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Foreword



Remembering Kathy Speakman




by Terry Brooks



			That would be Shawn’s mother, and she is accurately portrayed—astonishingly so—by Todd Lockwood on the cover of this book. If you look closely, you will notice that she is enjoying a profusion of white flowers and blue butterflies while turning away from the dark creature that lurks beneath the bridge in the background. That was Kathy, always cheerful, always smiling, ready to speak kind words and think the best of everyone.

			She was that way right up until the final days of her life.

			She died not long ago of a cancer that snuck up on her while she was turned away, her attention on her family flowers and butterflies, good thoughts and smiles, always smartly focused on what mattered. All of us who had known her or even just heard about her were left the poorer for her passing, but the richer for her life.

			I remember when I first met her. I was doing a signing at Powell’s Books in Beaverton, Oregon, and she came to dinner with Shawn and his brother Todd beforehand. Shawn always referred to her as “my Mom” the way we do with our mothers, and that was always how I thought of her. As Mom. It just fit. It doesn’t with everyone, but it did with her. She introduced herself as Kathy, right after Shawn called her “my Mom,” and it was probably the last time either of us used her given name in conversation.

			She was always Mom to me afterward. Goodness gracious, she had to be Mom! She just looked the part, and she would hug me and I would remember my own long-since departed mother and find a little of her in Kathy. I don’t think I ever called her anything but Mom in any setting or situation or conversation. It wouldn’t have sounded right.

			She was a reader of my books, knew them all, talked about them as sacred artifacts, and let me know how much they meant to her. I appreciated that, but it would have made no difference to me if she had never read a one. Some people you just like for themselves and nothing more. Some people matter just for being in your life. She was one of those. Shawn would tell me stories about the two of them, always with a laugh included because you couldn’t really tell a Kathy story that didn’t involve at least one laugh or smile.

			I won’t tell you any of them here. I will tell you that this book is dedicated to her (in case you somehow missed that page) and it should be. She was such a fan of books—fantasy, in particular. She was a hugely positive influence on Shawn’s life. She was there for him always, and never in an intrusive way. She came to Seattle from Battle Ground, Washington, for signings and for baseball games and just to visit. I didn’t get to see her every time she came, but Shawn always told me about the visit afterward.

			So here we are, all the authors in this book, gathered between the covers with Kathy Speakman’s memory to give it special meaning. Everyone writing here is a talented author who has earned the respect and admiration of their peers, all providing a final goodbye to someone who would have loved to be here to read this book.

			Maybe, somewhere out there, she is reading it amid flowers and butterflies, hugging its pages and smiling.

			Terry Brooks

Author

October 2016


 Introduction

The End of Magic’s Beginning

			


We are all introduced to magic in different ways.

			My mother, Kathy Jane Speakman, is the person who first introduced it to me.

			I was thirteen years old. I had read Lloyd Alexander’s Prydain Chronicles and Ursula K. Le Guin’s first three Earthsea novels years earlier. I remember loving them but, at the time, not seeking out other books like them. I still do not know why.

			Then on one stormy October day, I discovered a massive book sitting on my mother’s sewing machine. More than 700 pages long. On the cover, it featured a human, an elf, and a dwarf standing around a glowing sword placed partially within stone. I picked the paperback up. It had the weight that only epic fantasy can have. My mother intended to read it, recommended to her by someone at work. Seeing my interest, she gave it to me instead.

			I read The Sword of Shannara by Terry Brooks in three days. In my heart, it instilled the magic of reading. I would go on to read numerous fantasy novels and, over the next three decades, share many of them with her. Just as she had shared that first one with me.

			Magic. Gifted from mother to son and back again.

			That magic has blossomed into a wonderful life where I work within the very fantasy community I began reading so long ago. And when I was diagnosed with cancer in 2011 and did not have health insurance, that magic came to my aid in the form of authors donating short stories that would eventually become Unfettered.

			I knew I would pay that magic forward. Aid received is aid owed others, my mother always taught. But as I planned Unfettered II, cancer struck again—this time at her. A terminal diagnosis. She fought like hell to meet my firstborn, her grandson. It wasn’t meant to be. Forty-four days after being admitted to the hospital, she passed beyond our bonded magic. I have missed her every day since—her laugh, the sparkle in her eyes, the way she unconditionally loved, and most of all our conversations about books.

			Unfettered II has become her swan song, the anthology featuring many of her favorite authors writing stories I know she would have loved. She is illustrated on the cover; she is memorialized in my short story contribution.

			All proceeds from the book go to fight author medical debt as well as fund cancer research. In this way, we share magic with one another and become stronger for it.

			She may be gone, but her magic remains. I thank you for holding the book you now hold. It possesses purpose and was made with love.

			And a little of Mom’s magic.

			Shawn Speakman

			Editor and Publisher

			October 2016


Naomi Novik












This story was the fruit of my own reader’s journey through Barbara Tuchman’s wonderful book A Distant Mirror, a vivid history of the fourteenth century in medieval Europe and the impact of the Black Death framed by the life of one of the Sires of Coucy, whose famous castle had an immense donjon built, as Tuchman put it, on “more than mortal” scale. It’s one of those time periods where the history we get at school teaches us the brutal numbers—half of Europe dead—without making those numbers real, or helping us understand what it meant to live in that time and place. It’s striking and strange to dive deep into that past, to engage with what life and death meant then to the people who lived in it, and how they understood the world and explained it to themselves.




Naomi Novik


  [image: novik]

  


  

    Castle Coeurlieu





  
    Naomi Novik
  


  
    

  


  
    

  

    
		

Isabeau came to Castle Coeurlieu as a girl of twelve, and its lady: she had been married two weeks before to the Comte de Coeurlieu, who was thirty-two and very large, with an always-angry hatchet face slashed and pierced through the left cheek where he had taken a crossbow bolt at the battle of Leprans, full six years ago. She had been excited beforehand: she knew it was a grand match, beyond her family’s deserts, and he was famous; he had won a tournament in disguise as a young man, although he was too great a seigneur to have exposed himself so, which was very romantic. But she recoiled a little when she met him, and her voice quavered when she spoke her vows to the middle of his chest.


    But he looked down at her afterwards, from his great height, and said not unkindly, “I am for the war in Grosviens. You will go to Coeurlieu, my lady, if it pleases you,” and she said with relief, “As it pleases my lord.”


    Alone then Isabeau came to Coeurlieu. She was not overly impressed by castles, having lived in many, even great ones, but when the carriage crept out of the woods and climbed steadily up the winding road, she could not look away from the ancient donjon rising enormously, flinty grey that looked nothing like the warm golden stone of the rest of the walls.


