
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
   


 PRAYERS IN STEEL 

The Skin Walker War: Book 1

   
   
   
 MICHAEL McCLUNG 

 



 Copyright 2018 Michael McClung 






 DEDICATION 

For my crazy chickens.







 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

 I would like to thank the members of the Ministry of Fiction for their patience and invaluable insights during the process of writing this book. They are, in no particular order: Jonathan Dearman, Rob Hayes, Agnes Conway, Jason M Waltz, Julia Kitvaria Sarene, Laura Wolterstorff, Edea Baldwin, Braden Bunch, James Latimer, Adrian Bridges, Thomas James Clews, Michael Champion, Letty Gradillas-Pugh, Amy Hanson, Chris Fisher, Belle McQuattie, Francesca Sharp, and Jeff Hotchkiss. 






 CONTENTS 

 


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Chapter Thirty


Chapter Thirty-One


Chapter Thirty-Two


Chapter Thirty-Three


Chapter Thirty-Four


Chapter Thirty-Five


Chapter Thirty-Six


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Excerpt: An Unclean Strength


About the Author







 ~ 1 ~ 
The woman’s slippers were silk, that much he could tell, and embroidered with seed pearls. There was no way to know what color they might once have been, since her feet were soaked to the ankles in blood. 
 Blood was spattered across her hideously expensive dress, as well. He could still see portions of that one’s original color. He’d have called it a cream, if forced to call it anything. Hard to be certain in flickering torchlight. But it wasn’t the dress, nor the woman, nor yet the carnage around her that she’d caused that his eyes kept sliding back to. It was the slippers. 
 For the life of him he couldn’t say why. 
 A hundred imperial troopers lay messily dead all around the young woman facing him, their armor and flesh rent and torn as if they had fought an enemy ten times their number and a hundred times their skill. Jaga had seen and caused death for most of his life. He could read battle-sign as well as any three of his men. The imperials had been caught wholly unawares, and had almost certainly died all at once. Which was impossible, of course, but there were all the corpses to tell him he was wrong. It was hard to argue with decapitations, torn off limbs and spilled intestines. 
 Jaga’s eyes fell once again on the woman’s slippers. He felt a shudder coming on, and suppressed it ruthlessly. He’d never got used to the sight of violent death, though he had learned early to throw on a mask of indifference. But those slippers. Those bloody, hideously expensive slippers… 
 Torches bathed the fortified imperial encampment in a shifting, untrustworthy light, but there was more than enough illumination to reveal the extent of the slaughter – and the small smile of satisfaction on the Roumnan princess’s beautiful, cold face. She stood alone among corpses, swaying slightly, with a small smile of what Jaga had to call satisfaction on her beautiful, delicate face. The kind of smile you might wear when a tricky or difficult task is finished. 
 “What the fuck is this?” muttered Arle, Jaga’s second in command, who pitched his voice low enough not to be heard by the Roumnan witch, or the troops behind them. They had both pulled their horses up short when the slaughter inside the imperial encampment had become evident. Arle rubbed at the stump of his left arm, as he sometimes did when he was unhappy. “They were supposed to be sleeping, not decomposing.” 
 Jaga shook his head slightly and nudged his horse through the open gate of the encampment. It snorted, disliking the stench of blood, but it did not balk. 
 “Jaga Khun,” the witch said, looking up from the blood and corpses. “Perfectly on time. I appreciate that in a servant.” 
 “I’m not your servant, princess. I’m a hireling. You wanted an army, and you have one. For as long as you can pay, of course.” 
 The princess arched a brow and tilted her head. “You doubt my word?” 
 “I seem to recall that we were supposed to collect you from a camp full of sleeping imperials. Yet here we are, collecting you from a slaughterhouse. Perhaps I misunderstood your words when I agreed to them originally. Or perhaps they were relayed imperfectly.” 
 Anya frowned. “You will find your pay in my tent, Jaga Khun. The iron chest. Have your men collect the rest of my belongings and saddle my horse. Or do hireling not do such things?” 
 “We do what we are paid to do, princess. Nothing less and nothing more. Which is why you turned to us to begin with, is it not?” 
 “You are a clever man, Jaga Khun. Try not to be too clever.” 
 “Would you like us to do anything with the bodies, princess?” 
 She pulled a ring from her finger and tossed it up to Jaga, who caught it in a leather gauntleted fist. He didn’t have to look at it to know it was worth a fortune. “Put that in the commander’s mouth,” she told him. “Then burn the encampment.” 
 Jaga passed the ring to Arle who, efficient as always, took command of the situation. Jaga turned his horse around and walked it back out into the breezy Wyeth night. The stench of death and dark magic had begun to turn his stomach. The twenty troopers selected by Arle to collect the princess passed him and entered the encampment. Many gave him questioning looks on the way. He ignored them. 
 The wind came from the north, from the Kash, and so it was a brittle thing, drying the land even as it chilled the night air. It was the signal that autumn was coming. The end of the growing season was nearly here – though precious little by way of crops was grown in Wyeth, nor had been for years. Farmers in Wyeth could and had survived much. Droughts, floods, crop plagues. Worse. But they hadn’t been able to survive a decade of war and chaos. Plows rusted and blades were bloodied. Green Wyeth had slowly turned red as the landsmen had fled, or died, leaving behind villages abandoned or in ashes, and leaving the land to mercenaries and bandits, to men of the sword. To men who dealt in death. 
 Men like Jaga himself. 
 And now, it seemed, to women such as the Roumnan princess. The Roumnan witch. 
 Would Wyeth change its color once again? mused Jaga. Wyeth the Black? Wyeth the White of Bones? 
 “Try not to think too much,” the witch said. She was quiet in those bloody slippers. 
 Jaga looked down and gave her a long, grim look. As big as he was and as small as she was, him sitting astride his warhorse and her flat-footed in slippers meant for marble tiles, he should have felt some advantage. Every advantage. He did not. And if she felt disadvantaged, not a sliver of it showed on her unnaturally pale face. 
 “They were supposed to be sleeping, not dead,” he said to her. 
 “I’m sorry if you were misinformed.” 
 “You’ll bring down the wrath of the empire on my troop. Roumney and Ardesh as well.” 
 “I’m not paying you to polish your sword.” 
 Jaga raised a meaty arm and slowly pointed a thick finger back toward the encampment. “I wouldn’t have accepted any payment at all, had I known it was connected to that.” 
 “Try not to think too much,” she said again. “There is method to my madness, Jaga Khun. You’ve taken my coin, and now you must take my word.” 
 He locked eyes with her. His “Do I?” was unspoken, but communicated clearly nonetheless. 
 “You have no choice now,” she continued, or replied. “The die is thrown, and I am the only chance you have of living long enough to see what face is uppermost when it comes to rest. And if you try to betray me, I will kill you and all your men in a fashion that makes what I did to those imperials seem like sweet mercy.” 
 Jaga looked away first, because he realized he believed her. 
 “There are two men out there,” she said after a short pause, pointing her chin towards the night-veiled rolling hills a little way to the northeast. “They are both hiding in an abandoned village beside a stream, a quarter-league distant. One is a hireling of mine, and the other is an imperial scout. They will not be together. Have your men collect them both. Alive.” 
 “Need it be said that your hireling shouldn’t be killed?” 
 “He may be reluctant to continue his employment after this evening.” 
 Jaga tried, and failed, to keep his mouth shut. “I know just how he feels,” he said, and nudged his horse away from her.







 ~ 2 ~ 
In the sun-hammered courtyard of the Andine monastery just outside the meager imperial city of Drum, brother Caida gasped in lung-searing breaths as he turned thrust after viper-quick thrust from his opponent’s blade. His own great sword grew increasingly heavy. Sweat ran down in rivulets from his bristle-covered scalp to sting his eyes, and his brown robes were darkened and heavy with perspiration. He had never crossed blades with anyone as good as this sinewy, sun-darkened man from the Ardesh steppes. 
 The horse warrior wielded a short, serrated blade that Caida was unfamiliar with—and Caida had made it a point to learn as much about Ardesh arms and armor as he could during his early years with the order. 
 Even dismounted, the man moved with blinding speed. Caida had the advantage of reach, but time and again the Ardesher had danced out of sword-reach only to fly back in at another angle, probing, testing, pushing. It seemed as if he spent more time inside Caida’s guard than out. 
 The Andine monk had begun to doubt his ability to best the man; after a glass under the hot sun the native steppelander seemed indefatigable, while his own reactions had slowed noticeably. After two glasses, Caida found it difficult to breathe. As Caida struggled for air, the Ardeshi simply smiled at him, the corners of his long black mustache twitching upwards. 
 Caida began to understand that if he did not try something unexpected, the match would end in the Ardeshi’s favor. Once decided on trying a new, more dangerous tack, the Andine did not give it much conscious thought. During the next round of thrust, cut and parry he risked a dangerous feint to the lower left quadrant that left him exposed from brow to navel, hoping his opponent would believe him too slow to recover. Hoping in fact that he wasn’t too exhausted in truth. 
 The horse-warrior danced in with one of the dust-raising stutter-steps that Caida had learned so recently to respect, drawing his strange blade up parallel to the ground, waist level. From that set position the Ardesher would have a launching point at Caida’s head, heart, and the length of his left side. He would only have a split second to wrestle with momentum and bring his achingly heavy great sword up from its downward arc. Too soon, and the Ardesher would simply dance back out of reach. Too late, and this contest of will and skill would be over. He prayed silently and wordlessly to Andos. 
 As their shadows touched and merged on the dusty, hard-packed earth of the courtyard, Caida whipped up five gleaming feet of southron steel and pinked the bandy warrior’s sword wrist. The man yelped and dropped his serrated blade, then unleashed a stream of curses sworn in the language of the steppes nomads. After a time that Caida spent recovering his breath, the horseman picked up his blade rendered the customary obeisance. Caida saluted with his own great sword, then moved forward to check the man’s injury. 
 “You are good, monk,” the Ardeshi said. “You would be better if you used a sword sized for men, not giants.” 
 “We wield the blades that choose us, friend. I thank you for the privilege of sparring with you. I have learned much. Now let me bandage that cut.” 
 The Ardesher waved away the suggestion. “Just a scratch. It took me by surprise more than anything.” 
 “Even a scratch may let in infection. You’ve tested my martial ability, now let me prove my medicinal skill. Andos was more than a warrior – he was also a healer.” 
 “Neh, monk. I have tested your blade and found it sharp. That is all I came to do. I need no coddling for a scratch, and no sermons.” With that, the man picked up his sword and walked over to his shaggy mount. He pulled out a small doeskin purse and tossed it at Caida’s feet. The ching of coin was unmistakable as it landed. 
 “We take no pay for sparring, friend,” said Caida. 
 The Ardeshi’s smile was sour. “That’s for your abbot. His winnings. Though I’m sure he’ll call it my offering.” With that the man mounted and rode out of the monastery’s sandstone gateway. 
 Caida stood for a moment, watching the horseman’s receding form disappear into the sparse crowds that moved along Drum’s dusty streets. Each day at noon the gates to the drill yard were opened, and each day one or more armsmen came to ring the bell and challenge one of the order to spar. So it had gone for all the years Caida had been at the monastery, and so it had gone for centuries, if the monastery’s historical documents were accurate. So, too, would it go for all the years that the Andine monastery stood, Caida supposed, with the same result. Those fully trained in the Andine arts were the best single swordsmen in the world. Their blades were the physical manifestations of their faith. How could skill alone prevail over faith, and years spent learning and then transcending the forms? 
 Caida’s musings were interrupted by the call to namah, afternoon prayer. His match had lasted far longer than was usual–he hadn’t yet swept the courtyard or removed the clapper from the gate bell. He hurried over to the well, filled and drew the bucket, then poured a ladle’s worth of cold well water over the bristly stubble that adorned his head. Then he dipped again from the well’s oaken bucket and drank deep. When the edge of thirst had been blunted, he set the ladle down on the stone lip of the well and hurried about his tasks. 
 Usually one or more brothers would have been there to witness the match and help with the tasks, but it was the season of doubt, the time when Andos had faced his own shortcomings, and had nearly been overwhelmed by them. Caida and the other brothers would stare into the dark pit of their own fallibility over the next week, and try to come to terms with past failures and errors in judgment. Caida let the somber notes of the call to namah wash over him as he swept away the footprints of his challenger and himself, bemusedly taking up the Ardeshi’s coin purse in the process, wondering what to do with it. Finally, he remembered the existence of the dusty, cobwebbed offertory on the wall outside the gate. He’d been detailed once, as a boy, to clean it. He remembered finding three stones, a bent, discolored copper coin and the dried carcass of a lizard the size of his little finger. He dropped the purse in and thought no more about it. 
 He did not notice the two figures that looked down on him from the abbot’s third floor balcony, nor had he noticed that they had been watching while the match took place. If he had, he surely would have dwelt on it during his prayers. An Andine was charged with being fully aware of his surroundings at all times. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 When Caida stepped into his cell to change his sodden, sweat-stained robes for prayer, brother Kordus was waiting for him. 
 “Good day, brother,” said Caida, slightly perturbed. Kordus was the Abbot’s secretary; an ancient, shriveled man with piercing blue eyes glinting beneath bushy white brows. Caida had never spoken to him directly in all the years he’d been at the abbey. Kordus rarely ventured outside the abbot’s quarters except for prayer and meals, and never, as far as Caida knew, had he visited a brother’s cell. Caida began to hang his sword on the pegs above his mat, but was interrupted by Kordus. 
 “The abbot summons you, Caida. Follow me, and bring your sword.” 
 “Certainly, brother. Have I done something wrong?” Would he be stripped of his sword, driven out of the order? Caida could think of no other reason why the abbot would want to see him while he wore steel, nor could he fathom what he might have done to deserve such punishment. 
 “Not that I know of, Caida. But it is not your place to question the orders of the abbot, nor is it mine. Remember your vows.” 

Protect. Obey. Pray. The core of Andos’s teachings. Caida nodded and strapped his great sword on his back again. Then he followed Kordus’s slow progress through deserted hallways and the empty refectory to the stairs that led to the abbot’s quarters. There Kordus paused. 
 “Which do you value more, brother Caida—the martial training you’ve received here, or the spiritual?” 
 “The spiritual, of course.” Though Caida had to admit, it had not always been so. 
 Kordus shook his head. “We shall see, young man. We shall see. Go on ahead. The abbot waits, and I am not swift on stairs.” 
 Caida nodded and made his way up the stone steps. 
 When Caida knocked on the abbot’s door, he was greeted by the man himself. The abbot was a tall, slender, middle aged man whose gentle eyes were at odds with the sinister cast given to his countenance by the deep, puckered scar that ran from temple to jaw down the right side of his face, narrowly missing his eye socket. He was a battle-hardened veteran, and had served two emperors personally. 
 Caida dropped to one knee there in the hallway, a position made awkward by the length of his sheathed great sword. He bowed his head and raised his hands palm up. 
 “Rise, Caida. I am sorry to call you away from namah, but there are matters to be discussed.” 
 “I serve and obey, Lord Abbot.” 
 “Come into the study, and take a seat.” The abbot led him into a stark room lined with shelves, and sat down behind a simple, unadorned desk covered with neat stacks of parchment and papyrus scrolls. Caida took a seat on the polished wooden bench before the desk, worry and curiosity eating at him. 
 “Do you know who it was you sparred with today?” the abbot asked. 
 “An Ardeshi horse warrior, Lord Abbot. He did not give his name.” 
 “Do you not think it curious that a steppe warrior would come all this way just to test the mettle of the order?” 
 Caida shrugged, unconsciously. “We have many who come to do just that, Lord Abbot, from many parts of the world. It has always been so. I did not question…. Should I have?” 
 “It is always prudent to question an adversary’s motives, though such questions often go unanswered. But in this case, I must admit to a degree of slyness. The man you sparred with today was summoned here to test your skills. He is one of the most successful bandit chiefs within a hundred leagues. His name is Winst Temor.” 
 Mindful of his vows, Caida said nothing. 
 “It was not my idea that you be tested so,” the abbot continued. “I find no need for it – but others insisted, and I too, must obey at times.” 
 The abbot rose and walked around his desk to face Caida directly. 
 “When you came to us, you were a boy sick with rage over the deaths of your family, and the destruction of your village. Brother Lehet brought you to this monastery to remove you from the constant reminders of your village, of your loss. He hoped that Andos’s teachings would be a balm to your tortured soul. He hoped that your hate would cool in this spiritual environment. I ask you plainly, Caida—has it?” 
 Caida thought back over the eight years he’d been with the order. He remembered the venom-filled boy that had begged the mendicant Andine monk, Lehet, to teach him to fight. Only the Andine order gave martial training to commoners in Wyeth, except for mercenary companies such as the one that had destroyed his village in the disputed slice of land between Ardesh and Roumney. He thought about how he had felt then, impotent rage eating at his soul, and the significant amount of peace he had attained in the years since. The order had replaced his lost family as much as anything ever could. When he had taken his vows, it had been wholeheartedly. 
 “It has cooled, Lord Abbot. I wish only to use the skills I have learned in service to the order, not to further my own ends.” But a cool wind blew through Caida’s soul, carrying with it a chilling question–had the man he’d sparred with today been a part of the massacre of Myed? 
 The abbot searched Caida’s face with compassionate, if weighing, eyes. When he finally looked away, Caida had no idea whether he was satisfied with what he saw. 
 “You are the best of us, Caida, when it comes to sword-work. At least on a technical level. No,” he said waving away Caida’s silent protest, “no false modesty. You outstripped your tutors a year and more ago. Still, you have never wielded your sword in anger, or in a life-or-death encounter.” He paused, shrugged his shoulders slightly. “Skill with a blade is the least of Andos’s teachings, though the world may think otherwise. Remember, Andos defeated the skin walker lords with his blade, but he destroyed the skin walker threat with his faith. What I am about to burden you with, I do with some misgiving.” So saying, the abbot walked to a side door and opened it. 
 A portly man dressed in purple velvets edged in tiny, sewn pearls stepped into the room, obviously uncomfortable. He mopped his forehead with a lace kerchief and smiled at Caida. Caida stood and bowed. 
 “This is Sier Olvera, a knight of Axum, courtier to the Emperor in Axumwiste. He has come to us requesting the service of a brother in a matter that he will explain.” With that, the abbot took his seat behind the desk. To Caida, it seemed that the abbot was less than pleased with the man, or perhaps the situation. 
 “Yes, well,” Olvera began, voice surprisingly deep. “As the lord abbot mentioned, I’ve come to secure the services of an Andine at the request of certain parties, in a matter of some delicacy, not to say secrecy.” He harrumphed, glanced sidelong at the abbot who sat calmly at his desk, then cut his eyes back at Caida, who remained standing. 
 “Good match, by the way. I’d have liked to see you face him mounted, though, with that great long blade of yours. Though now that I think on it, I imagine it would be most dangerous to your own horse.” 
 “Sier Olvera,” said the abbot in a patient voice. 
 “Yes, of course. I apologize. I’ve never been one for getting right to the point.” Olvera mopped his brow again, took a deep breath, then stuck his kerchief up his sleeve. 
 “It’s this way. Some few weeks ago the king of Roumney asked Axumwiste to aid him in certain matters concerning the cessation of hostilities between Roumney and Ardesh. As you must know, they have been fighting over the same strip of land for decades with nothing to show for it but dead peasants and salted earth.” 

Those dead peasants are my people. That salted earth is Wyeth, my homeland. It had been a long time since he’d felt the sharp stab of anger and loss that rose up at the portly man’s words. But Caida let none of it show. 
 “Brother Caida is aware of the hostilities,” said the abbot, an undercurrent of steel in his voice. 
 “Of course, of course. Well, the situation is this: A peace has been brokered, involving the marriage of the daughter of King Crechney and the son of the Khun of Ardesh. It only remains for the King’s daughter to travel to Ardesh for the ceremony.” 
 Caida’s curiosity finally got the better of him. Everything that had happened since he’d finished the bout was so unlike anything that had ever happened before, he wondered if he was taking a fever. He spoke despite willing himself to silence. “May I ask how this concerns me, Sier Olvera?” 
 “Oh yes, I was just getting to that. You see, the khun and the king, while earnestly desiring peace in my opinion, don’t trust each other farther than they can spit. Neither could agree who was to escort the lady Anya from her home in Roumney to her new husband and abode in Ardesh.” 
 “I see. May I ask why Roumnan soldiers couldn’t escort her to the border, and then Ardesh troops guard her the rest of the way?” 
 “A fine question. A sensible question. The answer is that neither side could agree on where the border is. Silly, prideful and dangerous as it is, the entire peace process had stalled over the question of where Roumney ends and Ardesh begins. Or vice versa. And the borderlands have become a lawless, violent region over the past decade, home to reavers and outlaws. No place for a lady to be unescorted. So it was decided that a troop of imperial soldiers would escort the princess across the disputed territory as a neutral force.” Olvera went back to mopping his brow. 
 “Again, may I ask how this concerns me, Sier Olvera?” 
 “Our troopers were slaughtered, brother, and Lady Anya has disappeared.” 
 Caida’s heart went out to the woman. He knew all too well the tender mercies of the reavers who inhabited Wyeth. 
 “I grieve for the lady, Sier Olvera. You must know she is more than likely dead.” 
 “No, brother. She’s too rich a prize. She is alive, somewhere in the disputed territory. She must be. Imperial scouts will find her. They are already looking, and it is not an empty boast to say that they are the best at what they do. We need an Andine to bring her out of Wyeth, though, or war will be declared on the empire by Roumney for a certainty and Ardesh in all likelihood. The death of the lady Anya will unite those bitter enemies, and what remains of the empire will suffer.” Olvera stared at Caida, his bumbling manner vanished in the intensity of his words. “We have less than a fortnight to deliver her into safe hands. Already Roumney is mustering forces along our northern border, and Ardesh will not lag behind in a fight. 
 “We would not win such a war, brother, and so at the emperor’s command, I’ve asked your abbot for help. He named you as the brother with the best chance to succeed, and after seeing you fight, I believe him.” 
 Caida bowed his head in thought, trying to make sense of the situation. When he looked up again at Olvera, it was with a new question. 
 “Why can’t the Roumnans or the Ardesh send in troops? Neither side has had any trouble riding roughshod over the land in the past. Or even an imperial cohort—” 
 “No. While we can’t speak for Roumney or Ardesh, the emperor has decided not to send more troops. The fear is that an armed force would only drive the reavers to kill the lady and cut their losses. That is, if they could find her at all, in time. And to be honest, the danger of rival troops sent into the disputed territory clashing with each other is real, and to be avoided if possible. It would touch off the war we are trying to avoid, you see. That is why it has been decided that rescue party should be a small party, or even one man, someone who knows the area. In short, it must be an Andine, and that Andine should be you, by all accounts.” 
 “Surely another brother, one with more experience—” 
 “No, Caida,” said the abbot. “You know the terrain and the dialect better than any here. Your skill at arms, untried as it is against true foes, is unrivaled by any here. You spent your first three years at the monastery poring over maps of the region–yes, I am aware of your forbidden forays in the library. You are the princess’s best hope, and by extension the empire’s best chance to avoid war.” 
 “But surely I should not go alone? Brother Aelsephas—” 
 “You know our tenets, Caida. What were Andos’s words after the battle of Faventus?” 
 “‘One man, armed with righteousness and armored in faith, is equal to all the armies of the world,’” Caida recited, heart heavy. He was an Andine, but he was not Andos. 
 “I will not compel you take up this task, Caida. Search your heart.” The abbot folded his hands on the desk and sat, still and patient as a stone. Olvera fretted the edges of his kerchief with nimble fingers. 
 Caida shook his head to clear his thoughts. He had no desire to leave the monastery, to revisit the land where his family had been cut down, where his village had been burned to the ground. He had no desire to revisit the past, and a small, mean-spirited portion of his soul rebelled at the notion that so much bloodshed should cease simply because of a wedding. That part of him still thirsted for revenge. He knew it, and recognized the feeling as unworthy. He searched his spirit remorselessly, and beneath the petty desire for revenge, beneath the spite he found another emotion, a truer emotion down at the bottom of the well of his soul. It squatted there, a cold bloated toad that stared back up at him unblinkingly. 
 Fear. Fear of failure. 
 “I honor my vows,” he said, “and follow the path of Andos.”







