or readiness, or dealing with one of the seemingly endless complaints that always found their way to her. Absolutely no one in Drum was content, from the armsmen in her own order, to the polis governor and his staff and troops, to the Andines, right down to the pig farmers who’d come to petition her because their traditional Roumnan markets were closed to them because of the war. The only thing that kept her sane was Ronal Lymet, her capable second. He had been smoothing her path as best he could since the day she was elevated to the position of knight-commander of the order. He was adept at navigating the perilous waters of the capital, and had proven himself just as capable when dealing with intransigent, mulish provincials. 
 It took her until late afternoon to reach the final watchtower, stopping at the others along the way, carrying out a desultory inspection and a perfunctory conversation at each, and eating in the saddle. The silence between each stop was the closest she got to the meditations she’d had at the Axumite’s tomb, but in truth, she did not have much to meditate on. All her choices had been made, all her preparations were complete. All that was left to her was to maintain her position, and wait for the end. 
 The farthest watchtower stood atop the final rise before the trail descended into Wyeth. Down into the mists. From the top of it, looking north was like looking into a writhing gray sea. It was unsettling, unnatural, amorphous. Unpleasant. It was hard to look away, once you laid eyes on it. She only assigned her most reliable men there. 
 Sted greeted her as she dismounted at the base of the tower. He had retired from the imperial cohorts as an optio, and now served as sier Kinnick’s able-bodied replacement, for which Than was unreasonably grateful. Sted was a professional, and Kinnick was one step up from a drooling imbecile. That he had stayed back in Axumwiste was a blessing. 
 “Lord commander,” Sted grunted, taking the reins. 
 “Optio. No change, I presume.” 
 He cracked a small smile. “There’d be a big smoky fire up top if there was. And we’d’ve already met you on the trail.” 
 She nodded. “I’ll have a look all the same, I think.” 
 “You always do, lord commander.” 
 “What can I say? I am a slave to habit.” 
 Sted laughed, though it was a pale excuse for a jest, and began to unsaddle her mount. She would ride one of the three others the watchtower kept on the way back. It should have been four – two for each sentry – but the request for additional mounts she’d sent repeatedly to Axumwiste had been repeatedly ignored. And Drum’s residents, for their part, had gotten very good at hiding all sorts of things they preferred not to have requisitioned. 
 When she got to the open platform at the top of the tower, the second sentry nodded and scurried down the ladder. He was young, somewhere in his teens, and had a deep stutter. She didn’t remember his name. But when Sted had requested the right to choose his own sentry partner, she had not been foolish enough to refuse, or curious enough to ask who or why. If Sted trusted the lad to do the job, then Than was satisfied. 
 The pair was keeping the tower in readiness – a quick glance at the wood-stacked brazier, its bowl bigger than a shield and the whole covered with a tarp in case of rain, told her as much. Three flasks of oil stood ready, as well as an ever-burning hooded lantern. She’d discovered, and promptly requisitioned, a warehouse full of barrels of oil and tar. And altered her plan of battle to take them into account. 
 The orders were simple: Someone watched at all times, in any weather. They watched in all directions for troop movement, but especially the north. If more than ten armed men were spotted, or if the watch tower was attacked, they were to light the signal and ride for Drum. 
 If anything beyond the realm of possibility were sighted, the same. 
 There had been some questions about that order. Than had had to make herself understood without anyone pissing their trews. “We face a sorceress. Dureg only knows what she is capable of. I can’t tell you what might lumber or crawl out of Wyeth, but if you see something your mother might have threatened you with to get you to go to bed or eat your peas, light the fucking fire and ride hard for Drum. Am I clear enough?” 
 She had been. 
 Satisfied the pair were conscientious of their duty, Than sat down on the north side of the platform, letting her feet dangle over the edge, and stared at the mists. 
 They began less than a mile distant. The demarcation wasn’t precise. There wasn’t an abrupt wall of fog, but it was clearly unnatural, and its beginning sharp enough to clearly show a border. On one side was the empire, and a mist-free spring evening, as they generally were. Then, within five strides or so, the fog thickened – and one would be in Wyeth, and lost to sight. 
 Every time Than came to this place, she could almost swear she saw things moving in there. What things, she could not say. Than was not one given to fits of imagination, but the mists were… suggestive. And the things suggested were neither wholesome nor comforting. 
 There was some mad part of her that wanted to ride into the mists and find out for herself what they hid. It bubbled up every time she saw it. She suppressed it, ruthlessly. She’d asked Sted once if he felt it as well, and the man had denied ever being tempted. 
 She still wasn’t sure if he’d lied to save face, or if there was some sort of self-destructive madness that lurked within her own psyche. But the more time passed, the more she leaned towards the latter. 
 Than watched the slow, sinuous writhing of the mist as the light faded and the shadows lengthened. 
 And then, just as she was about to get up and climb down the tower to start her journey back to Drum, a horse and rider walked out of Wyeth. 
 The fine hairs on the backs of her arms stood up. She rose. She could tell that the rider sat side-saddle on her mount. As noble women did in Roumney. The witch herself. 
 In double file, more horsemen appeared behind her. Two, four, six… 
 “Sted!” Than shouted. 
 “Lord commander?” 
 “Saddle the fucking horses. Now.” 
 It was an effort to tear her eyes away from the emerging army, but the signal fire wasn’t going to light itself.
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Anya saw the signal flame ignite, and smiled. She had among her half-killed three scouts – not imperial scouts, but two Roumnan and one Ardeshi, who were very nearly as good, or had been when they still breathed. Now they were acceptable. Stealth rarely called for quickness. They had been surveilling Drum for months, now. From their reports, she knew the broad outline of the imperial plan of defense. She even knew that the imperial in command of Drum – the woman she had seen in her flight – would very likely be at the first watch tower at that moment. Her movements and routine were tolerably well known. Perhaps she would even be the one who lit the fire. Anya hadn’t timed her army’s emergence from Wyeth to coincide with the imperial commander’s presence, but she had not been displeased with the coincidence, either. 
 Her mood was buoyant. Like a spring tightly coiled, for months she had waited to finally be released, to act. She knew that she should not be at the head of her host; it was a risk to her personal safety that was not balanced by any reward. Her army was not capable of caring whether its leader lead from the front. But she could not deny herself the small symbolism of it. She suspected the imperial commander that opposed her used her weekly inspections as an excuse to do much the same thing. It was one thing to command a thousand spears. It was something completely different to hold one in your own hands, with an enemy in sight. 
 Not that the defenders of Drum were her real concern. Her true test would come later. 
 Some things should be done for no other reason than they should be done, and consequences left by the wayside. That was a truth about command that sister Nimrun had never taught her. In fact, sister Nimrun would have berated her for her circular logic. She sometimes wondered if sister Nimrun had always been so… remorselessly bloodless. Or if age had made her so. 
 Anya rode at a steady walk up the rise towards the signal flame, and her army marched behind her in a snaking line, emerging from the mists two by two. Immediately behind her were a hundred of the half-killed, mounted on horses that had suffered the same fate. Behind them, nearly two thousand more half-killed on foot. Following them, three thousand of the dead marched. She did not think she could practically command any more on her own. 
 She had none of the captains with her. She simply did not like or trust them and, for what was before her, she did not need them. Four rode with Heirus, who commanded the western portion of her battle line. They had departed two days before her, having the greater distance to travel. Two more strigothi waited just inside the mist, each in command of a thousand of the dead, held in reserve. The rest patrolled the borders. 
 She expected no resistance on the trail to Drum, but was not overly concerned about that expectation being proved incorrect. Hers was not a host overly capable of stealth, but dead flesh had other qualities that proved useful in combat. If Drum’s commander wished to send archers or crossbowmen to harass her on the march, she would soon discover how little note a walking corpse took of arrows or bolts. And if a more substantial ambush lay somewhere ahead, Anya was more than happy to spring it. Numbers would tell. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Than returned to Drum just after dawn, hours ahead of the approaching enemy, and hours after the signal flame had been lit. She was pleased to be informed by her second, sier Lymet, that all the planning and drills had not been in vain. 
 The civilians had been evacuated southwards, down the old Princeps road, with the Andines as escorts. She would have liked to have them in the battle lines, had even tried to coerce their abbot by means of her writ imperial. He’d responded by inviting her to read the fine print in the order’s charter. They were to obey the emperor, but the emperor was never to order them to do perform an action that went against their tenets. Fighting as soldiers, under the command of another, very much went against their tenets, apparently. 
 At least she had not had to spare any of her own troops to guard the evacuees. And with the monks removed, the abbey was under her sole command. 
 “How many?” Lymet asked her, his fleshy face showing strain and worry. 
 “Does it matter?” she asked. “I didn’t stick around to count, Ronal.” 
 He looked down. He knew as well as she that the emperor expected the knights to hold Drum, or die in its defense. There was no condition under which surrender or retreat was acceptable. 
 “The messenger has been sent?” 
 “Of course. Soon as we saw the signal fire. Should have made the first remount station by now” 
 Lymet had done all that was expected of him. As soon as the last Andine had exited the monastery, he had brought in the remaining troops. What archers they had were positioned on the balcony and roof, and a sharp-eyed sentry was stationed in the small belfry. A hasty widow’s walk had been erected along the monastery’s walls and manned with spearmen, and pitch was bubbling in cauldrons hanging above fires built in the courtyard. Dureg only knew if such methods of defense would have any effect on walking corpses. 
 “Any deserters?” she asked him. 
 “Surprisingly, no,” he replied. “Or perhaps not so surprisingly. Those inclined to leave left a month or more ago. You are a good commander, Etithani. You inspire loyalty.” 
 “I’m not going to sleep with you, Ronal,” she said, smiling. “You can spare me the flattery.” 
 “You are a little… muscular for my taste, commander. Your chamber maid, on the other hand…” he said, gesturing behind her with his chin. 
 Than turned, and saw Nosmin standing at the gate. 
 “One moment,” Than said, and stalked over to her lover. 
 “Why are you still here?” she asked the smaller woman, voice low. “You should be gone with the others.” 
 “I am, that is, I will. I’m going. But not without saying goodbye.” 
 Than looked at Nosmin’s face; really looked at it, for what seemed like the first time. She saw tears building in the woman’s big, expressive eyes. The knowledge that Than meant something to her beyond security or pleasure came as a sort of revelation. Impulsively, she bent down and gave her a full-mouthed kiss, and the hundreds of witnesses be damned. They’d all be dead soon anyway, and Than likely before any of them. 
 Nosmin returned the kiss, fiercely. Than was the one to break away. 
 “Go. I’ll find you when I can.” 
 Nosmin turned and fled. Than turned to face her troops. A few were smiling. Most were too busy to notice what had transpired at the gate. Lymet had his arms crossed and one eyebrow raised. 
 “Shocked?” she asked him, and he laughed. 
 “No, lord commander. Just a little jealous.” 
 It took Than a second to understand Ronal wasn’t talking about Nosmin, specifically, but about having someone to kiss before the end. 
 “If my plan works, you’ll have your choice of soft lips to press against in Axumwiste.” 
 “All due respect, lord commander, but your plan is shit.” 
 “You’ve already expressed your opinion, Ronal.” 
 “And yet you still haven’t abandoned your mad scheme. I confess I am greatly puzzled.” 
 “It’s only mad if it fails. If I can kill the bitch, it’s genius.” Than had thought long and hard about the best way to deal with the sorceress. It seemed to her, and her hedge wizard had concurred with many a qualification before he had quit his post, and Drum, that the best way to defeat an army of the dead raised by sorcery was to kill the one who had raised it. Cut off the head of the snake. With the sorceress dead, her rotting army would most likely fall apart. Literally. 
 It was a pity she hadn’t been able to get hold of any poison. If she’d been in Axumwiste, she’d have had her choice. But Drum was not Axumwiste. 
 “We need you here, for the defense,” Ronal told her. 
 Than shook her head. “Don’t start lying to me at this late date, my friend. You have everything in hand. There is nothing I would do differently. There is no one I trust more.” 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 It was late afternoon when Anya reached the end of the Timor trail and came within sight of Drum. She heard the distant clamor of a bell first, and saw the city, such as it was, scant minutes later. 
 It did not seem a place worth bothering to fight over, in all honesty. 
 Anya rode out onto the empty plain between the end of the trail and the town, her coterie of half-killed behind her, and waited for the dead to assemble behind them. One had to be patient with the dead. They did not know how to hurry. 
 While she waited she spied a lone figure riding towards her from the town. 
 The imperial commander rode out, without attendants, to meet her. Anya saw that she was a physically strong woman who wore her armor with the unconscious ease of long association. The sword at her side was not a show piece, either, judging from the sweat stains on the leather-wrapped hilt. The woman’s face was plain, and broad, its likely citrine tone made darker by the sun. It showed the signs of long strain. She was only a little older than Anya herself. 
 Once the woman had gotten a few yards away, she slowed her mount to a walk, and stopped it finally when she was face-to-face with Anya, who sat her own horse side-saddle. Their horses were nearly parallel. There was a distance of perhaps an arm’s length between them, or a little more. Anya approved; one should never show fear. 
 “I did not know the empire had begun to employ women in their armies,” Anya said without preamble. 
 “Well, the emperor thought it best to send a woman to deal with a woman. A man might have gotten chivalrous notions, or been prone to some other stupidity.” She shifted a little in her saddle. “Whereas I, on the other hand, have absolutely no compunction about dragging you down into the dirt, princess.” 
 Anya grinned. “I like you. Pity we can’t be friends.” 
 “I’ve no interest in being your friend, considering the company you keep,” the commander said while looping the reins of her horse around her saddle’s horn, pulling off one of her simple leather gauntlets, and rubbing fiercely at one eye. “Damned dust.” 
 Anya glanced to her left, at the ranks of the dead behind her. “Trust me when I say they are an improvement over a royal court.” 
 The imperial grunted in reply. 
 “Ah, by the way,” Anya continued. “You wouldn’t happen to know if there is a monk now present at the monastery named Caida, by any chance?” 
 “I’ve no fucking idea.” 
 “Probably not. I suspect he would have ridden out with you if he were.” 
 “Enough,” the imperial said. “What are your terms?” 
 “Surrender now. You cannot possibly hold. Resist, and everyone who bears arms will be destroyed utterly. Your blood, your flesh, your very souls will become grist for the mill that is war. Nor can I promise safety for those who do not fight. The dead do not see women or children, the elderly or the infirm; they see only the living, and if they feel anything, it is resentment.” 
 The commander’s jaw tightened. “And if I capitulate, what will you do with your prisoners?” 
 “The citizens of Drum will be free to depart.” 
 “And my troops?” 
 “Will be led in chains into Wyeth, where they will stay for the duration of the war.” 
 “You make the dead serve you. I shudder to think what your disposition is towards prisoners of war.” 
 “Then you can choose to fight, and die.” Anya gave a small shrug “It matters little to me. Your troops will serve me in one capacity or another, before or after their deaths. But do think of the citizens of Drum who may suffer because of your choice. It’s in your power to spare them the horrors they will shortly face.” 
 “Surrender. Fight. Both are looking like shit choices.” The commander stretched, bringing the palm of one hand up to her dust-bothered eye, and pressing the other against the small of her back. 
 The next instant she had vaulted from her mount towards Anya, teeth bared, her ungloved hand suddenly holding a dagger. A dagger speeding towards her throat. 
 The only thing that saved Anya was the fact that she had never been trained how to sit astride a horse as a man would. Instead of pulling uselessly away from the attack, she let herself slip down off the side-saddle. 
 As she slid from her saddle the imperial’s dagger caught her on the jaw instead of the throat. The tip scraped against bone and teeth as it sliced upwards as she fell. She would always remember that, the feel of the metal against bone and teeth – very much the pain, but also the scraping, the sound of it, and the sensation of metal against bone and tooth – then the imperial commander’s weight hit her, her horse shied away, side-stepping in alarm, and then they both struck the ground, the armored woman atop her. Her assailant got a knee into Anya’s stomach and pulled back the dagger for another strike. 
 Anya struck back first. 
 She threw both her hands up, not to block the knife but to destroy her assassin. The sorcery she unleashed was instinctual, primal, both kinetic and flame-tinged. It struck the woman in the chest and face and sent her flying up and back. She hit the parched earth yards away, burning, and kept tumbling, bonelessly. 
 When the imperial’s body finally came to rest, it was face-down, unmoving. Hellish flames continued to dance along the prone form as Anya struggled to stand, bleeding and shaking and robbed of breath. The left side of her face was in agony. The sharp, coppery smell of blood filled her nostrils and the taste of it coated her tongue, along with the dry, cracked-earth taste of the dust she had just been struggling in. The pain was so great, it was difficult to string her thoughts together. She put a trembling hand to the wound and was sickened by how much blood there was, how wet her hand was with it. She could feel it trickling down her neck, beginning to wet her left shoulder and her chest. She could feel it building up in her mouth, forcing her to swallow the blood or spit it out. Spitting was far too painful, and so she choked it down. 