    “The Duc de Niente built the castle round it, three hundred years ago,” Jerome told her, as they sat on one of the outer walls looking upon it, kicking their dangling heels as they ate the quincebread they had stolen from the kitchens. He was the Comte’s son, by his previous wife who had died two summers before, and thirteen, but the plague had caught him glancing as a child. He had survived, but his whole right side was weak: he could not hold a sword. So he had been put to be a magister instead, but he hated to read and write, and in the three days since she had come, he had escaped his tutors six times on the excuse of making her new home known to her.


    “Everyone knows there’s no use to the lessons,” he said, matter-of-fact, when she a little timidly asked if he would not be punished, meaning would she not be punished, too. “It will be six years more before I can go to war even to hurl stones. And I won’t live so long. It’s been eight years since the last plague.”


    Isabeau nodded. “My mother and my nurse died last time.” She remembered her mother not at all, and her nurse vaguely, a warmth suddenly gone out of her life, but that was why the Comte had taken her, with her dowry of only two small castles. Those the plague had passed over, it most often passed over again, and she had lived crying in her room for a whole day and night cuddled to her nurse already dead in the bed beside her. So many people had been dying that no one had remembered to look for her until they came to bring her to her mother’s funeral the next morning.


    But the plague always came first for those it had marked the last time, and it would come again, soon. So she followed Jerome when he led her to the kitchens and past the table where the cook’s sweating third assistant had just brought the quinces from the oven sticky and gleaming in their pastries, and no one stopped them. They carried their stolen prizes out onto the wall, to eat, and to look out the arrow slit at the carts crawling up and down the road to the castle, going in widening circles down the hill and escaping into the countryside, and sometimes they looked instead within, at the life of the courtyard bustling around in the looming donjon’s shadow.


    “If you are inside, and you close the doors, nothing can get in,” Jerome said. “In my grandfather’s day, Magistra Pia set fire and wind and half a mountain of stone against it, and all she did was make the walk,” pointing to the long irregular stripe of black stone set into the courtyard, leading to the donjon doors. The walk looked much stranger than the tower itself, so polished that the clouds moved in slow reflected billows across the surface, and perfect shades walked upside down beneath everyone who crossed it on their way through.


    “Why build other walls, then?” Isabeau asked with interest. The donjon was so enormous it could have held everyone who lived in the castle, all within, and an army besides. It seemed a waste to put anything more around it.


    “Strange things happen at night, or when the doors are shut,” Jerome said in portentous tones. “And not all who go within come out again.”


    It was by far the most interesting thing that Isabeau had ever heard of, that she could see with her own eyes and touch with her own hands. She had only heard of war from the jongleurs, singing the clash of swords and the storm-fires raised by the great magisters, and once when she had been eight years old, she had been living in Castle Rouge-Bois and there had been a unicorn sighted in the forest. All the knights and grown ladies had gone out to chase it, and she had run up to the highest tower to watch them ride out in dazzling array, and from there saw one tiny glimpse, on a distant hill, of a white beast darting into the trees. She had never told anyone of it because hers had been the second sighting, and a unicorn was never seen thrice, so everyone came back disappointed with no great horn to make a cup for the king’s grace. But the donjon did not run away or vanish. It stood there grey and stolid and nevertheless wondrous, surrounded with as many stories as there were bricks in the castle walls built round it.


    Father Jean-Claude, the priest who took her daily confession, was persuaded to put aside his Bible and tell her that one hundred years ago, the rash and boastful Sir Theolian Ogre-Killer had gone into the tower, his squire reluctantly behind him, vowing he would suffer whatever adventure came unto him in that place. But he passed all the day and night loudly carousing, and nothing either strange or wondrous befell him. At last he grew impatient and made to leave, but when he opened the doors to go forth, he found only darkness without, unbroken by any gleam of lantern or sound of human voices. His squire cried out, “My lord, let us not tempt God’s mercy, but close again the doors,” but Sir Theolian said, “Fie, coward,” and seized sword and lantern and set into the dark. His footsteps died away at once, although for a long time after his light might yet be seen receding in the distance.


    But his trembling squire knelt and prayed to God for deliverance, and in the midst of his prayers, he heard the bells ringing for dawn, and raising his head saw that sunrise had come into the windows. When he opened the doors and came forth to the courtyard, he there found the same host assembled who had seen Sir Theolian go within, and not the span of a candle’s mark had passed. No sign of Sir Theolian was ever from that day heard or seen by mortal man, and so did God rebuke pride and vainglory. But the squire was greatly chastened and took holy orders and became St. Anselm of the Tower, and ever after told the story to warn others from sin.


    And Father Jean-Claude triumphantly took Isabeau to see a small hut built against the side of the tower, beginning to collapse now from pilgrims breaking off parts of the branches. The saint’s cot still lay within, the coverlet slowly rotting, although his remains were kept in the chapel in a golden casket.


    Isabeau liked that story, although she liked better the one the old woman told her, who sat carding wool in the courtyard: in the old days, the crone said, before the castle had been built, and there was only the tower, and its doors stood open to the world—no one could tell Isabeau when the tower had been built, itself, or what man had made it—in the old days, when there had only been the nameless village now called Coeurlieu down at the bending of the river where the old mill still stood, there had been a girl called Beau-Mains who brought her father’s flock of sheep every day to graze upon the green hillside round the tower doors. But she was sullen to be set to this duty, because she wished never to work, and only to keep her hands fine and soft, so she did not mind the sheep very well. And so one afternoon in warm summer she slothfully fell to sleep upon the hill and started up only as the sun was going down, and found her flock all gone missing with their bleating voices coming faint from within the walls.


    She was afraid of the tower, but she feared more the sharp switch that her mother would use on her back if she came home without her sheep, and so she went foolhardy or brave within. She climbed the stairs round and round and up and up, calling, hearing always the sheep answering her from afar, until she came out upon the roof and found them there with the first stars coming out in the night sky.


    They followed her down again. But the great halls had gone very dark, and the stairs went round longer than they ought, and though she walked a long time, she did not come to the ground again. The sheep were docile and huddling close around her legs, as though they feared some wolf or beast, and whenever she turned round and counted them, the number had changed: there were always more.


    She began to fear her own flock, even as they clustered round her ever more closely. She shivered and wished mightily that she had paid more attention to her sheep, and could recognize them one from another, and pick out the strange ones, but then to her even greater alarm, one of them she did recognize: as a child she had taken a fancy to one lamb, small and gentle and white, and had fed it by hand, and called it Snow, and loved it, until by mistake her father had butchered it for the village Maying. She had wept for a week.


    She wept now with horror as Snow came and butted her hand, and yet she still petted the soft nubbly head for comfort, and said, “Snow, Snow, which way shall I go,” and when she came to the next landing, which ought have been the ground and yet was not, the lamb baaed softly and turned from the stairs and out into the darkness of the hall.