 ~ 3 ~ 
The stars over Wyeth were the brightest she had ever seen. At the nunnery in the Kash, the inmates were never allowed outside, and the windows were arrow-slits in the thick sandstone walls, no wider than a hand-span and higher than a young girl could reach without climbing on something. And at the royal palace in Roumney, windows were shrouded in layers of curtains that were rarely fully drawn back. Why give a would-be assassin a clear target? It had happened before; a crossbow quarrel through an open window had ended the life of a crown prince decades earlier. 
 Anya stood atop the central keep, the highest point in Thunderhead, bathed in the light of an ocean of stars. Five nights she had been in the crumbling fortress, and five nights the stars had called her forth from her room. If the nights had been less chill, she might have stripped down to her naked flesh to bathe in their light, she reveled in it so much. It was one of a countless number of freedoms she was determined to savor until the day she died. 
 That day might arrive in less than a week. Or, possibly, a thousand years or more in the future. 
 “Dare greatly,” sister Nimrun had urged her the day they’d come to take her away to prepare for her marriage. She could still feel the old woman’s leathery cheek pressed against hers as she whispered in Anya’s ear, her affectionate hug masking one last instruction. “Risk all to gain everything.” And so, she was daring greatly, and risking all. She had learned early that it was her nature to fear defeat far more than death. 
 Behind her, the prone, chain-wrapped form of what had been the imperial scout shifted slightly. It made a small sound that would have been a whimper from a human throat. 
 The scout no longer had a human throat. 
 She did not expect to be defeated, but no one knew better than she how perilous her plan truly was. In a matter of days, she might well be dead, but she would live until then. She would do as she chose, not as custom or obligation dictated. The die was cast, and she would either win all or die. Whatever the outcome, she was determined to live to the very end. 
 Heirus hawked and spat behind her, his crudity intruding on her thoughts like a muddy footprint on a clean floor. It brought a scowl to her face. Heirus, or Stench as most called the unkempt sorcerer, was necessary for her plans. But he was not pleasant. 
 “I still think it’s a bad idea,” the sorcerer told her. “Mucking about with the old magic is dangerous, and the outcome is far from certain. In my opinion, you’re mad to try and tap the power of the numen down below us. You should leave it alone.” 
 “I don’t pay you for your opinions,” she replied. 
 “You don’t pay me to haul monsters up flights of stairs, either, but here we are.” 
 “I pay you primarily to keep me from being found by any spellcasters. In addition, I pay you to do whatever else I require. I do not require you to share your opinions.” 
 “I’ve been working magic for longer than you’ve been alive. For all your raw power, you lack experience. I’m offering mine for free, princess.” 
 She turned then, her eyes flashing. “I see. And your desire to guide me must have been why you ran away from the imperial encampment the other night.” 
 “My desire not to be accidentally slaughtered along with a hundred imperial troopers was why I left, princess. Can you honestly say you were fully in control when you unleashed your magics on them?” 
 “I am always in control, Heirus. You would do well to remember that.” 
 The nasty little man hawked up more phlegm in answer, and scratched his ribs. Anya doubted he had bathed in weeks, perhaps longer. He stared up at the stars, but she doubted he saw what she did. 
 “I’m sitting here in gods-forsaken Wyeth,” he finally said. “To the southwest is the empire whose soldiers you just slaughtered. That there is what’s known as an act of war. The empire will go to war with Roumney, and vice versa. You did it to escape your marriage to the heir of Ardesh, and that puts Ardesh at Roumney’s throat as well. It’s almost like you want to see your homeland destroyed, princess.” 
 “Is it?” 
 “From where I’m sitting.” 
 “Then your seat is too low, and your view correspondingly limited.” 
 He sucked at his teeth and shook his head. She turned her attention back to the stars, but the hedge mage had robbed her of the ability to enjoy them much. 
 “Your experiment is waking up, I think.” 
 As if in answer, the chain-wrapped figure shifted again, and made a mewling sound. 
 “Your shabok is definitely waking up,” Heirus continued. “I still say you shouldn’t have done it.” 
 “Then you are ignorant, or a coward. Or both. The advantage I would gain by having troops that can fly – it cannot be overstated.” 
 “I’ll have to take you word for it, since you don’t seem to want to share much in the way of your plans. But you made your mercenaries even more unhappy with this sorcery.” 
 Anya brushed a stray hair from her face. She had chosen Jaga Khun and his troops as much for the fact that they held Thunderhead as she had for their effectiveness as a fighting force. Thunderhead had had many lords in the centuries it had guarded the Gods’ Balcony. Some of them had been sorcerers, and the deeper portions of the fortress still held dark, uncanny secrets, and the memory of even darker magics. And before there had ever been a Thunderhead, the numen had lain in the secret recesses of the earth here. 
 The screams of the imperial scout hadn’t been the first to float up from Thunderhead’s depths. Nor would they be the last. Thunderhead had always been central to her plans. 
 “Jaga Khun’s rabble aren’t paid to be happy,” she said. 
 “They’re professional killers, not broken-willed serfs. You should have a care.” 
 “I’ve killed more men in an instant than most of them have killed their whole lives. If necessary, I will give them a reminder of the fact.” 
 The hedge mage merely shook his head in answer. 
 The shabok began to writhe, obviously desperate to be free of its restraints. 
 “Release, it, Heirus.” 
 “You couldn’t pay me enough, princess.” 
 She curled her lip at him. “Coward.” With a snap of her fingers, the chains fell away from the thing she had made from the imperial scout. Slowly, trembling and unsteady, it rose from the floor, its dark skin glistening in the starlight. The scout had been a tall man, and so the shabok was as well. But where he had been powerfully muscled, it was painfully emaciated. 
 The matter that formed the shabok’s wings had to come from the existing body mass, after all. 
 It reached out towards her with sticklike limbs. Sticklike, but strong. The talons that had replaced its fingertips were wickedly sharp. It was impossible to read emotion on the shabok’s face, but Anya felt the horror and hate beating at her from the sorcerous connection between them. With a thought, she stilled the thing. Her will ruled it. Even more than its ability to fly, that was what she prized about her new creation – that it was utterly loyal. It had no choice in the matter. 
 “You will fly to the trail that leads from Drum to Wyeth,” she told it. “You will wait in the foothills of the Timors, on the Wyeth end, and when you see an imperial courtier riding towards Wyeth, you will kill him and anyone with him.” 
 Slowly the shabok nodded its head in acquiescence. 
 “Go, then,” Anya said, and the thing launched itself into the night sky. There, it was only a shadow against the stars and she soon lost sight of it. She wondered for a moment what price she would be willing to pay for the ability to fly, as the creature she had created did. 
 Much, she decided. But not as much as she’d forced the scout to pay. 
 She had a great many things to do. She had an entire world to reshape. Flight offered only a temporary escape, not true freedom. Every winged thing must eventually descend once more to earth. 
 “Who’re you killing, then?” Heirus intruded on her thoughts once more. 
 “A double-traitor whose usefulness is at an end.” Anya did not like being betrayed, and Olvera had almost certainly betrayed her. He could not stop her, no matter his actions. But disloyalty had a price, and his usefulness had already come to an end.
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Dawn the next day found Caida and the courtier riding the steep, scree-littered trail that would lead them over the rough, ancient Timor hills, out of the empire and down near the edge of Roumney proper. Beyond was Wyeth, his home, the land of his birth. Beyond was death and waste, and a woman who was most likely suffering will-crushing indignities. If she was still alive. 
 It was a two-day journey on foot across the hills, and half that mounted. The last time he had traveled it was when he’d first come to the monastery eight years before, sick in body and spirit, propped up only by hate and the desire for revenge. Now Olvera rode with him on the reverse journey, nattering on in his deep, booming voice about inconsequentials. Caida listened with half an ear as he tried to plot a course of action. 
 The previous night Olvera, Caida and the abbot had pored over maps of the region, Olvera pointing out the spot where the ambush had taken place and reciting the few slender facts that had, so far, been gleaned and relayed by scouts. The trap had been laid not three miles from the site of Caida’s vanished home. Could it be the same band of brigands? How likely was that, after eight years? Caida yearned to find out, and feared to. 
 “They attacked at night and on horse, perhaps three hundred of them, so the scouts report” Olvera had explained. “Burned the encampment to the ground. They left no survivors except, the Axumite willing, the lady Anya. Tracks spread out in all directions, so we assume they had a predetermined rendezvous. We simply didn’t have enough men or time to determine just where they went. Scouts are still in the area, though; once we rendezvous with them we should have a better idea of what we face. 
 “We assume they kept the lady Anya alive since her body was not found among the others, and a personal effect of hers, a ring, was found in the troop commander’s mouth. We assume that was a message.” 
 “What message?” asked Caida. 
 “Something to the effect of ‘we’ve got your noblewoman,’ I should think.” 
 “Caida,” said the abbot, “warlord after warlord has claimed that region in the absence of true rule. There’s no telling what band took her, and events will not let us wait for ransom to be demanded. Find her and bring her out. Do it with stealth if it can be done so. The tenets teach us the power of one. They do not say we must slaughter armies to reach our goals.” 
 “I understand, Lord Abbot.” 
 “I hope you do.” 
 “Well,” said Olvera, stretching, “I could do with a glass of wine and a soft bed. Morning will be here sooner than I would like.” 
 Caida glanced at the abbot, who smiled almost imperceptibly. 
 “Forgive me, Sier Olvera, but alcohol dulls the senses, and even if there were anything better than a straw-filled pallet to be found in the monastery, we would not see it tonight.” 
 “You don’t mean to set out this night?” Olvera wore a horrified expression. 
 “Andos teaches that hesitation is fatal once a course of action has been determined.” 
 “I’m not talking about hesitation; I’m talking about sleep!” 
 “Time is of the essence,” said Caida. “The lady Anya does not sleep comfortably, I’m certain. Nor should we.” 
 “Yes, well. I suppose I should saddle my horse, then.” With that Olvera had left the room, muttering about religious fanaticism under his breath. Caida stood and bowed to the abbot, but before he could turn to leave the older man had placed a hand on Caida’s shoulder. 
 “I have taken great pride in what you’ve accomplished here, Caida. I do not speak solely of your swordsmanship.” 
 “Thank you, Lord Abbot.” 
 “I also fear for you. You have been sheltered here from the world. There are many, many influences outside these walls powerful enough to corrode the will of the strongest of us. If you doubt that, remember this is the season of doubt, when Andos himself came perilously close to falling from grace.” 
 “I understand, Lord Abbot.” 
 “I’m afraid you don’t. You won’t, not until you’re faced with the reality of a situation that has no easy solution. When it comes–and it will, it always does–remember your vows, and look to Andos for guidance.” 
 “I will remember, Lord Abbot,” said Caida. 
 “See that you do. Return to us as soon as you may, brother, and Andos’s grace be upon you.” 
 Caida had bowed, and followed Olvera down to the stables. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 “Tell me something of your order, brother.” Olvera had eventually grown weary of talking about himself during the ride, and now probed Caida for fresh conversation. Caida would have preferred to remain silent even on these relatively safe trails, but decided that if he were speaking, then at least Olvera wouldn’t be. 
 “The order of Andos was formed some four hundred years ago, twenty years after the usurpation of the throne by Halfa the Serpent, and three years after the end of the Skin Walker War. The original–” 
 “No, not the dry history, brother. Tell me something of what it’s like to be an Andine.” 
 Caida thought for a moment. He wasn’t sure he could express ‘what it was like.’ 
 “What is it like to be a knight of the order of Axum?” Caida asked, looking for some basis of comparison with which to explain to the man. 
 Olvera gave a short bark of laughter. “It’s like being given a title for which there is no training and no power. My father was a knight of the order and his father before him, so when I went to serve the Emperor I was made a knight as well, as day follows night and good money bad.” 
 “Well,” said Caida, “being an Andine is nothing like that.” 
 “I should hope not.” 
 Caida struggled for words that would adequately describe the order, what it meant to be a member of it. 
 “What is it like being an Andine? It is prayer six times a day,” he said, “every four hours beginning at midnight. For novices, the day is broken up into individual classes that concentrate on the areas Andos teaches us are important.” 
 “What would those be?” 
 “Medicine, history, logic, theology, the martial craft.” 
 “The martial craft? You mean sword work?” 
 “There is more to it than sword work, as you call it. An Andine’s entire mind, body and spirit should be a weapon of the faith. Swords are the ultimate, but not total expression of the faith.” 
 “If you say so, brother. And do you Andines study ‘the martial craft’ more than the other areas?” 
 “We study each equally, at least in theory. But an emphasis on one subject or another always happens eventually, depending on the aptitude and interest one shows in a given area.” 
 “I imagine you spent a lot of time studying war, the way you sling that blade.” 
 “At first. Though as the years passed, I discovered I enjoyed history more than anything. Andos teaches that it is better to heal wounds than inflict them, and better to prevent them than heal them. Understanding history is the key to avoiding its repetition.” 
 “In a perfect world, perhaps understanding would be enough. This is not a perfect world. If it were, we would have no need for warrior priests, would we? And innocent girls would not be hauled off by brigands on the way to their weddings.” 
 “That is why my order exists, sier. We are a thumb on the scale of justice.” 
 “Are you? I thought your order existed to serve the emperor.” 
 “We protect the weak, and obey the emperor.” 
 “And if the emperor you obey tells you to not protect the weak? Or worse?” 
 Caida raised an eyebrow. “Are you not a courtier to the emperor? Do you not obey his will just as I do?” 
 “Of course, brother. But the emperor is just a man, the same as you and I are, and as fallible. I only wonder what happens if you are forced to choose between protecting and obeying.” 
 “That is what our third tenet is for, I suppose, for there are three: Protect, obey, and pray.” 
 Olvera grunted. “Well I hope you’re better at praying than I am, brother. I gave up praying when I was young.” 
 “Why?” 
 “I never got any replies.” 
 Caida had nothing to say to that, and even the voluble Olvera, as if reminded of the sober nature of their journey, seemed to lose interest in conversation for a time. 
 They stopped at nightfall and camped among a rough semicircle of slanting boulders just off the track. Caida tended the horses as Olvera lit a small fire and readied water for tea. Nights in the Timors were chillier than in Drum, or even Wyeth. 
 Once done with the horses, Caida pulled the rolled circle of his prayer mat from his saddle bags and spread it out on a relatively level patch of ground not far from the campfire. He felt Olvera’s eyes on him and answered the unasked question. 
 “Time for prayer,” said Caida, and he stripped down to his breech clout and sword, and stepped into the center of the mat. Normally he would simply have meditated as all the Andines did in this Season, but he was on quest now, and so he worked the forms, first from the defensive posture in the center of the mat. Ringed around him were imaginary foes he fought as Andos had fought on the Plain of Bones, the eye of a storm; a flowing, graceful wall of steel and flesh. From there he worked his way into the offensive forms, moving smoothly to the edge of the mat, focusing deadly cuts, thrusts, fists and feet at an imaginary enemy at the center of the mat. The great sword moved in precise arcs and planned stutters of motion, an extension of his will and his faith. His prayer warmed him; sweat beaded unnoticed on his exposed flesh in the cool night air of the hills. He lost himself in the movement, in the feeling, of unity and purpose. Doubts and fears were swept away. 
 From the offensive posture, he moved to the posture of the One, sometimes called Kissing the Blade by his tutors; the place and state that differentiated an Andine from any secular warrior. No longer limited to the edge of the mat or to the center, Caida flowed through every form in lightning fashion, executing perfect strikes against all four quadrants of each of the imaginary Eleven, the skin walker lords who had finally taken Andos’ life in the same melee in which he’d taken theirs.  It was a state of spiritual awareness not often reached by even the most devout Andine. It filled Caida with a peace, a centeredness that went beyond expression, or need for expression. It was utter willingness, the calm joy of accomplishing an unrivaled martial feat at the cost of one’s own life. It was Kissing the Blade. 
 When it was over, Caida laid his sword on the mat and silently wept with the love he felt for his long-dead patron. 
 Olvera, who had been watching with a fascination approaching awe, turned back to the fire. A sluggish, uncomfortable feeling moved in him; the awareness that he’d just witnessed something intimate and holy, something he himself would never experience. Something he had no capacity to ever fully comprehend. He did understand just how rare, how pure such a thing was. It made what he had to do that much more difficult. But he was a man accustomed to loathing his own actions. 
 Down, down at the very nadir of his consciousness, he felt something else; something… foreign shift, and another emotion bubbled up. It was something he had no words for. It was alien, and terrifying, and hideously painful – and then it was gone so suddenly as to leave him doubting he had felt it at all. 
 Olvera shuddered, and wondered, not for the first time, if he was going mad. 
 They moved on before dawn, Olvera grumbling and stamping his cold-numbed feet when Caida woke him. By mid-morning they had arrived at the Lintel, the natural stone formation that soared thirty feet above the trail and marked the end of the northeastern corner of the empire and the beginning of disputed Wyeth. To the north-northwest lay Roumney, pale green and tan, indistinct in the morning haze. To the east, beyond the horizon, began the Ardesh steppes. 
 Unmolested, they would descend the northeastern slope before nightfall. What happened then was the unspoken question. 
 “A scout should be waiting at the base of the trail,” said Olvera, “if all has gone according to plan. Either he will have news of the lady Anya or he will not. We cannot determine a course of action until then.” 
 “That may be so,” said Caida, “but whatever news waits for us below, you must go back across the border after that.” 
 “What?” 
 “You asked for an Andine, Sier Olvera. You know what we are. You know what we do, we do alone.” 
 “Not this time, I’m afraid. I’d like nothing better than to go back to Axumwiste and sleep in a real bed, drink chilled Lacreeshan wine and flirt with chamber maids, but I have orders. I come back with the lady Anya, or I do not come back at all.” 
 “Then wait at the monastery. I will bring her to you if she is able to be brought.” 
 “I will not.” 
 Caida sighed. “You are not fit for what lies ahead, sier. Truth be told, I’m not certain I am. Forgive my plainness.” 
 “I don’t have a choice, brother. Nor do you.” 
 Caida shook his head. Time was wasting while they argued. He decided to see what the scout had to say, and then try to convince the soft courtier to depart once the facts were laid plain. 
 “We will speak on this again,” said Caida, and nudged his mare down the trail. Olvera followed, uncharacteristically silent. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 The sun lay hidden behind the bulk of the Timors by the time they came down to the end of the trail, and shadows pooled in every recess amongst the rust-red boulders scattered around the skirts of the low mountains. Caida scanned his surroundings with wary eyes, and strained his hearing. It was a very good place for an ambush. 
 He and Olvera had dismounted an hour before, the trail being littered with loose stone that threatened to turn under the horses’ hooves. Ahead, at about twenty yards, a russet boulder rose out of the ground like a giant’s tooth, a massive incisor poking from the dusty gums of the earth. Caida’s eye passed over it–then back, having caught the barest hint of a man-shape standing in its sheltering shadow. 
 “I think I’ve spotted your scout,” Caida murmured to Olvera, who had no eyes but for the ground beneath his feet. 
 “What? Where?” Olvera asked, and Caida winced at the carrying volume of his voice. 
 “Just ahead, in the shadow of that great rock.” 
 “I see nothing.” 
 “Nevertheless, he is there. Or at least, someone is.” 
 Olvera called out to the man, who did not move. Caida felt an unease slither through his gut, a sense of some wrongness. He unharnessed his great sword from his back with a quick tug at the straps, but did not loose the weapon from its sheath, only held it, scabbarded, close to the hilt. Olvera walked a few paces forward, but halted himself before Caida uttered a cautioning word. 
 “Sword monk,” he said in a low voice, “Something is wrong here.” 
 Caida slipped past Olvera, feeling as he did so a wave of nausea creep up on him. He flared his nostrils, smelled rock dust… and rotting blood. The closer he came to the giant’s tooth and the shadowed figure at its base, the more certain he was that they were dealing with something unnatural. Something twisted. 
 “Go back,” he said to Olvera. He grasped the hilt of his sword with his right hand and with his left slid the scabbard back and away to fall to the ground. 
 The thing shrieked as it flew at him in a savage burst of motion. Caida caught a blurred impression of leathery wings, gray eyes with side-slitted pupils, and then it was on him. He had no time to bring his weapon’s point to bear; in fact, the thing had trapped his sword and his right arm, still gripping the hilt, between their bodies as it grabbed him up in a bear hug. Talons ripped into his back. Those chilling, inhuman eyes stared into his from a dark, leathery, humanoid face devoid of any emotion Caida could read. Its strength was immense. 
 It hissed something at him, almost a word, and then another. And then Caida slammed his forehead against the creature’s nose with enough force to splinter cartilage and send it reeling away, talons gouging furrows through the flesh of his back. Ignoring the pain, he brought his sword around in a whistling arc that unerringly found the creature’s neck and parted its head from its body in a spray of rotting blood. The head dropped at his feet while the body, wings spastically twitching, toppled slowly backward. 
 Caida dropped to one knee, trembling in the aftershock of unexpected violence, to see the head still looking up at him, still emotionless, lips moving. Mouthing other words, over and over. 

Burn me, Andine.

 The creature’s leathery wings beat the dusty ground for long minutes afterward.

   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Olvera tended Caida’s wounds, following the monk’s instructions with more skill than Caida might have expected. Once the rents in his back were cleaned, sewn and bound, Caida looked over at the body of the creature. 
 “I think it best we burn it,” he said, trying to rise. 
 Olvera pushed him back down. “With what?” he asked. “An armful of kindling and a flask of oil? No, we can either leave it as it is, or bury it under stone and hope that’s enough. Or chop it to bits, I suppose.” 
 “We burn it,” said Caida, pushing the other’s hand from his shoulder and rising to retrieve the oil from the packs. “Oil will be enough, I suspect.” 
 “What makes you think so?” 
 Caida shook his head, but said nothing more. He doused the body, then dragged flint across his sword’s edge. Sparks floated down on the corpse, and the oil caught. There was no conflagration, yet in moments the creature was ash. Olvera came up beside Caida and poked a toe into the creature’s leg, whereupon the corpse collapsed inward in a cloud of greasy ash, and then swirled out onto the twilight breeze. 
 “Well aren’t you the canny one,” muttered Olvera. 

Not canny enough, thought Caida. Not enough to puzzle this out, not yet at any rate. For he had seen in the bed of ashes that had been the creature a scrap of flesh that had not burned, and it had been in the shape of the tattooed sigil of an imperial agent. And the more he thought on it, the two words the creature had hissed at him before he’d slain it had sounded suspiciously like ‘beware betrayal.’
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The link to the shabok afforded Anya only a general sense of its emotions. From the moment it had awakened, all that had come from it was a dull, distant ache of rage and horror. Like a sore tooth, it was distracting if you allowed yourself to be distracted by it, she came to realize. It would be impossible, she admitted with reluctance, to have more than two or three of the things on her mental leash. 
 With her plans at a temporary standstill, Anya found it difficult to find a distraction from the shabok’s self-revulsion. She had cast her die, and now, for a short time, she had nothing to do but wait. She paced her rooms in the decrepit fortress named Thunderhead, keeping separate from Jaga Khun’s troops both by her own preference and at the mercenary commander’s express request. 
 Three of his men guarded her door, and from what she had overheard of their conversation, they were no more enamored of their assigned task than she was to be sitting on her hands, waiting for Olvera’s death, and all that would happen shortly after. Unlike her, they had a ready distraction in the form of gambling. She could hear their banter, muffled but clear, through the door. 
 “Are you gonna throw the dice,” one of the three asked, “or shake ‘em til the pips wear off?” 
 “I’ll shake ‘em as long as I damn well please, brother,” An older voice replied. “You can’t go rushing a relationship. Not if you want it to last.” 
 Anya snorted. It was doubtful that these men knew any more of relationships than she did. Anya knew well enough that hired soldiers rarely interacted with women they hadn’t paid first for the privilege. 
 “Just get it over with,” the first voice replied. “At this point you’re only prolonging the agony. You’ll never make the point. Mung’s got all your coin again and you know it. The dice love him, Dureg gnaw them.” 
 Anya could hear the faint rattling of the dice in a leather cup, which seemed to be the older voice’s only reply. It went on for a long time. Despite herself, she was interested in how the game would go. There were no games of chance played in the nunnery. Only puzzles. And all of the puzzles Sister Nimrun gave her to solve, had to be solved. Else pain followed. She had learned early that failing, that losing, was unacceptable. 
 “By the White God’s beard, would you just throw the fucking things already?” the younger voiced muttered. 
 “Well, since you asked so nice,” the older voice replied. 
 Anya never found out if he made his point. 
 The shabok’s leash suddenly jerked, pulling her to her knees both physically and metaphysically. She gasped. And then, when her creature’s head left its flesh, she screamed in agony. 
 A black vortex rose up to claim her as the backlash of the magics she had used to create and control the shabok battered at her defenses, and then her consciousness. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 She had no idea how long she was lost to the backlash, and the thought, and the sense of helplessness that accompanied it, terrified and enraged her. She clawed her way back to wakefulness, weak and nauseated and in a near-animalistic state of panic. It was an act of pure will to force her eyes open. 
 A guardsman crouched over her. In his hand was a dagger. His eyes met hers, and widened in sudden fear. 
 “Lady—” 
 The next instant she had him pinned against the wall, booted feet dangling a good hand-span from the floor, held and choked by the force of her power. Oh, how it cost her to cast so soon after the blow of the shabok’s death. Her vision dimmed once more, and she fought it with every scrap of will she could muster. Her head hurt so badly it nearly defied description. 

“Never show weakness, child,” the memory of Sister Nimrun whispered to her across the gulf of years and leagues, “unless it is to mask your strength.”

 Anya rose from the floor. It was an act of will and despite her best effort, she knew she was visibly unsteady. She approached the man. His face was already purpling. His own dagger gleamed in her hand. 
 “You dare, cur?” 
 He tried to speak, but could not. He settled for shaking his head the fraction he could move it. 
 The guard at the door spoke up, voice trembling. “Lady, forgive me. Korbo was only trying to see your breath in the blade, is all.” 
 She cocked a brow. “Is that so?” 
 Korbo nodded vigorously despite the pain it visibly caused him. 
 “So. Appearances can be deceiving. I know it well.” With that, she released her sorcerous grip, and the invisible power that held him disappeared. He fell to the ground, hacking and wheezing. She desperately wanted to do the same. It cost precious strength to cast even the simplest magics extemporaneously, and the death of the shabok had already weakened her, deeply and dangerously. She wanted nothing more than to rest, and vomit out its ill-effects. 
 Instead, she briefly studied the knife she’d taken from the man, and with sheer, bloody-minded determination, summoned up enough strength to secretly cast another spell. 
 She dropped the knife at his feet, then turned to the guard at the door. “You. Fetch Heirus. Or what do you brigands call him? Stench?” 
 He sketched a clumsy bow and, motioning toward the armsman on the floor, said “Korbo already sent for him, lady.” 
 Anya glanced back at the veteran, who was massaging his bruised throat. “So. Not only not after my blood, but also not an utter idiot.” She looked back at the large, none-too-bright looking guardsman. “Get out.” 
 “Aye, lady.” And the man beat a hasty retreat, leaving his companion to his fate. 
 The remaining man – Korbo – rose on unsteady feet, picking up his dagger and sheathing it in the process. “Will you be killing me then, lady?” he asked. 
 “Why? Do you want to die?” Her legs began to tremble, so she sat on a hide-covered camp chair, feigning nonchalance. Projecting strength. Letting no sign of her shaken, nauseated state show. 
 He shrugged, feigning ease badly. “Not particularly, lady. What do you want with me, then, if you’ll pardon me asking?” 
 “Pour me a glass of that miserable excuse for wine, for a start. Have some yourself, if you like. And the correct term for a princess is ‘highness,’ not that it matters, or that I care.” 
 The grizzled mercenary crossed to where the cracked crystal decanter sat on top of an ironwood chest. He poured wine into two mismatched glasses, and gave her the one with the unchipped rim. 
 She sipped, made a face. Regarded him again. “How good are you with your blade, Korbo?” 
 He shrugged again. “Good enough to live this long, l– highness. To be honest, a warrior’s best weapon is his brain.” 
 “Indeed. Though one might argue that making a living as a warrior suggests a stunning lack of intelligence.” 
 “Or a lack of options, highness.” 
 She smiled, thinly. “Point taken. In any case, I find I have need of a warrior, Korbo. I have decided you will do.” 
 “Jaga Khun—” 
 “Jaga Khun obeys my orders when he finds it convenient, for the time being. You will obey me implicitly, and I will pay you exorbitantly for it.” She rose, opened a chest, and pulled out a purse heavy with coin. 
 “Highness, forgive me, but what if I don’t want to take your contract?” 
 She regarded him for a moment, weighing, judging. “Then I have overestimated your intelligence. Have I, swordsman?” 
 The mercenary was good at keeping his face impassive, but Anya could see the tight-coiled fear in his eyes. He took the purse from her hand. “No indeed, highness,” he said. “I find that I would like nothing better than to take vast amounts of money from you, and fall over myself following your orders to the very syllable. Korbo Dogrun is at your service.” He sketched a passable bow. 
 “Clever man, Korbo Dogrun. Clever and wise.” 
 “Do you mind telling me what I will have to do to earn all this gold?” 
 “Nothing very taxing. Just stick that knife of yours in the back of a fat imperial courtier named Olvera, when he shows up. And he will show up eventually.” 
 Korbo waited a moment, to see if she was done. 
 “That’s it?” 
 “No. Go find me that miserable tick of a mage. He’s taking too long.” 
 The armsman tossed off the rest of his wine and left. He did a credible job of making it look as if he was hurrying to do her bidding, rather than getting away from her with all the speed he could muster. 
 When the door closed, Anya allowed herself to slump. She took another sip of the awful wine, then put it aside. She could no longer still her trembling hand, and did not want to stain her dress. The splitting headache was abating, slowly, allowing her to truly think for the first time since she’d awakened to Korbo’s knife in front of her face. 
 She had invested a great deal of energy in transforming the imperial scout into a shabok, though the results had not been entirely satisfactory. It had clung stubbornly to certain scraps of self, obviously, though it had had no choice but to follow her explicit commands. 
 Going back over her memories, of the event, she understood that her shabok was dead. Not just decapitated, or gravely damaged – the shabok was technically already dead and would only be inconvenienced by such a wound. 
 No. The body had been burned and all her investments sundered. The backlash had been painful in the extreme. Someone had either been clever, lucky, or exceptionally learned. A shabok had not been made in centuries, of that she was sure. Hers had been the first since the Axumite’s time, in all probability. So who, then, had knowledge of how to destroy them? Not Olvera. The pig of a man had his skills, but knowledge of the ancient arcana wasn’t one of them. 
 Whoever he traveled with, then. 
 Well. All in all, the shabok had been a miserable failure. Olvera was still alive and it was well and truly dead. And she did not know who had thwarted her plan. 
 She dismissed the shabok from her thoughts. It was a small detail, Olvera’s death. The snipping of a loose thread. She now had Korbo Dogrun to deal with that cipher, when the time came. Or rather, the soldier’s dagger, which she had invested with a particularly nasty surprise. That it would also turn the grizzled veteran into a pile of bone and cinder was cause for mild regret. She found, to her own surprise and quiet amusement, that she liked the man. 
 As much as she liked anyone. 
 In any case, plans were proceeding apace, barring Olvera’s continued existence. If Jaga Khun could keep his ragtag company on a short leash for another few weeks, nothing would be able to stop the juggernaut of events that was even now beginning to fall into place. She smiled. Such was the path of conquest she had charted out. From impossibility, to inevitability, to history. 
 When Heirus finally appeared in her chambers, reeking of alcohol and stale, sour sweat, and without even knocking, she exploded. Just seeing his unpleasant face had brought her anger back with a vengeance. 
 “You useless, stinking excuse for a sorcerer! I came within a hair’s breadth of dying today. It is your responsibility to shield me from magical threats. Your ability to do so is the only reason you continue to exist. Can you do your job, or can’t you?” She wanted to throttle the vile little man. 
 Stench stood in her chambers, shoulders hunched, chin down on his chest, her verbal deluge washing over him. Once she came to a stop, he fixed a bloodshot eye on her. 
 “About done, then?” 
 She threw the lead-crystal wine decanter at him. He twitched a finger and it veered off course to crash into the wall. Stench was very, very good at one thing—protecting his own hide. She was his master in power, but there wasn’t a sorcerer alive that could match his defensive capability. She knew that. It was a very large part of the reason she’d hired him. That, and his utter disinterest in morality. 
 “I had no part in making the flawed shabok, as you know full well,” he said. “I refuse to accept any responsibility for the effects of its demise.” 
 “Why didn’t you tell me its death could backlash? What the hell am I paying you for?” 
 “As to the first, you didn’t ask, and besides, I told you not to do it. As to the second, you’re paying me to keep any mage from divining your intentions or your location using the Art. Which I am doing.” 
 She threw herself into a chair. Her anger was spent. As much as it ever was. In any case, she no longer wanted to throttle the disgusting little troll. “Are you so certain? Someone knew to burn the shabok. How could they be prepared for such a thing unless they had already divined I intended to create one?” 
 He raised a bushy eyebrow. “Believe me, I am certain. And it isn’t easy, keeping you hidden from the mages of three different lands, especially when you go mucking about with ancient necromancy from the last age. You think that doesn’t light up the landscape like a bonfire? You aren’t paying me half enough for my valuable—no, indispensable!—services.” 
 She snorted. “You are a convenience, Heirus, not a necessity. Do not forget it. Or else.” 
 “Or else what, fair princess? You’ll burn me down to bone and ash? Perhaps you might be able to at that, considering your startling power. But in doing so, you’d take this fortress down as well, and everything around it for a quarter league or more.” He smiled. “Not exactly the best way to remain inconspicuous, even in Wyeth.” 
 “The fact that you are still breathing is magic in itself,” she said. “Someone should have killed you a long time ago.” 
 “Now you sound like my mother, Dureg gnaw her.” 
 “Never again compare me to whatever spawned you. Get out, Heirus. You tire me.” 
 “With pleasure, lady. I have a hogshead of imperial ale I was just starting to get acquainted with.” And with that, he shambled out of her rooms. 
 Dismissing Stench from her thoughts as well as her presence, she turned once again to the puzzle of the shabok’s demise. She had had high hopes for the creature. True, her knowledge of their creation had been incomplete, but the result had seemed to match everything she had read about them. She had transformed the imperial scout as an experiment. She disliked having to rely on people such as Stench, Jaga and Olvera, with their maddening tendencies to do what they wanted, rather than what she told them to do. 
 The addition of shabok to her army would have made her life, not to mention her plans, much simpler. Flying soldiers who did exactly what they were told and reported with complete accuracy. No other nation could match that. The strategic and tactical advantages would have been enormous, even if she’d had only one or two. 
 She sighed and rubbed her temples, and reluctantly shelved the idea. She promised herself she would revisit it when there was time. Perhaps she could puzzle out what went wrong, given a few weeks of study and experimentation. There were… resources in the depths of Thunderhead that she had not yet tried to explore. Or exploit. There were also dangers, though they did not dissuade her. If she had the luxury of time, the opportunity to commit herself, she would happily brave those dangers, both the obvious and barely sensed. 
 Such a luxury would not come soon, she admitted to herself. Her days of unavoidable idleness would quickly be coming to an end. Olvera’s approach signaled the end of the beginning. 
 For twelve years she had been laying the foundations of what she was attempting. More than half her life. Planning, plotting, studying. Setting forces in motion that would see the world changed, or herself very dead. She had no intention of dying, of course; but if she lost her war, many thousands would accompany her down to Dureg’s black realm. 
 “You really shouldn’t have sent me to that nunnery, father,” she murmured to herself. She had been expected to learn obedience there, and patience, and how to be gentle, demure and feminine. Instead she had learned sorcerous power and unbounded ambition.
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“W