 She staggered to where the dagger had fallen, and sat down heavily next to it. It took a little time for her vision to settle and her heart beats to slow. For her hands to stop shaking. She picked the dagger up and began to saw at the hem of her dress, to fashion a makeshift bandage. 
 The dead stood and stared. 
 She had equipped one of the half-killed with an amulet, since she had none of the skin walkers with her. After a moment he slowly raised the amulet in one withered fist, to recruit the fallen commander. Anya impatiently waved him off. When the flames had finally died, there would be nothing left of the corpse to raise. 
 When she had staunched the bleeding as best she could, Anya stood once more and gestured towards Drum. 
 “Kill,” she mumbled with her savaged mouth. Clearly enunciated or not, the dead understood her, and followed her command. As one, they began to walk towards Drum once more. 
 Anya reclaimed her horse and followed behind. The agony of the wound constantly screamed for her attention. It was difficult to focus on anything other than the pain. A part of her wanted nothing more than to curl up in a ball. 
 She felt nothing but contempt for that part of herself. 
 Half her face wrapped in bloody silk, she trailed behind her host. It was time to claim Drum as her own; the first small bite taken from the flesh of the empire. She hoped there would be medical supplies there. And something decent to wear. 
 She had imagined conquest would feel more triumphal, and far less painful.
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From the monastery’s belfry, sier Ronal Lymet had watched his lord commander attack the sorceress in the fading light. The distance was such that he could not discern much detail, but the broad strokes of the fight were apparent. 
 Than had gotten out a knife, and maybe gotten it into the witch. They’d both lost their mounts and fallen to the ground, Than on top. For an instant, he dared to hope. 
 And then Than had been thrown backwards, set alight. She’d hit the ground. She had not gotten back up. 
 Ronal stood in the belfry for a little time, and watched his commander, his friend, burn. 
 When Than had become the knight-commander, she had sat down with him and explained her plan to rejuvenate the order, to take the pathetic, deeply venal, political den of lickspittles and back stabbers and turn it back into the fighting force it was created to be. She’d told him that he could either help her, wholeheartedly, or he could stay the fuck out of her way. 
 He’d told her that she was doomed to fail, but that was no reason not to try, and that he was with her. 
 Two years had not been nearly enough time to right the listing ship that was the Order of the Knights of Axum. Not when it had been in decline for centuries. But then, they’d both thought that they would have decades, all the time in the world. 
 Well. 
 After what seemed long minutes, the dead began to move towards Drum once more, and the witch regained her mount. 
 Ronal climbed down the ladder to meet his death. But more importantly, to sell his life and the lives of Than’s men as dearly as he could. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Full night had come by the time her troops reached the earthen breastworks the imperials had built up around Drum’s center. It was perhaps two man-heights tall. No defenders guarded it that she could see. Anya wondered why they had bothered. She sent the dead first, keeping her half-killed back. This was exactly what the dead were for – to be her shock troops. To be expendable. When she had flown, she’d wondered why the moat had been dug inside the fortification rather than without. After her ‘meeting’ with the imperial commander, she had no doubt there was a good reason for it. One she would not especially like. 
 The dead began to climb the sharply inclined, packed earth wall. They were not nimble, nor were they filled with haste. But they were patient. Slowly, as much by accident as design, they scrabbled out hand and footholds in the dry clay soil of the wall. Slowly, corpse by corpse, they attained its summit and then let gravity assist them down. 
 A hundred or more of the dead had gone over the top and disappeared from her view when a flaming arrow was shot from the monastery’s belfry. She watched its flight, its rise and then its fall in the dark sky. And then she heard the conflagration start, like a throaty growl. Flames leapt up, higher than the wall that blocked her view, and the dead burned. She could smell the oil and the tar in the air, now that it was lit. She could also smell corrupted, burning flesh. 
 The heat was enough that it ate right through desiccated muscle and dry tendons. It was hot enough to char bones. She felt the disintegration of the corpses in her thrall as a lightening of the tremendous pressure she bore, tiny but noticeable. She could command corpses. She could not command scattered bone and ash. 
 She ordered a pause to the assault. In less than a minute, every one of the dead that had made it over the wall had gone beyond her rule. She had many more dead. Thousands. She very much doubted the defenders of Drum had any more flammable reserves. 
 She was content to wait for the flames to die, despite the pain of her savaged face. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Ronal watched the first corpses crawl over the top of the breastworks, and his flesh crawled at the sight. 
 They did not move like men, not really. There was no natural human grace to them. When they reached the top of the wall, they did not stand. Nor did they hunker down as a human soldier might, wary of what might be waiting for them on the other side. They did not consider the best way down once they had reached the summit. 
 They merely clawed their way to the top, and then flung themselves down, heedless of how they would land. No, flung was too strong a word. They simply leaned over and let themselves fall, mostly. And then they stood once more and began walking, slow and steady, towards the monastery, oblivious to the moat of oil and tar they waded through, not knowing or caring that they were now soaked in it. They came, and all they seemed to know was their destination and the weapon they held. 
 He gave the signal. 
 They burned like candles, still advancing, never uttering a sound all the while. There was only a little wind, but what there was brought the stench of it to their nostrils. It was putrid, nearly unbearable, somehow worse than any natural, if vile odor. Several of his men vomited; all were desperate to cover their noses with rags or futile hands, or to bury the bottom halves of their faces in the crook of an arm. 
 The dead, burning, advanced until they collapsed. Then they burned on. 
 Ronal Lymet ordered what archers he had to discard their bows in favor of something – anything – heavier. The dead did not feel the pain of fire. They would not be inconvenienced by arrows, he realized, not even if they were pin-cushioned. 
 “Fucking spears will be next to useless as well,” he muttered. Spears would be fit only for pushing the bastards off assault ladders – assault ladders that they conspicuously were not carrying. they’d probably just pile up against the walls until the heap was high enough, then start tumbling in. 
 “How many would you say are outside the dirt?” he called up to the watchmen in the belfry. 
 “Can’t count that high,” the man replied. 
 “Alright, lads, we’ve shot our first bolt,” he called out. “They’ll be coming again once the flames die. I’ve already told the archers they aren’t archers any more. Now I’m telling you with spears that a spear in the gut or ribs or the eye won’t even tickle these fucking things. Grab something heavy or sharp while we’ve got time, and when they come, you lop off limbs and crush skulls. You do it like arms and heads are a silver each, because I swear by Dureg’s sweaty balls, that’s what I’ll pay for’ em if we make it through.” 
 The cheer could have been heartier – would have been heartier, if it were Than they were cheering. But at least they cheered. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Anya did not want to use her sorcery, for two reasons. First, Drum was always to have been a proving ground for her troops, in her mind. She needed to see what their strengths were, and where they were lacking. What their deficiencies were. Once she knew these things, she could better prepare for a real conflict. She could assemble strategies and tactics that would take advantage of the… special nature of her force, while being mindful of their shortcomings. 
 If she simply whisked away every obstacle for them now, she would be robbing herself of potentially vital knowledge later. 
 The second reason she did not want to cast any spells, summon any sorceries, was the fact that she was in agony. 
 She was exerting considerable will just keeping still on her horse, instead of clawing uselessly at her wounded face. She was forcing herself to concentrate on the battle, rather than the pain. It was proving more difficult than she might have imagined. 
 If she attempted to cast through that, there was no guarantee she would succeed. And a sorceress who did not succeed at her sorcery, in all likelihood, would not survive to cast again. 
 She sat her horse and schooled herself to stillness. 
 When the flames had diminished, she sent the half-killed. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 The next wave of nightmares appeared atop the breastworks as soon as the fire had died down. Ronal saw that they were corpses as well, but they were better preserved, and they moved with more… self-awareness, he supposed. They moved like they remembered what it was to be alive, if still more slowly than a living man. When they dropped over the edge, it was with a thought to how they would land. When one was unlucky enough to encounter what fire remained, it would pause to beat out the flame. 
 All of them were armed and armored as soldiers, though they were a mix of Roumnan and Ardeshi. They removed themselves from the fire moat, and then just waited in the open space between it and the monastery. 
 “What the fuck are they doing?” an armsman wondered aloud nearby. 
 “Reconsidering all the many poor life choices that led them here, one hopes.” No one laughed, and Ronal could not blame them. He was finding it difficult to be humorous, facing death. Than had always said he wasn’t as funny as he thought, but at least he’d always been able to amuse himself. Until now, at least. 
 Eventually what the dead were waiting for revealed itself. 
 “Is that a log?” the armsman asked. Something strikingly log-like was being edged over the top of the breastworks. Two of the dead who had stay on top of the fortification were guiding it up and over. Ronal could see where crude handles had been hammered into the side of it. 
 “Yes and no,” Ronal said. “It’s a battering ram. Let’s get the tar and whatever oil is left ready above the gate, lads. And let’s see if we can’t find anything to further reinforce it, eh?” 
 Men scrambled to follow his orders. Meanwhile, the ram came over the side, and eight of the dead who had been waiting retrieved it from the ditch. More of the dead followed the ram. And more. And more. Not just from the north, now, but from every direction of the compass. 
 Ronal stopped trying to estimate their numbers when he reached a thousand. It was futile, and also threatened to unman him. 
 After long minutes the monastery was ringed round with the dead. He did not concern himself with any that he couldn’t see; the monks had built their monastery much like a fortress. Three sides were just wall going up four stories, pierced with windows no bigger than arrow slits. The dead would find no means of ingress other than right here, in the courtyard. Let them scrabble against stone to their withered hearts’ content. 
 When the last of them came over the breastworks and joined their fellow corpses, they started forward as one, beginning the assault without any signal that Ronal could discern. 
 Horrifyingly, Ronal’s previous guess as to their tactics was proven correct. While those coming at the gate carried the battering ram with purpose, the rest piled up against the walls and began to climb each other. But they did not do so mindlessly, like ants, but slowly, methodically, assisting and bracing each other. They seemed to feel no pain, no discomfort. Their muscles did not tire, they did not strain as they took the weight of their fellows. And they did it all soundlessly. Suddenly there were dozens of dead men with their heads above the wall, swinging and thrusting steel at his men. 
 And below, the ram began knocking. 
 “Burn the fucker,” he said, and boiling tar mixed with a little oil was poured down on the ram and its crew. A torch followed it. Ronal had no time to see what happened next, but the knocking continued unabated. 
 Along the rest of the wall, his men were discovering what it meant to fight this second kind of corpse. They were slower than a living man, it was true, but as more than one of his armsmen discovered, what they lacked in speed they made up for in strength. Ronal saw one man parry a thrust from a corpse – or attempt to parry it. The man had given his swing what should have been sufficient power to knock the blade aside, but the parry barely even rocked the creature’s thrust. It found the man’s gut, and slower than a living man’s blade or not, it was fast enough to end a life. 
 Ronal uttered an inarticulate cry and hacked at the thing’s wrist as the armsman toppled backwards, down to the sands of the courtyard below. 
 His blow should have sheared through the wrist. It did cut through skin and flesh, and managed to nick bone. And his sword. There was no blood from the creature, no cry of anguish. It turned its withered eyes to him, and raised its sword for the next strike. 
 He kicked it in the chest with a strength and force born of horror. It was too slow to do anything other than fall backwards, away from the wall and his sight. Ronal took in one shuddering breath. It was all he could manage before the next dead man rose to take the last one’s place. He had learned from the first; this time he took his sword in a two-handed grip and swung at the thing’s neck, with all the force he could put into it. He would have given anything for an ax. 
 He was rewarded with a brief, fierce moment of satisfaction as the corpse’s head lolled back, not fully severed, but sheared through enough that the strip of muscle and skin behind the neck-bone was all that kept it attached. The thing fell away. Only to be replaced by two more. 
 From the corner of his eye he saw that in other spots the wall’s defenders were already down, and the dead were spreading out onto the walkway and jumping down to the courtyard below. 
 The battle was beyond his or anyone’s control now. Each living man in Drum fought for himself, to survive one minute more. 
 Trying and failing to block a dead man’s swinging sword, Ronal heard the gate give way below. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Anya knew when the battle was finished. Each loss of a half-killed was a lightening of the sorcerous burden she carried with her always, and each was felt more distinctly than the ending of the common dead. She had invested far more in their creation, after all. 
 During the hottest part of the fight she had lost dozens. Then, minute by minute, the losses slowed. And finally stopped. 
 She waited a few more minutes, then dismounted and scrambled up the breastworks to survey the aftermath. 
 Drum’s defenders had not broken, had not run. She had expected them to; had, in fact, planned for it. There were units of the dead waiting out in the dark to cut down any deserters. They would have nothing to do that night. She shrugged. Let them stand there a while longer. It wasn’t as if they cared. 
 She toured the scene of the battle, noting especially those half-killed who were wholly killed, now. She saw that the defenders hadn’t bothered with arrows or spears, or any piercing weapons, really. They, or their commander, had been intelligent enough to understand such wounds would be useless. He adversaries had not been stupid, just badly outnumbered and overpowered. 
 There were several half-killed at the gate who had been doused with burning tar. It was an inefficient way to try and burn something, but she supposed the defenders had made do with what they had. It had worked well enough. Three were perished from it, and half a dozen more had sustained injuries sufficient to make them useless. She cut their sorcerous bonds, and they fell to the ground like the corpses they really were. 
 Anya saw that the other fallen half-killed were all decapitated, either wholly or partially, except for a few whose skulls had been obliterated, likely by the war hammer she saw lying in the bloodied sands of the courtyard. She made a mental note to secure gorgets and helmets for those who did not possess them – the lightly armored Ardeshi, for the most part. 
 Other half-killed had been rendered harmless by the simple expedient of hacking off their limbs. She cut their strings as well. 
 All told, she had lost almost seventy half-killed, and over a hundred of the dead. She had ended five hundred imperials. These were numbers she could accept. This was a ratio that would win her war. 
 She nodded to the half-killed that bore the amulet. He raised it, and the green sorcerous light shone bright. Tendrils of mist writhed and snaked amongst the corpses of Drum’s defenders, and five hundred fresh troops joined her host. 
 Face aching, she turned and walked back to her horse. 
 She had a rendezvous to keep with Heirus, and with the citizens of Drum who had fled her arrival. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Etithani den Wiste, off-daughter of the emperor, awoke to agony. She immediately vomited. 
 That she woke at all was due to the fact that she was the daughter of the emperor, for anyone not borne of that privileged line would have been killed by the sorceress’s magic. They would have been burned down to the bone by the magic, by the fury that the sorceress had unleashed. 
 Anyone who did bear the surname Wiste – even den Wiste – was given a certain protection against magic at their birth, by the magus assigned to protect the imperial line. Than had been branded at birth by sigil and glyph, and it would take more than even Anya’s magic to overcome what the Axumite had wrought to guard the empire’s rulers. 
 The queen of mists’s sorcerous flames might not have devoured her, but that did not mean Than was unharmed. Far from it. The sheer kinetic force of the assault had crushed her breastplate and broken ribs, and cracked her skull. Her unconscious fall back to earth had broken her left arm in three separate places, both above and below the elbow. And while the flame might not have consumed her flesh, it had had its way with her hair. The stench of the charred ruin atop her head contributed in no small part to the heaving of her stomach. 
 When there was nothing but bile left to expel, Than raised her head and looked towards Drum. 
 She could not see much, for it was night, and the witch’s mist now blanketed Drum and its environs. But she could still see an inconstant orange glow, dimming and brightening, to the south. What she assumed was south. 
 Something, something big, was on fire. Either the surprise she had planned for the witch, or Drum itself. 
 Orienting herself by the glow of the flames, she got to her feet and started walking east, towards the nearest imperial remount station. In her condition there was nothing she could do now for Drum, for Ronal, except die. 
 She preferred to do that spitting in her father’s eye.