    Beau-Mains and her flock followed the little lamb, which seemed almost to be shining in the dark, until she came to a door which ought not have been there, in a wall which did not curve but ran straight as long as the light reached to either side. Inside she found a table with four small boxes lying open, and in each a great colored jewel as large as her fist: the first of red like blood, the second of browns and deep yellows like mingled shades of earth, the third a virulent green, and the last as clear as water over stones. She gasped with delight and snatched the jewels up, putting them into her apron, and Snow went onward to a door behind the table.


    Beau-Mains followed the lamb, and came into another room, where inside stood another table with four larger boxes lying open, each full of coins as is a cup of water: the first of brass, the second of silver, the third of gold, and the fourth of some strange black metal which she had never seen. Beau-Mains would have filled the rest of her apron only with gold, but the lamb butted her until she grudgingly took a few coins from each box, as much as the thin fabric would hold, and followed Snow to a third door.


    In the third room there were four great stone coffins of four great lords, their faces and their swords carved into the stone and their names upon the sides. Beau-Mains was only a peasant girl and could not read the letters, but she looked upon them in silence and knew them for seigneurs of high birth, for they were tall and comely and well armored. And in each stone coffin there was a hollow above the lord’s heart, which was made of like shape to the jewels she had found, and upon the eyes of each lord there were carved two stone coins like in size to the coins she had found. Not without a longing look, Beau-Mains put in each hollow one of the jewels, and on the eyes of each lord two of her precious coins, and with the meager handful which was left to her she followed after the lamb through the final door.


    And here at last Beau-Mains found herself once more on the floor of the tower, with the great doors standing open ahead of her, but alas! She was not alone in the hall. A terrible beast stood there with a great collar round its neck chained three times to the wall: a vast coiling serpent with its maw directly at the door, its eyes red and its teeth yellow and brown with old bloodstains. It moved and writhed restlessly, and it cast its eye rolling over Beau-Mains and her flock, and it saw them and snorted steam and hunger from its fearsome nostrils. The chains restrained the beast so it could not come at them, though it strained at their limits, but neither could she come to the door, but that she would go so close the beast could devour her.


    Now once more the little lamb made its soft bleating noise, and from the flock around Beau-Mains, a great many of the sheep came apart to stand with Snow, and among them Beau-Mains recognized a few others which she knew also had gone to butchering, or been taken by wolves. And the lamb led its portion of the flock away from Beau-Mains, towards the writhing beast, and Beau-Mains hid her face and put her arms round the sheep that remained to her, burying her head against their wool, so she might not hear the savage feeding.


    When the sound of devouring had ended, Beau-Mains lifted her tear-stained face from her sheep, and saw that the great beast had gorged and fallen to sleep, and now slumbered with its wet maw shut. On soft feet she led her flock past its red teeth and through the doors and out upon the familiar hillside, and as soon as they were out together they ran and ran and ran all the long way home. And there Beau-Mains would have been whipped by her mother for being late, and for her gasping sheep, and also for telling stories, but from her apron Beau-Mains took out her handful of coins: brass, and silver, and gold, and one coin of strange cold black metal which the smith’s forge could not melt, nor his hammer break, and so her tale was known for true, even though the next morning, when the villagers with pitchforks and spears went warily to the tower, they looked within the tower and found neither beast, nor lords, nor chests of gold and silver, but only the sun shining through the round circle in the roof.


    This story Isabeau loved better than any other about the donjon, both for Beau-Mains, and for the coin of strange cold black metal, which Jerome showed her: it was in the castle’s treasury, in a small chest of wood, and when she touched it with her own fingertip she could feel it taking the warmth from her flesh with a delicious shiver. She did not mind that there were three other tales of the coin quite unlike the story of Beau-Mains, although she rejected scornfully the one which suggested the coin had not come from the tower at all, but instead had been brought from the East some two centuries before, which was plainly ridiculous: two such miracles could not be in so much proximity and yet unrelated.


    “We can go in, if you like,” Jerome told her. “It’s all right for as long as there’s no star in the sky.” He took her through the doors and pointed up: in the very center of the ceiling, there was a large ring of metal open to the floor above, and when she stood directly underneath it and looked up, she saw a round circle of blue sky visible through a succession of such openings, just as in the story of Beau-Mains.


    There were no doors or chambers within. Each floor was one vast great echoing chamber, so far across that when Isabeau raced Jerome from one end to the other, she was breathless and gasping by the time she reached the other side. The wide stone stairs were twice the width of her own foot, big enough to hold the mailed foot of a knight, and they climbed two vast spiraling swoops up the inside of the tower walls until they passed through to the next floor above. A narrow walkway of stone circled halfway up the chamber, like a balcony looking down upon the window, and arrow-slit windows stood at every tenth step along it.


    The second floor was just the same as the first, but the windows were larger: she could have stood upon the sill and stretched to her toes and reached the length of her fingers and still the top of the window arch or the sides would have been beyond her. The third was a little less high, and there was only one turn of the stairs, and no walkway: the windowsills stood at the height of her chin, and you could stand upon a box and fold your arms and rest your head upon them and look out for seven leagues in any direction over the folds and rolling waves of the countryside, like an ocean of green and grain, halted for one instant of time.


    Then to the roof, where the wind whistled thin and strange in her ears, and the world below seemed more removed than it ought to have been. There was a pool upon the roof, which caught rainwater, and long golden fish swarmed in its dark depths, which no one could catch: she and Jerome tried with nets, but the fish always dived away into the dark, and though they put their arms and their long nets as far down as they could go, there was no sign of them, although as soon as they drew out, the fish came back to the surface.


    But mostly they stayed on the third floor, where no one came. During the hours of daylight, there were four pages stationed on the roof to keep a lookout in all weathers, who at every hour had to answer the distant call rising up through the circle: what comes to Coeurlieu? and much woe did they get if they did not report a wagon-train or a carriage or a visitor riding to the castle, who came in by the gates later. Meanwhile the knights on the day’s watch saved themselves the stairs, and sat round their table on the ground floor comfortably drinking and playing cards, or very occasionally training; in winter, they made the great circle a riding school. And the second floor was filled with stores, though nothing of essential worth, but the third floor was all but empty: not as useful for a lookout, and too many stairs to climb up and down every day. No one came to look for them there, or objected.