 e have little to tell us where the princess might be kept, and now no scout to guide us,” Caida said to the courtier. “What is your advice, sier?” 
 Olvera pitched pebbles at one of the many stone outcroppings that dotted the landscape. He was sweating now, more than could be attributed to the weather. His movements were jerky and less coordinated than was normal for the courtier. The man had been cool enough in the moment, but now it seemed his nerves had caught up with him. Caida could read the signs well enough – the man was afraid, or anxious, and trying to hide it. Caida had been taught that violence could affect men in many different ways, even men who had been trained for it. Olvera was no armsman. Almost, Caida attributed his travel companion’s demeanor to this natural response. 
 Something told Caida there was more to the man’s delayed reaction. He could not say what that ‘more’ was, or why he felt that way. It was almost an instinctual judgment. 
 Caida had been trained to pay attention to his instincts, though not be ruled by them. 
 “We should go to the place she was taken,” Olvera replied. “That’s where the scout would have started, and he may well have left sign for those following. And at least we know where it is.” 
 “Well enough.” Caida couldn’t fault the logic, but he knew that it would mean riding through the ruins of Myed, if they took the shortest route. The ruins of his past. It wasn’t something he looked forward to, or wanted to think much about. It was, he believed, the chink in the armor of his faith. Thinking on the massacre had the power to shake his hard-won equilibrium like nothing else. 
 He did not want to revisit the place, or the memories. Not in the least. Something told him that was likely a very good sign that it was important he do so. 
 “I still believe you should turn back,” he said to Olvera, turning his thoughts away from a dead past to the present moment. “That thing we encountered only proves that the journey ahead is perilous.” 
 “You won’t be rid of me that easily, Andine. Who’s going to stitch you up if I’m not around?” Olvera smiled, but it was a sick sort of smile. Thinking of the monster that had been an imperial scout obviously unnerved the courtier. 
 “I’ll just have to avoid being wounded, I suppose,” Caida replied. But he knew that the only way to rid himself of the portly man would be to render him unconscious and ride away. For whatever reason, Olvera was determined to ride with Caida, to be there when and if he finally found the princess. 
 Not that forcibly ridding himself of the man was necessarily a bad course of action; Caida had given it serious consideration. But the creature’s words had planted a seed of doubt in his soul. It had begun to grow since the encounter. He now wanted Olvera to go along, if only to keep an eye on him. There was more to the man than met the eye. Or at least there was more to the man’s motivations than made sense. It remained to be seen if that ‘more’ was of a dangerous nature. 
 It was a cold camp that night, fireless and silent by the bank of a slow, shallow river called the Pring. Caida did not want to reopen his wounds, and so did no forms. Instead he meditated under the brilliant and impassive stars. His meditation afforded him no answers to the questions that chased each other through his skull, and so after a time he told Olvera to sleep and took the first watch. 
 Olvera went to his blankets, but sleep seemed to elude the portly courtier, for he tossed and turned for half a glass. Finally, he sat up. 
 “I’m tired, but not tired enough to accept the ground as a mattress, apparently. Let us talk, Andine.” 
 “If you wish. What would you like to talk about?” 
 “Anything. You’re from Wyeth, not imperial by birth. Why do you serve the empire?” 
 “Because when I was orphaned, I was taken in by an itinerant Andine and accepted to the order.” Caida had no desire to discuss these things, but remained calm and cordial. It was not the courtier’s fault that he touched on sensitive matters. 
 “So you are a loyal servant of the empire? You do not feel some divided loyalty towards the land of your birth?” 
 “What loyalty is there to feel, sier? Wyeth has had no king since before I was born, and even its nobility are refugees in foreign lands. It has belonged to Roumney, to Ardesh, and to the empire over the centuries, for many more years than it ever belonged to itself. And now, it belongs to no one.” 
 “Not even to its people?” 
 “Its people, sier? There are no cities in Wyeth, nor any towns. Not any longer. Few villages remain, and those ruled by one bandit chieftain or another. The vast majority of the people you speak of are dead, or fled.” Caida reflected for a moment. “Wyeth is a corpse, Sier Olvera. A no man’s land, as much as the Kash is to the north. Neither is something you can feel loyalty to, it seems to me.” 
 “I think you can always feel loyalty towards your home, whatever state it may be in.” 
 “And I think you are mistaking the idea of loyalty for love, begging your pardon, sier. I will always love Wyeth, I think. I think I will always mourn it.” 
 Olvera was silent for a time, seemingly ruminating on the monk’s words. Finally, he spoke. 
 “And if some ruler emerged here, some king or queen who managed to make Wyeth strong and independent once more – would you reconsider the idea of loyalty then?” 
 “What you speak of is impossible, sier.” 
 “Pretend it is not. The night is long and sleep elusive. Indulge me.” 
 “I have taken vows, Sier Olvera. The Andine order obeys the will of the emperor, and I am an Andine.” 
 “I see. Yes, of course. Faith is another kind of loyalty, isn’t it?” 
 It was Caida’s turn to consider the courtier’s words. He could not fault them, but some part of him was uncomfortable with the observation. He did not know why that might be. 
 “I suppose you could say so, sier, yes.” 
 Olvera’s words dried up after that, and soon he was yawning. He bade Caida good night, and rolled himself up in his blankets once more. 
 Caida kept the man in the corner of his eye. It was a long time before Olvera’s form relaxed into true slumber. 
 He spent half the night listening to wind and wolf and owl, then woke Olvera to take the second watch. Sleep was long in coming, and fitful once it arrived.
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Five leagues away from Thunderhead, in a small defile cut through by a pleasantly babbling stream, Imperial Magus Ramesh Herkh called for camp to be made. Bulwer considered the defile a decent enough place for a brief rest, but an awful one for an encampment. True, it had the advantage of being hidden from sight, but if they were discovered, escape would be nearly impossible – the defile narrowed at both ends, forcing anyone wanting to leave to ride in single file, in the stream’s algae-slick course. Bowmen could slaughter their small party in less than a minute from the brush-choked heights overlooking Herkh’s chosen position, if they somehow were able to approach undetected. 
 Bulwer knew better than to point any of that out to Imperial Magus Ramesh Herkh, however. Herkh was not interested in the views or opinions of anyone other than himself, at any time, and Bulwer was not interested in wasting words on a fool. If Ramesh Herkh wished to get himself killed, Bulwer was not opposed to letting him. And if Bulwer himself got killed in the process, well, it wouldn’t be the first time. 
 The half-dozen imperial soldiers under Herkh’s command, all insignia stripped from their armor, set to the various tasks setting camp entailed. Herkh’s apprentice and Bulwer, in his role as Herkh’s manservant, began to unload Herkh’s personal effects from the pack animals. The fiction of being a manservant was one he had endured many times in his service to the book and the College; his perpetually pale skin and ‘colorless’ hair and eyes marked him as an Outlander rather than a born citizen of the empire. Never mind that he had served the empire for several lifetimes, any way you sliced it. 
 The boy’s name was Velor, not that Herkh ever bothered to call him that. It was an open question in Bulwer’s mind whether Herkh even knew his apprentice’s name. Surely, he had been informed at some point; the College of Magi were sticklers for formality and paperwork. But Bulwer would bet a fairly large amount that Herkh wouldn’t be able to recall the boy’s name even if his life depended on it. 
 Herkh himself lifted no finger and carried no baggage, other than the book. An imperial magus did not do menial work. Or at least Imperial Magus Ramesh Herkh did not. 
 Herkh was not the most beloved of men, and did not care. Bulwer knew that he was quite aware that even his own colleagues, his fellow magi, disliked him, some intensely. The feeling was mutual, and seemingly unimportant to Herkh. He had dedicated his life to the College and his emperor, and while many might question his temperament, none would question his loyalty, or his effectiveness. Few magi were as active in the covert business of the empire. None were as successful at implementing the emperor’s will. None of that made Bulwer like him in the slightest. 
 Herkh sat on the camp stool Bulwer had unloaded first and ignored all the industry around him. The book rested in his lap. Herkh rarely lost physical contact with it, even in his sleep. Bulwer had seen many magi display a similar trait in his near-three centuries as a Guardian of the Book. Some treated the book with fondness, like a pet. Others with a sort of reverence. Both attitudes were wrong, in Bulwer’s opinion, but Herkh’s was worse. 
 Ramesh Herkh stroked and fondled the book with something disturbingly akin to hunger. There was a carnal element to it, one that Bulwer found particularly distasteful. 
 “Boy!” Herkh called out, and Velor scurried over to his master. “Fetch me eight fist-sized stones from the stream.” 
 Bulwer, brushing down his horse, watched. That Velor hadn’t yet tried to kill Herkh was a testament to the lad’s self-control. Velor did as his master bid, collecting the algae-coated stones in his shirt-front and returning to Velor, standing quiet and still in front of the magus. Bulwer knew that Velor was hoping that Herkh would actually give him a lesson, for once. Bulwer also knew that the hope was a vain one. 
 “Why are you standing there like a lackwit?” Herkh asked him. “Dry the stones. Do you think I can use wet stones as wardstones?” 
 “I don’t know master. You haven’t taught me anything about wardstones yet.” 
 “Or anything else,” muttered Bulwer. 
 “And why should I waste my time trying to teach an imbecile? Hurry up. The wards should be set as soon as possible. The presence of the book might conceivably be sensed by the witch, unlikely as it may be.” 
 “Are you concerned about the witch’s power, master?” Velor asked as he dried the stones as best he could, first on the rough grass and then, when that failed to have much effect, on his own clothes. The boy apparently knew as well as Bulwer how well Herkh would take it if he went looking for a cloth. 
 Herkh’s face formed a sneer, which was its natural expression as far as Bulwer had observed over the years. “Of course I am not worried about the witch. No old magic sorceress is a match for an imperial magus, dolt. The real concern, the delicate part of my task, is to ensure there are no political repercussions. If it were discovered that the empire had executed a Roumnan royal, one betrothed to the sin-Khun of Ardesh, no less, open war would be inevitable.” 
 “Much more importantly, the taint of failure would attach itself to Ramesh Herkh,” Bulwer muttered. “An unthinkable outcome, as far as Ramesh Herkh is concerned.” 
 “Did you say something?” Herkh asked Bulwer. 
 “Just wondering aloud if you’d set greater wards, or lesser. Master.” Bulwer threw the statement out. Maybe Velor could pick something up from Herkh’s response. 
 Herkh sneered again, though he knew better than to insult a guardian. “Greater wards would be imprudent. If the reports are correct, the witch has another sorcerer in her employ, one whose reputation is for defensive and location magic. No, a lesser ward of concealment is what is needed here.” 
 “And why is that?” Bulwer asked, as if he didn’t already know. But Herkh did love to talk about himself, and the apprentice needed whatever scraps of knowledge he could glean from Herkh. 
 “Because I do not want the witch to know I am near until I choose to reveal the fact. The element of surprise is paramount to my plans, fluid as they are. Setting greater wards might be noticed. The fact that you cannot work this out for yourself is disappointing, but not surprising.” 
 “I guess I’m just especially slow today. Master.” 
 Herkh sniffed, opened the book and began to mutter over the stones. Velor made eye contact with Bulwer. Bulwer winked at the lad. 
 They spent the next two days waiting for the imperial scouts to report in with something actionable. Herkh spent it drinking wine, and berating the ‘dolt of an apprentice the College of Magi had burdened him with.’ Everyone else in the camp spent it enduring Ramesh Herkh.
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Jaga Khun cursed himself for a thousand kinds of fool, for the thousandth time. Why had he ever agreed to be hired by that witch? That lying, murdering, overbearing Roumnan she-demon? 
 The patrol had turned up nothing. This time. But Jaga didn’t fool himself that his men would have much of a chance finding any imperial scouts, and he was certain that in a very few days he would have Roumnan, Ardeshi or imperial troops coming down on him with enough force to tear Thunderhead apart. Or all three at once, considering his luck. 
 That she was a witch he had known before he’d ever met her. Olvera had told him that from the start. That she was a blood-crazed murderess hadn’t been mentioned. He still couldn’t shake the image of those gods-damned, blood-soaked slippers. 
 He shifted his vast bulk in the saddle, stared off into the twilight, and the knowledge that he and his company had been played like a lute was a heavy burden. There was no longer any doubt that the plan he’d signed on for was no longer the plan that was being executed. That she had never intended it to be. Wyeth was littered with the bones of those destroyed by decades of chaos. He had a deep sense of foreboding that he and his company would soon be joining the pile. Unless he somehow managed to escape the doom that seemed to be barreling down on Thunderhead. 
 Jaga Khun did not like to be played for a fool. The only question was, what was he going to do about it? He had no doubt that he and his company would end up like that hapless cohort of imperials if he was caught crossing her. Or worse, like the scout she had turned into a monster with her magic. The man’s screams had echoed through Thunderhead. They still echoed in Jaga’s mind. It was one of the reasons he’d decided to ride out on patrol, even though his gout was giving him seven kinds of hell. 
 There were several parties that had a stake in learning the princess’s whereabouts. And managed correctly, Jaga Khun believed he could at the least throw the various dogs off the scent. It was a risk. He could end up seeing all that he had built over a decade hacked to bloody pieces. Or worse. But if he did nothing, she was going get him and all his men killed anyway. 
 Still, he had little hope of getting himself out of the bear pit. He couldn’t lie to himself. There was just too little time. 
 He rode on in silence for a while, mulling his options. Then decided. He wasn’t happy about it, but it seemed the best choice of a bad lot. 
 He whistled low, twice, and Ferian steered his horse near. 
 “Get me three of the best horsemen that we have out here right now, that also have a brain. Be quick and quiet about it.” 
 “Aye, khun.” 
 A few minutes later, Ferian returned with two riders. 
 “I told you three,” Jaga said. 
 “Aye. These two and me. The rest either have a brain or can ride well. Not both.” 
 Jaga grunted. “Well enough. Here’s what I need you to do, and no fucking complaints.” And he told them. They didn’t like it, but they didn’t complain. When he was sure they understood, he gave each of them a fistful of gold from his bulging purse. 
 “If you spend it on whores and ale instead of getting where you need to go, pray you never cross my path again,” he warned them. 
 “Can we spend what’s left over once we done it?” a gap-toothed rider named Herioth asked. 
 “I’d be very disappointed if you didn’t,” Jaga told him, and the men chuckled. 
 “Now ride, you bastards.” 
 When their hoofbeats had faded, one set going east, one west, and one southwest, Jaga called in the wings. “There’s nothing out here,” he muttered. “Back to Thunderhead.” 
 They rode in to Thunderhead an hour after the sun had bled its life away on the horizon. Arle, his second, appeared at his side as Jaga levered his heavy bulk off the horse. Arle had been a hell of a fighter before he’d lost an arm, some four years before. He’d lost it saving Jaga’s life. Jaga trusted him as he trusted few others. 
 “Herve’s wing got back a few minutes before you. They discovered two men on horseback down Pring way, heading in the direction of the ambush, coming from the Timors. One matched the description you gave of Olvera.” 
 “Good. He didn’t—” 
 “No, they weren’t spotted, and his men’ll keep their traps shut. But something else happened while you were gone. With the witch.” 
 “Dureg take her. Now what?” 
 “I don’t know. Korbo and his mates took care of it. Then she called for the hedge mage.” 
 “I’ll see Korbo in my rooms then. Give me half a glass.” 
 “Aye.” 
 “When I’m done with him, come see me.” 
 “Told you once, told you a thousand times, I’m not that kind of girl.” 
 “You’re not any kind of girl, thank the gods.” 
 Korbo wasn’t a fool, mused Jaga as he handed over the reins to one of the stable master’s assistants. Which was why he did the lion’s share of guarding the witch. The last thing Jaga needed was one of his troops disturbing the murderous she-demon. But Korbo also always put Korbo and his two shadows first, else Jaga would have offered him a lieutenancy. 
 Maybe there was a way to make the man’s self-interest do double-duty, Jaga mused as he went to wash. Maybe it was time to try and get hold of the handle he sensed in the man’s character. To get hold of it, and turn it. He needed someone with a modicum of intelligence to use as a backup if the plan he’d set in motion that night failed. That someone also needed to be more expendable than himself or Arle, since he didn’t give it good odds in succeeding. If it did fail, Jaga needed to be able to deflect the blame, and the witch’s wrath. 
 Korbo Dogrun suited his needs nicely. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 “I have no doubt that you and your two shadows are planning to break your contracts,” Jaga Khun said without preamble as soon as Korbo entered the room. “You want away from the witch. I’ll let you have the second, at least temporarily, but not the first.” 
 Korbo Dogrun feigned surprise. “Such a thought never—” 
 Jaga raised a meaty, bejeweled hand. “Don’t insult my wits. And don’t interrupt me.” He waited while Korbo settled his worn, less-than-handsome features into a mask of patient attention, then resumed. 
 “You can see which way the wind blows better than most. Tell me, if you had to make odds on this company existing in a month, what would they be?” 
 Korbo considered. “Two hundred to one.” 
 “Done,” said Jaga, and flipped the man a gold double solis, wide as his palm and with a thickness equal to his thumb. Korbo snatched it from the air. 
 “That’s a year’s service if I win, Dogrun.” 
 “More like three. If I was mad enough to accept the wager.” 
 “Not at a lieutenant’s pay. I’m not giving you a choice. And don’t imagine you can outrun this debt as you did the one you fled in Ardesh. 
 “Now, it’s not a debt if I haven’t lost—” 
 “Shut up and tell me what happened with the witch this morning. All of it. And after, I have a job for you and your two sword-mates that will get you out of Thunderhead for a day or two. Now sit. And start talking.” 
 With a bemused expression, Korbo sat. And told Jaga almost everything that had happened with the witch. Jaga could tell there was something missing from the tale, but didn’t press. 
 “Well enough,” he said when Korbo had finished. “Now go round up your mates and get your horses saddled. Herve spotted a couple of riders near the Pring. They’re heading towards the site where we collected the witch. I want you to bring them back to me. One of them, at least, I need to have alive. He’ll be a rich, fat imperial bastard.” 
 “What if they’re both rich, fat imperial bastards?” 
 “Then bring them both to me alive. Use your judgment; that’s what I’m paying you for, now. And make damned sure you do it without the witch finding out. I want to have words with this man, and I want those words out of her hearing, sight and knowledge.” 
 “You’re the khun,” Korbo said, shrugging. 
 “That’s what they say. Now piss off, Korbo.” 
 Korbo left to go find his sword-mates, Augin and Mung. Jaga wondered idly if they’d actually follow his orders, or just ride off. He grunted. Korbo’s weakness wasn’t his gambling sickness. It was the fact that, deep down, he knew he was capable of command, and afraid of it all at once. Everything else, all of Korbo’s troubles, sprang from that inner conflict. 
 Jaga Khun had become khun because he saw worth where others only saw trash. If he had one gift, that was it. He’d just been street trash himself, once. 
 He wasn’t really betting on Korbo. He was betting on himself. Every decision he made, every risk he took. Ever since he was six years old. 
 He wasn’t going to let a slip of a girl end him, whatever fell powers she commanded. He only wondered how much he would have to sacrifice, in order to escape the trap she’d led him into.
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They arrived at the ruins of Myed by mid-morning. Nestled between grassy hills, with a crystal-clear stream flowing down the center of the dell, a tributary of the Pring. It was an idyllic place for a village. Caida could still see the smoke rising, hear the screams of the women and children of the village as the reavers had descended on the village after slaughtering the men in the fields. Almost no one in Myed had been able to afford a horse; the fields had been plowed with oxen. And so no one had been able to get word to the village before it was too late. 
 Caida remembered it all, all too well. He’d been sick, sick enough not to be in the fields that day. He remembered hearing the screams. Snatching the boar spear from the wall, running to the door. His grandfather blocking the door, swinging a pot down on his head. The world disappearing. Waking up some unknown time later in the root cellar, where his grandfather had hidden him. Walking out in the late evening sun, through a village burning, full of the dead. 
 Even after so many years, Caida knew the shame of the survivor. 
 They rode through what was left, overgrown with bracken, and did not stop. 
 “Was a village here,” said Olvera. “What was it? Myed? Myos? I forget what the map said.” 
 Caida said nothing. He would not share this with Olvera. If he had been alone, he would have walked the foundation stones of his father’s cottage, wandered through the ruins of the inn. He might have walked the green and remembered chasing fireflies in the evening light and drinking small cider straight from a glazed jug chilled in the stream. But not with a stranger accompanying him. 
 Would those responsible ever be made to pay? At one time, Caida had sworn to be the one to bring justice to those responsible. But he had only been a boy, and the intervening years and his heartfelt vows to the Order had cooled that raging fire. 
 But looking on the few, overgrown remains of his early life, Caida realized that the fire of outrage had not gone out inside him, however low it currently burned. It most likely never would. 
 He would never be able to find the perpetrators of the massacre; he knew that. Most were likely dead in any case. Reavers in Wyeth prospered only for a short time, in the main, before being cut down by some other larger or more vicious band. His rage was an arrow that could never find a target. There was no justice to be had for Myed. It was bitter, that understanding. His mind understood it well enough, but his heart did not. 
 He doubted it ever would. 
 All he could do was take the skills given him by the order, once this quest was concluded, and, like his sponsor brother Lehet had done before him, take the vow of itinerancy rather than imperial service. Perhaps one day he would arrive in a village like Myed, as Lehet had done. He prayed that if such a day came, he would arrive the day before an attack – rather than a day after, as Lehet had done. 
 Brother Lehet had confided to Caida on his death bed that he prayed every day for sufficient wisdom to understand why he had arrived too late to save Caida’s village. Lehet had told Caida the only answer he had ever received was Caida himself, wearing the robes of a novice. 
 “Is that – am I – a sufficient answer?” Caida had asked the aging monk. It had been hard to keep the bitterness from his words. 
 “No,” Lehet had replied. “But you, brother Quick-Temper, are sufficient consolation.” 
 Lehet had died a few weeks later of the lung fever, and Caida had mourned him as deeply as he had mourned his family, though more peacefully. 
 Caida and Olvera rode through Myed, unspeaking, each man lost to his own thoughts. 
 Soon enough they came to another, fresher place of slaughter. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 The scouts had stacked the bodies and burned them. The remains of the pyre were cold, and full of bones and bits of armor. Olvera poked through them, briefly, a morose expression on his face. 
 “I don’t know what I expected to find here,” he said. “The dead are dead, and cannot speak. If the scouts found anything, they didn’t bother to share it with anyone before they, too, disappeared.” 
 Caida, ignoring the funeral pyre, had been studying the ground, which was rocky and dry and sparsely covered with knee-high, yellowing grass. One tuft of grass had been tied, and the top of the tuft bent to point southeast. 
 “I hate to contradict you, sier, but I think someone did indeed leave us a marker.” 
 Olvera walked over, saw the tuft, nodded. “I do believe you’re right, monk, and it pleases me to be corrected. What lies due east of here?” 
 “Not much. Rolling plains, the occasional copse. No habitation. Nothing until Thunderhead.” 
 “Thunderhead?” 
 “An abandoned fortress. Perched on the Gods’ Balcony, guarding the Steps.” 
 “Perhaps abandoned no longer, monk.” 
 “Perhaps not.” 
 Olvera sighed. “I hate riding on assumptions and suppositions. We may well be wrong.” He squatted down, pulled idly at the tuft. Picked up rocks and tossed them away. Caida watched, impassive. When Olvera turned a flat stone over to reveal a cloud scratched into the bottom, and feigned a passable imitation of surprise, Caida knew without a doubt that the man had known all along where they were going. 
 “Well, our course is set, then. Eh, Andine?” 
 “It would appear so, sier.” But where would it lead? Once they arrived at Thunderhead, what then? Caida would wait a while more to confront this lying courtier. A while more, but not forever. 
 “Well, sier, let’s be off. Thunderhead is a day’s hard ride. Time flies.” 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Caida caught sign of previous patrols about half a day out from Thunderhead, and together with Olvera decided to wait out the rest of the day in a deep copse, and travel the rest of the distance that night. It was a fireless, cheerless camp. Olvera seemed uncharacteristically restless, fidgeting and working the edges of his dirty lace kerchief to frayed threads. 
 Caida honed and oiled his sword, and curried the horses. There was no way they would be able to ride up on Thunderhead unseen if it were indeed inhabited, even in the dark. He gathered what fodder he could, and rigged a water trough from a half-rotted log. The horses couldn’t be allowed to graze free, and he didn’t know how long it would be before they returned. 
 As the afternoon aged and sunlight began to slant in sidewise through the thick foliage, Caida squatted down before the thickset courtier and lay his scabbarded great sword carefully down between them. Olvera looked up with questioning eyes. 
 “Did you know that Andos was betrayed by his own brother-in-law?” 
 “Didn’t even know he was married.” 
 “He was. She was murdered. Her brother blamed Andos for it, and for other crimes he was innocent of. In the end Andos forgave the man, who thought he was doing right.” 
 “Well. Thanks for the history lesson.” 
 “If you have anything to tell me, now would be the time.” 
 Olvera moved much more quickly than Caida had thought him capable of. He kicked Caida’s sword away with one foot and caught Caida on the chin with the other, simultaneously drawing his dagger. Caida rolled with the blow, out of dagger range, and moved into a defensive crouch. 
 “It wasn’t meant to be like this, monk. I’d hoped you could be persuaded to serve a new master. And I’m sorry, for what it’s worth.” 
 Caida smiled thinly. His split lip stung. He tried to circle toward his sword, but Olvera drove him off with an easy competence, his knife a glinting, viper-quick threat. 
 “How was it supposed to be, sier? What is this all about?” 
 “I’m afraid there isn’t time to explain. Let it suffice that the lady Anya is no lady—” He lashed out at Caida’s gut, then turned the thrust to a swipe at Caida’s exposed face at the last instant. 
 Caida barely darted back in time. “What has that to do with me?”  he asked in a light tone, almost as if they were having a relaxed conversation. 
 “Everything and nothing, my boy. Everything and nothing. The empire hoped to use her and her particular talents. When it became apparent she was too dangerous a tool to take in hand—” another series of thrusts that drove Caida further away from his sword— “it was decided to dispatch the lady Anya using another tool.” 
 “Me?” 
 “No. You’re just a distraction. Like a street conjuror redirecting the crowd’s atten–” 
 Caida darted forward, risking his off-arm in hopes of coming to grips with Olvera. He earned a slash down his left forearm for his trouble and disengaged quickly. 
 “I don’t understand,” Caida panted. 
 “You don’t have to.” Olvera came at him again, knife driving for his eyes. Caida blocked with his left arm again, earned a deeper gash, felt the knife slide suddenly along his ribs. He flung himself away, lashing out with a foot that connected with the other man’s meaty thigh. Olvera let out a satisfying grunt and backed away, leg trembling, as Caida regained his feet. 
 “I’m not a tool,” Caida said. 
 “You’re nothing but a tool, you holy fool!” Olvera sneered. “But you won’t do for this task. I know enough about you now to know you’d never take a woman’s life, no matter how dangerous she was. Just the opposite. You’ll defend her, and you might succeed, and that I cannot allow.” 
 “So, was I supposed to kill her, or was I supposed to die defending her?” 
 “Either was acceptable.” 
 “Are you going to tell me anything else?” Caida asked. 
 “No, monk. Nothing else.” 
 Caida moved with almost inhuman speed, and when he came to rest Olvera was face down on the ground. Caida was sitting on top of him, holding the courtier’s dagger pressed against his pounding jugular. 
 “Then this farce is over,” he said. 
 “That it is. Good show, though.” A voice rang out from among the trees. Caida looked up into the eyes of a crossbowman less than twenty paces away. Dappled sunlight glinted from the steel quarrel head aimed at Caida’s chest. 
 “Toss the knife and stand up slowly.” 
 Caida did as he was bid, and backed away from Olvera when he was told. When Olvera started to rise, the crossbowman said, “No. You stay down.” 
 Two other men appeared from nowhere and bound Caida’s hands behind his back. Caida did not resist. They did the same to Olvera. They were quick and professional about it. Only when both were secure did the crossbowman lower his weapon and advance. He looked down at the courtier in the dirt. 
 “Jaga Khun wants to see you, master Olvera. I don’t think he’s terribly pleased with you. The witch wants to see your head on a spike, though, so seeing Jaga instead makes you a lucky bastard.” The man glanced at Caida. “Who are you?” 
 “Caida.” 
 “Just Caida?” 
 “Brother Caida of the Andine order,” Olvera volunteered from the ground. The man kicked him in the ribs. “Shut it,” he said cheerfully. 
 “Well, brother Caida. I imagine Jaga Khun will want to speak with you as well. Promise you won’t try and stick anybody, including the fat one on the ground, and I’ll cut you free.” 
 Caida considered, then nodded curtly. 
 The man smiled. “Augin, cut the brother free, would you? My name is Korbo, that’s Augin, and over there is Mung.” He smiled again, exposing yellowed teeth. “Welcome to a whole mess of trouble.”







 ~ 10 ~ 
Augin and Mung gagged Olvera and tied him to his horse, while Caida bound his own wounds. When he had finished, the party moved out of the copse to where Korbo had left their mounts. Caida had little doubt he could disable the three men, now that no crossbows were leveled at his chest, but to what end? They obviously knew more of what was going on than he did, and what he needed most was information. And besides, he had given his word. 
 “Where are we going?” Caida asked the leader of the three, Korbo, once they were all mounted and riding. 
 “Thunderhead. What are you doing with that piece of shit?” 
 “Looking for a princess named Anya,” Caida replied. 
 “By Dureg’s spiky prick, what for?” 
 “To rescue her. From you, I think.” 
 The mercenary barked a short, incredulous laugh. 
 “Is that so funny?” 
 “Depends on how black your sense of humor is, monk.” 
 Caida opened his mouth to ask for an explanation, and closed it again. They were going to Thunderhead. Answers would be forthcoming, in all likelihood. Better to keep quiet and not show any further ignorance. 
 They rode on in silence for a time, as the sun extinguished itself beyond the horizon. Caida went over and over all the questions he had, and came up with no new answers. In fact, Olvera had only given him further questions. Chief among them being what the ‘particular talents’ were that the princess had. 
 “Why did you toy with him, sword monk?” Korbo asked of a sudden, bringing Caida back from his thoughts. 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Come now. I know violence. That fat pig is good for his size, but no match for you. You let him cut you, twice. I’m just curious as to the why.” 