 ~ 15 ~ 
The refugees were on the Princeps Road, just where she expected them to be. If she were the imperial commander, she too would have sent them down a road that led nowhere important rather than the road that led to the imperial heartlands. If the defenses had held, they were easily recalled, if that was desired. If, on the other hand, Drum fell, it stood to reason that an enemy would expect survivors to flee in the direction of greatest perceived safety. The time it would take for their pursuers to discover they were wrong was that much more time that could be spent putting distance between the defenseless and danger. 
 Sending the citizens of Drum southward down the Princeps was prudent planning, given the odds. It just hadn’t worked. 
 She had sent Heirus and four strigothi to precede her. They had traveled west and then south in a wide arc around Drum, so as not to alert the city. They moved more slowly than the living, her dead host, but they never needed to stop for meals or sleep. Nor, for that matter, did the skin walkers. 
 One of the strigothi, if it had followed her plan of battle, had peeled off from Heirus’s force with his own contingent to prepare a reception for the coming magus. If it hadn’t followed her plan of battle, it should hope she never caught it. 
 The citizenry of Drum was huddled in the center of the Princeps, strung out in a long line. They were guarded by the Andines, as she had expected when she’d discovered they had quit their monastery. There were twenty-three of the monks, swords drawn, and perhaps a thousand imperial citizens. Old folks, children, pregnant women, the sick and the infirm crowded carts; everyone else was crouched on the road. They were remarkably quiet. 
 They were surrounded by nearly five thousand of the dead, led by Heirus. The dead stood many ranks deep around them, silent, waiting. Waiting for her order. 
 When she saw the black-robed Andines and the way they held their swords, she could not help but remember Caida. If he had been at the monastery, he would be out there on that road now, ready to defend to his death the women and children her own forces now threatened. 
 The thought did not make her comfortable. 
 When she had explained this portion of her plan to Heirus, she had not gone further than this moment. She had told him to hold the refugees, alive, until she arrived. Heirus had asked if she intended to give them to the numen – for what other use did she have for the living? 
 She had not answered him. 
 She had not found an answer herself, at that point, though the cold calculus of the matter was that there would be a demand for blood and lives from the thing under Thunderhead, the next time she negotiated with it. She knew it. And she knew that, now that she had stirred the imperial hornet’s nest, her need for the numen’s power would likely come sooner rather than later. 
 Still, she hesitated. 
 She felt no compunction about feeding soldiers to the numen, nor forcing them to fight on for her after their deaths. When they took up arms, they became willing tools. Tools had no say in what hand wielded them, or how, or to what purpose. As for the noncombatant dead that she raised, she saw no issue with the practice. A corpse was so much raw material, once the spirit had departed. It did not care, it did not think, it did not feel. Despite her dire warning to the imperial commander, it was only the half-killed that felt anything. 
 Now, though, she was about to take living peasants and sacrifice them to her ambition. Drovers, millers, shopkeepers, sutlers. She could not pretend there was any excuse that would justify it, if she followed through, except that she could. If she went down this road, there would be no difference between her and the emperor, or her father, or the khun of Ardesh. She would be doing it because there was no one to stop her. Because she had the might. She would be using her power to gain more power, and the price would be paid by the powerless, as it always was. As it always had been. 
 The realization came as a numbing shock. And then it made her feel physically ill. 
 If she did not give the numen what it wanted, she could expect no further assistance from it. At this stage of her plans, the sudden withdrawal of the numen’s power would put everything in jeopardy. 
 How many lines was she willing to cross? 
 She stared at the ones who had fled Drum, though there was little enough to see in the moonless night. There was far more to hear, if she listened closely. Infants crying, mothers desperately hushing them, fathers cursing softly as they tried to calm horses or oxen made skittish by the stench of death that surrounded them. 
 The Andines, and their low chanting. Their centuries-old mantra – I am a wheel whose edge is death. It was more than words; it was a promise. 
 Anya had had enough death for one night. 
 She came to a decision. She would not cross this line. Not this night. 
 “Let them go,” she enunciated carefully, painfully, succinctly. 
 “Sorceress?” Heirus sat up straighter in his saddle, alarm plain in his voice if not visible on his face in the darkness. She ignored him, and raised a little sorcery; just enough to see that her words carried down the entire line. 
 “Go. South, for two days. After that, go where you will. Leave now.” 
 She turned her horse and rode away, back towards Drum. She did not wait to see if her orders would be followed by the refugees. She knew they would be. And if they weren’t, then the dead would make them pay for their stupidity. 
 Heirus rode up beside her. “I will not question your decision, sorceress. But I will admit I do not understand it.” 