    She soon grew used to the endless stairs and the endless country outside the windows. Jerome taught her to read there, the two of them lying on their stomachs on the sun-warmed stone looking over his hated books: Isabeau had been taught her letters, but never much more. He even taught her a few magister’s charms, enough to make small chips of rock hop like frogs and catch the sun in a mirror that would shine for a few minutes. She had never had a friend before. She had lived always with girls either too much older or younger; she did not like to look after little ones, and the elder had not paid much attention to her. She had been trained more or less by a succession of noble ladies, sent from one castle to another as her father gained a higher place for her, and she had a little talent for cards and embroidery, which won her a little share of society and praise. But now the frame and the fabric lay forgotten more often than not.


    By the time the letter came, near midsummer, she could read it for herself: the Comte had helped the king break the siege of Grosviens, and he was coming home. “God save my good lord and bring him swiftly,” she said, sadly, handing the letter back to Father Jean-Claude, who had brought it to her. She knew she had not done her duty. Her husband would come home and she would have nothing to show him for her time, but that she had learned to read, which she ought have done sooner, and the distraction of his heir.


    She hurriedly began to embroider a cloak with the yellow flowers of the Comte’s coat of arms on long green vines, at least to have a gift which might please him, though so little work would not show her very industrious. When Jerome tempted her again to put it aside and come wander with him, she looked out the window and imagined to herself that she saw the Comte emerge from the woods upon the road, and refused. Jerome sighed but kept company with her, and even turned the pages of his books occasionally when she reproached him.


    The vines grew and the flowers bloomed, all along the border, and then she decided to risk beginning the great donjon on the center of the back. She rose with the first light good enough to see her needle, and in the evenings in her own bedchamber bent late over the sewing with smoky candlelight. The tower climbed, its windows stitched in black and the stones in silver thread, until all that was left to sew was the Comte’s flag streaming from the battlements on the roof, which she could not do until the next merchant brought her the blue thread for which she had waited two weeks already. She set the frame down frowning, and then Jerome sat up from his books and looked at the heap of the cloak in her lap and said slowly, “My father has not come yet.”


    They climbed the stairs to the roof of the donjon to look out at the countryside: no sign of a company anywhere, only a single rider far distant, raising a small cloud of dust at his heels. The wind tugged at her hair beneath her coif, and she put her arms round herself, strangely cold, though the summer sun beat strong and hot upon her skin.


    The rider came to Couerlieu before the sun went down. The plague had erupted in Blens, between here and Grosviens, and many roads were closed: the townsfolk had heaped barricades of burning brush across them, to try and fend off death. The king had desired the Comte to stay with him in Mont-Sauvage, and therefore the Comte commended the castle and his lady to Sir Gaubard, the stolid old knight of forty-three who was the chatelain. Sir Gaubard gave orders at once to have the road to the castle closed, and to send men down to Coeurlieu town to receive messengers and supply, which would be brought halfway up the mountain, there to wait three days, before they ascended the rest of the way. The plague would come anyway, of course; the plague came everywhere.


    Jerome took the news in silence, and afterwards hid himself in such wise that Isabeau could not find him. She did not see him until the next day, when standing on the walls in the evening, she heard the plague bells tolled in town, faint but clear, with three notes struck to mark three deaths. She turned away and saw him crossing the courtyard with a sack over his shoulder and a walking stick, going into the tower, and no one halted him.


    Isabeau stood a moment, afraid, and then she went down the stairs to the courtyard and ran after him, in time to see him climbing to the second floor of the tower. She pursued, calling his name, but he did not turn; he climbed on swiftly, and by the time she had reached the second story, he had disappeared onto the third, and the round circle of sky was grown deep violet blue, although there were yet no stars.


    She looked down. The doors stood open, but if she climbed a few steps further, she would no longer be able to see them. A heavy silence lay upon the air within. Everyone had gone out of the donjon, as they did every night when the bells rang for vespers. It was her duty to go out, too. Jerome might stay, just as he might neglect his tasks and lessons, because there was no use to him. But she knew that when she came to look for him in the morning, he would forever be gone: diving deep into dark like the golden fish, no matter how she tried to grasp him.


    There were day-candles in small niches along the stairs, and by chance one had been blown out sometime early in the day. She pried it from the puddled wax at its base and lit it from one of the dying stubs, and with it in her hands climbed timidly higher, calling Jerome’s name softly. Her voice seemed to press against resistance, and he did not answer. She reached the third floor, familiar and yet gone strange: outside the too-high windows she could see only dark, and long shadows hid the curving wall, dancing over the floor to the tune of the sputtering lights. She climbed onward.


    Icy air struck her in the face as she pushed open the door to the roof, full of the smell of snow and winter. “Jerome, are you here?” she called. No answer came. Above her head the stars shone high and infinite and unfamiliar, and the horizon was a circle of solid dark all around, with no rolling shadows of hills or trees breaking into the smooth bowl of the sky. She walked quickly around the full circle of the battlements and came back to the door, panting clouds. A thick layer of ice had grown atop the pool, the fish pale ghosts moving beneath it. There was no sign of Jerome.


    It was too cold to stay outside. She pulled the door open and crept back inside to warm herself, and then halted and huddled back against the doors. All the dying candles had grown back to life, golden light shining out of the niches onto the turning stairs. But the air at her back was now cold as on the roof itself, and growing steadily colder. She put down her own candle, and shivering went slowly down the stairs with the chill following her. Air streamed white from her lips as though her soul was slipping from her body with every breath.


    She reached the third floor. Her fingers were grown almost numb. The candles all stood tall and unflickering as if they had been freshly lit, but they only made circles of light which did not touch one another, or the walls. She darted from one island of candlelight to another until she came close enough to dash to the window seat where she and Jerome had passed their afternoons, where she had left her embroidery forgotten. The cloak still lay on the stones, with the frame fixed round the top of the tower where no banner yet flew. But she had sewn the tower against a green hillside marked with white sheep. Now it stood only on a circle of black, and the border was all of knotted white stars in a pattern she had never made.


    She held it in her hands, afraid, but she was too cold. She undid the frame and wrapped the cloak, meant for a tall man, around herself sideways twice. The warm thick wool muffled the chill. She looked for Jerome’s books, too, but they were gone: perhaps he had come taken them. But he had left his paper and ink, and after a moment she knelt down and laboriously wrote I am here Isabeau with many blots and left the sheet upon the ground weighted with her frame.


    She did not call Jerome’s name any more. The stillness of the tower lay upon her too heavily. She hurried back to the stairs and started downward again. She would wait by the doors for sunrise, she told herself, and resolutely did not think of Beau-Mains climbing endlessly, and the dreadful devouring beast. And indeed for her the stairs continued ordinarily downward, and though few candles were kept on the second floor, she could see enough to know that it was still there, and not vanished.