Because I wanted to loosen his tongue, thought Caida. But he only shook his head. 
 “Part of me wants you bound hand and foot, stuffed into a sack and dragged fifty paces behind the horses, Andine.” 
 “So why don’t you do that?” 
 “Because I think you safer bound by your own word not to do harm. You’re death in a dirty black robe. It’ll be amusing to see what Jaga makes of you. Of course, it also means there’ll be two forms of sudden, violent death inside Thunderhead.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “You’ll find out soon enough, Andine,” said Korbo, shaking his head. 
 They rode through the night at a pace that didn’t overtire the horses, and reached Thunderhead just after midnight. They rode in silence through a small postern gate into a lesser courtyard. A man was waiting for them, in the dark, which seemed strange to Caida. He took their horses in hand. 
 “That him?” the man asked quietly, pointing to Olvera where Augin and Mung were untying him from his horse. Korbo nodded. 
 “Who’s the other one?” 
 “An interested party. Jaga will want to talk to him too, I suspect.” 
 The man eyed Caida, then shrugged. “On your head. Take the fat one down the second set of stairs to your right, then follow the torches. Wait there, all of you. I’ll let Arle know you’re here.” 
 Korbo helped drag the bound and gagged Olvera down dusty stairs and corridors, down into the bowels of the keep. Olvera suddenly began to struggle, and Korbo gave him a bare-handed chop to the neck that turned him limp. “Follow along, monk,” he said to Caida cheerfully. 
 Caida followed along, his face a stern mask betraying nothing of the uncertainty he felt. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 The last torch rested in a bracket next to an open cell door. Two of the bandits heaved Olvera’s limp form in and shut the heavy oak door. Then the less ugly one, Augin, turned the key that was already fitted into the lock, and hung it on a hook nearby. 
 Caida watched everyone and took note of everything. The situation had turned abruptly, and he didn’t understand what was going on. He needed more information, and since no one was offering him immediate violence, he had decided to adopt a wait and see attitude. 
 Across from the cell was a small room, barely more than a notch in the wall, but there was a table that stuck out slightly into the corridor loaded with bread, meat and fruit, and two flagons of wine. A bench rested against the corridor wall next to the cell door. The big mercenary, Mung, ripped off a hunk of bread and speared an apple with his dirk. Their leader, Korbo, caught Caida’s eye and nodded toward the table. Caida shook his head. He walked a few paces down the corridor, crossed his arms, and leaned against the wall, staring off into nothing. 
 “Suit yourself,” Korbo said and went to help Augin attack a haunch of beef. 
 They passed a quarter-hour that way before a large, bejeweled older man finally made an appearance, trailed by a one-armed mercenary. 
 “Who’s this?” he asked Korbo, indicating Caida. 
 “Sword monk who was traveling with Olvera,” the mercenary replied. “I don’t think they like each other much, seeing as how they were in the middle of killing each other when we interrupted. Thought you might want to have a chat.” 
 “Fine. You can take the first watch, then, Korbo. I’ll talk with you now, Andine. Everyone else, get some sleep. And keep your mouths shut.” 
 “Your odds have doubled,” said Korbo to the man who was apparently his leader. The man ignored him. 
 “You, monk. Sit. Let’s talk. I am Jaga Khun, and this is my keep.” 
 “In the absence of true rule,” Caida replied. He considered staying upright, but recognized the pettiness in the impulse. He sat at the opposite end of the bench. 
 Jaga looked at him, and his heavy brow furrowed. “You don’t like mercenaries?” 
 “Not especially, no.” 
 “If it wasn’t for me, trade would all but halt across southern Wyeth. We’re no brigands, monk.” 
 Caida shrugged. “I am interested in getting information, not discussing the state of Wyeth.” 
 “Why are you here? Why were you traveling with Olvera?” 
 “Why do you want Olvera?” 
 Jaga sighed. “This is not going to work, Andine. We’ll get nowhere this way. I tell you what, let us trade answer for answer. What is your name?” 
 “Caida. Why do you want Olvera?” 
 “Because he has information I need.” 
 “About the lady Anya?” 
 “Now, now; it’s my turn. Why were you traveling with Olvera?” 
 “He was traveling with me. Do you know where the lady is?” 
 “Yes. Why was Olvera traveling with you?” 
 “I honestly don’t know. To betray me, I think. How and why, I don’t know. Where is the lady Anya?” 
 “She is here. Why do you want her?” 
 “I was sent to rescue her.” 
 “From what?” 
 “From you.” 
 Jaga laughed. He laughed so hard tears came. He seemed to have trouble breathing. 
 Caida felt annoyance, and tamped it down. That both Korbo and this Jaga Khun had reacted to his quest with amusement told him his understanding of the situation was so wrong as to be humorous. He could not continue on this way. 
 “What’s so funny?” Caida asked, and it was the one-armed man who answered. 
 “That witch doesn’t need to be saved from anything or anyone, Andine. It’s the world that needs to be rescued from her.” 
 “You slaughtered an imperial cohort and took the princess for ransom. Or so I was informed. I do not see anything to be amused by.” 
 Jaga grunted. “My men did not kill those troopers, Andine. She did, all by herself. By the time we got there they were cooling meat. I was told she was a witch. I wasn’t told she was a bloodthirsty demon.” The man ran a large hand down his face, rings glittering in the torchlight. 
 “Listen, and I will tell you the truth of the matter. Olvera hired my company to spirit her away from the imperial cohort that was taking her to Ardesh, to keep her safe while Roumney threatened and blustered and gained more favorable terms, both from Ardesh and the empire. Those troopers were supposed to be snoring when we rode up, not decomposing. I am tempted to say the plan changed, but I don’t believe the plan was ever what we were told. We are being used, Andine.” He spread his big, meaty hands and shrugged. 
 “So you wanted Olvera in order to find out what his plan truly is.” 
 “I want Olvera for information, but I very much doubt any of this is his plan. Do not underestimate the princess, sword monk. You will come to regret it.” 
 “What do you think the princess’s plan is, then?” 
 “I don’t know what her plan is, but no doubt it is bloody, and my company isn’t supposed to survive it. I called her a witch, and that is exactly what she is. She’s wrought some foul magics since she’s been here.” 
 A cold wind suddenly blew down the stairs. Caida twitched, his hand suddenly seeking his sword for no reason he could articulate. He glanced toward the exit. 
 A woman was suddenly at the end of the corridor, appearing between moments. 
 “You want to know what my plan is, Jaga? Why didn’t you simply ask?” Her voice was like silk on stone as it rolled down the corridor. She walked towards them, and the torches sputtered and died as she passed. 
 “My plan?” she continued. “Death. Destruction. Damnation. A world at war. And in the end, my throne upon a mountain of skulls.” She laughed at the look on Jaga’s face. 
 “Come now,” she said. “I jest. Why would I want that? Why do you think so ill of me?” 
 Jaga opened his mouth, shut it. Shook his head. Looked at Caida. 
 “The object of your quest, monk,” he said, gesturing to the woman. “I relinquish her to you.” 
 “Olvera is here, is he?” the princess said, taking no visible note of Jaga’s words. “I’ll want to talk to him. And to you, Andine. And Korbo Dogrun, you disappoint me. I told you what I wanted done with Olvera. I do not take disobedience well.” 
 The grizzled mercenary scratched at his chin. “When I was a lad, my ma and da would sometimes tell me to do the opposite of each other. I ended up just doing whatever was told me last.” 
 “And did that save you from punishment?” 
 “Not even once, highness.” He shrugged. “What can you do?” 
 “You can get out of my sight. Jaga Khun, wait for me in the great hall. And try not to scheme while we’re apart.” 
 They went. Caida stared at the woman he had been tasked to rescue, and knew without a doubt that his quest was a farce. He could not imagine this woman needing rescuing from anyone, or any thing. 
 He could also not imagine any woman more beautiful.
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“L

 ady Anya,” said the monk, standing. “My name is Caida. When your party was ambushed, I was sent to bring you out of Wyeth.” 
 “And now you suspect that was not the true aim of your mission,” she replied, smiling at the handsome young man before her. 
 “Sier Olvera told me that I had actually been sent as some sort of distraction. But Sier Olvera, it seems, lies a great deal.” 
 Anya regarded the sword monk. He was young, barely out of his teens. With a start, she reminded herself that she could only be a handful of years older than he, at most. But there was an innocence that radiated from the monk that made her think of him as much younger. 
 Anya had not been innocent for a long, long time. 
 “The world is not so simple as you Andines would have it,” she told Caida. “We are all made up of dark and light. Are you here to rescue me, or to kill me, or to die as some pawn in the game of politics? You don’t know. Am I evil, or is it just that I will not be bartered away like cattle, forced to marry a man I never met? Does power give one the right to use it? So many questions.” 
 “You speak of things I have not yet had a chance to ponder. You ask questions I did not even know were questions, in this situation. I admit I do not know what to think, or where to start.” He stared at her, his gaze full of an intensity she had rarely seen. Though his face was a mask, his eyes were two pools where much could be read, but none of it with certainty. 
 “Why do you stare at me so, brother?” 
 He looked away, seemingly embarrassed. “I wonder if you are using magic on me, lady.” 
 “What sort of spell do you suspect me of casting?” 
 He turned red. “Some sort of charm,” he muttered, and she laughed. 
 “I am not. I suspect you have not spent much time around the fairer sex, is all.” 
 “Why does Jaga Khun fear you?” the monk asked, turning the subject away from that which obviously made him uncomfortable. 
 “Jaga believes I will destroy his company. I will spend lives, Andine, and I will not regret the cost. But I do not slaughter needlessly.” 
 “Why slaughter at all? I do not understand.” 
 “We’ve barely met, and you already poke and prod at my motives. Are all monks as forward, I wonder?” 
 “What of the troopers? Did you slay them?” 
 “I did.” 
 “Why?” 
 “They had to die. Left alive, they would have tracked Jaga Khun’s troop down, and torn Thunderhead apart. I couldn’t have that.” Not as soon as they would have managed it, at least, she thought. 
 “You still killed men sworn to protect you.” 
 “They were sworn to deliver goods undamaged to their new owner. I am not chattel.” 
 “That doesn’t justify your actions.” 
 “Yes, it does.” She poured a mug of wine, sat on the narrow bench. Considered him over the rim of the mug with intent eyes. “Sit, brother. You are injured and fatigued. Sit and let us talk frankly for a space. My neck aches from looking up at you.” 
 After a moment’s hesitation, he sat opposite her, as far as he could get. 
 “You yourself have been used in this, brother Caida. Your abbot must have known he was sending you either to die or to slay me rather than rescue me. Yet he let you believe Olvera’s lie.” 
 “That I cannot believe.” 
 “You prefer to believe that an Andine abbot could be taken in by a huckster such as Olvera? Come now. No doubt that belief is less uncomfortable, but still it is highly unlikely. You yourself must have sensed that his story was—how shall we say it? A bit thin in places.” 
 Caida shook his head. But the look on his face said she was right. 
 “There are things you do not know about your own order, I suspect. You are young, and likely have never seen the outside of your monastery before now. You have much to learn, however deadly they have made you.” 
 “What is there to learn? We Andines protect, obey, and pray. That is our role in life.” 
 “You are like the blind man who holds the tail of an elephant, and believes it a strange sort of snake. You have never been allowed to see the beast, whole and complete.” 
 “How would you know?” 
 “That is another tale, for another time. Suffice to say I know many things no woman and few men are supposed to.” 
 That intense stare returned, searching her face. For a lie? For the truth? Did he even know what he was looking for himself? Anya didn’t know. 
 “What do you want from me?” he finally asked her. 
 “Me? Nothing. I respect you. A full Andine brother is worthy of respect. You are as good at what you do as I am at what I do. You are my equal, in a way, which is a rare thing. Rare enough for courtesy.” 
 He shook his head again, like a man trying to dislodge uncomfortable thoughts. 
 “You are exhausted, monk. Why don’t you go up and claim a bed from Jaga Khun? I’ll still be here tomorrow if you decide you have to kill me.” She smiled. “And if you still remain confused, we can talk again. No doubt more questions will occur to you.” 
 “Sleep would be welcome. But I have a question, one that will not let me sleep, I suspect, until I know its answer.” 
 “What is your question?” 
 “I was not sent here to kill you, lady. I was sent to rescue you. That was the charge laid on me by my abbot. Tell me, how am I to do that?” 
 She gazed at him this time, for a long time, smilingly at first. But then she let her mocking smile fade into seriousness. 
 “There is no one to rescue me from, except perhaps myself.” She laid one pale, long-fingered hand on his forearm. “You tell me, brother – how will you and your… great sword accomplish that?” But her playful double meaning was obviously lost on Caida. 
 “I do not know,” he said simply. 
 She shook her head, and took her hand away. “Go, brother. Sleep. Tomorrow is soon enough for paradoxes.” 
 He left her, with one last troubled backward glance. 
 Anya watched him disappear down the darkened corridor. She smiled. She liked this one even more than Korbo Dogrun, though Dogrun had willfully disobeyed her. It remained to be seen what use she could put him to. He was a tool with bitterly sharp edges. But something in her gave a little warning: This sword monk was not like other men. He was a holy warrior, and while she might use him, or even kill him, she should not trifle with him. 
 Inside the cell, Olvera began to snore, bringing her thoughts back from an uncomfortable place. With a gesture, the cell door unlocked itself and slammed open, and she woke him. It was a painful awakening. 
 She did not enjoy being betrayed. She had believed he would stay bought. She’d been content to see him dead from afar, and annoyed when he’d avoided the end she’d prepared for him. 
 But there was a satisfaction that crept into her heart at having him here in front of her, to deal with personally. She smiled, and with a flick of her fingers pinned Olvera to the wall with invisible, implacable force. 
 “Once a traitor, always a traitor, I suppose,” she said to him, and his eyes bulged with fear. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 When she returned to her chambers, Stench was waiting, playing a game of chess against himself. 
 “What did you do with the fat one?” he asked, not looking up from the board. 
 “Who are you to question me? To demand answers?” Just looking at him, let alone smelling him, put her in a cross mood. 
 “I simply asked a question. I didn’t demand anything.” 
 “The traitor is none of your concern. What is your concern is how Jaga was able to mount his little expedition beyond Thunderhead without me knowing. Did he have help from you?” 
 He sighed. “I have nothing to do with plots and scheming. They’re tiresome. Now you cast aspersions on my loyalty. You wound me.” 
 “Not yet, I don’t. And your only loyalty is to gold.” 
 “Since gold flows from you like a fountain, I know where my best interests lie.” 
 “I hope you do, Heirus. Sincerely. Now leave.” 
 He shuffled to the door, then turned back. “What will you do with the Andine?” 
 “Honestly?” She considered. “I don’t know yet. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps I’ll set him free, none the worse for stumbling into the spider’s web. Or perhaps I’ll tell him the truth about his order, and destroy his faith.” She rubbed distractedly at her temples, where a headache was building. “Let’s see how I feel in the morning. Now go. I need to eat, and then I need to scold Jaga.” 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Jaga was not in the great hall. Arle sat at the foot of the throne, waiting for her, absently rubbing the stump where his left arm ended, just above the elbow. 
 “Jaga’s apologies, mistress. His gout is troubling him. He wonders if you would break fast with him in the morning.” 
 A quick flash of anger turned to amusement. Jaga was not one to be bullied or cowed. She would allow him a little more rope, if only to see what sort of knot he would tie. She spoke to Arle over her shoulder as she left the hall. 
 “Tell him to come to my rooms at sunrise, else he’ll have something far more painful to deal with than gout.”
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Half a day’s ride to the southwest of Thunderhead, Bulwer stitched up a rip in a torn pair of trousers and watched, impassive-faced, as his ‘master’, Ramesh Herkh, receive the imperial scout’s report. Manservants were not supposed to be interested in such things. But then Bulwer’s occupation was a fiction. He was indeed a servant, but not to any man. No one in the camp was fooled, of course, by Bulwer’s supposed profession. It was well known in the empire and beyond that every magus was shadowed by a guardian. Some knew that the guardian did not guard the magus. 
 The sword monk and the traitor knight had entered Thunderhead under guard, the scout reported. Bulwer found it interesting that the Andine had not been bound. Herkh seemed indifferent to the news, barely acknowledging it or the scout who brought it. But then Ramesh Herkh was rarely interested in anything beyond the book, his own glorification, and the belittlement of anyone who was not Ramesh Herkh. 
 The man really was insufferable, Bulwer thought as he watched the magus lounge on his camp chair, running his fingers ceaselessly over the book’s spine. And yet, suffer the man he would, until Herkh died or Bulwer’s time of service finally ended. 
 Bulwer watched Herkh’s apprentice, Velor, make yet another attempt to glean some sort of knowledge from his master. Herkh never paid the young apprentice much attention; he’d made it plain to all and sundry that he had no interest in having or training an apprentice, and the only reason Velor was allowed to dog Herkh’s every step was because the Imperial College of Magi had an iron-bound rule that all masters of the Art must take an apprentice one year in three. 
 Pity the college didn’t actually require the magus teach his apprentice anything. 
 “What will you do, Master?” Velor asked Herkh once the scout had departed. 
 “Do? Nothing.” 
 “Nothing?” Velor ventured. 
 Bulwer had seen many Magi and apprentice relationships over the centuries, and Ramesh Herkh made even the worst of the others look warm and dedicated by comparison. Herkh was thoroughly useless as a teacher. But he did like to expound on how clever he was. Velor, to his credit, had learned to pick up scraps of knowledge by asking leading questions. The boy was sharper than his master, in Bulwer’s opinion. But Herkh carried the book. And the book was Bulwer’s charge and focus. The rest was just a sideshow. 
 “There is nothing to be done, as yet,” Herkh told the boy. “The Andine may take care of the witch on his own, though I doubt a sword priest is any match for a practitioner of the art. Even a woman, and even such a debased form of it as she practices. Besides, Andines are not executioners or assassins. If, as is far more likely, I am required to deal with the witch, then I shall do so at a time when blame can be laid at the feet of the party the Emperor wishes to see… troubled.” 
 “The witch uses a debased form of the art, master?” 
 “Did the college teach you nothing, fool? Or did you sleep through your lessons? The old magic, the wild magic, is powerful, it is true. But it is a tool that twists in the user’s hand. It uses you as much as you use it. Only that which was purified and tamed by the Axumite can be wielded safely.” 
 The boy nodded his head. Bulwer could read the disappointment on his face, though. He’d likely learned that in his first week at the college. 
 “What of Olvera, master?” 
 “That greasy traitor is none of your concern. In any case, now is not the time to act. Fetch me wine, boy, then remove your pimpled visage from my sight so that I can enjoy it.” 
 Velor went and did as he was bid. He made sure the spittle he added to the wine was well-mixed. Bulwer was contented that the wine wasn’t poisoned and so pretended not to see. 
 Bulwer sighed. It really wasn’t his place, but he decided to take pity on the boy. When Velor returned to the stretch of stream Herkh had decided was the servant’s area, Bulwer nodded the boy to his side. 
 “Sit,” he said quietly. 
 Velor raised an eyebrow, and sat. 
 “Imagine a river. Wild, in flood. It runs between you and where you want to go. An imperial magus, through his book, has stepping stones across the flood. If he is careful, not even his robes will get wet. A sorcerer, or sorceress, has no such assistance, no easy path. They must swim the flood each and every time they cast.” 
 “Why do they not drown, then?” asked Velor quietly. 
 “Oh, they do, lad. They do. Most of them the first time they ever try.” 
 “And the ones that do not?” 
 “Every time they enter the flood, they gamble their lives. But consider what sort of strength it takes to cross such a wild current. And consider what sort of will it takes to do so over and over again.” 
 They boy’s face frowned as he considered what sort of a person could do what Bulwer described. 
 “You want my advice, never underestimate a wielder of the old magic. You have an advantage over them as a magus, it is true. Once you have your book, you will be able cast magics by expending only a fraction of your strength, while they must strain and risk all each and every time. But if you give them an opening, they will fuck your world.” 
 Velor, who knew exactly what Bulwer was, scratched at his nose. “Have you ever seen that happen? The world-fucking part? Please say no.” 
 Bulwer smiled, but his reply was honest, unamusing. “Do you want me to say no, or do you want the truth?” 
 Velor’s frown was answer enough. Bulwer found himself liking the boy. As soon as he realized it, he turned his attention back to the ripped trousers. Liking a magus, or even an apprentice, never ended well. 
 “Boy!” Ramesh Herkh called, holding out his empty cup. “More wine!”
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Caida was deep into his meditation of the Lesser Wheel. He did not hear the low conversation that came from two men by the gate, Korbo and Augin, though he was unconsciously aware of every movement of every person who might conceivably move within striking distance of his blade. 

I am a wheel whose edge is death. This was the mantra that every sword monk was taught along with their first forms. Caida recited it mentally as he worked through the forms in the open courtyard of the keep in the early morning light, oblivious to the eyes that watched him. 

My limbs are the spokes, my torso the hub.

 The sword blurred in the still, hot air. Every swing brought with it a low moan from the sword as it sliced nothing. It was the sound of death.
His wounds were forgotten. 

With every revolution, my soul moves closer to redemption.

 He had found peace and joy in his religion. The boy who had come to the monastery, so broken, so hate-filled and wounded, was gone. He remembered his rage, but could no longer feel it. Andos’s spirit and message had replaced it. His entire world had been devoured by steel and fire, and Andos had given him another to replace it. For years, he had lived his life in the cradling hand of his patron saint, certain of the world and his place in it. 
 Until now. 
 The mantra unwound endlessly in his head, but beneath it, his thoughts and emotions were in turmoil. And it was all to do with her. 
 His duty and charge was to rescue the princess. The princess did not want or need rescuing. On that level, his quest was over before it had ever begun. He should return to the monastery in Drum and forget the entire affair. 
 But if her words were true, then his abbot had already known the quest he’d sent Caida on was built on a false pretext. And he knew the abbot was wise in the ways of the imperial court, having served two emperors personally. It seemed unlikely Olvera had taken him in, had fooled the head of the Andine order. The lady Anya had said as much the night before, and try as he might, he could find no fault in her words. 
 No. The abbot had wanted him to come to this place, to this realization. But Caida, for the life of him, could not reason out why, or what to do next. That it was the season of doubt–did that make any difference, have any bearing? He could not see how it would. 
 Brother Kordus had asked him whether he valued the spiritual or martial training he had received more, and when Caida had truthfully said the spiritual, Kordus had said ‘we shall see’, as if his faith would surely be tested. Caida had thought the old monk had meant that returning to Wyeth would test his vows against his desire for vengeance, but now he was not so sure. Or rather, he was certain there were much greater tests that stood before him. 

I am a wheel whose edge is death, he thought, but I do not know whence I am bound. 
 His sweat flowed freely in the chill morning air. 
 Olvera had called him a tool, and a fool. 

I am a wheel –

 And what was a wheel, but a tool? 
 Unbidden, a memory from his previous life rose up as he sweated through the forms of the Lesser Wheel. His grandfather, laughing his nearly toothless laugh, after he had tricked a crony in a dice game. “If you don’t know who the fool is in the game, it’s probably you!” he’d chortled. 
 Caida abruptly froze, mid-form. 
 Everyone in Thunderhead was in the game, but only one of them was definitely no fool. 
 He mumbled a quick prayer as he sheathed his sword, and went to get answers. He just didn’t know if she would enlighten him, or make of him an even greater fool. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 The guard at her door looked like he wanted to stop him, but didn’t dare put his hand to the hilt of his sword. 
 “You can’t go in,” he said. 
 “Stand aside,” Caida replied. 
 “I have strict orders.” 
 “I do not care.” And with viper speed, Caida lashed out with an open hand. One moment the guard blocked the door, the next he lay unconscious on the floor of the corridor. 
 Caida stepped into her chambers. 
 A small, disreputable-looking man sat on a hard, high-backed chair, running his fingers through a filthy beard. He watched Caida advance into the room with mild, disinterested eyes. He was drinking wine straight from the bottle. From the state of his shirt, he wasn’t terribly particular about getting it all in his mouth. 
 “Where is she?” he asked the man, who hooked a thumb in the direction of a plain door on the other side of the room. Caida went, entered. 
 She was bathing. 
 She stood in in a large, battered copper tub, half turned to him. Golden morning light fell on her from the single narrow window, striking sparks of red-gold highlights from her still-dry chestnut hair. The shaft of light caressed her pale, wet skin, giving it a golden glow. His eyes fell on her small, proud breast, her slender waist, the strong muscles of her calf and buttock and back. One languid eye regarded him under a perfect arched brow. He reddened and turned away. 
 Slowly, unconcerned by his abrupt entrance, she continued bathing. 
 “To what do I owe this visit, brother Caida? Your sword is not drawn, so you have not yet decided to end my life.” 
 “I came to find out why I am here,” he replied. He felt his heartbeat in is throat, heard the blood sing in his ears. 
 “Well. Are you sure it is not just to sneak a peek at my flesh?” 
 “No. I– I apologize. I will go.” 
 “Stay. I should not tease you of all people. I know your vows. I do not accuse you of lechery.” 

But you should, he thought, an indescribable, burning shame welling up in him, along with another, hungrier emotion. He had never seen a woman in her naked skin, not since he was a child, but he could not imagine anything or anyone more beautiful than the woman who stood before him now, utterly comfortable in her nudity. It was as if she had pierced his heart, but the death throes were as much pleasure as they were pain. He could not rid himself of the image of her, even as he stared at the stonework of the wall. 
 “Ask, Andine, and I will answer if I can.” 
 He cleared his throat, tried to ignore the gentle plash of water behind him. “My grandfather once said that if you do not know who the fool in the game is, it is most likely you.” 
 “Your grandfather was right.” 
 “I accept that I am the fool in this game, likely one of many. You are obviously not. So I ask you to tell me the truth, if you know it. Why am I here?” 
 The sound of her bathing stopped. He fought the temptation to look at her. Lost. 
 She was facing him fully, now; regarding him with a deeply serious expression, arms crossed beneath the perfect swell of her breasts. He kept his eyes on hers. It was one of the hardest things he had ever accomplished. 
 “My grandfather had a saying as well. ‘The guileless are easy meat.’ My grandfather was a nightmare. But then, so am I.” 
 “Will you tell me or no?” he said, keeping his eyes locked on hers. 
 “I will. If you wash my hair.” 
 “What?” 
 “Wash my hair. I have no servants here, and it is the most pleasurable part of a bath, I find, to have one’s hair washed. Is that too steep a price to pay for truth?” 
 “I–” 
 “There is one other condition. You must not speak while I tell you what I know, and what I believe. Not a word. Do you agree?” 
 In answer, he took up a ewer of clean water from the floor by the tub and, as she knelt in the bath, wetted her hair from the roots to the tips. 
 “I will tell you what I believe and what I know, which is not the same as the truth. But I swear I will not intentionally mislead you. I do not think you will thank me, though. I am sorry for that. The soap is there to the left. Lather it and work it into my scalp.” 
 He took up the soap and wetted it. Built up a lather. And then with strong, gentle fingers, worked in the scented soap, massaging her scalp at her direction. Part of him wanted to flee. Real fear battered at him, but it was beaten down in turn by the desire to hear her words. And with desire, plain and simple. 
 “I told you before that there are things you do not know about your own order. You did not believe me, I suspect. Were I you, I would not believe me either. After all, who am I? A woman, a sorceress, and a Roumnan. What could I possibly know of Andos? I know this, brother Caida – the Testament of Andos that you have studied is incomplete.” 
 He froze, hands buried in the wet, soapy tangles of her hair. 
 “If you stop, I stop,” she admonished him. And so he again began to gently massage her scalp. 
 “When I was twelve I was sent away to a nunnery in the Kash, to ensure my ‘purity’ at the time of my marriage. There I rotted away for almost a year before I befriended the sister who was the mistress of the librarium. She was in her dotage, and soon enough left the administration of it to me. I had access to a vast store of forbidden knowledge, brother. There in the Kash, I learned many truths that the world has chosen to forget, including my sorcery. And including the fact that parts of the Book of Andos have been suppressed.” She reached up and back, and put her hand on his, stilling it. Her touch was like fire and ice. But she did not turn to look at him. 
 “I suspect your abbot knows it is at least possible that I know this dark secret of your order. I believe your abbot sent you here to slay me, so that secret will stay a secret. And here I sit, naked, defenseless, at your mercy, Caida. If you are to do it, now is the time. This is your opportunity. Know this: I will never give you another.” 
 For a long moment, he was still. 
 And then he reached out again for the ewer of clean water, and he rinsed her long, straight, heavy hair. And when he had rinsed the last of the soap out, he stood and departed noiselessly. 
 He did not realize it then, or for some time after, and it took him longer still to admit it to himself, but when he left her bathing there some vital part of him was left behind in ruins, utterly defeated. 
 He had no idea what to do, what was right, how to proceed. But he had been yoked to fate, for all that. 
 He spent the rest of the day, and most of the night in the namah prayer posture, kneeling on the stone floor of the room he had been given, his forehead pressed against the dusty flagstones. 
 The scent of the soap he had washed her hair with clung to his hands. It mingled with, and made a mockery of, every prayer he offered up. But he could not bear to scrub it away.
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It was the first time any man had ever seen her naked. 
 Anya lay in the bath, and contemplated the fact. Weighed against all that lay behind her, and all that lay before her, it was a fact that should have mattered not at all. Should not, perhaps, even have occurred to her. And yet there it stood, in the forefront of her thoughts. 
 When the Andine had entered the room, it hadn’t even occurred to her at first to be angry. She had quelled an instinctive impulse to cover her nakedness. That, she knew, was due to sister Nimrun’s iron discipline. Never show weakness. And nakedness was the epitome of vulnerability. 
 The monk had been deeply surprised at her nudity, which told her he had no notion she was at her bath. Heirus had obviously not informed him of the fact, for which the hedge mage would be made to pay. But that was for later. Now, Anya found it to her liking to reflect on the obvious desire in the Andine’s eyes, before he averted them. 
 It would be so easy to wrap him around her finger. To have him break his vows, and have him for her own. He was guileless, and her grandfather had not been wrong about the guileless being easy prey. To have an Andine at her side, to keep her as safe from physical threats as she had made herself from sorcerous ones. To have the same deadly protection as the emperor in Axumwiste. And why should she not? Within a matter of days, she would be challenging the emperor’s power, and her father’s, and the khun of Ardesh’s to boot. The sword monk’s skill would be invaluable, and no more than she deserved. But that was not why she wanted him at her side. 
 Unbidden, the memory of the monk’s fingers in her hair returned. 
 Sister Nimrun had admonished her countless times to always be honest with herself, if no one else, no matter how unpleasant the prospect might be. Very well, then. It was not for his sword skill that she desired the monk. In all honesty, Anya had very much enjoyed Caida’s fingers massaging her scalp. And, in all honesty, it would not be difficult, or unpleasant, to imagine his touch on other parts of her body. 
 Anya sighed. Days before, she had stood under the stars and promised herself all the freedoms that had been forbidden her all her life. She was going to war, in no small part, because she refused to be sold off like a brood mare to a man she did not know, much less desire. She had killed scores, and would soon kill thousands more, in a bid to carve out her own empire. If she wanted a man, or even a woman, well then what was to stop her from having one? 
 She had considered more than once taking someone into her bed just to rid herself of her virginity, the thing so prized by her father that it was worth shutting her up in a holy prison at the far end of a cold desert, to protect and ensure. The only thing that had stopped her was that there wasn’t a man in Thunderhead that she had the least interest in seeing naked, or touching her. 
 Well. There was such a man in Thunderhead now. In all honesty. 
 But she could not bring herself to trick, seduce or ensorcel the sword monk into breaking his vows, no matter the fact that he was following an intentionally perverted version of his patron saint’s teachings. No matter the fact that telling him the truth of it was the most unkind thing she could have done. The truth would break him or not, and she would feel no guilt over the eventual outcome. Part of her attraction to the monk, she realized, was that he was a monk. That he had taken a vow of celibacy. And it was in her nature to want to cross lines that the world said should not be crossed – indeed, not merely to cross them, but to eradicate them. Having an Andine as a lover might rate as a small transgression in comparison to everything she had done, and all that she would yet do, but it would only be lesser in scope, not in kind. 
 And yet…. 
 And yet she suspected that if she tricked or coerced the Andine into forsaking his vows, it would only lead to eventual resentment. Worse, she suspected it would kill the very thing that she found most attractive in him: his earnestness, his – purity? innocence? She wasn’t sure of the exact quality that shone in his eyes, that underpinned every expression of his young and handsome face. But she felt sure that it would vanish if he ever felt he had been used. Sister Nimrun had admonished her to be honest with herself, after all. 
 Anya wondered what would happen to that quality, to that face, if he decided she were telling him the truth about his order’s sacred texts. 
 That Caida was devout, she did not question. No Andine could have advanced as far as he had without a true, deep belief in the teachings of his order. The giant sword he carried was his soul. That was not merely a metaphor. She did not pretend to understand how it was so. She had never come across that secret in the nunnery, nor had sister Nimrun ever mentioned it. She only knew that it was not through any process of the art, either the old magic or the Axumite’s taming of it – but the connection between sword and wielder was part of what made the Andines so deadly. 
 Anya shivered, and realized the bath water had gone stone cold while she had let her thoughts wander. 
 She rose and left the bath, dressing herself in her only robe. She did miss some things about being royalty; ladies in waiting and washerwomen being near the top. She smiled slightly. A small price to pay, in order to control one’s own destiny. 
 She took up a brush and worked it through her hair, and contemplated the storm that was soon to break on Thunderhead. Two days. Two days, at the most.
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Caida woke at dawn in the tiny, dust-choked room the mercenary captain’s man had shown him to. Tired as he had been, he had not slept immediately. Confusion, shame, desire and doubt had circled endlessly in his head and in his heart through the small hours of the night. He’d had barely an hour of sleep before the crisis in his heart drove him to wakefulness again. The cot he’d slept on was sturdy, the sheets clean, but the air was thick with dust motes dancing in the early morning light that streamed in from the single, tiny window set high in the wall opposite the door. Nearly claustrophobic by most people’s standards, it was still larger than his stone cell in the monastery in Drum. 
 Beside the cot, there was a wash stand with a chipped jug half-full of water. He splashed a little into the basin, cleaned his face. Then, lacking a cup, he drank directly from the jug. 
 He’d gone to sleep with his mind in turmoil, despite hours of prayer. It was in no better shape when he woke, so he knelt on the stone floor once more, and prayed. He pushed away the memory of the lady Anya’s naked flesh, the remembered sensation of her thick, silken hair in his rough, calloused hands. The soap’s scent still clung to them. He should have scrubbed it away. It was a distraction from his meditation, a reminder of his weakness. But could not force himself to do so. 
 “It is truly the season of doubt,” he murmured. 
 It was not easy to push away the intensely intimate thoughts of her, nor the effect of her femininity and beauty on him, and his own shame that it was so. And each time he had managed to do so, her words flew into the void the memory’s departure left in his thoughts. 