That is because you are a monster, she thought, and I have just discovered that I am not. At least, not yet. Sister Nimrun’s admonishment to self-honesty caught her up once again. Perhaps I am just a lesser evil. Time will tell. 
 “Need you to sew up my face,” she told him. “Soon.” She had no healing magic. It was the rarest of sorceries. Not even the imperial magi possessed it. “Can you do it?” 
 “Yes, lady. I know the human body intimately, better than any of your physicians. We will find the necessaries in Drum. Or what remains of it. But you will have a scar, I cannot help that.” 
 A reply wasn’t worth brutalizing her mouth, so she simply shrugged. She was guilty of many sins, but vanity was not among them. 
 “Stitch me. Then we see about a magus’s book.” 
 “Sorceress, I beg you, rest first. You are in no condition.” 
 Her temper, always easy to ignite, blazed hot at his words. That unseen, unfelt witch breeze began to stir her hair, and her eyes, unknown to her, began to glow. 
 Heirus bowed his head in acquiescence. She had made her thoughts plain without need of speech. 
 “As you wish, sorceress.”







 ~ 16 ~ 
Magus Furst was not best pleased by his assignment to Drum. He preferred to stay at the College, not only because it was it was much more comfortable and less dangerous than being assigned to areas of potential conflict, but also because he enjoyed his teaching duties. He took great pleasure in guiding apprentices and novices through the intricacies of what the Axumite had gifted them with. Teaching the art was an art unto itself, and it was no boast to say that magus Furst was the best among the magi at it. 
 But teaching was not the only, or even the primary duty of any magus. His first duty was to protect the interests of the empire. And so, he found himself on the road to Drum, with his guardian at his side and fifty troopers riding before and behind. 
 He should have been considering the threat that had been looming over Drum for months; the sorcerous power of the wayward Roumnan princess, what she intended to do with it. When she might do something more than make mist, raise the dead, and harass the town with parlor tricks. 
 Instead, he found himself worrying whether magus Orlbus, who was fast approaching his dotage, would be able to continue with, or even bother to consult the course of instruction he had left as a guideline. He worried that he had been hasty in declaring magus Yekim ready to assume the full office and duties of a magus. He worried about what was behind him, rather than what was ahead, and though he knew that it was foolish, perhaps dangerously so, he couldn’t seem to help himself. 
 Obviously, the emperor believed conflict with the witch was inevitable, and likely approaching, else he would not have sent a magus. Furst did not look forward to explaining to the commander of the defending force in Drum that he had not been sent to aid them, but to probe the enemy. That he had, in fact, been explicitly forbidden to take part in the defense of the town, should the sorceress attack while he was in the vicinity. That his only task was to assess the specific nature of the threat the witch presented to the empire, so that the proper steps could be taken to counter it in an effective manner. 
 No, he did not look forward to that conversation. There was nothing, in truth, that he found himself looking forward to except returning to the College. 
 It was full night by the time they reached the final remount station before Drum. None of the stations were palatial; their sole purpose was to provide couriers with fresh horses and a place to eat a hot meal and sleep for a few hours. They were also not especially large. Beyond the station master and his staff, there would be, at most, half a dozen beds. Furst would have preferred to stay at an inn, and had done so whenever he could on the journey, but there were no more inns to be had before they reached Drum. 
 The station was situated in a large walnut grove that stretched out into the flat distance on both sides of the road. The trees whispered and sighed in the cool evening breeze, but otherwise it was very quiet. Ahead, they could see the station’s lantern burning in the night, hanging from its hook on a square wooden post set into the earth on the side of the road. The building itself was still and dark. Furst mused that out here, so far away from all the major roads of commerce and conflict, they likely went to bed early, being not so often disturbed by couriers and other imperial functionaries. 
 The first indication he had that something might be amiss came when his horse entered the stable yard. The dirt was soft, almost freshly tilled, instead of being hard-packed from countless hooves. That was his first warning, but it was too enigmatic a danger signal to do more than make him question. 
 The split-rail fenced yard wasn’t large enough to accommodate Furst, his guardian and all fifty troopers. None of the remount stations had that sort of capacity. The lieutenant in charge of the soldiers had already worked out a routine. Himself and five troopers would accompany the magus, while the rest would make camp in the nearest convenient space and set a patrol to guard whichever facility the magus slept in. When Furst and his group entered the yard, three troopers ahead of him and the guardian and three behind, the remainder of the party rode into the trees beside the station and began to dismount. 
 The second warning came from the horses, who were becoming increasingly unsettled the longer they were in the vicinity of the remount station. 
 The final warning came as a scent. The sickly-sweet, faintly putrid smell of rot, mixed together with the clean odor of freshly turned earth. The troopers were already dismounting. Furst instinctively put a hand on the book in its carrying case at his side. Something was wrong. He looked at his guardian, whose long, lined face was starting to display alarm as well. 
 “Something’s amiss,” Furst said. “Leave, ev–” 
 The dead erupted from the ground at their feet, and chaos reigned. 
 Their mounts, stabbed and hacked at from below, panicked, tried to bolt, slammed into each other, threw riders, fell, tried to vault the split-rail fence. Died thrashing. The dead poured out of their temporary graves, and out of the remount station, and out of the stables. Out in the walnut grove, they came up from the earth and dropped down from the trees on the unsuspecting imperials. 
 Furst, surrounded by panicking, dying horses, sitting atop a panicking, dying horse, was thrown into a writhing, kicking, stabbing mass of horse flesh and corpse flesh. Blows rained down upon him, buffeting him, bleeding him. His ears where full of the screams of horses, the screams of men. His own voice was among the chorus. 
 He knew death was very close. 
 He had no time for finesse. He did not have the luxury to pick and choose his targets – such a thought didn’t even occur to him. His only desperate desire was to clear a space around him, and the first spell that came to his panicked mind was phut rea. Fireball. 
 Down on his knees in the dirt, he cast almost blindly before him. Most of the horse lying closest was instantly incinerated, along with the top half of a corpse that was climbing over it, rusted sword in rotting hand, to finish him. The flame continued to roll outward, setting alight the dead, the fighting dead, a living trooper and the stables. Furst staggered to his feet, stumbled forward a pace through the unsettled dirt and fresh ash, whirled around and cast again. 
 Horses, troopers, and dozens of the dead burned. The air was thick now with the scent of cooking flesh. Furst cast a third time, and finally a way was clear for him to escape. 
 He did not see the strigothi who had climbed to the roof of the remount station. He did not see the javelin it hefted, aimed, and hurled. But he saw the tip when it burst through his chest. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Anya and Heirus arrived at the smoking remains of the remount station with the dawn. 
 They had discovered medicines and needle and thread in the polis governor’s mansion. He had urged her to drink the milk of the poppy before he set to work on her face, but she had refused. If all had gone according to her plan, the magus would be dead before she reached the ambush site, but if anything had gone wrong, she would need her wits sharp, not floating somewhere on a pink cloud of painkiller. 
 Heirus had had to stitch both her gum and her cheek. It had been bloody and agonizing, and then it had been done. She did not look forward to eating, or the eventual removal of the stitches. During Heirus’s ministrations, she had turned her thoughts to something she did look forward to: holding a magus’s book in her hands. 
 If she could master a magus’s book, she would have no further need of the numen and its hungers. 
 They rode up to the remains of the station. The first things she saw, besides the smoke rising above the trees, was that a man had been nailed to the lantern post on the edge of the road. The lantern had been smashed and lay in pieces on the ground. The back of the man’s head had been driven against the lantern’s hook. It pierced him, sufficient to reach his brain. 
 He was still alive, still writhing. 
 “Your strigothi’s idea of pleasure?” she mumbled to Heirus. He shook his head, but said nothing. She wasn’t sure if he was denying it, or distancing himself from it. 
 She dismounted and approached the man, to get a better look. 
 They’d found some very long nails somewhere, to do their work. Spikes might have been a better word. One was driven into the man’s throat, another through his navel. His arms had been forced behind, hands folded together like a soldier at parade rest, and a third spike driven through them into the back of the post. His legs had been left free to kick at the dirt. 
 There was no doubt the man should have been dead. He wasn’t, but there was madness in the eyes of his long, lined face, and on his lips a bloody froth. 

You must be the guardian, she thought. It was too much painful trouble to speak, and she doubted the man would understand her anyway, even if she had been able to clearly enunciate. He looked to be deep down a hole, one that the ordinary world could not reach into. She suspected the strigothi had been having its idea of fun with him. A perfect victim – one that would always heal. 
 “What do you want to do with him, sorceress?” Heirus asked. 
 “Nothing,” she replied. She couldn’t kill the man, not permanently, and she had no use for him. The dark shadow of a thought occurred to her, concerning the numen, but she pushed it away. Let him serve as a warning for whatever imperial found him. For the emperor on his throne. For the other magi. None of you are safe. 
 “Leave him there.” 
 She walked away from her warning and into the stable yard. 
 The magus lay face-down in the dirt, the shaft of a javelin sticking out from his back. His corpse was surrounded by charred destruction. Neither the dead nor the skin walker captain had touched him, once he fell. His book was in a leather carrying case at his side. 
 She knelt beside the corpse, undid the case’s straps, and pulled out the book. 
 The cover was of thick leather, dark brown, unmarked by time or handling. Unmarked by anything – blank. 
 She sat down there in the dirt and ash next to the dead magus, heedless of soiling her dress, and opened the book. 
 She could not read it. 
 Not because she did not know the language – she wasn’t even sure what language was written upon the books pages, for wherever her eyes fell, the writing writhed away from her direct gaze like inky worms fleeing from sudden light. 

I might have expected as much, she thought. Still, she was determined. 
 Taking a deep breath and settling her mind, casting away the pain that dogged her so, she summoned up first her will, and then her sorcery. 
 It was a grave mistake. 
 The book reached out and seized her consciousness, the way a brutal father might grab his child by the hair. It dragged her, shrieking and clawing… somewhere. Somewhere dark, and cold. 
 Anya, who was not accustomed to panic, panicked. 
 A light appeared in that space that was no space, tiny and distant. Bodiless, composed only of her own thoughts, powerless to do anything, she waited. 
 The light grew nearer. As it approached, Anya’s fear deepened into dread. 
 She saw the light was radiating from a figure, a man. As he grew nearer, she saw that he was wearing the robes of the old empire, from the time when Axumwiste had still been Aeternox. She greatly feared she knew who it was that was coming for her, and she knew without a sliver of doubt that there was nothing she could do to defend herself from his wrath. 
 The Axumite was coming for her, from beyond his grave, to punish her for her affront. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Heirus watched Anya take the book from the magus’s corpse. Watched her open it. Saw her frown. Assumed she knew now that she could not read the book, as his brother had explained. Hoped that she would leave it at that. 
 Of course she did not. An unfelt breeze began to stir her hair, and he knew she was going to try to break the safeguard that the Axumite – the Axumite – had laid on his text. He saw the Design crumbling into dust, right before his eyes. 
 Anya began to tremble, and then to convulse. Blood started from her nostrils, first as a few drops that splashed upon the pages of the book and then disappeared, and then as a twin red stream. Her hands were white-knuckled, so fiercely did she grip the book. 
 Heirus ripped the javelin from the magus’s back and, with all the strength he had, struck the book away from her. The book flew out to the edge of the ruined stable yard, tumbling and coming to rest beside a horse’s half-missing skull. Anya fell to the dirt, still convulsing, still bleeding. 
 He knelt beside her and held her shoulders down. He did not know what else to do. 
 Slowly, her convulsions subsided, became tremors, became stillness. The stream of blood slowed, then stopped. 
 “Is she dead?” the strigothi asked from the shadows of the station’s unburnt portion. 
 “No,” Heirus replied. Her chest still rose and fell. 
 “Will she recover?” 
 “Pray to your queen she does,” Heirus replied. “Meanwhile return to Drum. But first bury the book, far away from here and deep, where no one will find it. Mark well its location.” 
 “I cannot touch it,” the strigothi replied, as if he did not know. They were not the cleverest of creatures when it came to anything that was not slaughter. 
 “The dead should have no issue. If they do, knock the damned thing to its destination, as I just did.” 
 Heirus lifted the limp sorceress up and carried her to his horse. 
 She regained consciousness hours later, in the bed of the now-former polis governor of Drum. 
 Her eyes fluttered open, and they were the panicked eyes of some wild creature, pursued by an implacable, hungry predator. She shot up in bed, prepared to flee. 
 “You are safe and well, sorceress,” he told her. “Be at ease.” 
 For the first time, and he desperately hoped the last, he saw her weep. 
 She never spoke of what had happened, and he did not ask. He did not have to. The Axumite had scored deep furrows of terror into his own psyche, long before Anya had been born.