    Isabeau could not help but think of an apple in honey, or a handful of nuts: she had not eaten her dinner, silent with the empty place at table where Jerome ought to have been. But the sacks and barrels and boxes of the stores had become strange lumpy shadows, and she remembered unwillingly that the angry reeve had driven all the kitchen boys mercilessly for a whole day last month, because someone had turned round all the stores and they had to be put back into order; and only four days ago, sixteen barrels of preserved plums had been found devoured overnight with no one to admit to the act.


    She reached the landing, where the stairs plunged onward towards the ground, and for a moment was relieved: she could see the doors, and they stood open. But then she realized—the doors stood open, although they ought to have been closed and barred for the night long since. And while she stood there irresolute, she heard a heavy footstep somewhere on the stairs below her, loud, with the rasp of chainmail rings on stone.


    Another step came, and another: climbing. She turned away, her heart pounding like a rabbit, and went out among the stores, sliding her feet one after another slowly ahead of her through the dark, as though her pointed toes would warn her of unsteady ground. She groped past the barrels and sacks, and finally hid behind a stack of boxes as the footsteps grew loud and nearby.


    They paused upon the landing and then came onto the floor. Isabeau stayed crouched and shivering. The footsteps were slow and dragging a little, the mail scraping against the stone. They stopped and she heard a creaking sound, a wordless deep grunt, and she jumped involuntarily at a loud crack of splitting wood: he was opening a box, or a barrel. He began to eat: loud smacking sounds, slurping, and she pressed her hands over her ears trembling. He kept eating a long time, making small grunts and panting for breath when he paused long enough to get any.


    At last he finished and she heard him push up from the barrel, the wooden rim thumping against the floor as it wobbled with his weight coming off. He stood breathing heavily. She shut her eyes and pressed herself to the side of the box and prayed silently that he would go away, go on higher up the stairs.


    He moved. She held her breath listening: the heavy dragging steps began to recede. He was going back to the stairs. She hesitated and then crept slowly forward on her hands and knees, as silent as she could be. She didn’t want to see him at all, any part of him, but she still more desperately wanted to know whether he went up or down.


    She crawled to the very edge of the boxes and knelt up and edged her cheek out past it until her eye came clear and she could see towards the stairs. He was a hunched shadow framed in the light of the landing, a gleam of silver mail along the edges of his body. His back was turned to her: his long hair was stringy grey and the pate nearly bare, and dreadfully she saw upon his neck a swollen black lump, and the ends of his dangling wet fingers were blackened as with soot.


    He paused a moment and began to turn his head slightly. She pulled back out of sight, clenching her hands. His footsteps went onward, and when she dared one more glance around, his heels were vanishing up the stairs.


    She sat down in the dark where she was and hugged her knees to herself under the cloak, listening in relief as his steps went dying little by little away. She still did not move for a time, waiting to be sure, and then at last she crept back out—she did not look into the opened barrel—and darted a quick look up the stairs. She saw no sign of him, gratefully, and she set her foot upon the steps to go down the rest of the way.


    And then far-off she heard a voice, strange and croaking-harsh, almost a gargle, say, “Isabeau.”


    She froze upon the steps, shaking. The line she had written to Jerome—


    The footsteps were coming back. Again and closer the voice said, “Isabeau,” and she fled away and down, clutching up her skirts to go more quickly, her heels skidding down the edges of the steps, scraping her shins against them. On the ground were all the racks that the knights used in their work, the piled hay bales and the tall cut lances heaped; she would hide, she would hide. Her soft leather shoes were quiet, he did not know where she was. She would hide, and pray for morning, and the sun would come and save her.


    She slipped and fell and nearly tumbled over the edge, biting her lip not to cry out. The footsteps were rasping one after another above her. “Isabeau,” the gargle said again: hungry. She went quicker, desperate, until she sprang off the stairs onto the floor. The doors stood open, but outside there was only an endless, impenetrable dark, unbroken even by the stars. She stood hesitating, trembling, and then she pulled her thin linen coif off her head and threw it into the doorway, so it fell just across the line of the dark, with the ties trailing.


    She fled for the bales draped with cloth, hiding herself beneath, and lay there and caught her gulping breath, her hand pressed over her mouth to muffle the sound. She could see thinly through the weave of the coarse cloth, where the candles made their pools of light, and when his feet came down from the landing she saw them come. The cloth blurred him to a faceless lurching, the scrape of his feet and the heavy wet sound of his own breath.


    He reached the floor, and his head turned towards the doors. He did not move at first. In the thick close stuffiness she shut her eyes and prayed, her lips moving soundless against her palm, and then she opened her eyes and saw him in the doorway, bending to take her coif. “Isabeau,” he crooned over it, pressing it to his face. Muffled through the cloth, there was something almost familiar in his voice, as though she had heard it before; but then he went lurching out the doors, into the dark, and the dark swallowed his footsteps as though he had never been.


    She shut her eyes a moment more in gratitude, trembling, and then threw off the coarse, hay-smelling cloth and scrambled out meaning to flee back to the roof; she stood up in a gold-glitter cloud of hay dust, pinching a sneeze down behind her hand with her eyes squeezed shut, and when she opened her eyes, she halted. The old knife-scarred table where the knights played their idle cards was in front of her, and three queens sat round it, with coins and cards heaped between them. They turned their heads and looked at her.


    She did not think of running. There was no use in running, of course, but it was not only that there was no use. If the other had seen her, she would have run until there was no more running, no matter how useless. But they were not like him. Terror and calm nestled together in her belly, but she took the folds of her skirt and she curtseyed to them low, and said, “God give you all grace, noble ladies,” and the one in the middle, tall and pale and clad in black answered her, “And to you, my lady.”


    They were all strangely beautiful and strangely alike: their faces might have been cut from stone by a sculptor making copies, long and graven and unlined, and each of them wore upon her breast a jewel strung on a chain: one golden-brown and yellow like tiger’s-eye, one the deep red of blood, and the one in the middle, who faced her, a jewel clear as water.


    “Come and play,” the red-jeweled one said to her. There was one seat empty at the table, and cards left before it.


    “She has no stake,” the yellow-jeweled one said. They were different at a closer look: her face and lips were narrower, her cheeks hollowed and gaunt, and her hands where they came from her sleeves were so thin the bones strained against the skin.


    The other scowled at her across the table. “I am tired of waiting while our sister goes roaming upon the world.”


    Isabeau wished to say she did not know the game; she wanted to excuse herself. But on the discard heap, the king of coins stood face-upwards, and it was Sir Gaubard: his frowning anxious face painted so real to life he might have been caught up out of the world and put into it whole. She held up the fold of her cloak so the tower would show, and timidly brought it to the table and held it out. “Will this serve?”