Parts of the Book of Andos have been suppressed.

 The very thought made him feel ill. 
 His first, violent instinct had been to call her a liar. But why would a woman who had calmly and matter-of-factly admitted to slaying a troop of imperial soldiers stoop to lying about something that would, in her eyes, be trivial, unimportant? 
 Either she was lying, or she was mistaken somehow, or she was telling the truth. 
 Caida with his emotions and his chaotic thoughts. He needed to think. He had fallen into a dark place, and logic was his only escape, now that his very faith had been called into question. 
 What did she gain by lying to him? 
 A weakening of his faith. Perhaps even its destruction. 
 Why would she want that? How would it benefit her? 
 She had declared war on the empire by slaying her escort. He was a servant of the empire, when all was said and done. And she had told him she thought it likely his abbot had sent him to kill, not rescue her. Doubt was the worst enemy any armsman could face. 
 Then why had she not just killed him? If Jaga Khun was correct, she had slain a hundred imperial troopers in moments. Caida had no reason to doubt Jaga – he’d sensed real fear from the man regarding the princess. He’d sensed real fear from the men who had escorted him to Thunderhead, as well, hardened men who had seen and no doubt done hard, bloody things. 
 If the princess considered him a threat, why not simply eliminate the threat? 
 Frustrated, Caida ran his fingers through the stubble of his hair. The scent of her soap stabbed at him once more, bringing back the image of her naked flesh. How much was his shameful desire twisting his ability to see through to the truth? 
 Caida groaned, and lay himself down on the floor in the prayer position of the penitent. 
 “Andos,” he murmured to the dusty flagstones, “beloved martyr, sword arm of the righteous, blade of the meek, guide my soul. Andos, you who shed your blood to keep the helpless whole, guide my sword.” Over and over. But there was no reply, no sign other than the three familiar words, which he had heard and repeated a thousand-thousand times. 

Protect. Obey. Pray.

 They rang hollow, now, in his own ears. Not meaningless, never meaningless. But a gnawing doubt had entered his heart, his soul. Protect who? The princess who did not require or desire his protection? Obey who? His abbot, who had set him this impossible quest? Pray to who? If the very words of his patron had been censored, was his faith just foolishness, a travesty? If the holy texts he had spent hour upon hour meditating upon were not the true, complete testament of Andos, then was his life based on a lie, or at best a half-truth? 

Protect. Obey. Pray. The words circled endlessly in his mind, but gave him no comfort. He remembered the Abbot’s final words to him: “When doubt comes, remember your vows, and look to Andos for guidance.” How was he to look to Andos, if what he had been taught of his patron was not the whole truth? 
 Eventually he admitted to himself that he had to see her once more. She had placed this blade in his faith, the pain of it maddening him. She was likely the only one that could either withdraw it, or force it in further, deep enough to still its writhing. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 The new guard at her door must have had words with the last, for when he saw Caida coming, he knocked quickly on the door and took three quick steps away, hand on the hilt of his sword. Caida ignored him. 
 The hedge mage opened the door, saw Caida, grunted and pushed past him into the hallway, leaving the door open.  He saw her, leaning over a chess table. Some corner of his mind noted that many pieces had been replaced with pebbles. Suddenly uncertain, Caida hesitated. 
 “Are you coming in?” she asked, not looking up from the board. “If not, close the door. The draft is disagreeable.” 
 Caida entered, and closed the door. 
 “I dislike playing Heirus,” she said. “He does not play to win, only not to lose. It makes for a tedious game. Do you play, monk?” 
 “I know the game, princess. I claim no skill.” 
 “Sit,” she replied, and began resetting the board, the white pieces before her. 
 He unlimbered his scabbarded sword and propped it gently in a corner. And sat across from her at the board. Looking at her, head down, intent on arranging the pieces, gave him both pain and pleasure. Her perfume, the grace of her hands – below the table, out of her view, he made a fist of his own right hand and cradled it with his left. He wanted to flee this room, and her presence. 
 “What shall we play for, then?” she asked. 
 “Having nothing of value, I do not gamble, princess.” 
 “You have many things of value. Your faith, your sword, and your skill with it chief amongst them.” 
 “You wish to gamble for my loyalty? I am already sworn to protect you. You refused my protection.” 
 “You are sworn to return me to one owner, my father, or another, my husband-to-be.” Her lips were soft, but the set of her mouth was hard. She set the last piece in place. 
 He shook his head. “That isn’t so, princess. I would escort you anywhere you wished to go.” 
 She looked at him for the first time since he’d entered the room. Her eyes searched his. 
 “I believe you,” she finally said. “Alas, I am already where I wish to be. And I would prefer it if you called me by my name, rather than by a title I reject.” 
 “I could never be so forward,” 
 “Pity. But you still haven’t offered up something for your stake in the game. I think that would make a good wager.” 
 “My calling you lady? Very well.” 
 “Lady will do. Or simply Anya. And you? What do you desire, should you win?” 
 He clenched his fist so hard the tendons ached in protest. 
 “Some assurance that you have not been lying to me, princess. Some… proof about what you told me regarding the Testament of Andos.” 
 “I thought you might ask for something… more,” she said, with a look of disappointment. “Ah, well. I would be happy to assuage your doubts, monk, but how do you suggest I do that? What sort of proof would you accept? I do not happen to have the text with me. It is in a dusty library in a nunnery at the far end of the Kash.” 
 Helplessly, he shrugged. He shook his head slightly. “I do not know how you might prove what you told me. I only know that you have put a splinter of doubt in my soul,” 
 “If your faith is so easily disturbed by the words of a mere woman,” she said with a solemn expression, “perhaps the splinter you speak of was there before you ever met me.” 
 Her words fell on him like barbed arrows. 
 “Come, Andine,” she said with a lighter tone. “The board is set. Let us play our game, and contemplate the consequences of our wager once the winner has been determined.” So saying, she advanced the queen’s pawn two squares. Automatically Caida moved his corresponding pawn to block her advance, and contest control of the board’s center. 
 Anya unhesitatingly moved the black-square high priest’s pawn to stand shoulder to shoulder with the queen’s pawn. She offered first blood to Caida, so that she might have the opportunity to develop her other pieces more rapidly, and disrupt his own development were he foolish enough to let her. 
 It was a trap. If Caida tried to hold on to the early gain she offered, he would end up losing the ability to develop his own pieces. He would be too busy reacting to the assault that would surely come. He could either accept that his own pawn would be taken in turn, or refuse to take her pawn and fortify his own with his king’s pawn – at the cost of hampering his own white-square priest’s development. 
 He took her pawn with his own, and she smiled slightly. She moved the king’s pawn one square, and now her white-square priest threatened the pawn he had just advanced. 
 Caida left the pawn to its fate and advanced his king’s knight. 
 “You are more than a casual player, Andine. Or at least you are not foolhardy.” 
 “We were taught the game as an exercise in strategic thought, princess. I never excelled at it. My mind is too tactical, or so brother Dusk judged.” 
 The princess raised an eyebrow and smiled slightly. 
 “Have I said something amusing?” Caida asked. 
 “No. You only reminded me of my own teacher. Sister Nimrun. Her advice on the game was simple: ‘You can lose every battle, so long as you win the war.’” 
 “She was important to you,” Caida ventured. 
 “She was brutal, and indispensable.” The princess moved her next piece, as if to forestall any further conversation about her tutor. Caida turned his attention to the board. 
 They played on. The princess’s every move was executed without hesitation. Caida moved each of his pieces with deliberation. They struggled for control of the board’s center, and it soon became apparent that the princess had no issue sacrificing pieces, and that every sacrifice advanced her designs. 
 Eventually Caida’s defense crumbled, and he was faced with a knight fork – either he would lose a pawn that was central to his king’s defense, or he would lose his queen. The game was not won, but he knew she would have to make a serious mistake for him to have any real chance of defeating her. 
 “Now what will you do, Andine? Save your queen and hope she can wreak sufficient havoc to fend off my attentions, or keep your king safe, for a time at least?” 
 Caida frowned. Neither alternative was palatable. He lifted his hand – and at that moment a horn sounded from one of Thunderhead’s watch towers. The warning was almost immediately taken up by two other horns. 
 “It seems you have a reprieve,” Anya said. 
 He looked at her, and saw excitement and determination on her beautiful face. 
 “You know what is happening, then.” 
 “Yes, Andine. We are about to be besieged.” 
 “How do you know?” 
 She stood, and gently knocked her own king over with a single, slender finger. She had just conceded the game that she was decisively winning. 
 “I know every move being made, brother Caida. By Roumney, by Ardesh, by the empire. Even by Jaga Khun. I know exactly what they will do, and to a great degree, when they will do it. The only piece I did not account for is you.”
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“T

 hey march pretty,” said Arle. “All in neat rows and such. Never could get the hang of that, myself.” He scratched at his stump in absentminded fashion, his weathered face showing no sign of worry. In all the years Jaga had known him, Arle had only ever shown worry once – a few days after a visit to an Ardeshi whorehouse. The man had been more worried about the state of his cock than losing an arm. 
 Jaga grunted, staring out at the Roumnan army that was fast appearing out of the sparse woods to the north of Thunderhead. His fingers drummed on the weathered stone of the battlement. His face, he knew, looked as though he’d just taken a bite of something going rancid. He didn’t have to pretend when it was just Arle around. Arle knew him too well to even bother. 
 Jaga was counting. Or estimating, to be more precise. 
 “Ten to one,” he muttered. 
 “Eh?” said Arle. 
 “‘Against an opponent occupying a fortified position, it is necessary to bring to bear a force numbering ten to their every one,’” he replied. “Or so said Olse in ‘The Making of War’. As I remember it.” 
 “Wait, you can read?” 
 Jaga ignored him. “Looks like they’ve got about four or five thousand, so if Olse was right, we might just beat them back.” 
 “What about sappers?” 
 “Olse includes sappers.” 
 “What about siege engines?” 
 “Depends, but their necessary numbers go down. Or ours go up. However you want to look at it. Just hope they don’t have any, because this place is a tottering wreck.” Jaga spared a moment to silently curse himself for not spending more effort to rehabilitate Thunderhead. It hadn’t seemed worth the effort when he’d taken it from the flea-bitten bandits that had been squatting in it. 
 “Well, I hope that big bastard they’re hauling in is just a really long, fat tent pole,” said Arle, pointing. 
 Jaga followed Arle’s finger. Emerging from the woods on a long, purpose-built wagon pulled by a team of ten horses was what could only be a disassembled trebuchet. 
 “Have I ever told you how much I hate you?” asked Jaga. 
 Arle raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you be hating the Roumnans right now?” 
 “You’re closer, and you’ve only got one arm. You should know by now how deeply lazy I am.” With Arle, he masked his fury, worry and outright fear behind banter. Such had been his habit for years. 
 He’d have to find some other way to hold on to his temper when he confronted the witch. As for his fear, he had no issue with her seeing it. The danger they were suddenly in was nothing to be scoffed at. 
 Another trebuchet rolled into view behind the first. 
 “I think I’ve got a shirt that’s clean enough,” Arle said after a moment. 
 “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 “The surrender flag. S’posed to be white, isn’t it?” 
 “Hold on to that idea. In fact, go and wash your shirt. I’ve never seen you in anything brighter than dingy fucking gray.” He turned and started walking toward the nearest ladder. 
 “That hurts, it does. Can’t help that I’m shit at laundering. Where are you going?” 
 “Need to talk to our employer. You want to go instead? I’ll wash your reeking shirt for you.” 
 “Laundry’s not so bad,” Arle muttered, just loud enough for him to hear. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 A few minutes later Jaga, Stench and the witch stood in Jaga’s hall. Jaga struggled to keep his fury in check. The witch was all icy reserve. Stench was drunk, and indifferent. 
 “Five thousand Roumnan troops are investing Thunderhead as we speak. They have siege engines. The fortress will be breached sooner rather than later, and we do not have anything like sufficient numbers to repel them once they’re inside the walls. Do you plan on slaughtering them as you did your imperial escort? Could you kill five thousand as easily as you killed a hundred?” 
 “Not as easily, no. And I do not plan on killing them, Jaga Khun. Honestly, if I were to kill every threat to my safety, I would have no need of your very expensive services.” 
 “What exactly do you suggest we do, then, Lady Anya?” Jaga clenched and unclenched one meaty fist as he spoke. “We are now trapped in this fortress, and it will fall.” 
 “Do?” replied Anya. “Do nothing. Hold Thunderhead until I say otherwise.” 
 “Hold? For what? For how long? Are we expecting reinforcements to magically appear? What is your plan, princess? For all of my men to be slaughtered?” 
 “You do not need to know my plan. You only need to do as I say, and all will be well. And I say ‘hold’.” 
 “This is madness. When they come to parley–” 
 “When they come to parley, you may tell them anything you like. But anyone who attempts to open the gate to them, I will kill. Spectacularly and excruciatingly. Do I make myself clear?” 
 “This is not acceptable, princess.” 
 “Are you about to defy me? Is our contract void? Which do you fear more at this moment, Jaga Khun; an army outside your walls or your certain, swift death, standing here before you?” Her lip curled slightly. “I thought I had hired warriors. Am I the only one with a spine in this fortress?” 
 Jaga throttled his rage, and spoke calmly, albeit through gritted teeth. “You are not a warrior. You do not understand warfare. You can’t begin to guess how untenable our situation is. I’ve been fighting since I was six years old, and I tell you, we’re fucked as it stands.” 
 “Follow my instructions or give up command of your men to someone who will. Your only other choice is for me to kill you out of hand. Decide now, Jaga Khun, for I have matters to attend to.” 
 Jaga made no reply, but lumbered off, fists clenched tight, to prepare his defenses. Such as they were. 
 “He’s not happy with you,” he heard Stench say as he stepped through the doorway.
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Caida stood on the weathered rampart and watched the Roumnan army invest Thunderhead. They were businesslike and thorough, laying out their camp in orderly rows of tents, with pickets for horses and basic perimeter fortifications. A low dirt wall, studded with sharpened stakes, went up with startling speed. He could see a large work party returning from the woods nearest the fortress, hauling fresh-cut timber. Another party left camp at the same time, the canvas bags dangling from yokes a clear indication they were going for water from some source Caida wasn’t familiar with. 
 Caida had the feeling the woods outside Thunderhead would disappear entirely in the next few days, leaving acres of stumps. Another price Wyeth would pay for anarchy. 
 He looked over his shoulder at the courtyard below. Caida was no soldier; Andines were by their tenets precluded from fighting in such fashion. But he could not see how these mercenaries, however hardened, could withstand the siege to come. Thunderhead had been built to be defended by small numbers, it was true; only a few enemies at a time could make an assault up the ramp to the northeastern gate, perhaps ten at a time. But the enemy were not attacking from that direction, where gravity, confined space and concentration of arrow fire could easily turn most tides. No, the threat was from the rear, from Wyeth rather than Ardesh, and those who had built Thunderhead had not given, or not been able to give, as much consideration to the western defenses. 
 Time and neglect had made the situation worse. Now Jaga had a tall but crumbling wall, rather longer and more difficult to defend than he might wish for. There was no moat, and half the merlons along the battlement were gone, tumbled to the courtyard or the dusty ground outside long before. A dozen men were erecting hasty wooden merlons, enough to duck behind when arrows flew, but manning the battlements would be an unpleasant, dangerous task. 
 Caida didn’t care about merlons. Or the investment of Thunderhead. Or much of anything that was going on around him. He noted all of it because he had been trained to, nothing more. It was simply mental reflex. His crisis of faith had made such life and death matters jarringly unimportant to him. 
 He looked down at the lady Anya in the courtyard below. She was, it seemed, preparing some sort of spell. It involved chalking out a circle roughly the size of his own prayer mat on the rough, cracked paving stones, and scratching weird sigils about its circumference with an ancient bronze dagger. 
 That she was a witch was no longer in doubt. Not that he had really doubted. If her own admission hadn’t been enough, too many hard men in Thunderhead were genuinely afraid of her to think it untrue. 
 The Testament of Andos taught that witches were in league with evil. 
 The Testament of Andos that had been given to him to learn from, at least. Again, the doubt stabbed at him. Had she told him the truth? And when she had as much as said his faith was weaker than he thought, had she been right? 
 Caida let his eyes linger on her for a time as she completed her magical circle. He pushed his thoughts away from the memory of touching her, the memory of the sight of her naked body. He made himself look elsewhere, and saw the man who’d led the party that had taken him and Olvera into Thunderhead. Korbo Dogrun. The scarred, grizzled man was approaching him, picking his way along the rampart. 
 “Well, brother,” said the hard, homely man once he’d reached Caida, “it seems you’ve landed in the stew along with the rest of us. That is, if you choose to stay. I imagine the Roumnans will give you safe passage if you decide to leave. Though they’ll likely want information from you first.” 
 Caida said nothing, just nodded. He had no desire for or skill at conversation. After a short pause, Korbo spoke again. 
 “Do you?” 
 “Do I what?” Caida asked. 
 “Plan to leave.” 
 Caida considered the question. He tried to imagine going back to the monastery, meeting the abbot, explaining how he had left the princess in a tottering fortress in command of a mercenary band and besieged by the forces of her own country. 
 He tried to imagine it, and failed utterly. Nothing was as it seemed mere days before, not even Caida himself. What had happened to the Caida who had left Drum? He had had faith, and purpose. Now his faith hung by a thread, and his purpose seemed a cruel joke at best. The world had always been a harsh place; Caida had seen his village destroyed, and everyone he’d ever known and loved slaughtered. Caida accepted that brutality was one of the facets of existence. But however brutal the world might be, he had never before had to face the subtler danger of uncertainty. Of the chaos of the real world, compared to the sheltered existence he had led in the monastery. 
 He realized at that moment that he had never once had to think for himself about anything of real importance. That someone had always had the answers to whatever questions he might encounter. Now there was no one to answer his questions – at least no one he could wholly trust – and all that he had been taught previously was suspect. He couldn’t trust anything, or anyone, and the sorrow of that realization cut him to the core. 
 Whatever might happen, whatever fate or design it was that had brought him to this place at this time, there was no going back to the world he had inhabited before the abbot had called him to meet Olvera. 
 The only thing that remained unchanged, it seemed, was the lethal steel strapped to his back. Lethal, yet unblooded, save for the thing he had beheaded at the base of the Timors. Impervious and indifferent to doubt and confusion, his sword – his soul – existed to part flesh, batter armor, break bone. To end life. Andos’s three strictures bound him, it was true: Protect. Obey. Pray. But now even that rock-solid fundament of his existence had been called into question. 
 Protect who? And from what? 
 Obey who? And how far? 
 Pray to who? And why? 
 What if the Book of Andos was incomplete? Altered? 
 A lie? 
 Then only the steel remained to him. Only the certainty of its keen edge, its heft, the burden of it and its grim, remorseless purpose. 
 “No,” Caida said at last, long after Korbo had stopped waiting for a reply. “I do not plan to leave. I plan to stay.” If only to avoid thinking about what I would do otherwise.
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The Gods’ Balcony, they called it; the escarpment Thunderhead ruled. It was a wall fifty yards high, composed of chalky, crumbling limestone. It stretched for a dozen leagues in a northeast-southwest line. It neatly divided disputed Wyeth from undisputed Ardesh along its southern border. While there were many places along its length other than Thunderhead where passing from the one state to the other was possible, most of those routes were fit only for goats, smugglers and bandits–which was how Wyeth bandits had come to be called ‘fanged goats’ in Ardesh. 
 Thunderhead controlled the Steps, the only passage along the escarpment fit for caravanserai, which was exactly why Jaga had taken it, once he’d recruited enough men to – he’d believed at the time – hold it. Laboriously hewn into the limestone cliff more than a century before, when Wyeth still had something approaching true rule, a stone ramp wide enough to accommodate most wagons with a span or two to spare descended from the fortress to the grasslands at a moderate angle. ‘Moderate’ was a relative term, however; it was still a punishing climb that saw men and beasts of burden straining to reach the top, and wrung out once they did. 
 The caravanserai trail ran straight across league after league of flat Ardeshi grassland, terminating at the foot of the ramp. At the top of the ramp stood the thick, wide, well-maintained northeast gates of Thunderhead. 
 Jaga knew that the escarpment gate would have to be watched as closely as the western gate that currently kept out the Roumnan troops. He wasn’t worried about any enemies coming up the ramp–if the gods weren’t complete bastards–but he was worried about deserters. For all his fine talk to the sword monk about his troop being honorable mercenaries, Jaga was well aware that, for most of his men, the concept of honor was at best an aspirational one. Most of them were only a step or two above bandits and, faced with trained soldiery more than ten times their number and with siege engines, far too many of them would be tempted to melt away into the sea of grass below in the dead of night. 
 “Arle,” he said, and his aide grunted acknowledgment. 
 “Make sure we have trusted men on that gate. And double the watch at night.” 
 “Already done.” 
 “I knew there was a reason I married you,” Jaga replied. 
 Arle laughed mirthlessly. “You aren’t my type. Too fat. Too hairy. But better you than her.” He inclined his head toward the witch, who was elaborating on some sort of sorcerous circle in the center of the courtyard, this time with what appeared to be ash. Armsmen rushed to and fro around her, stocking arrows and pitch and preparing all the other sundries of siege. Despite the sense of alarm and the need for haste, to a man they gave the witch’s working a wide berth without needing to be told. 
 Jaga knew there had been talk of killing the witch. He hadn’t bothered to try and quash such talk. That would only turn the men against him when he needed their loyalty the most. If some of his men tried it and failed, he could honestly plead ignorance. And if they succeeded… Well. Jaga Khun was known to reward success. Jaga Khun also knew every bolt hole in Ardesh. His company could melt away from the Roumnans, like smoke in a stiff breeze. 
 “Any sign of a parley flag yet?” asked Jaga. 
 “Not yet.” 
 Jaga shook his head. Not that it really mattered. If the Roumnans really believed he held the witch captive, logic said they would not dare attack for fear he would slay her or worse. In that case parley, when it came, would simply be about the terms of her release. 
 If, on the other hand, the Roumnans believed their princess dead, well. 
 Then, there would be no parley. They would simply attack, and keep attacking, until Thunderhead was reduced to rubble and every living thing inside put to the sword. 
 Jaga wondered, for the hundredth time, if they shouldn’t all take the Ardesh gate en masse and leave the witch to her fate, whatever it might be. But he knew such thoughts were pointless. He’d seen what she’d done to her imperial escort. 
 No. Jaga had accepted that they were locked into whatever her plan was, however much he didn’t like it. He had no doubt that she had orchestrated nearly everything that had happened since he’d met her and before. All the large movements were part of her plan, whatever it was. It was only in small details that she ever seemed balked, frustrated or bemused. Small details, like the sword monk. Jaga looked over to where the young man stood on the rampart, great sword strapped to his back. 
 Only small details seemed to be beyond the control of the witch. And one man could be nothing more than a small detail when you considered battles, armies, and the course of nations and histories. 
 Jaga watched his men work. He noticed Gavul shirking on the ramparts. The rest of his detail was working, setting up a winch, but the burly swordsman was just standing there, staring outwards at the Roumnans. Jaga made a mental note to publicly fuck the man. Gavul wasn’t terribly well-liked. He had a temper when he didn’t drink, and a vile temper when he did. But he was also built like an ox, and was deceptively quick with a sword, so Jaga kept him on despite disliking him immensely. The rest of the company would enjoy seeing him get a dressing-down, and it might serve as a morale booster. 
 Jaga let his thoughts return to the Andine. He wondered if there was some way he could use the youth. After all, a sword monk was never just a man. And the course of history was often decided by the actions of a few… or even by the actions of one. The monk’s religious order had been founded on just that belief, had it not? 
 Jaga had no notion how the sword monk might signify in the events to come. But the young man was the only element in the entire shitty situation that the witch hadn’t either anticipated or orchestrated. 
 Jaga shrugged, and chastised himself mentally for wasting time on pointless woolgathering. The sword monk didn’t matter. What mattered was surviving this siege, and one sword monk wasn’t going to tip the scales on the outcome. He had work to do, however pointless, in making sure the defenses were as solid as they could be. 
 Jaga’s attention returned to the ramparts, and Gavul. 
 Gavul had apparently decided it was time to go. He wasn’t going to wait for nightfall to slip over the wall, either. He just climbed down from the ramparts, shouldered his kit and started walking towards the Ardesh gate. 
 When the guards Arle had assigned to the gate tried to stop them, he dropped his pack and beat them down with ruthless efficiency–an elbow to the neck of one, a head slammed down on a stone-hard knee for the other–and then he lifted the massive oak bar that secured the gate and let it drop to the cracked flagstones, where it made a massive, booming thud. 
 Anya’s contralto voice rang out across the courtyard, preternaturally loud: “Put that bar back, armsman, or I’ll kill you.” 
 Gavul sneered and put his huge hand against the rightside gate. A fraction of a moment later his head disintegrated, magically transformed into a gray and red pulp that splattered against the gate. His body dropped, loose-limbed, to the ground, lifeblood spurting up out of the ragged divide between neck and vanished head. 
 The courtyard was as silent as a tomb. 
 Anya stood up from her sorcerous preparations, wiped her hands on her dress, and addressed the mercenaries present. 
 “I will not suffer fools, cowards, or anyone who takes my coin but not my orders. Understand this. 
 “Understand too that I am going to give orders, and I do not have the time or inclination to explain them or hold your gods-damned hands. You are warriors, by Dureg’s foul breath, paid to do two things: Take orders and kill people. If you can’t manage to do the one, then how can I trust you to do the other?” 
 “Damn Gavul for forcing my hand,” Jaga muttered, and stepped out into the courtyard. 
 “Lady Anya,” he said. “My men are indeed warriors. Soldiers. You are not, and so you do not understand that soldiers are at their most effective when they know what their objective is.” His tone was not one of pacification, but of earnestness. 
 “You are our employer,” he continued despite the witch’s obvious impatience. “We serve you. But we can serve you best by knowing what it is you want us to do.” 
 “I’ve told you, Khun. I want you to hold this fortress.” 
 “Well and good,” he replied. “For how long?” 
 “Until I say otherwise.” Her eyes flashed an unholy red. Still, Jaga pushed. 
 “Your pardon, my lady, but if we knew whether that was likely to be hours, days or weeks from now, we could adjust our tactics accordingly and have a better chance of delivering to you what you require of us, and have paid us for.” 
 “You will hold until I say otherwise,” Anya repeated, and her face was as cold as her eyes were hot. “You will not question my orders again.” Her hair began to float about her beautiful, terrible face on an unfelt breeze. Before her, the sorcerous circle she had been constructing started to smoke. 
 “Jaga Khun is right,” the Andine called out from the ramparts, “and you, my lady, are in the wrong.” 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Caida began walking towards her. Armsmen on the narrow stairs squeezed against the wall to let him pass. He wasn’t sure why he had decided to intervene. 
 “Oh?” she said. 
 “Yes. You hired killers, and you treat them like children. Or slaves. You set them on your enemies blindfolded and shackled. If you persist, they will fail you, and it will be your fault.” 
 “You dare talk to me in such a way, sword monk?” Now the unfelt breeze was a storm, whipping her hair into a copper-sparked fury. 
 “I speak the truth. However much you may dislike that truth, it does not cease being true. Who speaks the truth makes no difference.” He reached the side of the sorcerous circle opposite her. A few steps lay between them. Between them, sorcerous smoke roiled as it rose. 
 “I could kill you where you stand with a whispered word,” she said, low enough that only he heard it. 
 “I could part your head from your shoulders before you finished that word, lady,” he replied just as quietly, “but never would I do such a thing.” 
 For a moment, the hellish coals of her eyes burned hotter; then the fire died along with the spectral storm that blew around her. She smiled. Slowly, the roiling smoke dissipated. 
 “I believe you,” she whispered. 
 He felt a bitter, painful smile twist his mouth. “And so, if you decide to kill me, it will be out of my sword’s reach.” 
 “You misunderstand me, brother. I mean that I believe you when you say I have led these men badly. I thank you for your counsel.” And she curtsied, deep and formal, as royalty never does. 
 Caida made a simple, shallow bow in return, as was his order’s way, and walked off blindly towards anywhere that was away from her.
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Anya turned away from Caida’s retreating form to address the mercenaries crowding the courtyard. It went against her very nature, but she could not deny that the Andine had a point. The last thing she wanted to do was soothe the fears of grown men whose profession was to kill, but the last thing she needed was to have to put down a rebellion inside Thunderhead. 
 “Defenders of Thunderhead,” she said in a loud, carrying voice, “Andos’s disciple has offered me wise counsel. He is right, and I am in the wrong. Very well. Listen then, you killers; I will say this once only. 
 “Outside the western gate camps a Roumnan army. They want to come in. Do not let them in until I tell you. That is the sum total of what I expect from you.” 
 “For how long?” came a voice from a crowd near the stables. 
 “Two, perhaps three days.” 
 There was a muted grumbling at this news. It was bad, but not perhaps as bad as it might have been. 
 “Why?” someone asked. 
 “Why does not concern you. I will however tell you what we are waiting for. In two or three days, the Ardeshi cavalry will arrive.” 
 “And then what?” Jaga asked her, eyes keen though his face was placid. 
 Anya returned his gaze, and let the moment stretch. 
 “And then we let them kill each other,” she finally replied. 
 The courtyard buzzed with conversation, but no one asked her how it would be so, or how she knew. She was a witch, after all. 
 Anya was done with questions, sword-monk’s chastisement or not. She walked to the fresh corpse she had made, put both hands in the spreading blood-pool, and used that red paint to scribe an arcane symbol on the Ardesh gate. Then she imbued it with power. 
 The stench of burning blood and wood spread slowly across the courtyard in the fitful breeze. 
 “Anyone else who wishes to leave Thunderhead,” she told the mercenaries, “had now best take their chances with the army at the other gate.” 
 The silence stretched. Most of the mercenaries would not meet her gaze, but a few looked at her with barely veiled hatred. After a moment Jaga stepped forward and began directing his troops. When he’d gotten them dispersed, Anya motioned him to join her. 
 “Lady, I–” 
 “Whatever you’re going to say, don’t. I do not have the time or inclination to listen to lies or excuses. Find Heirus and tell him to take that corpse down to the lower cellars. I have a use for it.” 
 Jaga’s dark face paled. 
 “Blood is always useful in sorcery, Jaga Khun. I did not plan to kill anyone today, but I will not waste an advantage when it presents itself. Go, I have much to do. It’s in your interest to see that I do it, if you wish to survive what’s coming.” 
 Jaga gave a curt nod and lumbered off, and Anya returned to the preparation of her Great Spell. The blood on her hands did not go to waste, either. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 A few minutes before sunset a lone Roumnan herald finally walked up to the gate with a horn in one hand and a heavy sack in the other. The Roumnan stuck the horn in his belt, stuck his hand in the sack, and pulled out a severed head. Ferian’s head. Jaga cursed. So much for that plan. And so much for Ferian, for that matter. As for the other two, even if they’d managed to keep their heads and plant the false rumors as to the princess’s whereabouts, they weren’t going to do him any good. Jaga let out a heavy breath. It had been a weak attempt to delay the inevitable, but he’d had few options. 
 The Roumnan dropped the head in the dust before the gate, and tossed the sack after it. Then he blew three harsh notes on his short brass horn, and in a booming voice that carried an impressive distance announced his commander’s will. 
 “Those in the keep known as Thunderhead have until the sun leaves the sky to produce the lady Anya, daughter of King Crechney of Roumney, demi-princess of Thrull and Ardent and Cos-upon-Tambra. Once the sun’s light has left the sky, every living soul inside will be put to the sword. There will be no quarter.” 
 Inside Thunderhead, his voice echoed across the courtyard. All eyes turned to Anya, who was still working on her arcane circle. She waved her hand distractedly, intent upon her work. 
 Finally, Jaga broke the silence. 
 “They say they want you outside the gates before it gets dark, or they’ll kill us all,” he said to her in a conversational tone. 
 “Open the gate and I’ll open your head,” she replied without looking up. 
 “Just passing along the message,” he said mildly. Then he turned to his troops and said “Boys, get ready to meet Dureg. He’s been waiting for years to make the acquaintance of most of you vile bastards!” 
 His men replied with a few chuckles and many more curses. But Jaga could tell they were steadier now, since they knew they had only two or three days to hold out. 
 Jaga himself didn’t believe it would be so easy. He was half-convinced the witch was lying through her teeth about the Ardeshi cavalry coming, and even if she was right, he couldn’t see how they would end up slaughtering the Roumnans, or vice versa. 
 “Get ready for hell,” he whispered to himself. A part of him looked forward to it. Battle was a clean sort of danger and one he understood like nothing else. Compared to dealing with the witch, the Roumnan assault would almost be a relief. 
 But hell didn’t come that night. Once full darkness had fallen, the herald blew two more blasts on this horn and walked with a distinct lack of ceremony back to the Roumnan camp. 
 Hell was coming; but first, apparently, it was content to get a good night’s sleep.
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Once the Roumnan army had fully invested Thunderhead, Ramesh Herkh ordered his camp moved to within sight of the tottering fortress. Bulwer didn’t like the idea, and decided to say so. Herkh had no choice but to listen to the guardian, though he was not required to follow his advice. But making camp so close to the Roumnan forces was, in Bulwer’s estimation, a stupid risk, and he had to say so. 
 “A word, magus,” Bulwer said to the man after the order to strike camp had been given. Herkh frowned in displeasure, but nodded. 
 “You know I rarely question your decisions,” Bulwer said in a low tone, “but I feel it important to have words with you now. You take an unnecessary risk with this move, magus. Making camp that close to the Roumnans is too dangerous.” 
 “You worry it will increase our chances of being discovered?” 
 “I do.” 
 “The scouts have sighted no practitioner amongst the Roumnans, and as you well know, I have spells of concealment and distraction at my disposal to keep any Roumnan scout from stumbling upon us. You know their effectiveness.” 
 “I do. I also know that no spell is perfect.” 
 “Your worries are baseless, and do not speak well of your courage,” Herkh spat out with a curled lip. 
 “Your decision is reckless, and does not speak well of your wisdom,” Bulwer retorted. “Do you think I can slay thousands of Roumnans to keep the book safe, if you are wrong? Have you forgotten the sorceress? Do you think her incapable of piercing a lesser ward, or even a greater?” 
 Herkh was silent for a moment. His gaze rested hot against Bulwer’s own stony, steady stare. Finally, Herkh spoke. 
 “The Roumnans will not detect us. The same spells will likely be less effective against the witch, but I have every confidence she will be sufficiently distracted by the wolves howling at her door, and oblivious to the lion in the distance.” 
 “I do not like the book being so close to soldiers of a foreign army.” 
 “The protection of the book is your concern. The use of it is mine.” 
 “Is that your final word on the matter, magus?” 
 “It is, guardian.” 
 “Then if we survive this, I will lodge a charge of recklessness with the Committee of Owls when we return to Axumwiste.” 
 “You can do as you like, guardian. I will do what my emperor has tasked me to do.” 
 Bulwer shook his head and walked away. He needed to pack. 
 Velor was already at it, stowing gear into saddlebags. He looked at Bulwer, and must have seen which way the wind was blowing. 
 “Is it that bad?” the apprentice asked. 
 Bulwer didn’t feel like talking, but didn’t have the heart to shit on the lad. The boy got enough of that from Herkh. “Let’s just say this is one time you’d best hope your magus is right, and I am wrong.” 
 Velor’s response was a breathy “fuck.” 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Herkh chose a slight rise due west of the fortress’s gates, a hundred yards away from the Roumnan encampment. Bulwer was certain the magus hadn’t originally intended to get quite so close to the Roumnans, but had decided to after their disagreement. It was just the petty sort of act that the magus wouldn’t have been able to keep himself from doing. 
 Book open as he rode, Herkh had had the entire party under a concealment spell the entire ride from old camp to new. Velor had practically salivated at the sight of the open book, but knew better than to distract the magus. 
 Their new campsite gave them a grand view of the siege. The Roumnans had already started in with their trebuchets, finding the range. One look at the fortress’s western wall told Bulwer all he needed to know as far as how long it would hold. This would not be a long siege. 
 Once Herkh had chosen the new campsite and set up new wards, the lad made one of his periodic, and generally fruitless attempts at soliciting information from the magus. 
 “Aren’t we rather close to the Roumnans, master?” Velor asked, and Bulwer winced internally. After his own conversation with the magus, Herkh was sure to take it badly. Bulwer was not surprised with Herkh backhanded the boy. The crack of the magus’s beringed hand against the boy’s face snapped across the camp. 
 “No, you idiot,” Herkh spat as Velor wiped away blood from his newly split lip. “Any of them who look upon this spot see exactly what I want them to see, which is nothing. More, they feel a subtle yet unshakable urge to go anywhere but this spot.” 