 ~ 17 ~ 
Velor turned eighteen toward the end of the nearly five months the College had him cloistered, hot-housing him into something resembling an imperial magus rather than an awkward apprentice who had learned virtually nothing from a useless master. He wouldn’t even have remembered, if Bulwer hadn’t wished him the traditional at the end of a long, long day. 
 “Thanks, I suppose.” Velor rubbed his nose, which was red, numb and running. It was cold in the College. It was always cold in the College, but being cold in the middle of spring made it nearly insufferable. The bloodless old men who ruled it should have felt it worse than he, but they never seemed to notice. 
 “You don’t seem particularly thrilled to have reached your majority. Wishing you could go out?” 
 “No. Well, yes, but that’s not it.” 
 Bulwer leaned against the young man’s door and crossed his arms. “What is it, then?” 
 “We’ll be going to the front next week. They just told me.” 
 Bulwer frowned. “Furst thinks you are ready?” 
 “So they say. They say Reos Port has had it, that the lines have collapsed and we’re now fighting on Roumnan soil. That it won’t be long before Roumney sues for terms. Furst’s gone off somewhere himself, leaving Orlbus in charge. Which is amusing when it isn’t terrifying. Personally, I think the empire is probably getting trounced, and they’re throwing whatever they can at it. I’m part of the ‘whatever’ that’s being thrown.” 
 “You’re young, but you aren’t stupid. Did they say where they would be sending us?” 
 “No. Just ‘the front’. Maybe Reos Port, maybe back to the Wyeth border. Maybe they haven’t decided yet.” The Roumnans had given the empire an incredibly hard time at the opening of the war, blaming it for the loss of the princess Anya, and then declaring Anya had been kidnapped and killed on the emperor’s order. Velor knew for a fact that the emperor hadn’t ordered the princess’s kidnap, that he had ordered the princess’s death, and that he hadn’t got what he’d ordered. So Velor knew what he thought of rumors. 
 Then the rumors of the dead had started. That corpse soldiers were marching out of Wyeth—or what had once been Wyeth. Now it was a land shrouded in permanent mist, according to rumor. Rumor also had it the dead marched against the empire, and Ardesh, and Roumney, and fell sorceries came with them. Whoever they killed became their compatriots, and whatever they conquered, within a day, fell under the mists. 
 There were lots of rumors in the College, but few hard facts. 
 Roumney had not reversed their declaration of war; not yet at least. But the speculation was that Roumney would not long fight a war on two fronts. 
 Rumor also said the Ardeshi, who had also declared war, were in league with the sorceress, or the Roumnans, or in a secret alliance with the empire. 
 Bulwer raked his fingers through his pale hair. He didn’t look happy. “You heard about Drum?” 
 “I’ve heard of Drum. We rode through it twice. Does that count?” Velor cracked a yawn. He had been studying and casting for almost sixteen hours, and was nearly cross-eyed with it. 
 “It’s lost to the mists. The whole city completely enveloped. They say the army of the dead washed over the town like a rotting sea.” 
 That woke Velor up as well as a bucket of water over the head might have. 
 “You’re joking. Tell me you’re joking.” 
 “All right. I’m joking.” 
 “You’re not joking, are you?” 
 “No.” 
 Velor buried his face in his hands. “Well,” he said in a muffled but perfectly audible way, “I suppose I know where we’re going next week, then.” 
 “I’d lay odds, yes.” 
 “Damn that Andine. Herkh was beating her, the bastard. Now the witch is swallowing the world, it seems like, ten and twenty leagues at a time.” 
 Bulwer shrugged. “You can damn the Andine if you want. Personally, I damn whoever sent him. He was just doing what he was told, and whoever told him to do it was on our side.” 
 “That’s not a comforting thought.” 
 “Yes, well, best we keep it between us. Whoever sent the Andine would have been high up in the emperor’s favor. And no one is higher in the Emperor’s favor than the emperor himself.” 
 Velor put a finger to his lips. “As you said. Young, not stupid.” 
 Bulwer nodded. “Is there anything you’d like? It being your birthday?” 
 “Could you go and kill this new queen of mists for me? Finish what Herkh started?” 
 “I was thinking more on the order of a bottle of wine. Maybe a round of cheese to go with it. Possibly a little music.” 
 “Some friend you are.” 
 “Good night then, magus.” 
 “Good night, guardian.” 
 Bulwer turned to the door, paused, looked back. “I did get you something. It’s in your bedroom, waiting for you on the bed.” 
 Velor’s mouth gaped open. Bulwer laughed. “Get your mind out of the gutter, magus.” 
 Velor shrugged. His face turned a little pink. “After months of being surrounded by old men exclusively, I’d be happy just to look at a girl for a change. Maybe smell one. I hear they smell nice, as a rule. I don’t remember if that’s true. The magi certainly don’t.” 
 “Definitely young,” Bulwer said, “and typically stupid when it comes to women.” Then Bulwer was gone. 
 Curious and excited, Velor went to the bedroom and opened the door. 
 At first he thought it was a person lying on the bed, though not of the lovely female variety that Bulwer’s words had inadvertently called to Velor’s young and sadly still virginal mind. 
 After a moment he realized what it really was. Armor. 
 Armor, but not like any armor he had ever seen. 
 It was made of a metal that he did not know. The metal gleamed and shed iridescent colors, like oil on water, even in the lamplight. It was made up of dozens of, for lack of a better word, scales. Velor had seen scale armor, but the pieces here were bigger. It was like a cross between plate and scale armor, and each of the plates was inscribed with sigils and glyphs. There was a breastplate, but it wasn’t quite like the breastplates he had seen the imperial heavy cavalry wear. This breastplate was more complicated, with at least half a dozen pieces, not including the skirt of tasses that protected the waist and groin. Then there were all the bits that protected the arms and legs. And the gorget that would cover his neck, and the gauntlets with the fingertips shaped like claws, and the sollerets, fashioned to look like Dureg’s cloven hooves. 
 He would need help to get it all on. And then he’d need help to get it all off. But the helmet, on the other hand – Velor didn’t need any help getting the helmet on. 
 He set the candle down and picked up the helm. It was made of the same mysterious metal, and that metal was also inscribed with glyphs and sigils. But the most arresting thing about it was the visor. It was the face of a demon. Seeing it, Velor finally understood what the magi were supposed to be. 
 Punishment. The magi were supposed to be an implacable, ruthless punishment the emperor visited upon his enemies. 
 “Well, if my face is covered by this, nobody will see any pimples, at least.” He smiled a little. “Or dare make fun of them if they do.” Velor jammed the helmet and gauntlets on and then walked around his rooms wearing them for a little while, imagining what it would have been like to be Clea, or whoever the last magus was to have worn them. 
 He confronted a coat rack. “Your doom has come,” he told it. “You should not have eaten the emperor’s cake, foolish creature. Confess your crime and repent, and I might spare you. If there is any cake left, that is – for it is my birthday, and I hunger.” 
 The coat rack expressed not even the slightest regret, nor gave any indication it was inclined to share, and so he raised a hand, preparing to blast it with the arcane magics he was now the master of. 
 He felt more than a little foolish when Bulwer burst back into the sitting room at that moment. 
 “Looks good, but you need to adjust the padding. You’re kind of lopsided. I’ll show you how to do it properly later. Right now, the Council of Owls is waiting for you. Time for your brand, magus. When they’re done with you, you need to pack. I’ll get you started.” 
 Velor pushed up the visor. “Why?” 
 “A rider from the palace just arrived with news. The witch killed Furst.” 
 Velor removed the helm and the gauntlets and set them on the table. He picked up his book. 
 Suddenly his childish amusement didn’t seem amusing at all, any more.







 ~ 18 ~ 
Etithani den Wiste, off-daughter of the emperor, arrived at the imperial palace covered in road filth, stale sweat and salt stains, and dried blood. Days and nights on horseback, stopping only to change mounts, eat, and snatch a little broken sleep at imperial remount stations had taken their toll on her. She had refused the often strenuous suggestions of the station masters that she receive medical attention, or at least take the time for a proper meal and a bath. She allowed them to splint her arm at the second station she had come to – the first had been a burnt-out place of slaughter, though at least she had found food and water there among the scattered packs of dead troopers, and eventually she had been able to catch a stray horse – but as for hot meals and beds, she would rest and recover, or die, once she had reached Axumwiste. And that after she had had words with her father. If she could find the breath to speak. 
 Her broken ribs made the journey an agony, one that she would never forget. The first two days were the worst. Often, she found herself on the verge of fainting, especially if she forced whatever horse she found herself astride to a gallop. 
 She worried, a little, that her ribs were setting badly because of the punishment she was inflicting upon them. Then she worried that they were not setting at all. Mostly she worried that she would not make it to Axumwiste; that she would give in to the darkness that periodically clouded her sight, fall from her mount, and break her neck. She worried that it was her skull – which it seemed certain had been cracked – that was the cause of the darkness, rather than her ribs. She worried that it would get worse. She had known a man who had taken a blow to the head. He had never been right afterwards. 
 She did not let her worries slow her journey. She did not let anything slow her journey. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 She pressed the horse to a gallop up the Triumphal Way to the imperial palace, letting the traffic scatter before her. It was not an uncommon thing on that road, with couriers coming and going on the business of empire, and no one was taken unawares. It hurt like hell, but with the palace in sight, she could not force herself to trot at the end. 
 She had a little trouble when she demanded entry at the Princeps Gate. The trouble vanished when she pulled out her imperial writ. Once the gate was opened to her, she trotted the horse to the Twilight Courtyard and left it there without a backward glance. She entered the palace proper, and ignored or physically brushed aside various minor functionaries as she made her way through public rooms and hallways toward the emperor’s private wing. She just kept going until her father’s personal guard appeared and blocked her way, hands on the pommels of their swords. They did not care about her imperial writ. 
 Her father’s majordomo appeared, his face shaped into a pleasant if distant greeting. 
 “The knight-commander of the knights of Axum demands an audience with the emperor,” she told him. 
 “The knights of Axum are no more, lady,” said the majordomo, face expressing a hint of wholly false sorrow. 
 “I. Fucking Know. That. We were slaughtered in Drum.” 
 “Forgive me, lady; I mean the emperor has revoked the order’s charter. They are disbanded, their titles stripped, their members arrested, their lands and chattels forfeited to the empire.” 
 This was more, and worse, than Than had expected. And what she had expected was very bad indeed. 
 “Has a bill of attainder been issued for me?” she asked. 
 “It has not, lady.” 
 Than closed her eyes and sighed. It was a mistake. The sigh caused something to shift in her chest, igniting fresh agony. Black spots began to swim in her vision. She held herself still with an iron will until it passed. 
 “Etithani den Wiste, off-daughter to the emperor, begs an audience with his imperial majesty,” she told the man through clenched teeth. 
 “What is the nature of the audience to be, lady?” 
 “Urgent news from Drum.” 
 “Very well, lady. I will inquire as to the emperor’s availability. Please sit while you wait.” 
 “I prefer to stand.” 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 She stood in the antechamber of the antechamber for half an hour before she was summoned into the presence of the emperor. It was a remarkably short wait for an unplanned audience. It was torture. 
 She followed the majordomo through a succession of rooms, each decorated more lavishly than the last. Than noticed none of them; she kept her eyes on the majordomo’s white velvet-coated back, and kept her attention on putting one foot in front of the other. 
 At last, the last door opened, revealing a room in pale marble, her father’s private audience chamber. He sat on a petty throne at the far end. Than advanced to within three paces, keeping her eyes lowered. 

This next part is the bitch, she thought. Just don’t fucking faint. She took a long, slow breath, then keeping as straight as possible, she knelt. 
 It was agony. The darkness came swarming in. Somehow, she pushed it back. 
 “Rise.” 
 Another careful breath. Another round of agony, ending with her standing before him. Finally, she lifted her gaze from the floor and looked at him directly. 
 “You sent me to die,” she told him through parched, split lips. 
 “I sent you to fight.” He took in her appearance for a pregnant moment. “It is obvious you did just that.” 
 “You gave me nothing I requested. No support. No troops. No magus. Not even extra horses or slaves.” 
 “As it happens, I did send a magus to Drum. He was killed on the way, hours after Drum had fallen, it seems. Curious, that.” 
 “Too little, too late,” she replied, and saw his face darken, his anger begin to rise. She did not in the least care. 
 “Listen to me carefully. I do not repeat myself. Drum was always going to fall, Etithani. I chose to make something of its loss. I chose to burn the dead wood that was the order of Axum. I chose to use the loss of the Andine monastery as a chastisement of the monks, who sorely needed reminding that they are servants of the empire. But most of all, I wanted a Wiste who was tempered by real conflict, who knew the taste of blood and dust and, yes, defeat. I chose you.” He sighed, and she watched the anger dissipate from his face, replaced with, it seemed to her, disappointment. She held her tongue, and he continued. 
 “There is not a single sen Wiste – son, daughter, cousin, niece or nephew – who would not piss their bed, were they forced to merely contemplate facing what you have now been through.” He raised a meaty, be-ringed hand and made a flicking, dismissive gesture. Then he pointed a finger at her. 
 “You, though, daughter. You have always been different. I have never doubted your ability, your willingness, your courage. You are a fighter. The question in my mind, Etithani, has always been whether you are a survivor.” 
 He stood up, still graceful despite his age and massive bulk, and came to face her directly. His eyes searched hers for a long moment. When he turned away, he had given no hint as to what he was looking for, or whether he had found it. But he said “sit” as he walked back to the throne, and a chair was brought for her by silent servants. 
 Only those in the direct imperial line, only those whose names ended in sen Wiste, could sit in the presence of the emperor, and only at his invitation. Than had just been included in the direct, legitimate imperial line, with a single word from his lips. 
 Than continued to stand. The emperor raised a brow. 
 “My fighter. The only one to oppose me, to my face at least, in the last thirty years. The only one ever to do it twice now, and live. Tell me, what misdeed have I committed this time?” 
 “Ronal Lymet.” 
 “Your second, as I recall.” 
 “Were his lands attaindered?” 
 “All of the knights’ lands were.” 
 “Including those few who actually defended Drum, instead of sending lackeys and sell-swords in their stead.” 
 Her father looked long on her, his face as devoid of emotion as she had ever seen it. Than returned his gaze, unblinking. 
 “Make a list,” he finally said. And with those words, the iron will of Etithani sen Wiste, true daughter of the emperor, finally, unstoppably, rusted and crumbled. Her knees buckled. She collapsed next to the chair. Her already injured skull cracked against pale marble. 
 She did not hear the emperor call her “damned stubborn girl,” nor did she hear a short while later the simple but dire threat he issued to the imperial physician regarding the outcome of her treatment. 
   



   
   

Do not make the grave mistake of judging your adversary.


 


It is not your place to say, ‘this one should die’. You must only say ‘I will not allow you to kill that one, and if you persist in trying, the consequence will be your death.’


 


The sword master is not the judge, or the jury. The master is the executioner, and then only if the adversary places his own head upon the block.