    The yellow-jeweled sister eyed it hungrily. The sister in the middle nodded once, and gestured to the empty chair opposite her. Isabeau sat down with them and picked up the cards. The air had warmed; she was not cold anymore. Now her hands shook because she lifted faces she knew with every card from the hand before her: the old sour cook on the nine of coins, Father Jean-Claude with his cross as the ten of cups; a groom who liked to sing on the four of spades. There were so many she could barely hold them all.


    “The play is yours,” the red-jeweled one said. Isabeau hesitated, and then took a card from the deck: it was Estienne, one of the younger knights, on the nine of swords. The queens all watched her, silently, as she worked it in among the others. She hesitated and asked softly, “Must I discard?”


    They all inclined their heads. She looked down at her cards and blinked away stinging. They were crammed so close in her small hands that the faces were covered, and she could only see the suits and numbers. And yet there was a face upon each one. She could not take one out.


    The red-jeweled queen shifted impatiently and made a loud sigh, and with a sharp jerk Isabeau pulled out the lonely six of coins and threw it out onto the pile before she could look too close at the young man upon it: she thought his name was Lucien, and he was an apprentice to the smith.


    The play went round and round. New cards marched into her hands, threatening to spill over: more than there ought to have been, and sometimes it seemed to her that she already held a card of the same markings, but when she looked into her hand, she could not find it. Sometimes she drew a card and laid it on the discards straightaway; she made herself a rule she would not give away one in her hand unless the new was better, to make it less of a choice. But she was too quick at cards not to know that this card would bring her closer, and that one further, and which was the best to throw away.


    The red-jeweled queen played impatiently: she drew cards and sometimes threw them out again a few turns later, as though she had changed her mind, and she liked swords best; the yellow-jeweled queen greedily snatched her card from the deck as soon as the turn was hers, and frowned long and lingering before she had to discard each one, grudging. Between them, the queen in black velvet played steadily, without much passion; she took her cards and laid the discards down almost to a measured pace.


    They had already been playing a long time when Isabeau drew the king of cups: Jerome with a golden goblet in one hand and a book open upon his lap. She put him at once into her hand, pushing the card in quickly near the knave with Father Jean-Claude upon it, which she had not yet been able to bring herself to discard, on the excuse that she had the ten of cups as well, and some little hope of the nine. But she had a sharp painful sense that she had seen the queen of cups thrown out already in play by one of the others, and two of the other kings were already gone.


    As if to taunt her, the nine of cups came on the very next turn: sister Brigitte, who led the singing every Sunday, and so she and the priest were safe on either side of old retired Magister Leon, who slept in the north tower and rarely ever came down to dinner. But the king of cups continued to stand alone as the turns crept onward, and on every side the others were shifting their cards as though their hands were nearly formed. And then Isabeau took from the deck the king of swords, and it was her husband, with his stern marked face and his kind eyes.


    Of the swords she had now the knave and the ten and the nine, so she put him beside them, and threw out the very last of the solitary cards she had saved, a three of spades with a little boy who tended goats upon it. She did not know his name, but she remembered his grinning pride: she had been sitting high up on the castle wall with Jerome when his mother had told him he might take the herd out alone for the first time. She looked away.


    The yellow-jeweled sister drew a card and her hungry eyes brightened; her lips curled with satisfaction as she put the card into her hand and threw out another. She looked over with that thin smile as the play continued on, and Isabeau did not need to be told that she had nearly finished. The play came round to her again. She reached out a trembling hand and drew a card from the deck with her own face upon it, a queen, and where the suit ought to have been only a jester’s star.


    The yellow-jeweled queen was drumming her fingers impatiently. The game was done: Isabeau had to make one hand, or the other. She swallowed and chose, and laid down her cards with her face looking out from between Jerome and Father Jean-Claude, making the long line of cups, and she put the Comte’s card last upon the high heap of the discards.


    She wiped away tears as the yellow-jeweled queen threw down her cards scowling, and the red-jeweled queen sighed and tossed her own atop the discard heap as well: the Comte vanished beneath the cascade. They rose from the table and walked out the doors and into the dark, their long trains whispering over the floors until they were engulfed. Across from her, the last of the queens with her black clothes and her clear jewel gathered the heap, and held out her hand for the rest of the cards.


    Isabeau hesitated with her hands spread over them, protective, but the queen said, cool and implacable, “All the cards are mine in the end. Only fools forget it.”


    “Yes, your majesty,” Isabeau whispered, and gathered them together, and gave them over.


    The queen put the deck into a velvet bag that hung from her silver belt and rose from the table. “Go to the roof and shut the door, and do not open it again until morning,” she said. “And never again seek this place. You have given the beast your scent, and he will find you the next time if you do.”


    Isabeau shivered. “Is it—Sir Theolian?” she dared to ask.


    “It is your friend,” the queen said, dreadfully. “And it is the knight as well, and the others before them. They came to take shelter from me, and when they found me here, they fled into the dark, and still there they hide. But I am there, too.”


    Isabeau swallowed and looked at the coins heaped before her in piles of silver and gold and cold black. “May I—may I ransom Jerome?”


    “For a little while.” The queen picked one black, cold coin from the heap and held it out. Isabeau closed her hand round it, and by the time her fingers had curled shut, the rest had rattled away into the air, vanishing, so she could again see the pale cuts in the wood where hands had carved Bastien likes pigs and Melisende has my heart and a rough picture of a strutting cock with enormous plumes with the name Philippe beneath it.


    “Go,” the queen said, and Isabeau climbed shakily from the chair and made her curtsey, and then she flew up the stairs with the coin still clutched tight in her fist, without stopping, until she was on the roof with the door shut behind her, and she took down the pole with the banner of Coeurlieu and barred it too. Then she wrapped herself tightly in her cloak and huddled against the small shelter of lee of the battlements to wait for morning, and then, though she did not remember sleep, she was waking in a sweat, the sun halfway up the sky and pounding down upon her in the heavy wool.


    She found Jerome on the third floor, sprawled limply asleep amidst the scattered heap of his books, the note she had written him crumpled in his hand, and when she shook him he jerked up with a staring look of fear and horror and caught her arms too tight. He held on trembling for a few moments, and then he said, hoarsely, “You did come. I thought I heard your voice, but I couldn’t find you. Is it morning? I didn’t think the morning would ever come again.”


    “Yes,” Isabeau said. “Yes, and it’s already growing late. Let’s go outside.”
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    I wrote “A Slow Kill” for one reason: I love its purpose. And I’m honored Shawn asked me to participate. If you’re following along, though Shawn and I were friends prior to his second battle with cancer, we got closer during those months. And since then, I’ve lost loved ones to the big C. Stared down other tragedies too—sometimes winning, but just as often coming up short. So, yeah, count me in.