I’ve got that urge as well, and I’m not even Roumnan, thought Bulwer. 
 Velor, blank-faced, ventured another question, and Bulwer’s esteem for the lad grew. 
 “But why have we moved so close, master?” 
 “Once the battle is joined, I will have ample opportunity to work the emperor’s will. Having the Roumnans slay their own princess would end the threat to the empire, certainly, but you heard the scout report this morning. Another player will soon join the game, and offer an even greater opportunity for the fortunes of our beleaguered empire. I am content to forgo the low-lying fruit, and wait for the main chance. Now, do you have any other questions, or have I satisfied your curiosity?” 
 “I have nothing else to ask, master.” 
 “Then go and pick at your blemishes or something equally suited to your intellect, and do it out of my sight.” 
 Back straight, the boy stalked away from Herkh. He was stone-faced, but Bulwer could see the murder in his eyes. Bulwer gave the lad the courtesy of pretending nothing had happened. He still remembered, if dimly, the pride of youth. He looked back at the magus. 
 Ramesh Herkh stood, back straight and book under one arm, and watched the show unfolding before him. 
 Unconsciously, Bulwer fingered the garrote sewn into his sleeve.
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The morning had dawned hazy and warmer than the season should have allowed, and had begun with a barrage. After the Roumnans had found their range with the trebuchets, which they did in less than an hour, they concentrated their fire on a particularly decrepit portion of the wall about twenty yards from the main gate. By noon the wall was breached sufficiently for a man to slither through the gap. Jaga had no response. The trebuchets were well out of bow range. Sending out a sortie would have been suicide, and against the witch’s orders to boot. Another sort of suicide. 
 Jaga expected the attack to come at any moment, expected the harsh, blaring horns of the Roumnans to sound and for their troops to run, screaming battle cries and brandishing arms, and rush the breach. But the Roumnans merely continued to batter the wall with the trebuchet, expanding the hole until it was large enough to drive a wagon through. They were done before dinner. 
 That was all the war the Roumnans made for the rest of the day. 
 “Is it wrong that I’m probably going to die soon, and I’m bored stiff?” Arle asked Jaga an hour later, when it had become obvious that the Roumnans weren’t going to capitalize on the breach with anything like alacrity. They stood once more on the battlements, surveying their besiegers. 
 “Well, you could go out and set those trebuchets on fire if you need some stimulation,” Jaga replied. He’d put on his half-plate, which was heavy as Dureg’s balls and had somehow shrunk since he last wore it. Damned impolite of the Roumnans to not attack after he’d gone to the trouble. 
 “I would,” Are replied, “but it’s damned hot. Also, it’s unbelievably difficult to light fires with one arm. You have to hold the steel in your teeth, and then when you strike it with the flint, the sparks burn your eyebrows, like as not.” 
 “Wouldn’t want to mar your good looks.” 
 “Too right. Besides, you should’ve asked me yesterday, when it would have done some good. Burn them now and it just makes you look petty.” 
 “But I am petty, Arle.” 
 The shorter man grinned. “You say that like I don’t already know. It’s hard work, keeping up your appearance.” 
 “Don’t worry. Tomorrow will bring more than enough excitement.” 
 “Boredom gives men time to think,” Arle said. “Right now, a lot of the men are thinking it would be a good idea to kill the witch in her sleep and piss off out of here.” 
 “Well, if any of them have the stones to try it, and succeed, I’ll be the first over the wall.” 
 “And if they fail?” 
 “Then I won’t have to do anything except order someone to clean up the mess, and claim I knew nothing of their nefarious plot. Though we can ill-afford any losses before the Roumnans even rouse their lazy asses.” 
 After a moment, Arle spoke again in a quieter voice. “What sort of odds would you give such a nefarious plot actually succeeding? I mean, if someone were foolish enough to try it.” 
 A vision of those damned blood-soaked slippers flashed through Jaga’s mind. He turned to look at his oldest and most trusted friend directly. “Piss-poor. You’d – or rather they’d have a better chance actually burning those rock-slingers out there.” 
 Arle simply nodded. He understood Jaga well enough. There was no further need to discuss it. 
 “I don’t know why they’re paring their nails instead of making an assault,” Jaga said, hooking a thumb toward the Roumnans, “but if they want to give us time to prepare a reception for them, then let’s not waste it. It’ll keep the men from hurting themselves trying to think, as well.” 
 “Leave it to me,” said Arle, grinning an evil grin. 
 “That’s exactly what I pay you for,” replied Jaga. Arle had a nasty turn of mind. He did not envy whichever Roumnans were first through the breach.
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It was full dark before Anya finished preparing her sorceries. She staggered her way back to her quarters, throat dry and body exhausted. Stale sweat coated her, and she couldn’t decide if a bath or sleep was more important. She was not pleased to find Stench waiting for her. 
 “Go away,” she growled, and drank deep from the carafe of water on the scarred table. 
 “I’m a wizard, not a corpse-hauler. You could have had one of Jaga’s men do your scutwork.” 
 “First, they were already near mutiny. Dragging the corpse of one of their fellows down to be used in sorcery might have tipped them into doing something rash and unfortunate, for them. Second, you’re not such a great fool as to want any of these superstitious fools to get a glimpse of what resides at the roots of Thunderhead, are you? Third, you’ll do what I say, Heirus, whatever it is I say.” 
 “There’s an imperial magus out there, somewhere,” he replied. 
 She put the glass down. “I thought—” 
 He shrugged. “You thought correctly. They didn’t find you by magic. But their scouts are very good. I’m guessing you did not factor a magus into your plans; not at this stage at least.” 
 Anya frowned. No, she had not. She had assumed that the arrogance of the imperial magi would lead them to searching for her using magical means, rather than the more prosaic use of scouts. After all, she was a mere witch, and a mere woman. Their cocks and their faith in the Axumite’s magic would make them contemptuous, rather than cautious – or so she had expected of them. She realized now that her own arrogance in evaluating a foe was a dangerous mistake; one that she silently swore to herself she would never repeat. If she survived this one. 
 “How do you know one of the Magi is out there?” she asked Heirus. “How can you be sure?” 
 “I can smell his damned book from here.” 
 “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 
 “Because you’d have taken any interruption poorly. Besides, what would you have done if you’d known this morning? Nothing different.” 
 She frowned at him. But he wasn’t wrong. 
 “Why didn’t the Roumnans attack?” Stench asked her. 
 “Because I didn’t want them to. Yet. The Ardeshi cavalry isn’t close enough.” 
 “You told them where we were?” 
 “No. I told them where I would be. I made arrangements for this day before I ever set out from Crechney. I’m tired, Heirus. Go.” 
 Stench shifted in his chair, but didn’t leave. “It’s my life, too, princess. The Andine was talking about the soldiers, but what he said applies to me as well. Why didn’t the Roumnans assault when they should have?” 
 “I should have killed that monk when I first saw him,” she said, but without heat. “All right, Heirus, I will tell you. They are led by a captain who believes that, if he ‘rescues’ me, my father will grant him my hand in marriage.” 
 “He thinks your father will throw over a prince for a captain? What kind of fool—” 
 “The kind of fool I selected, and swayed with magic more than a year ago. He will do exactly what I want, when I want him to do it. And he will believe it is all his own idea.” 
 Stench raised his eyebrows. “All part of the plan, then.” 
 “Yes.” 
 “One more question, then, princess, and I’ll not bother you again tonight. How long have you been planning whatever it is you’re planning? I won’t bother to ask your endgame, since I very much doubt you’d tell me.” 
 “I’ve been planning since the moment I realized that, as a woman, I had less say over my destiny than the lowest of my father’s male retainers. Since I understood that I could not own property because I was property. Since I realized that my worth in the world was in my blood and loins, not my head or heart. Since it was made clear to me that my purpose in life was to strengthen political ties and birth future heirs. I think I was five or six.” 
 Stench had nothing to say to that. He stared at her for a moment, his eyes glittering strangely under bushy, unkempt eyebrows, then gave a shallow bow and departed. 
 Anya sighed, and slumped a little against the table. An imperial magus. No, that had not figured into her plans. Not for weeks, even months. It made things much more difficult. 
 The magus had to die. Much easier said than done. 
 The need for a bath won out over the need for sleep, and so Anya bathed herself by candlelight, in cold water, and considered ways to dispatch the Magi. She turned over possibility after possibility, and was not satisfied with any of them. 
 She sighed, put the cloth over her eyes, and relaxed in the chill water. To her own surprise, she found herself once more remembering the Andine’s strong fingers massaging her scalp, and wishing he were there to wash her hair once again. 
 Suddenly she sat up in the bath. That was her answer. That was her reprieve. 
 The Andine could walk right up to the magus. Both were imperial servants – no treachery would be imagined. The sword monk could part the magus’s head from his shoulders before the man suspected a thing. 
 All she would have to do was turn the Andine. 
 She could go to the monk’s room at that very instant, naked and wet from her bath, and stoke the fire she saw in his eyes. The fire that she herself felt, if she were honest. Let lust, let desire overcome his vows, his reluctance, his faith. And then let guilt re-forge his loyalty, transfer it from his order and his emperor to her. She might not even need magic to make it so. 
 Almost, she rose from the bath. 
 Almost. 
 Instead, she slumped down into the cold water once more. Already those around her thought of her as a monster. If she survived this first battle, millions more would come to think of her so. She would take lives and raise the dead to do her bidding. She would wage war on three countries, and eventually more if she had to. But she would not soil the one clean thing that had come into her orbit. She would not seduce or ensorcel the sword monk. Even if it meant she failed, and died. 
 She would take what the world would not let her have. But this one thing, this one man, she could not take – not without breaking in him what drew her to him. 
 Some things could not be taken. They could only be given. 
 She wondered what sister Nimrun would say about that. 
 Shivering at the thought, and at the chill water, she rose from the bath and stumbled to her bed.
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The Roumnans attacked at dawn. 
 There was never any real question as to whether they’d capitalize on the breach they’d made the previous day; they had the numbers and enough in the way of crossbows to keep Jaga’s own bowmen on the walls from being terribly effective. The Roumnans rushed the breach, and after a very little desultory resistance, Jaga’s men, under the direction of Arle, fell back along the base of the wall, leaving half the courtyard open to the charging troops. 
 The Roumnan foot was well trained and disciplined, but riding high on their easily won skirmish at the breach, and smelling a quick victory and at least a chance of loot, they broke ranks and charged the hastily erected barricade that bisected the straw-strewn courtyard. The stench of horse piss and manure was strong – Arle hadn’t bothered to use clean straw when concealing his trap. 
 Arle had had a dozen men working all night at Thunderhead’s measly forge, turning three kegs of long, hand-wrought nails into caltrops and strewing them throughout the courtyard where they were hidden in the straw, one nail-sharp point always pointing upwards. Only the witch’s sorcerous circle had been left untouched. 
 The Roumnan troops were well armored. But the soles of their shoes and boots were just leather, and worn down from a long march at that. Their charge collapsed, literally. And then Jaga’s troops brought bows and crossbows and even a few javelins and spears to bear. 
 Jaga put a hand on Arle’s shoulder. “I knew there was a reason I still paid you,” he said over the screams of the wounded and dying. 
 Arle grunted. “Any chance I can get an advance on next month’s pay?” 
 “Where would you spend it?” 
 “Anywhere that would let me.” 
 Jaga believed Arle’s cunning had broken the Roumnan advance. He was wrong. The Roumnan captain ordered the next file in through the breach. Shields raised against the arrow storm generated by Jaga’s troops, they used the bodies of their dead and dying companions as stepping stones. Every one that fell created safer ground for the one that followed. Soon enough, they were lapping at the barricade that cut the courtyard in half, a tide of swords and pikes, and the skirmish began in earnest. 
 “Any more tricks up your sleeve?” Jaga asked Arle. 
 “Making fun of my missing arm again? What an asshole. But as it happens, yes, I do. It’s the last one, though.” With that, Arle took a lit torch and flung it into the straw-covered courtyard. 
 Caltrops weren’t the only thing the straw had concealed. 
 With a great whooshing sound, the straw and the oil beneath it ignited. 
 Roumnans burned. 
 “How much oil did you use?” Jaga asked Arle over the shrieks of the Roumnans. 
 Arle shrugged. “All of it. I guess you’ll have to use a candle if you want to read tonight.” 
 “If I’m still around to read tonight, I won’t complain.” 
 It broke the Roumnan assault, but not for long. Less than ten minutes later, a fresh wave began advancing towards the breach.







 ~ 24 ~ 
Caida watched from the ramparts, heedless of the occasional bolt that flitted by. Part of him was numb to the violence spread out below him, and watched with a colorless, muffled detachment. Another part longed to unlimber his great sword and wade into the fray, to lose himself in the song of a singing blade, to drown all his doubts in the blood of enemies. 
 But he did not know who in the courtyard below were enemies. He doubted any of them were, Roumnans or mercenaries. He had sworn to defend the defenseless, to protect those who could not protect themselves. Who among the killers below qualified? 
 None of them. Not even the princess he had been sent to rescue. 
 Perhaps especially not her. 
 She stood in the open door of the keep, not twenty yards from the melee at the barricade, face expressionless. Jaga Khun stood beside her, his oversized armor gleaming in the hot morning sun, and he wasn’t bothering to hide his worry. It was etched across his large brown face. 
 “Oy, monk!” came a call from down the line of the battlement. It was the grizzled veteran, Korbo Dogrun. “That line won’t hold much longer,” he said, indicating the struggle going on at the barricade. “We’ll be retreating to the keep any time now. Once the door’s closed, they won’t be letting anyone else in.” 
 Caida simply nodded. 
 “What I mean is, maybe you should be making your way down that far ladder and into the keep while you still can.” And then Dogrun went back to shooting arrows in Roumnan backs. 
 One last chance to walk away, to give up the farce of a quest he’d been sent on. If, somehow, he could make it through the Roumnan lines. He did not see how that was possible. 
 But if he retreated with the others into the keep, it would not be because of a wholly rational but nonexistent fear of being killed by the Roumnans. And it would not be because of orders from his abbot to protect the princess. 
 If he withdrew into the keep, he would have to admit to himself that he was committed to her. 
 Or he could simply stay on the ramparts, and deal with whatever happened after that. 
 What happened after that could rightly be termed suicide, he admitted to himself. The Roumnans had stipulated there would be no quarter. The only question was whether he would raise his blade when the Roumnans came for him, or just let them cut him down. 
 A great shout went up from below. The Roumnans had broken through the barricade and the melee was spilling out into the clear half of the courtyard immediately in front of the keep. 
 “Now or never, brother!” Dogrun shouted, dropping his bow, drawing his sword, and picking up his buckler from where it leaned against a merlon. He rushed past Caida towards the ladder closest to the keep, a half-dozen others at his heels. 
 “Andos,” whispered Caida, though he would not have been heard if he shouted, the din of battle was so great. 
 “Andos, if your words are exactly as I have been taught, if the fault and weakness of my faith lies in my own imperfect self and not in my instruction, I pray – I beg you, send me a sign.” 
 If Andos sent any, it was lost in the din and confusion of battle. 
 After a time, his heart a blasted, shriveled thing, Caida drew his great sword and followed the mercenaries down the ladder. 
 He descended to the courtyard and walked towards the keep’s stout, iron-banded door with his sword nestled in the crook of one arm. Around him swirled the battle-tide, a dozen death struggles, warriors straining muscle and sinew to slay each other. Snarling faces, frightened faces, faces in mortal pain and slack dead faces appeared and disappeared around him as he walked. Steel rang on steel, steel punched through leather and flesh with oddly muted ripping sounds. Men grunted, screamed, cried for mercy or their mothers. 
 All Caida’s senses were heightened; The dance of death all around him was what he had trained for, for nearly a decade. He was effortlessly aware of every swirl and eddy of the struggle that might conceivably bring violence into his personal sphere of influence. 
 Not a single soul offered him violence. Caida walked on, as if in a dream. Or a nightmare. He could not tell which it might be. And when he entered the keep, he saw her standing on the stairs, and she saw him. 
 She raised an eyebrow. Smiled. As if she somehow knew of the battle he had just engaged in on the ramparts. In his heart. In his soul. She smiled as if she knew that she had won. 
 Caida looked away.
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What’s the butcher’s bill?” Jaga asked Arle. Neither had done any fighting, but both were covered in sweat. He looked around at the men who took his coin; many were battered and bloody. Many faces were missing, though they crowded the ground floor of the large keep. The witch had disappeared; likely back to her room. Maybe she needed to drink some blood or make a human sacrifice. She certainly had not contributed anything to the melee they’d just survived. 
 “We’ve got forty dead or incapacitated,” Arle replied, scratching at his stump. 
 Jaga swore. “And the Roumnans?” 
 “Five times that, near enough. The lads gave a good accounting of themselves.” 
 “Not that it matters. They’ve still got nearly five thousand, and we just lost more than a tenth of our strength.” 
 “The keep is in much better shape than the outer wall, at least. Easier to defend.” 
 Jaga snorted. “Did you burn that trebuchet like I asked you?” 
 “I forgot. Sorry.” 
 “You’ll be a lot sorrier when the Roumnans bust their way through.” Jaga took his helmet off and tossed it in a corner. He started up the corkscrew stairs. 
 “Off to take a nap, then?” Arle called after him. 
 “No. Off to talk to our employer. Care to come along?” 
 “I’d rather go burn the trebuchet.” 
 “You get the men sorted. Kill yourself after if you’re really fixed on it.” 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 She was in her rooms. Alone. Jaga considered trying to kill her – not to save himself or his men; it was far too late for that. No, he contemplated killing her just for the satisfaction of it. 
 Contemplated, but did not act. He still believed her to be more deadly than he was. 
 “Are the Ardeshi coming?” he asked her. “Because there isn’t any sign of them.” Jaga might not be willing to kill this woman, but he wasn’t in any mood to be smooth with her either, and her unclean powers be damned. 
 “They are coming.” She looked tired, and sounded tired. His heart did not bleed for her. 
 “When they arrive, what makes you so sure they will attack the Roumnans? They don’t have any reason to.” 
 “Magic, Jaga. Magic will make them attack.” 
 He shook his head. “More magic. You put your faith in it too much.” 
 “It isn’t faith. The strength in your muscles, you rely on it to swing a sword. But you do not call such reliance ‘faith.’” 
 “Very well, let’s talk about your strength. The keep is stronger than the outer defenses, princess, but the Roumnans will be inside by the end of the day, perhaps much, much sooner. If the Ardeshi don’t arrive by then, are you ready to do to the Roumnans what you did to the imperials who were escorting you?” 
 “It would be impossible to put so many to death, even if they were resting rather than assaulting us.” 
 “Do you have any sort of a plan in case the Ardeshi do not arrive in timely fashion?” 
 She frowned. “I do. You will not like it. So pray to whatever god you follow I am not forced to implement it. Go away, Jaga Khun. I must prepare.” 
 “Like you prepared that big fucking circle in the courtyard? Can’t say I saw it help much.” 
 “What I did in the courtyard was set a Great Spell. I have not yet cast it. Believe me, you will know when I do.” 
 As Jaga turned to go, a great boom sounded from below, and the stones of the keep shivered slightly. A few heartbeats later, it happened again. Then again. 
 “That’s a battering ram, unless I miss my guess. A big one.” 
 “Do you want magic for that as well, or are you a war leader? Deal with it, Jaga.” 
 When he left, he saw the sword monk standing in the corridor. 
 “Why are you still here?” he asked, and the monk shrugged. 
 “The reasons are complicated.” 
 “Are you going to fight with us, Andine?” Jaga asked. He could make use of the monk’s blade. 
 “I am going to defend the princess. That part of my order is clear enough, at least.” 
 “Do you honestly think the Roumnans would harm their own princess?” 
 “I think I would not like to find out.” 
 “I’m afraid we’ll have to differ on that, monk.” Jaga nodded to the holy fool and went down to see if there was anything to be done about the battering ram. 
 Arle was of the opinion that there wasn’t. 
 “The good news is, we think the Ardeshi cavalry has been spotted. The bad news is they’re almost an hour away, judging by the dust they’re kicking up, and the ram will have made kindling of that door long before then.” Arle spat and looked sidewise at Jaga. 
 “So, what’s your plan?” Jaga replied. 
 “My plan? You’re the great war chief. My plan is to follow your plan.” 
 “Well I guess we’re fucked then, because my plan was to steal your plan and claim it as my own.” He sighed and rubbed at his face with both meaty hands. 
 “Does that help?” Arle wondered aloud. 
 “It doesn’t hurt,” Jaga mumbled. Finally, he dropped his hands and turned to his oldest living friend. 
 “Right then. Here’s the plan. Kill anybody who comes through that door.” 
 “Just me? Or can I get a little help?” 
 “Lazy bastard.” 
 The Roumnans broke the door down in something less than ten minutes. The first batch through went down in a withering rain of arrows and crossbow bolts. The second wave fared no better. The third wave of Roumnans were a lot better at using their shields, and most of Jaga’s troops dropped their bows and unlimbered swords. 
 The fighting was hot at the remains of the keep’s door. Jaga’s blackguards were much better at the sort of close fighting they were engaged in now, but the Roumnan troops were disciplined, and the reserves the Roumnan officer could and did call on began to tell. Pikes were brought in to push the defenders back, and allow the Roumnans to gain a foothold inside the threshold. 
 The mercenaries fought well, but exhaustion on their part, and numbers on the Roumnan side, made the outcome inevitable. After perhaps another ten minutes, Jaga was forced to withdraw from the doorway, and make the Roumnans assault the staircase. 
 The Roumnan’s superior numbers meant much less then, for they could attack only two at a time, with the occasional and ineffective pike-thrust over the shoulders of the lead attackers. The stairs wound upwards clockwise, hampering the attacker’s sword-arms. Jaga’s men had the advantage of being higher up on the stair. That, and pure desperation. 
 The assault ground to a stalemate, albeit a blood-soaked one. Jaga could not keep trading lives with the Roumnans; their ranks were far deeper. For the moment, he focused on holding the stairs, or at least giving up each step at the cost of many Roumnan lives. 