   
   
 -from the Testament of Andos (Unexpurgated)







 ~ 19 ~ 
Caida dug. 
 There was a rhythm, he had noticed, that his chain always unconsciously fell into after a time; whether they were working with shovels, or pickaxes, or mallets, or mattocks, or hoes. It was as if the chain that all their shackles were attached to connected them in some way greater than the mere physical. As if, somehow and imperfectly, it transformed them into a single organism instead of ten men convicted and sentenced to the penal cohorts. 
 There was a rhythm, a sinuous wave of tools falling, a slight pause, then a rising and a falling, over and over, through endless hours of toil. There was a beauty to it, of a sort. 
 He had observed other chains. Some of them also had a rhythm more or less the same. Some of them had none at all. 
 Caida had never trained in a group. He did not know if this was just a natural consequence of men working together, if every chain would find their rhythm, given time and no deaths. The corner of his mind that kept him marginally sane found such observations, such questions fascinating. Or at least distracting. 
 He stole a glance down the line of his chain. Nine other men. He knew some of their names, of course, or at least what they called themselves. But what they answered to, and what Caida himself thought of them as, was what the guards called them. To the guards, they were only numbers. And of course, he knew their numbers, which corresponded to their individual places in the chain. 
 Caida himself, after all the months of toil and hardship, had become Ten. The end of the chain. He was no longer a brother, not even in his own mind. 
 He knew each face as well as he had ever known his brothers at the monastery. He knew them, one from the other, by their snores, and the stench of their stale sweat and sour breath. He knew them as intimately as a mother knew her children, or a lover their loved one. And the ambivalence he felt toward them was something he often thought upon, if only to distract himself from the greater questions which circled him, casting vulture-like shadows upon his psyche. 
 Some of them he liked. Some of them he loathed. But he loved all of them. They were his compatriots in misery and horror. They were the brothers of his suffering, the siblings of his degradation. And he had never spoken to any of them. 
 He still had not said a word since his sentencing. He feared that, if he tried to speak now, after so long, he would scream. Worse, he feared that if he began to scream, he would not be able to make himself stop. Sometimes he imagined that scream crouched in the hollow of his throat, waiting for its chance to spring forth. It was black and bloody red, and folded and wet as a chick new-hatched from its shell. Sometimes he could feel it moving inside him, twitching, stretching. It was at times like those he feared most for his sanity. 
 They were digging a trench. Not a trench at the front lines, from which soldiers would face the dead armies that came out of the mists. No, they were digging a slit trench. A trench that the soldiers of the empire would shit and piss in while waiting for the undead armies to attack. 
 Caida served the empire still. 
 Somewhere north and east of their position was Drum, and the monastery. He couldn’t see it; the lady Anya had claimed it as her own, and covered it with her sorcerous mists. 
 He did not like to think about the lady Anya. Thinking about her could only lead to memories of her, and memories of her would lead, inevitably, to memories of what had happened to him after he’d saved her. Better to contemplate the rhythm of the chain. 
 Caida wondered if his sword was still there, somewhere, or if it had truly been melted down, as the abbot had said it would be. 
 His sword. His soul. If he had his sword, if he had any sword, he could kill the fat, lazy pair of guards that ruled his chain in a trice, and cut a path for his nine brothers that led out of the empire, and to freedom. 
 They knew that. The guards assigned to his chain favored whips, tips barbed in sharp steel, and crossbows. They did not wear blades of any sort. 
 Caida knew that he could kill his way free with the shovel in his hand. Or even bare handed. He knew, even without steel, that he could still set himself free, and possibly even the others in his chain. But he could not guarantee it. And if he failed, nine other men would die. If he attempted to escape alone, nine other men would die. That was the rule. If one escapes, or even tries to escape, all are hanged. Hanged, after torture – if ropes and trees are available. If not, Caida had seen many other methods of execution during his time on the chain. 
 He had seen men escape from other chains. He had seen those chains subsequently dangling from makeshift gallows, or pierced with bolts, or having their throats slit. He could not let that happen to his chain. Not even to Four, who still sometimes tried to steal Five’s food, and kept everyone awake with his snoring and his screaming nightmares. 
 Caida dug, and turned his thoughts to other things, away from murder and escape and misery and auburn-haired witches, and he let the rhythm of the chain carry his body through another day. 
 Hours passed that he was aware of only vaguely. Finally, something pulled him out of his thoughts. He realized that the rhythm had gone away. He looked down along the chain, and saw that they had all stopped digging, and were staring towards some commotion to the north. He glanced at the guards, which was always a dangerous proposition. They too were looking northward, and since they were not hip-deep in a trench, they had a better view. 
 Whatever they saw, it had put fear and shock on their faces. Wishert dropped his whip and started backing away, face suddenly white. He turned on his heel and began running. 
 Giabelt screamed at the chain. 
 “Get up! Get out! Back behind the cohorts, now!” 
 Caida and the rest of the chain scrambled up the crumbing side of the trench and began a shambling, stumbling run southwards. 
 Caida could see what they were running from now. 
 The mists had rolled over the front lines as silently as a thief. They were not stopping. Never before had the mists preceded the army of the dead. Always the dead came first, and then the mists to claim the land that they had conquered. 
 The imperials had been caught completely off-guard. They had no magic of their own to counter the mists, though Caida had heard that a magus was on the way. 
 Too late, it seemed. 
 “Give us the key!” shouted Seven. “We’ll never make it chained! Please!” Seven was not wrong. He rarely was. The mists were moving faster than the chain. But Caida doubted they could unlock themselves before the mists were on them. 
 Caida also doubted either Wishert or Giabelt would accede to Seven’s frantic plea. He was happy to be proven wrong. Giabelt ripped the leather thong on which the key was kept from around his neck and threw it at Seven. He did not slow his retreat. Caida had not expected him to. 
 Seven freed himself, passed the key to Six, and began running. 
 Caida’s heart broke, just a little. He should have known it would be like that, but he had held on to the hope that the chain would stick by one another. That they would work together. That they would somehow keep the rhythm. 
 Foolish thought. 
 Four lunged across Five, trying to take the key. From there it was a mad, brutal melee, fists and knees and heads smacking and cracking into cold, dirty exposed flesh. It nearly took Caida off his feet. Nearly. If he hadn’t been at the end of the chain, it would have. He kept one eye on the chain and the other on the swiftly advancing mists. And he had kept hold of his shovel. 
 Three got himself free. Four got his neck broken. And then the mists were on them. 
 The sounds of the struggle were instantly muffled, nearly to complete silence. Caida could no longer make out the individuals of the chain; they were now just a shifting, cursing, amorphous pile of struggling limbs and torsos, robbed of detail. 
 Caida raised the shovel to a guard position, and strained his ears and his eyes. 
 Something. He heard something. A voice. It came from everywhere and nowhere, sourceless, or sourced solely from the enveloping mists. It sounded a little like her. But that might just have been his imagination. 
 “This one does not run. Fierce? Foolish? What are you?” 
 For the first time in nearly half a year, Caida spoke. It was easier than he had imagined it would be. 
 “I am a wheel whose edge is death.” 
 “Brave words. But how will you deal death to those who are already dead? Goodbye, wheel.” 
 The first of the witch’s soldiers appeared in the mist, glowing with a faint green corpse light, and approached. Its armor was ragged and rusted; its flesh rotting, its jaw dangling by a scrap of flesh. It brandished a sword—a cruel looking thing the likes of which Caida had never seen. Single edged, slightly curved, shorter than his own great sword had been, of course, but longer than the cavalry sword it bore the closest resemblance to. 
 Caida whipped his shovel forward in a blur, and chopped off the hand that held the sword with the shovel’s dull, worn-down blade. His time on the chain had only increased the strength in his arms. Then he buried the shovel in the corpse’s neck, toppling the creature backwards. Caida retrieved its sword from where it had fallen to the ground. 
 “Hello,” he told it. It was not his great sword. His great sword, his soul, was no more. 
 “Now I have a new soul,” he said. It was an ugly, inelegant soul. Pitted and notched. Badly maintained. Stained. Forged without a thought for craftsmanship. 
 Caida found it fitting. 
 More dead were appearing now, shapes in the mist. The wild brawl that was the chain had become less frenetic, and less likely to yank him off his feet. He did not know if the others had mostly escaped, or killed each other, and could not spare a glance to try and find out. 
 The first dead man rose to his feet once more, but Caida’s thrust with the shovel had partially severed the spine. The thing’s head lolled drunkenly. 
 Caida finished the decapitation. The body collapsed, and moved no more. 
 Three more made their way to him with unhurried steps. 
 Caida did not waste blows or energy on what would have been vital organs in a living opponent. He confined himself to blocking blows and decapitating his corpse-foes. His new soul was no good for thrusting in any case. It was a slashing weapon, but it did tolerably well as an executioner’s sword. 
 Three were not enough to test his skill. But more and more of the dead were appearing in the mist. They did not march in formation. They simply walked, weapons in hand, singly and in random clumps. The did not seem to have much intelligence. Any that were more than a few yards away ignored him and continued to march southwards. That left many more for him to face. 
 Soon there was a rotting mound of bodies before him, waist-high. Caida hadn’t even begun to sweat. 
 “I am a wheel whose edge is death,” he told the mist, “and if this is the best you have to bring against me, you waste my time.” 
 The only reply he received was soft, distant laughter. 
 “Ten!” he heard a voice say behind him, and whirled around, suspecting a trick. 
 It was Nine. His face was sheeted with blood. He held out the key to the shackles. 
 “Are you the last?” Caida asked. 
 “The last alive,” Nine replied. 
 “Unlock my shackles and stay behind me. If you run, you’ll die.” 
 “If I stay I’ll die!” 
 “No. You won’t. I will weave steel around us both.” 
 Nine shook his head. But he started unlocking Caida’s shackles. “You’re a crazy bastard. I didn’t even know you could talk, much less swing a sword.” 
 “Stay low. These shamblers are just the first wave, I think. Like arrows shot before an advance.” 
 “Were you a soldier?” Nine asked, and Caida shook his head. 
 “Worse. I was a monk.” 
 “Shouldn’t we be running away?” 
 “I do not run.” 
 “Crazy, crazy bastard.” 
 Caida smiled, and bleakness leaked out. “I just told you I was worse than a soldier.” 
 Though he could hear nothing, Caida felt the earth begin to tremble beneath his feet. 
 “Cavalry coming, he said. 
 “Dureg gnaw you, Ten!” 
 The next wave was mounted, their horses skeletally thin and dead-eyed. Plodding. They no longer breathed. Their riders were the same. Dead, but not as hideously decomposed as the first group had been. Except for one. That one breathed, moved like a living thing – but its physiognomy was subtly wrong. It suffered perversions of its facial features, the length of its limbs—Caida took in the weirdness and put it away. All that mattered was the dance of death about to begin. 
 They came in a disciplined line, at a trot. Then the living one saw Caida, saw the mound of corpses before him, and smiled, exposing shark-like teeth. It reined in its horse and made a silent signal, and the dead riders broke around Caida and continued on, refusing to engage. The deformed one sat his horse, waiting, smiling. 
 Very soon three more appeared, equally if differently deformed. 
 One had a saber much the same as his new soul. Two had javelins, Ardeshi-style. The first one had a Roumnan lance. 
 First, they tried to ride him down. They were skilled and quick. He knocked Nine out of harm’s way, dodged the deadly hooves and the saber cut aimed at his head, and took the rider’s sword hand as he passed. Hand and sword fell to the ground in a welter of living blood. Caida ignored the man’s shrieks and looked at the sword where it lay in the dust, still gripped by his foe’s ragged-nailed hand. 
 “Sorry, he whispered to the sword. “Too late. I already have a new soul.” 
 The lancer came at him next, his weapon couched. The lance tip was positioned to find his heart. Caida stood motionless until the last moment, then with viperish speed and stunning strength, he slammed the tip of the lance down into the dirt with his bare hand. 
 The lancer did not let go of his weapon in time. He was torn from his saddle. Caida scribed a crimson line across his throat before his body had touched the ground. 
 The javeliners were deadly. They circled him beyond range of his blade, making him turn constantly to keep them both in view—a feat made much more difficult by the mists. He could not press his attack without leaving Nine exposed. A javelin flew past his head, whispering against his hair. 
 “Nine. Listen. I want you to get under Four’s body and stay there until I tell you. Do you understand? 
 “You’re crazy! I’m not lying under a dead body!” 
 “Then you will be killed while I go over there and kill the one that looks far too much like a pig.” 
 Nine went. Caida scooped up the fallen blade, shook off the dismembered hand, and hurled it at the javeliner whose skin wept pus. It did no harm, but it kept him from casting another javelin while Caida covered the ground that lay between him and the pig-faced man. 
 Caida sheared off the horse’s right foreleg. Then, a second later, his sword bit deep into the fleshy neck of the pig soldier. He whirled back around to face the pus weeper, the dead-but-not-dead horse struggling weakly behind him. Too late. 
 A javelin took him in the thigh, and the head continued on, burying itself in the horse’s barrel chest. The horse’s struggles weakened even more, became barely more than shudders. The javelin must have found the withered heart of the beast, thought Caida. Luckily for him. Well, as lucky as a man pinned by a javelin to a horse through his leg could reasonably be. Caida smiled a grim smile. 
 The javeliner had no more javelins. He would have to approach to finish the job. 
 Caida twisted painfully and sheared through the javelin’s shaft with his sword, freeing himself from the dead mount. He left the shaft in his thigh. Later was soon enough to pull it. When he had the time and materials to stanch the blood. 
 Pus man nudged his horse forward at a walk. He had the same sort of sword as Caida in his fist, now that his javelins were spent. 
 “Come and die,” Caida told him. 
 The man smiled, exposing rows of needle-like teeth. A gray, worm-like tongue rolled out of his mouth and quested the air, like a blind snake. He rose in his saddle, making to dismount, but then suddenly sat back down and pulled brutally on the reins. His head whipped towards the south, as if he had heard something that alarmed him. 
 Caida heard it as well. A low, swelling sound, like the largest, deepest horn in the world had been sounded, was being sounded beyond the breath of mortal lungs. 
 The pus soldier hissed at Caida, then spurred his horse away, back towards the north. Caida could hear other hooves beating against the earth as well, out in the mists. None of them were advancing. 
 It seemed as though the army of the mists was in retreat. 
 “I guess the magus finally arrived,” Caida said. “You can come out now, Nine.” 
 Nine crawled out from under Four. He walked towards Caida, wild-eyed. Then he saw the shaft that pierced Caida’s thigh. 
 “Dureg’s teeth! How can I help you?” 
 “We’ll have to bind it. Find some cloth. Four won’t be needing his blanket anymore. It’s filthy, but I will worry about blood loss now and infection later.” 
 Nine hurried back to the corpse he’d just quit. “And after that? What then?” 
 Caida didn’t answer. He hobbled over to the dead lancer and struck off its head. He did the same with the javeliner. The now-one handed swordsman was missing. It must have crawled or ridden off into the mists during the melee. 
 “What are you doing?” Nine asked. 
 “Making sure they don’t get up and follow us.” 
 “Can they do that?” 
 “I don’t know. I do not want to find out.” 
 Nine struggled to unwind the blanket from Four’s waist, where the man had worn it as sort of a skirt. “I do not know what the fuck is going on,” he muttered. “I thought I was in hell before. Now? I do not know what the fuck I am going to do.” 
 “Well,” Caida replied, “you can stay here and go back on the chain if you want. I’m leaving.” The first horseman, the one whose hand he had cut off, couldn’t have gone far before he bled out. With luck the horse hadn’t wandered much further. And there should be another horse, shouldn’t there? His wound was making him light-headed now. It was getting a little difficult to think. With luck, dead horse flesh would carry him where he wanted to go. Caida was not squeamish. Not after months on the chain. 
 “Where are you going?” asked Nine returning with Four’s filth-encrusted blanket. 
 “The Kash,” Caida replied. He noticed that the mist was slowly unraveling, exposing hints of the terrain further and further away. 
 “Where’s that?” asked Nine. 
 “Far, far away from here,” Caida replied, and yanked the shaft out of his thigh with a groan. Blood flowed, but not the bright spray of a cut artery. If he could avoid infection, he had a chance. More than a chance. 
 “Far away from here sounds like a wonderful place to me,” Nine said, wrapping the makeshift bandage tight around the wound and tying it off. “Let’s go.”