    And if I were to go a bit meta, I’d tell you that the title of my story seems apropos in ways I hadn’t intended. Crippling disease, the inability to pay medical bills, and the soul-crushing consequences of both conditions (for the ailing, as well as their families) feel like you’re being slowly killed. Sounds melodramatic, but it’s not. It’s just not. More than a few of you understand what I mean.


    As to the story itself, it belongs to my series universe: The Vault of Heaven. It stands alone, though, so no sweat if you haven’t read my work. And it’s about assassins, which may tickle your reader bone. But it’s probably not like other assassin tales you’ve read. Oh, I dig them all. As a guy who works at Xbox, I’m a huge fan of the Assassin’s Creed franchise too. But here you’ll find an assassin with a unique approach. Because just killing a bastard is hardly the worst punishment, or the most satisfying. Wouldn’t you agree?
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A Slow Kill
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    Spring sun came down hard. Left everything dry. Dusty. Hot. Jak Mylen stepped back from the irrigation ditch he and his employer were digging, and eyed the wide tract of newly tilled earth. Setting the tip of his shovel in the dirt, he leaned forward over the tool, resting his back and arms. Felt good to have his muscles ache. Forty-five was a good age for hard work. Next to him, Murar Narya, the farm owner, rested too. After a long silence, Jak’s boss spoke softly, “I didn’t always lay seed to soil, Jak. As a younger man, most my life . . . I killed for a living.”


    The words settled on the hot air with more reflection than regret. Jak had waited three years for the farmer to admit it. Three years of field-hand work. Three years with Murar and his family in this small valley a day’s ride from the city. But men share things after enough time, and often when they’re working out in the sun.


    “That makes us a pair, then,” Jak said matter-of-factly, and kept watching the dry, dusty field.


    “That so.” Murar nodded as if it made sense enough. “You have an affiliation? Or run alone?”


    Jak caught a hint of skepticism. Didn’t matter. And it was time to tell him. “Dannire.”


    His employer swallowed hard, the sound loud in the dry silence. Murar turned to look at Jak, his eyes scrutinizing, searching for a lie. He found none. And the skin on his arms prickled as if brushed by a winter wind.


    “Dead gods, really? A holy clipper?” Murar’s voice tried to sound incredulous, but hinted of a tremble. “I figured Dannire was a thought model. A sort of kill-without-prejudice technique.”


    “I think the Dannire are misunderstood,” was all Jak offered. Sweat dripped off his nose. “What about you?”


    Murar didn’t seem to hear the question, muttering to himself. He was mumbling through the many myths about the Dannire: that they only worked cathedral districts and enemies of faith, that they could kill by thought, a handful more. But he kept circling back to the notion that the Dannire existed at all. He seemed stuck on it.


    “Couple of knife-and-alley men, out to pasture, then. That it?” Murar asked, making a poor laugh.


    Jak shrugged and mopped his face with a kerchief. “You needed help opening up new land for a beet crop. I’m not above shovel work.” He lifted the tip of his tool, then slid it back into the dry-tilled soil.


    “Come, then,” Murar pressed, getting a shade of his grit back. “Share a kill with me. Let’s have a Dannire story.”


    Jak smiled more genuinely. “I could use a break,” he said, and eased into a memory of the time when—


    I waited outside the door until the soft sounds of two people together—bed-linen sounds—came to an end. Then I slid into the room. In the dim light of a low-wick candle, the woman lay beneath a sheet, the man was already dressed. I cleared my throat. The woman turned to see me standing there, her expression one of confusion and irritation.


    “Jak Mylen,” I said, announcing myself to solve the mystery. “And you are Pamala Wright. Mrs. Pamala Wright.”


    The man stood and gathered a few things from the bedside table. I handed him three realm handcoins and a small vial as he passed me. He drank down the liquid before he left the room.


    “Think you’re clever, do you? Finding a woman with a man other than her husband?” From a tin tray on the bed-table, she picked up a lit tobacco stem. After a deep pull, she blew the smoke out in a slim stream. “And you needn’t have paid him. It’s not like that.”


    I smiled. “Like what?”


    Her expression twisted. “I’m no whore.”


    Shaking my head with amusement, I drew a chair from a small table and set it bedside.


    She flipped her tobacco stem at me, which was a nice surprise. I’d frankly expected more shame. Maybe pleas to keep it quiet. Promises to reform.


    “My husband’s a sheep,” she argued, answering an unspoken question. She lit another tobacco stem. “Follows the rest of the wagon-trade labor. No backbone.”


    “Married you when he’d rather not, though.” I sat and crossed my legs as one who’s keeping an appointment. “Because he got you pregnant. Seems like there’s some backbone to all that.”


    She shot a burst of laughter.


    I joined her. Why not? Then I looked around the small apartment. “I suspect this place has but one purpose, am I right?”


    She eyed me. “You’re a man who asks questions he has answers for.”


    “Guilty,” I said.


    “Is it names you want?” She took a long draw of her tobacco. “Or do you have something else in mind.” Her gaze grew suggestive.


    “You are remarkable,” I said.


    “Thank you.” She gave an impish look.


    “I don’t think you took my meaning.” I shook my head, still smiling.


    “I think I can take—”


    I held up my hands to stop her. Much as I might have enjoyed the barb-filled banter, time was short. “You’re spreading around a chlymic disease.”


    She looked down at her own womanhood, as if she might see something there. When she looked up again, her smile had returned. “I see. And you’re here to admonish me. For the public good.” Her eyes narrowed, searching for an insignia on my clothes. “You work for the League of Civility?”


    That’s when seriousness entered in. Into me. Into the room. “The husband you shame,” I pointed at the bed, “raises a child born crippled because of the disease you carry. He knows you take men into your bed in this private apartment.”


    She laughed again. This time it came caustic and casual. “I know he knows. I told you: no backbone.”


    I leaned forward, the chair legs creaking under my weight. I wanted to be sure she saw my eyes clearly for the next part.


    “Your husband won’t leave you because there’s honor in him. Honor for your child. For your marriage. Even, by every deafened god, for you.” I paused. “There’s a small bit of foolishness in that. But I respect the last hell out of him for it—”


    “Fine,” she blurted, “then you marry him.”


    I held my tongue a moment. Smiled. “I also won’t let his shame go on.”


    The woman opened her mouth to argue back, but said nothing. Her eyes slid to my long knives. Worry furrowed her brow.


    To settle her nerves, she took several long pulls on her tobacco. Her eye caught something on a short chest of drawers. “There,” she pointed, “I have bladders and sheaths for them all. Every last one of them. Their choice if they wear them or not.”


    I nodded. “Like this last fellow, right?”


    “Yes, that’s right. And this one,” she wagged a finger at the door, “skittish he was. Wore both.”