We may survive this yet, thought Jaga, if the witch is right about the Ardeshi attacking. Dureg, let her be right about the Ardeshi.
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“T

 oo far,” Anya muttered to herself. She could hear the clash of swords and the screams of the wounded drawing closer on the stair. “The damned Ardeshi need to hurry.” She had not been able to plan the arrival of the Ardeshi cavalry with as much precision as she had the Roumnans. Sister Nimrun had warned her that every plan, no matter how carefully wrought, was subject to uncertainty. So long as she had an answer for unforeseen circumstances, the old nun had informed her, she need not fear the alteration of a plan. 
 Anya did have an answer. It was not one she wished to use, given another choice. 
 From the stairs came another furious exchange of blows, metal screeching on metal, and fresh screams. 
 “The Ardeshi need to hurry,” she said to herself. And made a decision. “Then I’d best hurry them.” 
 She called forth the power that had been growing in her since she first found sorcery. It was dangerous, the magic she was about to attempt – there were no safeguards at all, not even the paltry fail-safes that had wrapped the spells she had cast previously. Those protections would have seen her crippled, or blinded, or forever bereft of power if she had failed, rather than dead. 
 There were no protections at all for what she had decided to attempt. There were no guidelines, either. She was about to attempt the creation of an entirely new spell, a wholly unique sorcery, built of her power and borne of her will. 
 If she failed, it would kill her. It might well kill her even if she succeeded. 
 Quickly, despite her exhaustion, she laid down a protective circle in chalk; though it meant nothing, it helped to focus her concentration and steady her nerve. She sat down in its center. She lit a candle and stared into its flickering flame until her thoughts settled, and then began to chant in a language not spoken in hundreds of years. 
 She shaped a Gift of speed, infused it with a Need to reach Thunderhead, and cast it out toward the approaching Ardeshi. Then she collapsed. 
 The Gift, invisible and yet in some weird sense palpable, flew across the ruined Wyeth landscape in a sorcerous wave. It crashed into the Ardeshi cavalry, which was already approaching the besieged fortress at a canter. It passed into and was absorbed by perhaps half of the men and their mounts. Instantly, they began to live, and move, at twice the speed of anyone else in the mortal realm. They had no choice in the matter, and most did not at first even realize that they had been altered. Some horses stumbled, faltered, fell, taking their riders down with them. The harsh sounds of snapping bone and screams of pain – both equine and human – filled the air. 
 Most of the horses did not stumble. 
 The Ardeshi force split into two groups as those affected drew away from those who were not. Once they got within a hundred yards of the Roumnan camp, the great spell that Anya had prepared in the courtyard flared into life, and a column of sorcerous green fire shot into the sky. 
 Its initial effect was to turn virtually every man within a quarter mile of it into a blood-crazed, near-mindless killer. 
 There were no more Roumnans, no more Ardeshi, no more defenders of Thunderhead. Friend did not recognize friend. Each and every soldier burned with the need to kill, and they fell on whoever was closest. 
 If Anya had been conscious, she could have shielded Thunderhead’s defenders from the spell’s effects. Whether she would have done so was a question that, perhaps, even the witch herself did not know the answer to. Her plans included an army. They did not need to be an army of the living. And Jaga Khun’s troops had not endeared themselves to her. 
 If Anya had been conscious, she might have prevented the imperial magus from working his own will on her great spell. 
 All was gore-spattered chaos and screaming, red-handed savagery. 
 Of all the souls caught up in the orbit of the sorceress’s machinations, only one man within Thunderhead and three without did not succumb to that terrible magic. There were others who did not fall under the spell, but they were not men, not in truth.
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Caida felt the foul magic being triggered. Within his own soul, a beast howled. Without thought, faster than thought, his sword was in his hands, ready to kill anyone, everyone— 

Protect.

 A thousand-thousand times he had chanted the Order’s three tenets, until they had seeped into the marrow of his bones, into the warp and weft of his soul. Protect. Obey. Pray. And the first of them was to protect, not slay. 
 The witch’s great spell scrabbled against his spirit, seeking a crack through which to insinuate itself. Everywhere the command to kill was rebuffed by the oath to protect. 
 Caida slowly rose from the bestial crouch he had taken, and the magic dismissed him in search of easier prey. There was no shortage of lesser souls for it to twist. 
 The first man Caida killed was one of Jaga’s. He did not know the mercenary’s name. The armsman made eye contact and attacked instantly, running down the hall towards Caida without guile and only the most rudimentary tactics. Caida’s blade flashed out, and the swordsman practically impaled himself upon it. It was over in an instant. It was not a fight; it was just slaughter. Caida felt numb. All his training meant nothing when it came time to kill his first man. He might as well have been slaughtering a farm animal. 
 Still, the brief struggle attracted the attention of two more soldiers-turned-beasts. They rushed him, snarling at each other, each seeking to be the first to plunge their swords into his flesh. 
 Again, Caida’s blade flicked out, cutting two exposed throats with one pass. They were also Jaga’s men. 
 Caida did not feel the imperial magus take control of the spell from the unconscious Anya, nor did he sense how the mage altered it, turning it back upon its caster, so that many of the howling once-soldiers had only one death they hungered for—the death of the one that had cast the spell in the first place. 
 Caida, having shaken the spell, did not know when it became twisted back upon Anya. But it was readily apparent when the afflicted warriors stopped killing each other and, screaming their blood lust, began to seek the life of the woman he had sworn to protect. There were no words that came from their raw throats – only mad, bestial roars. They screamed, ceaselessly, thousands of voices raised in murderous, sorcerous unison. 
 The Roumnans boiled up from below, Jaga’s men poured down the stairs from above, and suddenly Caida was killing, killing, killing. 
 In moments, he was fighting from behind a mound of the dead and dying. His opponents, frantic to get at their quarry, ripped down the pile of fallen and scrambled over the dead, teeth bared and eyes mad. 
 In a matter of seconds Caida had created another bulwark of bodies. It didn’t matter, he realized. There were five thousand men in and around Thunderhead, eager to find his blade. More if the Ardeshi had arrived. 
 He could kill and kill until he could no longer raise his arms. It would not be enough. 
 Caida did not know how long the struggle lasted, nor how many he slew. A hundred men? More? His arms trembled. His breath was a thing inadequate to the task of keeping him standing, it seemed. His great sword, his soul, had lost its edge on the flesh and swords and armor of those he killed. It was a blood-drenched, ragged-nicked thing, and its weight was a terrible burden. 
 Slowly, Caida learned what despair truly felt like. 
 It made him battle all the more fiercely. 
 And then, suddenly, they stopped. All those feral faces, more demonic in their ensorcelled hate than any depiction of the skin walkers he had ever seen, suddenly went slack. Arms raised to smite suddenly dropped to sides, and weapons either hung in loose grips, or dropped to the floor. Some even seemed to go to sleep, still standing or slowly toppling over. 
 The witch’s door opened, and she staggered out. Her eyes were bloodshot, and blood dripped from her nose. 
 She took a long look at the carnage outside her door. She took it in, and Caida’s place in it. 
 “You did not succumb.” 
 Caida had no words to say or breath to say them with. He shook his head. 
 “You defended me.” 
 “I swore…” he said, raggedly. 
 “Outside Thunderhead is a magus. Even now we fight for control of the magic.” She let out a sudden cough, and blood flew from her mouth. She wiped her lips with the back of a hand. “I am not winning.” 
 He leaned on his sword, fighting against his exhaustion. 
 “If you mean to defend me, the magus must die,” she said. 
 Revulsion crawled over Caida’s flesh. The thought of more killing brought hot, sour bile to the back of his throat. But he stood straight and lifted his sword to his shoulder. 
 “Where is he?” he asked. 
 “Warded, hidden. You will not be able to find him without magic.” 
 “I have none.” 
 “And I cannot give you any. Not directly.” She coughed, and bright blood flew from her mouth. Her strength seemed to fail, and she slowly crumpled to her knees, trembling as if she were at some extreme exertion, on the precipice of her strength failing. “Take me to the cellars, Andine. Quickly.” 
 He sheathed his gore-spattered sword and gathered her in his arms.
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Bulwer had been forced to kill an imperial trooper, and he was not happy about it. 
 As soon as that sorcerous green column of light had shot into the sky from the fortress’s courtyard, three things had happened: the boy, Velor, had fallen to his knees and vomited up his breakfast, Ramesh Herkh had shouted ‘Now I have you!’ and opened the book, and their guard contingent had turned into murderous maniacs. 
 Two of the quiet, professional men had suddenly thrown themselves at each other, gouging and biting. One had literally bitten the other’s throat out at almost precisely the same moment his opponent had shoved a dirk in his guts. Another had simply lashed out at his closest compatriot, opening the great artery in the man’s neck with the sword he had been honing. Then he’d leapt up and began running flat-out at the next-nearest target – the oblivious, vomiting Velor. 
 Bulwer flung himself in the man’s path. He’d swept the spell-crazed guard’s feet from under him. The man had fallen heavily, but bounced back up almost instantly, his attention now wholly on Bulwer. 
 “We’re not going to be able to talk this through, are we?” Bulwer had panted. 
 The armsman had replied with a thrust to Bulwer’s guts. 
 Bulwer hadn’t regretted hurling the poisoned dart into the hollow of the man’s throat. Regret was for after the man who’d been intent on filleting him had gone down, frothing and twitching. 

Two more, the cold part of his mind reminded him. He spun toward where the men had been standing before the witch’s sorcery had erupted. 
 One of the men was dead. The other had pulped his head with a stone. That man was still alive, but not much of a threat. He was crawling towards Ramesh Herkh – who was now kneeling on the sere grass, book open before him – but the guardsman’s entrails were slowing him down, having gotten tangled up on a tent stake. 
 Bulwer strode forward and put the man out of his misery. 
 All over in less than a minute. The boy was still retching, oblivious to what had happened. Bulwer envied him. He cleaned his knife and walked over to the lad. He sat down next to him, heavily, with a deep sigh. 
 Eventually the boy’s hurling subsided to dry heaves, then stopped altogether. Velor flopped back on the dry grass, eyes closed. “What just happened?” he wondered aloud. 
 “Greater spell,” Bulwer replied. Magi and guardians are mostly protected from suchlike. Apprentices, less so. Troopers – well. Troopers not at all.” 
 Velor’s eyes flew open. He sat up abruptly and looked around. His eyes widened. He looked horrified. 
 Bulwer liked him the more for it. Though he preferred not to like him at all. 
 “Could he have shielded me from it fully?” Velor asked Bulwer. “The spell’s effects?” 
 “Probably. If he’d wanted to. If he’d thought of it.” 
 Ramesh Herkh let out a sudden grunt, as if he had just been gut-punched. The mage, already kneeling, slowly leaned forward until his forehead rested on the ground. He began to tremble. 
 “What’s Herkh doing?” Velor finally asked, saying nothing about the dead soldiers. 
 “At a guess, he’s trying to wrest control of the spell from the witch. Looks like she’s resisting more than he anticipated. You could ask him, but I don’t recommend it.” 
 “No,” the lad agreed.
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He carried her over the mound of corpses that choked the hallway, past corpses that he had made and ones he had not, past spelled and sleeping mercenaries and Roumnans who swayed at their passage, but gave no other sign that they were aware. 
 The stairs were worse, choked with gore-painted dreamers and corpses. The very walls were painted red, and the air was thick with voided bowels and emptied arteries. Thunderhead smelled like a slaughterhouse. The steps were slick with blood and body parts. There was no sound footing, and even Caida’s balance was tested. On more than one occasion he was forced to knock ensorcelled armsmen or severed limbs from his path. They fell away, equally unresisting. 
 Her trembling only increased. 
 Eventually he escaped the confines of the keep and gained the courtyard. The tower of green light still rose from the sigil she had inscribed there, but it swayed like a column of smoke in an inconstant breeze. 
 “Where?” he asked her, and she pointed to the storerooms between the keep and the stables. 
 “Inside,” she said, voice strained. “Trap door.” 
 He crossed the courtyard, full of Roumnans dead and spelled, and kicked in the storeroom door. He saw the trap door at once; it was a discolored stone more than a yard square, with a ring of black iron resting in a channel carved into it for the purpose. He lay her down next to it and pulled on the ring, straining tired muscles, and slowly it rose. 
 Beneath was only blackness. 
 “There is a ladder. You cannot see it, but it is there. You will have to carry me on your back, brother.” 
 He realized quickly that it would be almost impossible to carry both her and his sword. Without a word, he undid the straps and let it fall gently to the ground next to the black opening. Then he bent and felt at the edges of the blackness. One questing hand found the ladder’s first rung. 
 “You must hold tightly to my neck,” he said to her. “Tight as you can.” She nodded and, almost childlike, climbed on to his back. Her grip was nothing like as strong as he might have wished it. 
 “Hurry, Caida,” she breathed in his ear. 
 He made the descent. 
 When his foot touched not another iron rung, but grit-strewn stone, a throbbing red light slowly blossomed some unknown distance away. It was almost impossible to judge the distance at first, but as the light strengthened, he saw that it came from an egg-shaped stone perhaps twenty yards away. The egg-stone lay on its side, and was wider than a man’s reach. It seemed to rest in the center of a natural cavern, one that had subsequently been worked by unknown hands. It was far, far older than Thunderhead, but Caida had not the time nor the inclination to study it. 
 “Take me to the numen, the stone,” she said, and he did. He set her down next to the unnatural thing, beside to a headless, desiccated corpse. 
 Anya put one trembling hand on the surface of the pulsing egg. Instantly, light gathered on the surface of the thing at the point of contact. She swayed where she sat. Time stretched. Caida forced himself not to think about what old evil he was in the presence of. 
 Finally, Anya opened her eyes, and smiled. There was no humor in it. 
 “We have come to an accord. It will counter the magus’s ward. You will see him.” 
 “And you? Will it not assist you in defeating the magus?” 
 “The price for such assistance is not one I am willing to pay. Even I have lines I am not willing to cross. My fate rests with you, brother Caida.” Another fit of coughing took her then, and more blood escaped her lips. 
 “Time grows very short,” she said, when she could speak. 
 Wordlessly he rose and ascended the ladder. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Jaga Khun, unlike virtually everyone else who had succumbed to the witch’s spell, had not lost consciousness along with control. His will was not his own; he had killed and killed along with everyone else – but unlike everyone else, he’d been fully aware of what he was doing. He just hadn’t been able to prevent it. He had been a prisoner inside his own body, when the witch’s magic had made of his body a slave. 
 He’d known exactly what he was doing when he’d swung his sword, and decapitated Arle. He’d been fully aware when he had killed eight other of his sworn men. Completely, shriekingly aware. 
 And then that great compulsion had changed, had urged him not just to kill, but kill the witch. And he had given himself to it wholly. He’d made it only a short distance up the spiral staircase, however, when the compulsion had changed once more: Stop. And so he had stopped, though every fiber of his being wanted to continue, to visit upon that witch every wound he had been forced to deal his men. He wanted to save Arle’s fate for last, and mount her head on a spike at the highest point of Thunderhead. 
 All the magic allowed him to do was stand still as a statue. 
 Though he could not even move his eyes, he saw when the Andine carried her down the stairs. He could not focus well; the two figures were little more than a blur. But he saw them well enough to recognize them instantly. And he saw that she wore once more those blood-spattered, pearl-sewn slippers. 
 Those damned slippers. 
 They moved past him, and he followed their progress with his ears. 
 She would escape. All of this slaughter, all of this ruin, and she would escape. The rage in Jaga Khun’s heart was ferocious. 
 He focused that rage down to a needle-fine point, and fought against her spell with every atom of his will. 
 After a long time, the forefinger of his right hand twitched. Slowly, then, infinitely slowly, he curled that hand into a fist.
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In the dungeons of Thunderhead, under the keep, Stench walked to the cell that still held the broken corpse of Olvera. He opened the grill on the cell door and cast a glance at the dead courtier. The witch had not been gentle. Olvera’s limbs sprawled at unnatural angles. His face was black and bloated, and his gray tongue poked out between protruding lips. 
 “You can stop pretending now,” Stench said. 
 After a moment the body shuddered, and then with many a wet popping sound, smashed limbs and digits drew themselves back into their proper places. Olvera staggered to his feet, and the marks of strangulation slowly faded from his skin. “Not pretending, spawnmate. Just resting. Contemplating, even.” 
 “Contemplating what?” 
 Olvera shook his head. The faint grinding sound of bone on bone issued from his broken neck. “Nothing important. Open the door, would you?” he panted. “I’m stiff and tired.” 
 Stench shrugged, put a hand around one of the bars in the door’s grill, and pulled the entire door off its hinges and flung it to the floor. “You’ll need a new mount,” he told the thing that had hidden inside Olvera for years. “That one’s had it, in more ways than one.” 
 The skin walker that wore Olvera nodded. “Plenty outside to choose from, I’d imagine.” 
 “You would imagine right.” There were thousands of bodies to choose from, living and dead. And the spell they were currently under was keeping them obligingly passive. 
 “I’ll keep this one for now. No sense remounting, only to remount yet again in a few hours. But it will be good to take one I have complete control of, for a change. It’s a tiresome business, having to let it stay conscious and living, and unaware of being mounted.” 
 “It was necessary, and now it is all but done. Your next task should be less trying. And once it is complete, you have the honor of informing Her.” 
 “Are you envious, spawnmate?” 
 “I am not, though I confess I yearn to be in Her presence once more.” It had been many years since the creature had seen what, to it, was very nearly a deity. 
 “I hope you are correct. A magus, even without his book, will be no pleasant mount. And what of you?” Once-Olvera asked. “Will you be leaving as well?” 
 The thing that wore the skin of Heirus, of Stench, shook its head. “I’m not finished here. You know that.” 
 “Suspected, rather. It will be dangerous,” the other responded. 
 Stench, Heirus, neither of those, answered with a shrug. It was so easy to slip into human modes of communication, even human ways of thought. Another danger, after centuries, after so many mounts. 
 “Danger is nothing new, and matters little.” Not when weighed against the Design.
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Ramesh Herkh was on hands and knees in the grass at the top of the hill, his forehead pressed into the pages of the book, lost to the mundane world. Around the camp, the corpses of the imperial soldiers still lay scattered. Bulwer certainly wasn’t going to clean up. He was now thoroughly done playing the servant. 
 Bulwer stared at Herkh’s exposed neck and could not keep from thinking how easy it would be to shove a stiletto into it. He refrained. The witch’s magic was not a joke of a thing, and Herkh had managed to co-opt it, which meant that Herkh was not a joke of a magus, however unpleasant a person he might be. Bulwer’s only honest concern was for the book. The book was being used properly, and was in no danger. 
 Velor was leaning against a tree, still shaking a little. Once he’d got done puking, the boy had started to pack. Only his own things, Bulwer noticed. His horse was saddled and the bags full. 
 “Planning on leaving?” Bulwer finally asked him. 
 “Well I’m not planning on living here, but I’m also not running away, if that’s what you mean.” 
 “Fair enough. I just wondered, since it’s an apprentice’s duty to care for his master’s goods.” 
 “Well it’s a master’s duty to teach an apprentice. What’s he going to do, beat me? Oh, he already does.” The boy crossed his arms. There was a defiant set to his jaw. 
 “His report to the College on your aptitude and performance is important, Velor,” Bulwer said gently. 
 “His report was never going to be favorable, guardian. I finally figured that out.” He stared off into the distance, towards the writhing column of light. “Ramesh Herkh literally doesn’t care if I live or die. That thing out there could have turned me into a stark raving killer, and you would have had to put me down. He knew it, and did nothing to prevent it. I’ll be fucked if I pack up his tent or wash his filthy smallclothes ever again.” 
 Bulwer said nothing. The boy was right. And in the right. 
 The aggrieved apprentice suddenly went stiff. 
 “What is it?” asked Bulwer, and in response the lad pointed at the base of the hill. 
 Bulwer turned, and saw a tall, blood-drenched man with a great sword walking towards them. His pace was deliberate; he knew where he was going. He was still some distance away, but Bulwer recognized him as an Andine by his shaved head and robes. As the sword monk got closer, Bulwer saw that the man’s face was as bleak as any he had ever seen. 
 Bulwer had seen much of humanity, and much of that in distress, fear, panic, despair and harsh resolve. He saw all of that and more on the young sword monk’s face. He knew that the monk was there to kill or be killed. 
 Somehow, Herkh’s wards had been pierced. 
 Bulwer planted himself in the holy man’s path. 
 The monk stopped a few paces short of engagement range and gave Bulwer a hollow-eyed look that took in everything. 
 “I have no quarrel with you, guardian,” the monk said in a soft voice. “Stand aside.” 
 “I am an imperial agent,” Bulwer replied, “as are you. Turn away.” 
 “You are in service to the College of Magi, guardian, and protect the book, not its bearer. I serve Andos, and have taken a vow, at the emperor’s behest, to protect the one the magus is now trying to kill.” 
 “The magus was sent, at the emperor’s behest, to end the threat the Roumnan witch represents. If you oppose him, if you aid her, it will be treason.” 
 The monk gave a bleak smile. “It seems the emperor is of two minds on this matter.” 
 Bulwer shrugged. “You should go to Aeternox and seek clarification.” 
 “It hasn’t been called Aeternox for a long time, guardian. It’s Axumwiste now.” 
 “Who can keep track?” Bulwer replied. 
 “Will you stand aside?” the monk asked. 
 Bulwer replied by raising his dirk and short sword to a guard position. 
 The monk sighed, shifted his stance, and raised his battered great sword, point skyward, to his shoulder. 
 The first exchange of blows left the monk bleeding from a shallow gash along his ribs. He was clearly exhausted, and slow to interpose his heavy blade. Far too slow. 
 “Turn away,” Bulwer repeated. 
 “Come, and let’s be done,” the monk replied. 
 With an unusual reluctance, Bulwer launched himself at the foe once again, sword high to block or deflect the monk’s weapon, dirk low to strike at legs or abdomen. Bulwer was snake-quick. 
 To his surprise, he was not quick enough. The monk dropped to the ground in a low crouch and swept Bulwer’s feet out from under him with a brutal, lightning-fast kick. It happened so quickly that Bulwer had the fleeting thought that the monk had been pretending exhaustion. 
 He landed hard on his back, but was rolling away almost before his body touched earth. But the monk’s speed, and the reach of his great sword, proved too much. The great sword’s tip found him as he sprang to his feet. It slipped between his ribs and found his heart. 
 Bulwer’s last thoughts, before the darkness rushed up to swallow him, was how much he hated dying, and how he still had nine sodding years of this rubbish to endure before his indenture to the College of Magi expired.







 ~ 32 ~ 
Caida wiped his blade clean on the grass, and resumed his climb up the knoll. The guardian was dead, but not permanently. As long as the book existed, and the guardian was indentured, he couldn’t truly die. That much Caida knew. How long it would take for the man to be resurrected was something Caida did not know, and he preferred not to find out. He was at the limits of his endurance. 
 The book lay open on the grass. Caida glimpsed the pages it was open to, and turned away, suddenly dizzy. The magus was crouched over the book, on hands and knees, in trance. There was a boy in the livery of the College crouched behind a nearby tree, obviously trying to hide, obviously frightened, having no clue what he should do. Caida felt both pity and envy for the boy. 
 In one sense, what Caida had to do next was utterly simple and painfully obvious. In another sense, it was near impossible. He, an Andine, was about to kill a man while he was defenseless. 
 “No,” Caida said. “That I will not do.” He would save her. He would oppose this agent of empire, though it might be considered treason. But he would not murder. Not for her, or anyone. 
 Caida looked up from the magus, to his apprentice. “Boy, come here and take the book.” 
 The boy didn’t move. 
 “If you don’t come and take it, I’ll be forced to kick it towards you.” 
 “No!” the boy squawked. “That—that would be very dangerous.” 
 “Then come and get it. I swear I will not harm you.” 
 Reluctantly, the boy approached. “You’re going to kill him,” the boy said. No need to explain who him was. 
 “I am not. Though you probably should.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Why won’t I kill him? Or why should you?” 
 “Both. Either.” 
 Caida shook his head. “Duty,” he finally replied, but he did not know if that was the truth. He did not know anything anymore, except that it was far, far too easy to end life. 
 “That doesn’t make any sense, Andine. You are an Andine?” 
 “I don’t know what I am anymore. Take the book. I do not want to kill its guardian again.” 
 One eye on Caida and his sword, the youth crouched down and slid the book out from under the magus’s form. The magus didn’t seem to notice. The boy held the book to his chest and backed away. According to the ancient law, the boy was now a magus, one of twenty in the entire world to have access to the Axumite’s magic. 
 “What will you do with the book?” Caida asked. 
 “Do? Nothing,” the boy said, suddenly more afraid of what he held than the killer in front of him. 
 “Nothing is likely the best use for it,” Caida replied. “If you try to repeat your master’s attack on the witch, I’ll be forced to kill both of you. Understand?” 
 The boy nodded, wide-eyed and eager to be believed. 
 “Good,” said Caida. Then he turned to the tranced, chanting man crouched on the grass and kicked him in the side. 
 The now-former magus sprawled on the grass. It took a few moments for him to return to the world. Then he focused on Caida. 
 “Get up,” Caida said, “and leave. Now.” 
 “You filthy peasant fool!” The man screamed. “You broke my hold! I was winning! Now the spell has gone feral!” 
 “Get up and leave. Now.” 
 The man screamed and thrust his hand towards Caida, fingers forked. Whatever spell he was attempting had no effect. He was no longer the bearer of the book, and so he was no longer the wielder of its magics. The man stared at Caida in shock, then looked around wildly. He saw the youth clutching the book. 
 “Give it to me, you pimply little shit! Give it to me now!” The man rose on unsteady legs and advanced towards the youth, who backed away. 
 Caida interposed his sword between the man and the boy. “Leave. It’s the last time I’ll say it.” 
 “Or else what? You’ll kill me? An Andine, kill an unarmed man? According to your tenets, I’m the one you should be protecting! Get out of my way, you holy turd.” 
 Caida was sick of killing, and sickened by the fact that the man was right. He could not slay a man who could not defend himself. 
 That did not mean the man couldn’t be harmed. 
 Caida snapped the man’s leg with one savage kick. He fell, screaming, to the turf. Caida turned to the youth. 
 “I leave his fate to you. If you won’t kill him, get far away from him. He will not hesitate to kill you to regain the book.” 
 “No, he won’t,” came a voice from behind. Caida turned. The guardian staggered up, clutching his blades. His shirt was bloody and rent, the skin beneath bloody but whole. 
 Caida gave the pale guardian a long look, then nodded. He turned and started down the hill. 
 Away from Thunderhead. 
 It would be a long walk back to Drum. He could have gone back and gotten a horse; there were thousands there to choose from. But he could not imagine taking one step back in the direction of that slaughter. In the direction of her. 
 Whatever she did now was no concern of his, though he knew his thoughts would be taken up with her for a long time to come. With her, and with his feelings for her. What those feelings said about him, and about his faith. Whatever was left of his faith. 
 Brother Caida turned his thoughts away from the princess, the witch, and towards Drum. 
 He had many questions for his abbot. And until they were answered, he would not protect, or obey, or pray. Instead, he would seek the truth. If it led him to a nunnery in the Kash, or to the emperor’s private quarters, he would have answers. 

I am a wheel whose edge is death, thought Caida, and I will not cease to spin until I have cut to the core of the truth.

   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Caida walked. He walked towards the Timor Hills, and Drum beyond them, and a confrontation with his spiritual superior, his abbot. 
 At first, his only real direction was away, rather than towards—away from Thunderhead, away from the slaughter he had committed. And it was a slaughter. The armsmen he had cut down had been transformed by magic into near-thoughtless beasts. There had been no subtlety in their attacks, and almost no thought of even the most primitive self-defense. They had, for all practical purposes, thrown themselves upon his sword. And they had died, and died, and died. 
 Caida had never looked for glory in battle. That would have been a grievous sin for an Andine, a heretical perversion. But he had believed his vocation was honorable, before he had actually killed. 
 His blood tempering might as well have happened in a slaughter house. He could not tell the difference between sword monk and butcher. No. There was one difference. At least a butcher turned the death of animals into life-sustaining food. Caida had turned a hundred men and more into corpses, to save the life of a witch who seemed ready to kill thousands more. What benefit had he brought the world with his sword? 
 He had saved the lady Anya’s life. 
 He had taken an oath to protect her. 
 He had taken a vow to protect the defenseless. Anya was anything but. 
 And an acid voice deep inside, dripping loathing, accused him of killing for her not because of any oath or vow, but because of what he had come to feel for her the moment he’d burst into her bathing chamber. 
 He had betrayed his vows in his heart. That he could not deny. It was a real betrayal, even if only he knew it. He had not lain with her, but he had killed for her, and killed, and killed. His desire might not have been consummated, but it had still been the cause of slaughter. And it might well be the cause of much more suffering. Caida was certain Anya was not done with the world. 
 Breaking his vow of chastity would have been a paltry sin in comparison, he realized. Though according to all he had been taught, he was blameless, innocent of sin, he knew to the core of his soul he was anything but. He had obeyed the orders of his superior, the abbot, and had saved the life of the person he had been sent to protect. He had not acted on the base temptations of the flesh. His soul was as pure as it had been the moment he had left the monastery in Drum. Everything he had been taught told him so. 
 Except the self-revulsion he felt marked that out as a terrible lie. 
 Except all the precepts he had been taught, that had seemed so clear and so right in the monastery, now seemed to be nothing but hollow platitudes at best. And at worst…. 
 Betrayal piled thick around Anya, around Thunderhead, around Caida. Had the Abbot betrayed him, sent him to die? Had the empire? Had the very Andine order been founded on a lie, thus betraying every brother who took its false tenets to his heart? The thought sent a spear of cold, hard rage through him. 
 Such were the thoughts and emotions that bedeviled Caida as he fled Thunderhead. Eventually it grew too dark to travel, and he lay down beneath a dead tree and closed his eyes. 
 For the first time in years, he did not pray. 
 Eventually exhaustion told, and he fell asleep. And when he woke with the dawn, he knew in his heart where he had to go after he had confronted his abbot. 
 The Kash. To the nunnery, and its library that held a secret about the faith he had built his life around. 
 “If she told the truth,” he whispered to himself. But he did not doubt she had told the truth there in the bath, as he had washed her hair. He doubted her intentions, even her humanity. But he did not doubt her honesty. 
 The abbot had told him to look to Andos for guidance. He would do exactly that. And once he had learned the truth, then what? 
 That he didn’t know. His future beyond that point seemed a terrible blankness that he could not make the least impression on, whatever he tried to imagine. 
 Caida rose, shivering in the wan early light, and began walking once again towards Drum.
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The lady Anya knew the exact moment that the Andine defeated the imperial mage. It was as if she had been struggling to hold up all the weight of the sky, and was slowly but surely being crushed by it, when suddenly that hideous pressure simply disappeared. 
 She smiled a grim, bloody-toothed smile to herself, then fell to the floor of the cavern. She retched up blood and bile, and lost consciousness. Her last, fleeting thought was that she had lost all connection to the Great Spell she’d worked so hard to cast, and had cost her so much. 
 She woke hours later, in her bed. Night had fallen. She was no longer blood-spattered, she noticed almost immediately. Someone had cleaned her off and changed her clothes. Her head was the home of furious drum-pounding, or so it felt. 
 “It’s time, lady, for us to renegotiate my contract.” Heirus’s voice, from a dark corner of the room. 
 “How stands the spell?” she asked, her words slurring somewhat. She levered herself to a sitting position. 
 “It has gone feral, but the Intent hasn’t suffered overmuch. It will still do what you want it to do, but only case-by-case, not en masse.” 
 Anya groaned. Converting ten thousand soldiers, living and dead, into blindly loyal slaves would not be an easy endeavor. Still, it might have been worse. She might be dead. 
 “I can be of great assistance,” Heirus said. “If you wish to re-contract with me.” 
 “Does our previous agreement no longer stand?” 
 “It does not.” 
 “And why is that? And why don’t you come out of the shadows? Don’t be irritating.” 
 Heirus stepped forward into the candlelight. He seemed the same, but subtly different, somehow. As if he’d suddenly stopped slouching after a lifetime of it, or… something. There was an undeniable change to his presence, for all that she could not pinpoint it. 
 “Why is our contract ended?” she prompted him again. “Answer me.” 
 “Heirus the mage is no more. Stench is no more. When one party to a contract ceases to exist, so does the contract. Or so I understand.” 
 Anya felt a chill caress her flesh, raising goosebumps along her arms. She did not let it show on her face, or in her voice. 
 “And if you are not Heirus, not Stench, then who might you be, who wears his face?” 
 He smiled. “My kind do not have names. We take the names of those whose flesh we take, for convenience.” 
 “Skin walker,” said Anya, voice hard. 
 “Yes.” 
 “When did you kill Heirus?” 
 “It doesn’t matter. What matters now is whether you wish to negotiate a contract with me, lady.” 
 “Why would you wish to do so, when you could take my flesh as your own? In fact, you could have done it easily while I lay unconscious. What is your aim?” 
 Heirus took a step forward. Anya refused to flinch. 
 “One thing I can promise you, Anya. Whether you contract with me or not, no harm will come to you from me. Your aims coincide with my own. Everything you want pleases me, and it would please me greatly to aid you. I can do everything Heirus could, and more.” 