 ~ 20 ~ 
Velor walked into the mists, the book open in his hands, chanting. He had forgone the helm and gauntlets, but wore the rest of Clea’s armor. Glyphs and sigils inscribed in the ancient metal crackled and spat blue-white actinic light, in sympathy with the spell Velor cast. The armor fit the lad well, thought Bulwer. More, it seemed to suit him. 
 The spell was puissant, and went before Velor like a bow wave, hurling the mists back and exposing to the light once again the land that had been briefly smothered by it. Furst had been a good teacher. 
 Bulwer was impressed with the boy. He had come far, in a short span. He was even a little proud of Velor. Instinctively he repressed that feeling. Nothing good could come of a guardian who became overly attached, or overly familiar, with the magus who bore his book. 
 But Bulwer could not deny that the young man had a gravity to him now. Under Herkh, it had never had an opportunity to show itself. Or maybe it was just Clea’s armor. 
 As the mists retreated, horrors were revealed. Velor, fortunately, was too engrossed in his casting to have much of an opportunity to notice it. Bulwer, following directly behind him and a little to his right, had no such luxury. Nor did the reinforcements that had traveled with them from Axumwiste. 
 The witch’s creatures had overrun the imperial encampment. Camp followers were sprawled out in death, hacked and bloody. Washerwomen. Knife sharpeners. Carpenters. Grocers. Their children and spouses. A hundred souls or more. All dead. 
 Many more, Bulwer could tell, were missing, leaving only their life blood behind on the rocky soil. He had had long years to learn the language of battle-sign. 
 Velor liberated more and more of the camp, coming soon enough to General Benthic’s silken tent. Benthic was dead, along with his staff. Their heads had been piled at the front of the tent, Benthic’s on top. 
 It was the same all the way to the trenches. They found perhaps half a dozen survivors out of an armed camp of three thousand. They all told the same story. 
 Velor continued beyond the front lines. Ten yards. Twenty. Fifty. A cohort followed him, but Bulwer wondered if the lad planned to liberate Drum all by himself. 
 “Magus,” Bulwer called. “Perhaps you have gone far enough.” 
 Velor stumbled to a stop. Slowly, the words faltered, then stopped. Slowly the glyphs and sigils engraved in the armor’s metal began to lose their glow. Velor looked around, a little dazed. 
 “The mists came before the attack, not after,” he said. Bulwer wasn’t sure if Velor was addressing him, or speaking to himself. 
 “Your enemy grows more skilled,” Bulwer told Velor, “Or more powerful. But you won this round.” 
 Velor closed the book with a snap, then used his free hand to rub his forehead, exhaustion plain on his young features. 
 “This is winning? Did you see the heads? They were piled up like cabbages at the market.” Velor shuddered a little. “I’d hate to see what losing looks like.” 
 “You are still breathing. Your enemy is in retreat. That, magus, is the very definition of winning. Or at least not losing.” 
 Velor grunted. 
 “Let’s return to the camp. We are exposed out here.” 
 Velor nodded, but didn’t move. 
 “Do you want me to hold the book for a while?” Bulwer asked in a low tone. 
 In answer Velor held it out to the guardian. Bulwer took it. 
 Then they returned to the main body of the reinforcements. Three cohorts, all more seasoned than the rank recruits that had been hastily thrown towards Drum initially. The captain of the reinforcements that they had ridden with looked both furious and sick. 
 They moved camp to a middling range of hills a quarter mile to the east, the captain muttering that that was where the army should have been encamped in the first place. Couriers were dispatched back to Axumwiste detailing the situation and asking for further instructions and as many reinforcements as could possibly be mustered. 
 Bulwer had just begun pitching their tent when an imperial courier galloped into the camp, not one of theirs, horse in a lather. The dust-streaked man vaulted from the saddle and ran to the command tent. Bulwer knew more bad news had just arrived, and paused in the pitching of the tent. He had a suspicion. Minutes later Velor came out of the tent, his young face pale, and confirmed it. 
 “You can stop,” he told Bulwer. 
 “All right. Always did prefer to sleep under the stars,” the guardian replied. “What’s the news?” 
 “It’s the Ardeshi. They’ve landed in Horst. Hundreds of transport ships. Everything’s now fucked down south, apparently. They’re burning everything and slaughtering everyone. According to the dispatch, it’s very, very bad.” 
 “And you’ve been summoned to Horst.” 
 “And I’ve been summoned to Horst,” Velor agreed. “They’re sending Jens to replace me here.” 
 Velor’s war had begun in earnest. Bulwer steeled himself against pity.







 ~ 21 ~ 
Anya had made camp on the Timor trail, wanting to be closer to Drum, and the front, than Thunderhead. She thought it imprudent to stay in Drum any longer, however, considering the imperial forces marshaling nearby, just outside the mists. She was waiting for Heirus to report the outcome of the sortie. The constant shifting of the pressure of the dead, lightening as some were destroyed, growing heavier as the newly killed joined her ranks, had told her little. But the pressure seemed greater, in the end. 
 She missed the polis Governor’s mansion. It had been a good place to recuperate. 
 And it was far from the numen, and the temptation of its power. 
 Anya was not generally inclined to dwell on decisions already made, but her thoughts kept returning to those who had fled Drum. Those she had let go, instead of taking as… resources. To feed to the numen. With a thousand souls to offer, what sort of power might she have bargained from the thing? 
 It did not bear thinking about. And yet her thoughts would keep returning to the question. 
 She understood better now the seductive nature of power. How it could smear, and eventually erase, the dividing lines between what was acceptable and what was not. What was right, and what was wrong. That line had always been sharp and black in her mind, if differently placed and more… sinuous than most other people’s. 
 She had always known that the world was a filthy place, and that its grime would not wash off of her when she had finished what she’d set out to do. If she finished. But she knew now that if she were not careful, her own strength would make the world more unclean instead of being a cleansing fire, as was her intent. 
 She had not realized it, not really, not viscerally. Not until she’d looked on the pathetic refugees of Drum huddled on the Princeps road, waiting to die. Looked on them, and seriously considered feeding them to the numen. 
 Let them call her a demon, a monster as they no doubt did. They were still alive to do it. There was a cavern under Thunderhead filled with more skulls than anyone could count, to say that in the past, others had made a different, less merciful choice. That others had chosen strength, however unclean. 
 She turned her thoughts away from refugees and moral questions, and back to the sortie. 
 The skin walker soldiers, the strigothi as Heirus called them, had given her increasingly strident advice regarding the imperials camped near Drum, less than a mile from her mists. Strident, but never crossing the line into insolence. They had learned their lesson. The strigothi opinion of the imperials, however, crossed that line and dove deep into contempt. The imperial forces, they said, were badly trained and badly commanded, and waiting to be destroyed. They’d practically begged her to allow them to attack. 
 Finally, she had given her consent. She had tested her dead. It was time to test their captains. Now she waited in a tent salvaged from somewhere in Drum by Heirus or one of the captains. It smelled like cattle and piss and stale beer, but she didn’t really mind. Her only other experience with living under canvas had been with the imperial troopers conducting her through Wyeth to her wedding. Before she’d killed them. 
 She’d rather enjoyed it, having only a thin layer of canvas between her and the world, after the suffocating confines of convent and royal palace. 
 Heirus arrived in the early afternoon, riding ahead of the returning troops to bring her word. 
 “I bring good news and bad, sorceress.” He was dusty from the ride, but not otherwise incommoded. He had not taken part in the fighting, being her eyes. 
 “Tell me all,” she said to him. He had removed the stitches two days earlier, and while it still pained her to speak, she could do so clearly once more. 
 “The imperial encampment is no more. The mists threw them into confusion – well, greater confusion. The dead and half-killed marched in and slaughtered those who did not flee. Their general, and all his officers, are dead. We piled their heads as you instructed.” 
 “There is the good news,” she said. Pushing the mists before her host without the numen’s strength to draw from had been taxing. She was pleased the tactic had paid dividends. “Now out with the bad.” 
 “Humans who were not soldiers were killed. Camp followers. The strigothi were not able to control the dead to that extent.” 
 She had feared as much, even while giving instructions to leave civilians alone. “I’m sure the strigothi tried their utmost,” she replied, her tone indicating she was sure of no such thing. 
 “Some were taken into the host. Your captains thought it best not to waste the corpses.” 
 “Camp followers accept the risk that defeat might mean their own deaths. I am not pleased, but also not angry, Heirus. I must consider how to refine the leash that holds the dead.” 
 “There is more. Your Andine is alive.” 
 “He isn’t my Andine. I am surprised he is an Andine at all anymore. But I am happy to hear he lives.” 
 “He was part of a slave chain.” 
 “Ah. Not an Andine anymore, then.” She felt a twinge of guilt at the news, and then more than a twinge. It was as if she were suddenly sick to her stomach. One way or another, she was at least partly responsible for his fall. She kept it from her face. 
 “He killed three of the strigothi. Two of them permanently.” 
 “Am I supposed to weep, Heirus? He is very good with a blade. As you should already know.” 
 “He is in Drum, by now.” 
 She felt a strange thrill at the news. 
 “I ask your permission to hunt him down.” 
 She stood abruptly. Heirus took a step back. “You will do no such thing. I owe him my life.” 
 “You owe nothing to anyone, sorceress. He is dangerous, and must be dispatched.” 
 “You tell me what must be done? You tell me what I owe or do not owe?” 
 Heirus blanched, realizing he had overstepped. She was surprised the creature was capable of such a human reaction. 
 “You will not ‘hunt’ brother Caida. You will not approach him. You will stay well away from him, whatever his aim is, wherever he is headed. Do I make myself clear?” she sat back down and poured a glass of wine. Good wine into a proper glass, both taken from the polis governor’s mansion in Drum. She drank, but did not taste it. 
 “Why are you protecting him, sorceress?” 
 She loosed a short bark of laughter. “Is that what you think I am doing? I am protecting you. If you disobey me in this, I will not have to punish you, Heirus. Caida will do it himself.” 
 “I think – forgive me sorceress, but I think you overestimate him. He is one man.” 
 “I, one woman, started a war with the world. Overestimation of an adversary is not something I am prone to. If three of your kind could not kill him, then your kind either need to become much better armsmen or they need to give him a wide berth. And you cannot argue both sides, Heirus; either he is dangerous and must be dispatched, or he is ‘just one man.’” 
 “I do not ‘argue both sides,’ lady. The Andine is a threat that should be eliminated, and he is one man. Both statements are true.” 
 “You tire me, Heirus. I understand that you have historical reasons for… disliking Andines. But brother Caida is no longer a brother, from what you say. Leave him be. I will hear no more on the subject.” 
 “As you wish, sorceress.” With obvious frustration, the skin walker continued his report. “There is other displeasing news. Imperial reinforcements arrived, at the end. A magus was with them. The magus was able to drive back the mists, to a degree. To the edge of the contested land.” 
 Anya lowered her glass. “This was your least-most important piece of news?” 
 “I thought the deaths of three of your captains more important, yes.” 
 “Then you are a fool.” 
 “I apol–” 
 “Go away, Heirus. You tire me.” 
 “Forgive me, but we must discuss replacing the strigothi.” 
 She slammed down the wine glass on the camp table, heedless of its sloshing. She stood once more and walked the short distance to the skin walker. She stopped when their faces were mere inches apart. 
 “Must we?” she asked softly, head tilted and one eyebrow raised. 
 The creature finally realized he had overstepped his bounds. That her patience with him was spent. He bowed stiffly and exited the tent, leaving Anya to her thoughts once more. She sat back down in the camp chair and brooded. She wanted to think about what it meant that a magus had been able to drive back the mists to the edge of Drum. She wanted to think about the impending move on Roumney. She could not. Her thoughts rebelled. 
 Caida alive, and unbound by vows. Moving through her lands. Bound for what destination? 
 She knew there were only two possible places he would go, if he was going north. One of them was to her. It was by far the less likely. 
 She did not realize, at first, that she was running one finger along the livid scar that now marred her face. When she did, she clenched that hand into a fist, and then pressed it into her stomach. 
 Her sword monk may have been cast out of the order, but she very much doubted he would have cast away his faith. Not Caida, no. 
 He would be making his way to the convent, seeking the true, unexpurgated testament of Andos. 
 The sisters would not let him in, of course. 
 She wondered what her sword saint would do then, for he would certainly not give up. 
 “A slave chain,” she muttered. The damnable, inconvenient feeling of guilt rose once more. 
 “And what would I have done if I had known?” she asked herself, voice sharp, nearly disdainful. “Ridden to his rescue? Broken his chains?” Unconsciously, the fist dug deeper into her navel. 
 It took a little time for the answer to come, and the emotion that came with it was murkier and of greater weight than mere guilt. 
 “No. Almost certainly I would not have,” she admitted. And then, damning sister Nimrun and her admonishment to self-honesty, she spoke the rest of it. 
 “But I would have wanted to.” 
 She was not sure which was the greater failing. 
   