Liar, she thought. “You have no idea what I want.” 
 “Certainly I do. I have known for a long time, longer than you would credit. Why you want it is less clear. It is also not my concern.” 
 “And what is my half of the bargain, then? What do I pay in return? I doubt very much you want gold.” 
 He shook his head. “You have the makings of an army ten thousand strong. An army that will serve you without hesitation or dissent.” He paused. “I want a hundredth-part of it for my own kind. They will be the captains of your troops when you need them. You cannot effectively command so many, lady; you cannot be everywhere on the field of battle. You need officers.” 
 “And what will these captains do when I do not require their services?” 
 “Then they will obey me.” 
 A sudden wave of dizziness came over Anya. She lay back down. Heirus approached her, handkerchief suddenly appearing in his hand. 
 “Your nose has begun to bleed again, lady.” 
 Anya took the cloth and pressed it against her upper lip. She kept it there and closed her eyes. The headache was growing steadily worse, but she pushed the pain aside, thinking furiously. 

I did not throw off one golden collar to replace it with another of a monster’s make. This creature comes to me because it wishes to use me. It needs me.

 “You need my help to summon others of your kind to this realm, don’t you?” 
 “Your perception and insight are as keen as ever,” the creature said. “The numen will not bargain with one such as me. Or even one such as Heirus was. It is an old thing of the earth, and recognizes only a woman as worthy of negotiation. 
 “The numen below us has the power to force open the gate that separates this realm from mine. Only you can persuade it to.” 
 “And why should I do such a thing, when the world was at such pains to rid itself of your kind during the Axumite’s time?” 
 It frowned. “A painful memory, that. But you, lady, will hardly fare better in the world’s esteem, succeed or fail.” 
 Anya could not disagree. Not that it bothered her especially. 
 “I will not agree to a hundred,” she decided. “Not all at once, at least. We will start with ten.” 
 She opened her eyes. The thing that wore Heirus’s face made it smile. 
 “Agreed, lady. When you see how useful we are to you, you will not hesitate to summon more.” 
 “We shall see,” she said. We shall see how long it takes for me to find a way to be rid of you, she meant. 
 “I will leave you to rest, lady.” Heirus turned, but she called him back. 
 “Where is the Andine?” 
 “He left, lady, once he broke the magus’s spell. He was last seen walking towards the Timors.” 
 Anya nodded and closed her eyes. She felt nothing at the news. 
 Nothing at all, she told herself.
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Bulwer was in an awful mood. Getting killed and resurrected wasn’t something that put a smile on his face. The fact that Ramesh Herkh, former holder of the book, had found a horse and was shadowing them didn’t make his lips twitch upwards either. 
 Bulwer had initially ignored Herkh’s screamed demands, noting with satisfaction that the now ex-magus had got his leg broken by the Andine while Bulwer himself was busy being a corpse. Beyond the fact that Bulwer simply disliked Herkh immensely, the broken leg meant that Herkh would have a hard time following them. 
 “Should have known better,” Bulwer muttered to himself. “Herkh’s a miserable shit, but he’s not stupid or lacking motivation.” 
 “What did you say?” the boy asked, half-asleep in his saddle, the book clutched to his chest. 
 “I said ‘put that thing in your saddlebag, why don’t you. You’re going to drop it.’” 
 “Right, yes,” Velor said, and twitched a little. But he did not put the book away. 
 “Let me guess,” said Bulwer. “It doesn’t want to go.” 
 “I’m getting that feeling.” 
 “You’re the magus now, and I’m just the guardian. But let me give you a little advice. Handle the book as little as possible. Force yourself to spend time not in contact with it.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because powerful things like that, they start to change a fellow, and not in pleasant ways. Look at Herkh.” 
 “Was he not an asshole before he got the book, then?” 
 Bulwer smiled. “No, he was always an asshole. But he became a progressively insufferable one after he was elevated.” Enough so that they’d eventually stopped talking to one another unless it was unavoidable. 
 Velor nodded, and with an almost pained expression he put the book carefully away in the saddle bag specially made for the purpose. One that Ramesh Herkh had never once used. 
 They rode on in silence for a time. Eventually Velor broke it. 
 “He’ll be coming for it, won’t he?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “What should I do?” 
 “Nothing. That’s my job. When you took the book, you were a sanctioned apprentice of the College of Magi. Herkh no longer has any standing with the College. If he tries to take the book, it will be as a common thief.” 
 “His only hope is to kill us both, and pretend his losing the book never happened. Isn’t it?” 
 Bulwer smiled a tight smile. “You are a fair amount of sharp, magus.” But you’re young, and inexperienced, and have no idea Herkh will likely make his move tonight, he thought. 
 “But you can’t die. Not permanently. Not until your indenture is finished.” 
 “And when is my indenture finished?” 
 “I don’t know. Please don’t say ‘tomorrow.’” 
 “Nine years, seventy-three days.” 
 “Thank the gods.” Velor sat a little straighter in his saddle. His natural cheerfulness started to resurface. 
 Bulwer said nothing in reply, but thanking the gods for the remainder of his indenture was not something he was ever going to do. 
 “So Herkh really has no chance,” Velor mused. 
 “I wouldn’t say that,” Bulwer replied. 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “If you really had your heart set on stealing a book, and managed to kill its magus and guardian, what would you do to make sure said guardian wouldn’t be able to come after you?” 
 “I don’t–” Velor stopped abruptly and frowned in thought. Then frowned in dejection. 
 “Say it, then.” 
 “I’d dismember the guardian and scatter the pieces very far away from each other.” 
 “That’d work, sure enough. And that is why a guardian of the book is best served by looking and acting like anything but. Not that that helps us with Herkh.” 
 Velor chewed on that a while. Just as the silence was becoming comfortable, he spoke again. 
 “That Andine. The one that killed you?” 
 “I know which one you mean, thank you.” 
 “He didn’t really mean you any harm, did he?” 
 Bulwer rubbed the unblemished skin over his heart, where the great sword’s tip had licked in and out like a steel viper’s tongue, cutting his heart clean in half. “I don’t know that I’d put it that way. He knew I’d recover, if that’s what you mean. And he gave me as clean a death as you could wish for. One that he must have known I’d recover from quickly.” 
 “I just don’t understand why he did it. He serves the emperor, just as we do.” 
 “He was following orders, same as us. They’ll kill him for it, of course.” 
 “What? If he was following orders, then why—” 
 “He wasn’t supposed to succeed, magus. That much I’d bet twenty more years of indenture on. Why they sent him out to fail, I haven’t a clue. Politics is not my strong suit. But that sword monk torched some important bastard’s plans good and proper by succeeding in his mission and keeping the witch alive. And you know what they say.” 
 “Um, no. I really don’t.” 
 “No good deed goes unpunished.”







 ~ 35 ~ 
Ramesh Herkh was a driven man. 
 The agony of his broken leg, he ignored. Thirst and hunger, likewise. His entire focus was on the recovery of the book. Everything else in the world was an inconsequential blur. 
 If Herkh had paid more attention to his situation, he might have noticed a lone horseman trailing him, just as he trailed his former apprentice and the book’s guardian. Instead, his thoughts and attention circled endlessly around whether they knew he was following them and how he would kill them once they made camp. His fingers twitched, longing for the covers of the book, even as he held the horse’s reins. 
 Night fell eventually. Herkh was worried they would continue to travel in the darkness. The thought of losing them made him near-frantic. What a relief it was, then, to see a campfire bloom to life in the distance. 
 Ramesh Herkh knew he would have to be patient, to let them settle into sleep. Bulwer was frighteningly competent at violence, but he needed rest just like any other man. 
 He would make his move an hour before dawn, when Bulwer would likely be in his deepest sleep. Herkh decided to stay on his own mount, both to keep himself awake and because his leg could not take his own weight. Catching and mounting the horse had been agony; dismounting would be worse. 
 Waiting was the worst agony of all. He longed for the book’s smooth, cool cover in his hands once more. Once he had the book, re-knitting his broken bone would be child’s play. 
 Slowly the moon rose, nearly full, casting a surprisingly bright silver light across the muted, severe landscape that was southeastern Wyeth. 
 After a time, Herkh heard a noise behind him. He turned in his saddle and saw a heavy man in stained finery approaching on horseback. Herkh’s hands convulsed, trying to grip a book that was no longer in his grasp. He scrambled for the short sword that hung, scabbarded, from the horse’s harness. 
 “Ho!” said the stranger. “You ride hard for an injured man.” 
 “Get away from me or I’ll kill you,” Herkh replied. 
 “Well that’s not terribly friendly,” the man replied, drawing up his horse. “Sier Olvera, knight of Axum at your service. And are you the magus Ramesh Herkh?” 

Olvera. Olvera. The name scratched at Herkh’s memory. It was hard to concentrate. 
 “You were with the Andine. You were taken, bound, into Thunderhead.” 
 “I was. They put me in a cell. That’s the only reason I survived the slaughter that followed. Your leg needs splinting, magus. Why, I can see the bone sticking out of your flesh, shining in the moonlight!” 
 “It’s nothing. Get you hence. I have business to attend.” 
 “Don’t you think you might attend to that business better if you could at least stand? Don’t be obdurate. Let me assist you.” 
 Slowly Herkh lowered the sword. “You make sense. But hurry.” 
 The courtier rode forward at a walk, then dismounted a few feet from Herkh and approached the rest of the way on foot. He put out a hand. “Dismount, then. I’ll help you down as best I can. We’ll try not to jostle that leg overmuch, eh? Do put away the sword. You’ll need both hands just getting down.” 
 Herkh ended sliding off the horse more than dismounting, into Olvera’s arms. His leg sang agony. He did not let that song pass his lips. Somehow during the process, Herkh found his back against Olvera’s chest, and the man’s beefy arms around him, under his own arms, vice-like. He realized he was completely vulnerable. He did not like the feeling. 
 “Let me go.” 
 “After I’ve gone to such trouble to catch you? I think not. Now hold still. This is the tricky bit.” 
 Ramesh Herkh screamed shrilly when what felt like a spike entered his neck at the base of his skull. In the few seconds that remained to him, he became aware of another presence in his mind; cold, utterly alien, burning and freezing and invading his thoughts and his body. The last thing he heard was his horribly fractured leg bones snapping back into wholeness. 
 Then Ramesh Herkh was no more, though his flesh continued. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 It rode on towards the campfire. The guardian had hidden himself well; any human thing would not have been able to see him. Ramesh Herkh was no longer human. 
 It stopped a safe distance away, and called out. 
 “You’ve no need to fear me anymore, Bulwer.” 
 The guardian shifted, silent as a ghost but plainly visible to the thing that was now Ramesh Herkh. 
 “Do stop trying to sneak up on me. And watch out for the snake three feet to your left. If you step on it, it won’t be best pleased.” 
 “You can’t have the book,” the guardian said, standing up with blades bared. 
 “I no longer want the book.” In fact, it couldn’t even touch the book without being burnt to a crisp. 
 “Say I believed you. What do you want?” 
 “I want you to give the College of Magi a message. You’re going there anyway, so don’t be truculent.” 
 “What message?” 
 Ramesh Herkh smiled, and told him.
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Anya spent days working through the still-living armsmen in and around Thunderhead. Breaking the spell to her will once more, individual by individual, was taxing but necessary. Heirus offered its help. She refused. 
 “You have not yet earned my trust,” she told the creature. Nor will you ever, she did not add. 
 The skin walker bowed. “My most fervent desire is to hasten the day when I do.” 
 The dead, while nearly as useful in her plans as the living, were content to wait, and she was content to let them, for the time being. 
 She did look for Jaga Khun, when she realized he was not among the living. Even dead, he could prove a useful commander, if she were willing to call back and imprison his spirit. She had not made up her mind about it. It was one thing to enslave one’s enemies. It was another to enslave a man who had contracted with her, and lived up to that contract, however reluctantly. 
 Jaga Khun was not among the corpses, any more than he was among the living. Heirus had no answer as to the mercenary captain’s fate. Heirus, while unfailingly polite, was growing visibly impatient for her to honor their bargain. 
 “Very well,” she finally told it. “Pick out a hundred of the living. The least useful, mind you. The numen will not care if they have all their limbs and digits; all it requires is their blood. Then choose your ten… hosts.” 
 “We call them mounts, lady.” 
 Anya repressed a shudder. Wordlessly, she strode away from the skin walker, and climbed a ladder up to the battlements. Below her lay the makings of an army, or at least the core of it. There would be more sorcery required on her part, to make the living useful soldiers once more. The dead need only be raised and pointed at her enemies, a blunt instrument with which to make her argument against Roumney, and Ardesh, and the empire. 
 She had the power of the numen, an entity so old that the world had forgotten its very existence. It was a dangerous tool to try and take in hand, but she was prepared for that. 
 She had the skin walkers, an unwanted, unlooked for, reviled group of allies that she trusted not at all. She would use them until she found a way to end the threat they posed to her plans. 
 She had every lesson sister Nimrun had instilled in her. She had sorcery. Soon enough, she would have as much of the world as she cared to take. 
 Anya wrapped her arms around herself, and did not smile.
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The College of Magi was a big gray pile of old stone, grimy with age, draughty as hell in the winter and an oven in summer. It was a jumble of crumbling towers and sagging halls, vast wealth and near-total disregard for the concept of upkeep. It was rank with privilege and just plain rank. It was barely eighty years old, and looked as if it were three or four hundred. Bulwer loathed the place. 
 He loathed the formal gardens full of weeds and ugly statuary. He loathed the cracked bell that portioned out the days for the novices. He loathed the lazy, corrupt staff that kept the place going, to the extent that it went at all. But mostly he loathed the Magi themselves. 
 As they approached the College, Bulwer prepared himself mentally for the confrontation that was soon to be upon him. He briefly considered just keeping quiet about what Ramesh Herkh had told him—or rather what the thing that looked like Ramesh Herkh had told him, out in the wilds of Wyeth. Bulwer had no doubt the thing hadn’t actually been Herkh. Just what it was, he couldn’t say. He’d seen many strange things in his nearly three centuries as a guardian, but… 
 But. He knew Ramesh Herkh, had spent years with the insufferable ass. The thing that had ridden up to their camp and given him the message to pass on to the College had worn Herkh’s face, but the personality had been of someone completely different. The tone of voice, the cadence of the man’s speech, even the word choice had been all wrong. And it had been right about the snake, curled up and slumbering not three feet away from his hiding spot. 
 So. Something supernatural. And the only thing that fit the bill, that Bulwer knew of at least, was a skin walker. 
 Bulwer had no intention of voicing that particular conclusion. Not to the College of Magi. Not to anybody. There wasn’t a person alive who would believe him. 
 The skin walkers had been defeated, at a horrible cost. Aeternox – now Axumwiste – had once risen to the heavens, it was said. A city that was as big as a mountain. Well, two-thirds of it had been sheared off during the Skin Walker War; sheared off and disappeared somehow, leaving a slightly bowl-shaped mesa upon which the survivors slowly rebuilt. 
 Bulwer wasn’t old enough, quite, to have witnessed the war, but he had been around for much of the reconstruction. He had played in the secret recesses of the decapitated city, dangerous and unstable as many of those places had been—for Aeternox had not truly been a mountain, but more an impossible stone scaffolding that the city had grown around and climbed up. The mesa that was left after the war had been a crumbling, unstable thing that by all rights should have been abandoned. But people were stubborn, especially people of the Eternal City. They were not willing to abandon what was left. So they rebuilt, slowly, and if many died in the reconstruction, well, they were mostly foreign laborers, weren’t they? 
 People like Bulwer’s father and all his crew, crushed to death when a retaining wall collapsed, when Bulwer was barely out of his nappies. 
 Bulwer had grown up half-feral in the corpse of the old Aeternox, and the slow blossoming of the new Axumwiste. And then, at twenty and two, he’d made his bargain with the College and become a guardian. He couldn’t quite remember why it had seemed like a good idea; only that it had at the time. 
 They rode up from the outer gate, through the half-wild, half-dead gardens, and came to the Trident, the triple-arched gate that was the true entrance to the College. Velor, unthinkingly, pointed his horse towards the Lesser Arch—the one for novices, apprentices and visitors. 
 “Wrong way,” Bulwer told him. 
 “Ah,” said the boy, grimacing. “Yes. I’m of the magi now, right. Pity they don’t know inside yet.” 
 “They’ll know as soon as you ride through the gate,” Bulwer said. 
 “But I won’t know where to go, or what to do, or what to say.” 
 “Just ride up to the Bronze Door, get off your horse, and say ‘Ramesh Herkh is no more. Velor—’ what’s your family name?” 
 “Yekim.” 
 “All right. Say ‘Ramesh Herkh is no more. Velor Yekim now holds the book.’” 
 “Ramesh Herkh is no more. Velor Yekim holds the book.” 
 “Now holds the book.” 
 “Velor Yekim now holds the book.” 
 “You’re a natural,” Bulwer said. “See you inside.” 
 “Wait, you aren’t going with me?” Something close to panic flared up in the boy’s eyes. 
 “One gate for the nobodies, one for the magi, and one for the guardians. You know this. You lived here for four years, yes?” 
 “Yes. But–” 
 “You’ll be fine. Try to be a little more arrogant. See you inside.” And with that, Bulwer steered his own mount towards the Guardian’s Arch. Or as he always thought of it, the sucker’s gate. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 First Among Servants Gwynne was a grossly fat, sour-faced old man with an annoying habit of picking his teeth with one long, discolored fingernail. He was as crooked as he could get away with, which was quite crooked indeed, considering his native intelligence and the general indifference the Magi showed to his creative accounting. His sour, crooked countenance was the first to greet Bulwer when he rode up to the Copper Door. 
 “So Herkh is dead?” he asked Bulwer, and got nothing in reply. 
 “The boy’s got the book, then,” he said, and Bulwer gave the same answer. 
 “You’re an insufferable prick, Bulwer,” Gwynne said, and picked at his teeth. Bulwer smiled, and led his horse through the Door. 
 “I’ll need a meeting with the Owls,” he told Gwynne as he passed the man. “Today.” 
 Gwynne scowled, and considered pretending he hadn’t heard the Guardian. But his own sense of self-preservation trumped his desire to give Bulwer grief. Gwynne had made himself comfortably rich by knowing who he could ignore and screw over with impunity, and who he most definitely could not. Guardian Bulwer fell deep, deep into the second category. 
 Gwynne went to inform the members of the Committee of Owls that an urgent meeting was required. 
   
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 
   
 Bulwer loathed meetings. He especially loathed meetings with the Committee of Owls, which was the closest thing the College had to a ruling body. It was always composed of three of the twenty Magi, but which three was decided in some fashion Bulwer had never quite fathomed. He harbored a suspicion that it was very nearly random; that any three magi who happened to be free at the time of a meeting would do. Or rather, any two. Magus Klarn was almost always in attendance, though he seemed to get about as much enjoyment from the meetings as Bulwer himself, which was approximately none at all. 
 Bulwer waited in the Owl Chamber for half an hour before the three finally shuffled in, Klarn stirring a steaming bowl of gruel, thinning white hair as messy as a haystack. The other two were Furst and Jens. Furst was an ass, and fat. Jens was fit, middle-aged and something of a nonentity. His personality was as colorless as his pale northern skin. 
 The magi seated themselves at the three delicate wooden tables arrayed along the north side of the room. Bulwer slouched on the low bench in front of them. He didn’t stand at their entrance as he should have, and they pretended not to notice. 
 Furst spoke first. 
 “Guardian Bulwer, how many Magi have died under your watch?” 
 Bulwer scratched his chin. He realized he needed a shave. “Seven? No, eight. I almost forgot Magus Pelwer, the one who choked on a fish bone. Not that it matters, Magus Furst. Every-damn-body knows a guardian guards the book, not the person who holds it. And how many books have been lost under my watch?” 
 The magus chose not to respond. 
 “I didn’t request a meeting to discuss Herkh’s death,” Bulwer continued after a moment. “I roused this esteemed body to deliver the message he gave me after he died.” 
 Furst and Jens exchanged glances. Klarn continued to stir his gruel. 
 “Care to explain that last bit?” Jens asked. 
 “Ramesh Herkh—or rather, someone who looked like Ramesh Herkh, but certainly did not act or speak like him, approached me the night after Thunderhead fell. He, or it, asked me to relay a message to the College of Magi.” 
 “What was the message?” Klarn asked, speaking for the first time, but not looking up from his stirring. 
 “That the Queen of Shadows is rising in Wyeth-That-Was. That Roumney would soon make war on the empire, and Ardesh would follow. That the empire’s days are numbered.” 
 “Very kind of whoever it was, to give us such timely warnings. Was there anything else?” 
 “Just one more thing. That the College of Magi is doomed to destruction, and all the books will burn.” 
 “Herkh has obviously been driven insane by the loss of the book,” Furst muttered. 
 Bulwer considered telling them again that it hadn’t been Herkh, but kept his mouth shut. They would choose to believe whatever they wished. Repetition wouldn’t sway them. 
 “Let’s set that delightful message aside for a moment,” said Klarn. “Tell us about Herkh’s failure to best the witch. What happened, specifically?” 
 Bulwer shrugged. “The Andine happened.” 
 “Would you care to be more specific?” 
 “Not really, but I will if you insist. The Andine trudged up to where Herkh was camped. I asked him to turn aside. He didn’t. We fought. I lost. When I came back to life he had interrupted Herkh’s spell and broken Herkh’s leg. The apprentice, Velor, was in possession of the book, and so Velor was now the magus, and Herkh was not.” 
 “What happened with Herkh’s spell?” Furst asked, impatiently. 
 Bulwer shrugged. “I’m not a magus. I vaguely remember Herkh screaming something about the spell going feral as I revived. I think that’s what he said. I was somewhat distracted by my chopped-up heart re-knitting itself.” 
 “Feral. That means she might well have control of both armies still. We should tell—” 
 “Later,” Klarn interrupted. “We’ll discuss that later. Guardian Bulwer, you did not see Ramesh Herkh die, but you present his death as a fact. Would you explain why?” 
 “I knew Herkh. I couldn’t stand him, but I knew him, intimately. Whatever it was that talked to me out on the Wyeth plain, it was definitely not Ramesh Herkh, whatever it looked like.” 
 “I fail to see how that presupposes Herkh’s death.” 
 Bulwer hesitated. He very much did not want to give the impression that he believed he’d spoken with a skin walker. But he couldn’t lie to a magus, either. “It wasn’t an illusion. Or if it was, it was the best illusion I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen every type of illusion it is possible to cast from the book, and several from, uh, other sources. So that leaves possession. I don’t know any form of possession that ends well for the possessed.” 
 “You are not a magus,” Jens said, “as you yourself pointed out just a moment ago.” 
 “I’m also not an idiot.” 
 Klarn stopped stirring his gruel, finally. He sucked it down in three quick swallows, then burped. “Thank you, Guardian Bulwer,” he said. “That will be all.”
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It was a long, hungry walk back to Drum. Caida was used to fasting, especially during the season of doubt. He hoped that the journey would bring him some insight, some revelation. In that he was disappointed. 
 The time that the journey took did allow Caida to regain a semblance of composure, a ghost of his old equilibrium. Still, when the blocky outline of the monastery came into view, both hope and fear flared in his breast. Hope, that he would find some answers to the questions that plagued him, some balm for the burning doubt that afflicted his faith. Fear that the answers would instead confirm his worst suspicions. 
 He entered the monastery’s gates in the late afternoon, light-headed but clear-eyed. This time, he saw the abbot at his balcony. The man was alone. Caida made his way straight to the abbot’s chambers, acknowledging none of his brothers on the way. 
 Caida did not storm into the Abbot’s office. But he did not knock, either. The abbot was waiting for him behind the big, plain writing desk. The older man’s face was composed. 
 Caida took off his great sword, scabbard, harness and all, and laid it gently on the desk. 
 “The lady Anya is no longer in any danger that I can defend her from,” he said. 
 “I am aware. Much news has preceded you.” 
 “I have many questions,” Caida said. 
 “It is the season of doubt,” the abbot replied. “I will give what answers I can.” 
 “Was I meant to fail in the task you set me?” 
 The abbot sighed. “Yes, brother. You were. But the task was set by the emperor, not me.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Why were you meant to fail? I do not know. I can only surmise that the emperor felt it would further the interests of the empire in some fashion.” 
 “Why did you agree? Why did you let me be sent out on a false quest?” 
 “Because, brother, I also must obey, whether I agree or not.” The abbot looked down at the desk, at Caida’s sword. “And because I believed that you would not fail. That you would somehow survive, and return to us with the honor of the order intact.” He looked up again. “The emperor is displeased. He sent a courier to tell me so in no uncertain terms. I replied that if his desire was for failure, then he should not have sent an Andine.” 
 Caida thought over the abbot’s words, swaying slightly. If it was the truth, it was not all he might have wished it to be. But it was something he could accept, for the time being. Much prayer and meditation lay ahead of him. 
 “Take your sword, brother, and rest,” said the abbot. “You are exhausted.” 
 Caida wanted nothing more than to bathe, to eat, to sleep. But he was not finished. 
 “There is one other matter.” 
 “What matter, brother, that cannot wait until tomorrow?” 
 “Has the Testament of Andos been abridged? Is it incomplete?” 
 The abbot sat up straighter, a stunned, disgusted look on his face. “Who told you such foul heresy?” 
 Caida saw no reason to lie. “The lady Anya. She claimed to have read a copy of the original Testament.” 
 “Then she is a liar and a heretic as well as a witch.” 
 Caida shook his head. Anya was no liar. That much he knew. So, was the abbot lying, or did he truly believe what he was saying? 
 “When I left on the quest, you told me to look to Andos for guidance. How can I do that, if I cannot be sure what Andos’s teachings truly are?” 
 The abbot stood. His face was a cold mask. “Listen to me, brother, and listen well. There is no other Testament beyond the one we have been taught. In this season of doubt, you have been afflicted with the worst doubt of all, one that gnaws at the very foundations of the faith. Go to the chapel, now, and pray for guidance. I will go with you, and I will not leave your side until this doubt has been purged from your soul. I swear it.” 
 Caida did not move. “I cannot, reverend abbot. I cannot pray until I know that my prayers are not perversions. I beg leave to find the true Testament, whether it be here as you say, or… elsewhere.” 
 “It is here, Caida. Your quest would lead you no further than the chapel.” 
 “I must be sure. I must go and seek out the Testament I was told of, with or without your blessing. Forgive me.” 
 “Then you have lost your faith, irredeemably” the abbot said, “and so I must take back the sword you were given. Forgiveness is not yours.” 
 Caida looked down at the sword, stunned. “What do you mean?” 
 “You, Caida of Myed, are excommunicated. You are cast out from the Order that nurtured you, and your sword will be melted down to slag, to match your spoiled soul. Your brothers will revile you from this day hence, and your emperor, when he is informed, will declare your punishment. Remove your robe and get you hence.” 
 It was a blow so weighty and unexpected that Caida did not even feel it. As if in a dream, he stripped down to his breechclout, removing even his sandals, and drifted out of the abbot’s door and down the stairs. He did not of course see the signal the abbot gave to the imperial troopers waiting outside the gates. 
 Caida walked across the dusty courtyard where he had learned to pray with steel. He pushed aside one heavy wooden gate and stepped out into the dusty cobbled road, his eyes on his bare feet. 
 “Caida of Myed,” said a voice. He looked up and saw a man in imperial uniform, standing with a squad of crossbowmen. “You are under arrest. Put out your hands.” 
 “Arrest? For what?” 
 “Treason. Put out your hands or you will be killed where you stand.” 
 Dazedly, Caida raised his hands in front of himself, palms empty and open to the sky. He had no idea how to be arrested. 
 The imperial fit the heavy iron manacles on his wrists, locked them, then led him away. The crossbowmen surrounded them in a moving square, never once lowering their weapons. 

 




 Excerpt from 
 An Unclean Strength 
 The Skin Walker War: Book 2 
   
   
 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 an organism instead of ten men convicted and sentenced to the penal legion. 
 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, and 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, there were only numbers. And of course he knew their numbers, which corresponded to their individual places in the chain. 
 Caida himself was Ten. The end of the chain. 
 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 particular 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 had not said a word since his ‘trial’ and sentencing. He feared that, if he tried to speak, 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’d put him in a cell in the basement of the polis governor’s mansion. It had 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 had come 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 had assumed he would not be held there long. 
 He’d 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 been 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, he had thought. 
 They’d come for him less than an hour later, and taken 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. 
 “This is the traitor, then,” the man had said. 
 “I am not a traitor,” was Caida’s reply, and one of the guards behind him had struck him a blow on the back of the head for it. 
 “I am Sier Frusht, polis governor of Drum, and you are Caida of Wyeth, excommunicate from the Andine Order and traitor to the emperor you swore to serve.” 
 “When is my trial?” Caida had 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 Frusht.” 
 “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. But if you prefer to serve life in chains, I will grant it.” 
 “Am I supposed to show appreciation?” Far from intending sarcasm, Caida had been honestly curious. Sier Frusht, however, had not been inclined to try and understand Caida’s position. He’d picked up a steel-nibbed pen and begun to write on a parchment that was already partially filled in. 
 “Caida of Wyeth,” he’d said as he wrote, “as polis governor, I sentence you to life at hard labor. You are consigned to the penal legions, where you will work until you drop, and may Dureg gnaw your traitor soul at his leisure.” 
 The crossbowman had slipped his quarrel out of its groove, then bashed the stock of his weapon into the back of Caida’s head until he lost consciousness. 
 When next Caida had woken, it had been to the lash. That was six months ago. He had been digging ever since. 
 Now 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 Gray Queen had claimed it as her own, and covered it with her sorcerous mists. 
 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. 
 He had seen men escape from other chains. He had seen those chains subsequently dangling from makeshift gallows. 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. 
 Caida dug, and turned his thoughts to other things, away from murder and escape and misery and bone-chilling cold, 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. One dropped his whip and started backing away, face suddenly white. He turned on his heel and began running. 
 The other guard screamed at the chain. 
 “Get up! Get out! Back to the barracks, now!” 
 Caida and the rest of the chain scrambled up the crumbing side of the trench and began a shambling, stumbling run towards the barracks. 
 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 the guard would accede to Seven’s frantic plea. He was happy to be proven wrong. The man 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. 
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