 ~ + ~ 
   
 Heirus found himself in an untenable position. He had felt his control of the situation, his part in the Design, slipping for months. He had thought rescuing her from the book might soften her attitude towards him. He had been wrong. If anything, she had become harder, more driven. Less inclined to listen to his advice. 
 Part of that – most of that – was due to the fact that he would not reveal to her the location of the book. She had not pressed him; she now no more wanted to be near the thing than he did. But she was not the type to forgive or forget even the gentlest defiance, stemming from the most reasonable source. 
 The sorceress was as willful as she was dangerous. There was very little he could do to even sway her decisions – outright defying them again would be unthinkably perilous. If she were to kill him in a fit of pique, as she had done to the strigothi who had shown a spark of insolence, then the entire Design would be in the gravest jeopardy. The work of centuries undone in an instant. Heirus knew this was the last chance for his kind. There would not be another as suited to the Design as the lady Anya was, not for generations. 
 His people did not have generations. His queen did not have generations. He had to bring the situation back in line with what she had conceived, somehow. 
 The lady Anya had grown increasingly reluctant to call upon the power of the numen. He did not understand it; she was not squeamish, nor was she easily frightened. But if she forswore using the numen, the Design could not proceed. Only lady Anya could treat with the numen, and only the numen had the power to summon more skin walkers. 
 Only the numen had the power to bring into this world a new, whole queen, to take up his own maimed queen’s task. 
 And only a new, whole skin walker queen could take the lady Anya, dire sorceress, as a mount.







 ~ 22 ~ 
Six black-sailed gayassa sailed upstream through the heart of the City of First Kings, through a moonless night. Everywhere was the sound of drums. Ever-present along nearly the entire length of the river called the Source, the drumbeats verged on cacophonous in the city. The drums told many things, to those with ears to hear. They spoke of peace and war, joy and sorrow, danger and opportunity. The drums were the city’s conversation with itself, and it always had much to say. Jaga Khun knew they spoke of him, tonight, though he did not know their tongue. 
 Jaga the Heartless, sea reaver, sudden terror of the Circle Sea, at the head of six river gayassa laden with treasure. What was he doing here? Where was he going? Were the hundred men he had brought enough to guard what he had taken from so many others? 
 Opportunity, or threat? 
 The drums did not reach a conclusion before he reached his destination. And once his destination was known by all the unseen watchers, the conversation turned to other, healthier things. 
 After fleeing Thunderhead, he had returned to his birthplace, the southern Ardeshi port city of Gris. There he had called in every one of the many markers owed to him and bought and outfitted a pair of fast, seaworthy batil. Then he had crewed them with the scum of the earth. Then he’d gone pirating. 
 Jaga hadn’t so much as looked at the sea in twenty years. It had almost been the death of him so many times in his youth that, once he’d escaped it, he’d sworn he would never lay eyes on it again. But the Circle Sea was full of the treasures of a dozen different lands, for those who knew how to take it. All that spring and into the summer, Jaga took and took and took. 
 No corner of the Circle Sea, already in turmoil due to the war, was safe from his depredations. Furs and amber from the northern holds, the rarest dyes from Cantiphon, precious scented wood from Nuhur, silks and spices and jars of milk of the poppy from the Utter East, shining gold and silver from the empire – all of it he took, and more, in a cold fury. All of it was soaked in blood, as indelible as it was invisible. 
 All of it taken for this night, in this place. 
 Tonight he would meet, and try to hire, Muuaji wa Wachawi. The Killer of Wizards. 
 One by one his gayassa maneuvered themselves up to the stone jetty and disgorged crew and treasure. When everything was sorted, Jaga led the procession up to the huge stone edifice that was Muuaji wa Wachawi’s home. It had once been the home of a line of sorcerer-kings. They had once ruled the city. Now the city ruled itself, and the Killer of Wizards kept to herself. 
 Jaga hoped to change that. 
 In a short time, he stood before two great bronze doors. Torches burned in sconces to either side. Behind him, he heard some of his men muttering. Jaga stepped forward and rapped on the door with the back of his hand, and after a moment, one of the doors opened slowly, revealing an old woman with a cloth-covered head. 
 “I seek an audience with the Killer of Wizards,” he said in passable Nuhuran. 
 The old woman took him in with a glance, and took in all that was behind him with another glance. She opened both doors wide, revealing a huge, candle-lit chamber. At its far end was a throne made of ivory and stone. Upon it sat woman with nearly midnight black skin, wrapped in robes of rust-red. 
 Jaga took three steps inside and knelt. Behind him, as he had instructed them, his men knelt as well. 
 “Who comes calling so late at night with so many gifts, mother?” the woman asked. 
 “Jaga the pirate, child,” the old woman replied. “The one they call heartless.” 
 “Perhaps he comes to court me.” 
 “He does, child. But he will not ask for your hand.” 
 “Did he bring a bridal headdress? Did he bring butterfat, or the goat, or sugar or flour?” 
 “No, child. He brings gold and jewels and silk, and other things from far. Nothing so tasty as a goat.” 
 “I do not know whether to approve, or feel insulted.” 
 The old woman shrugged, clearly indifferent. 
 “Come forward then, heartless one.” 
 Jaga rose and approached her, stopping three arm-lengths from the throne. Midway between him and her, stacked almost carelessly on the floor, was a pile of skulls, six or seven. The topmost three each wore a crown. All of the skulls were charred, the crowns partially melted, like golden wax. 
 Closer now, he could see that the Wizard Killer was a mature woman, perhaps of an age with him. She had a strong face, short, tightly curly hair with a little gray in it, and cold, frightening eyes. She stood and circled him, taking in every detail. 
 “You were a bigger man, a softer man, not so long ago. A contented man.” 
 “My contentment was taken from me,” he replied. 
 She finished her inspection and sat once more, leaning: legs crossed, elbow on armrest, chin on fist. There was grace there, and power. Too much power to truly ever appear languid. 
 “Tell me why you have come,” she said. 
 “There is a witch. She took my fortress from me, killed my men. Their corpses serve her still.” 
 She tssked, impatient with his answer. “Tell me why you have come, Jaga the heartless.” 
 “She made me kill the brother of my heart. With my own hands. With her magic. I want her dead.” 
 “You fear this woman.” 
 “The entire world begins to fear her. I was just the first.” 
 “Ah. The queen of mists.” 
 “They call her that now, yes. I have brought you the treasures of the Circle Sea, in hopes that you can be persuaded to do to her what you did to those who once lived here.” He gestured towards the skulls. 
 “And if I say I will not bother myself with this pale northern witch? If I say let her rule her mists, that she is nothing to me? Will you then load your gayassa once more, and search for another who will say yes?” 
 “No, lady. These trinkets are yours. They have been yours from the moment I took them. If you choose to say no, I will go out and hunt down more ships, gather more trinkets, clean the blood and salt from them, and bring those to you as well in hopes of changing your mind.” 
 She feigned surprise well. “And why is that?” she asked. They were dancing now, she and he, and she knew her steps as well as he knew his. Better, perhaps. But he knew his well enough. 
 “Because there is no one else who can do what I ask. Only you.” 
 Muuaji wa Wachawi smiled. “You are not stupid, Jaga-once-Khun, nor are you wrong.” 
 She stared at him for a long time, chin on fist, considering. Finally, she spoke. 
 “I will take your gifts, heartless one, because you offer them. I will sail north with you, because I find you pleasant, and this city stale. But I will not kill this witch for you. No. I do not fight for any man.” She shook a finger. 
 Jaga held himself still, only lowering his head a little in acknowledgment of her decision. But he knew Muuaji wa Wachawi was not done speaking, and so he waited on her final word. 
 “I will kill her for myself. Because that is what I do.”







 ~ EPILOGUE ~ 
First Among Servants Gwynne slept soundly, despite his many crimes, both petty and large. He was a big man, and he slept in a big bed; bigger, really, than any servant could rightfully lay claim to, with sheets finer than any servant should rightfully be able to afford. 
 These were some of the things imperial inquisitor Kett took note of as he watched the man slumber, watched the slow rise and fall of the man’s barrel chest and grossly fat belly. 
 That a servant was that fat might count against him as well, Kett mused. 
 Kett kept a running mental list of all the things about Servant Gwynne, and Servant Gwynne’s possessions, that were making him… inquisitive. He had noted a silver handled brush on the man’s night stand, for example, and a small vial of Carisian perfume that, conservatively, cost more than the First Among Servants of the College of Magi should make in six months of wages. And in the man’s wardrobe, back behind the dull, functional robes a servant habitually wore, he had found a little hidden catch. Quietly – Inquisitor Kett did everything quietly, even when putting subjects to the question amongst blood and fire and burning flesh – quietly, he had released the catch, and discovered a small compartment behind the oak panel. In that small compartment he had found an even smaller velvet bag. And in the velvet bag he had discovered many precious stones even smaller still; but as precious stones went, those who knew about such things would say that the smallest of them was still far too large, and far too fine, for one such as First Among Servants Gwynne to have possession of honestly. 
 Inquisitor Kett sat in the single chair in the bedroom, and watched Gwynne sleep. 
 The moon was nearly full, and Gwynne’s curtains were open, and Kett, all truth be told, was not only as silent as a cat, but he also very nearly had a cat’s excellent night vision. He had been blessed with many advantages, he knew, which was why he had been invited to become an inquisitor. But he knew the greatest of his blessings was his deeply inquisitive nature. 
 Kett decided that he did indeed want to put all his questions to Gwynne directly; not only about silver brushes and fine sheets, but also about missing magi armor. And, most importantly, about whether First Among Servants Gwynne had any least notion how knowledge of magus Furst’s movements had somehow gotten out to the witch queen of Wyeth, of all people. 
 Kett carefully drew a little needle out from his belt and jabbed Gwynne with it, in one of the rolls on the man’s fat neck. Gwynne started, and Kett resumed his seat. Slowly, heavily, Gwynne came awake. He realized after a moment that he was not alone. His eyes widened. He tried to speak, or to shout, but by that time the toxin Kett’s needle had been coated with had paralyzed his vocal cords. 
 “Feel free to struggle,” Kett told Gwynne. “It will speed the compound’s flight throughout your grossly fat body.” 
 Struggle Gwynne did. He struggled to attain a sitting position, and failed. He flopped back down on the bed, his arms and legs flailing, his eyes bulging. His movements rapidly slowed, until he could not even blink. 
 “First Among Servants Gwynne, you are hereby remanded into the custody of the imperial inquisition, in whose care you will remain until such time as you have answered all questions to our satisfaction, or you have moved beyond the mortal veil.” Kett rose and opened Gwynne’s door. Six burly operarios entered, and then bore Gwynne’s rigid body out. 
 Kett followed, softly and quietly latching the door behind them and then affixing to it the inquisitorial seal. 
 None, not even the magi, would open that door until the seal was removed. 






 FROM THE AUTHOR: 

 

 This book is finished, but the war is far from over. 
   
 I hope you have enjoyed this second installment of the Skin Walker War. If you would like to receive word about the release of the third book, Armor of Faith, and other writing stuff, why not sign up for my newsletter? It is totally non-spammy. Spam marketers should be consigned to Dureg’s lowest hell. 
   
 Thank you so much for reading, 
   
 Michael McClung 
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