    I stared at her a long moment before saying, “I know.”


    This time, her brow positively tied itself in knots.


    I sat back, crossing my legs again, examining my bootlaces, as I explained. “The bladder was protection from the sheath. You see, that batch of linen sheaths there,” I pointed to the chest, “has been soaked with a tincture of monkshood and belladonna.”


    Confusion spread on her face. “Linen sheaths are dipped in salt and herbs—”


    “Not this time,” I said.


    Another long silence stretched between us. We stared at one another. The woman raised a hand to her throat, sucking a lungful of air as if it was getting hard to breathe.


    “I added the belladonna for irony,” I explained. “Monkshood would have been enough.”


    “You bastard!”


    I shook my head. “Who am I kidding, the whole thing was ironic.”


    She looked past me to the door, as if to escape, or maybe with hate for the man who’d just left her bed. Then she lunged at me, fingernails angling for my eyes. I slipped to the side, and watched as she fell half out of her bed. She couldn’t gather enough air to push herself back up. I obliged, setting her again on her pillow, and pulling the coverlet up.


    “There, feeling better?” I asked.


    She gulped for air like a banked carp. Anger and despair mingled in her eyes.


    “I’ll take that as a gracious farewell, then.” I stood up, turned down the lamp to nothing, and slipped from the room as quiet as a prayer.


    Murar was nodding. “More poetic than I might have done,” he observed.


    Jak looked back over the irrigation ditch and its several turns between here and the river. “It doesn’t hurt for the one who’s dying to be reminded of her part in it, does it?”


    The story had eaten up the rest of the day, the sun now half below the western hilltop. Shadows were claiming the valley.


    “Let’s be done for the day,” Murar suggested. “Light’s mostly gone anyway.”


    Jak nodded and picked up his shovel, heading for his field-hand shack. He could feel Murar’s eyes following him. But he left that alone. No harm in it.


    When he got back to the ditch the next morning, Murar was already at work. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but there were shadows around the man’s eyes. He hadn’t slept.


    Before Jak had scooped a single bit of dirt, Murar asked, “The Dannire, they work for the Church of Reconciliation, don’t they?”


    Jak broke ground a few strides ahead of the ditch, working the furrow back toward Murar. “Common mistake,” he said.


    “Another church?” Murar pressed.


    “Dannire work for themselves,” Jak explained. “But I understand the confusion. Reconciliationists call on the Dannire when things go bad. And I suppose our relative interests share more in common than most groups.”


    “I suspect they pay handsomely.” Murar grinned, his lower lip protruding as it did when money was mentioned.


    Jak laughed as he threw a shovelful of dirt. “Dannire don’t kill for pay. You might have just asked me if that rumor was true, rather than back into it with a clumsy comment.”


    Murar lowered his eyes to his work for several long moments. He kept shoveling as he asked, “How do you come by coin, then?”


    Jak’s laugh came easier this time. “We dig ditches.”


    The answer relaxed Murar, who chuckled as the two men connected their work to lengthen the irrigation trench.


    When they paused for their first break, resting their shoulders and backs, Jak broke the silence. “Occasionally, even a Reconciliationist needs to be corrected.”


    “You call them ‘corrections?’” Murar wiped sweat from his face with a dirty hand. The smear of dirt made his smile seem clownish.


    “You can have influence when you kill,” Jak explained. “Even if you’re doing it for coin, the death can have effect beyond your contract.”


    “You mean mourners?” Murar asked.


    “Not exactly.” Jak began again to dig as he explained . . .


    I finished putting on the last bit of my disguise, then turned into the city square where thousands had gathered for the beheading.


    I’ve always found the mix of emotions at these things interesting. Some folk are somber. Some prayerful. Some nervous. And there are always a few who seem eager. It’s as though they would wield the ax themselves, given a chance. Made me think of wolves with the scent of blood in their noses. They bare their teeth, lower their heads. And follow.


    I wound through the crowd, no hood. Hoods invite attention. Stupid thing for a killer. As I neared the platform, I heard the blackcoat giving a sermon. This one was a Reconciliationist. I knew him well enough.


    “It grieves me that it comes to this,” Asedia, the blackcoat, was saying. “But my commitment to you all is that even our own prelacy is not above our law.”


    On the platform before a wood block knelt another blackcoat, bound at the wrists. Marcus Chadburn was his name. A good man. Perhaps a bit dim, but that’s no sin.


    “Idleness,” Asedia explained. “Idleness that made him unresponsive to your needs. And while he was idle, spending his time at the supper table. For hours. Dining well from collected tithes. Growing fat on your labors.”


    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Asedia’s gut couldn’t be harnessed by a belt—he wore his sash above his mighty belly. And by that time I was at the front of the crowd, a few strides from it all.


    “You find this humorous?” Asedia asked, looking down at me.


    I wanted to say, Not humorous, hypocritical. But I held my tongue. I had a different purpose here today. And instead, I mounted the platform stairs and stood facing Asedia.


    “If you’re going to plead for Marcus’s release, you’re too late.” Asedia spoke less to me and more to the crowd. “We presented it all to a temple jury. The sentence is final.”


    “No pleading,” I said.


    The truth was, Marcus was innocent. I’d been at the Cathedral for the jury. I’d followed up on the evidence presented to convict him. I’d trailed every person associated with the whole damned affair for weeks. I had evidence of my own. There was idleness and appetite aplenty. But it belonged to Asedia, not Marcus.


    When the rumors grew loud enough that the prelate herself was hearing them, Asedia needed a goat. Someone to pin the rumors to. There were things not getting done. Needs not being met. Storehouses running low. The work of the prelacy languished. And who better to pin all that to, than one too slow to really defend himself. One who might just believe the charges, because while he wanted nothing but to help, he also knew he was slow, and so might not think himself worthy of his place among the others.


    Marcus had given himself to this, thinking his sacrifice might set things right. I knew it, because I’d visited the man the night before. Took a final confession of sorts.


    I turned to the crowd of wolves. “Take a good look at us,” I called out. “You’ve come here to see blood. Justice, you think. And this man uses words to make you feel justified in your bloodlust.”


    Asedia reached out to try and silence me. I caught his hand and squeezed until he visibly grimaced and ripped his hand away.


    But the fat prelate wasn’t done. “None of us is eager for blood,” he countered, appealing to the wolves. “But if we, your servants, are not accountable to you, then who are we accountable to?”


    Our deafened gods? I thought.


    “I challenge you,” I cried out, pacing the front of the platform, glaring at the crowd. “Go back to your homes. We’ll see justice done, and you can be sure of it.”


    I knew none would leave.


    Silence and stillness fell over the square. Far off, a dog barked, the echo haunting, like an omen. Not that I believed in such things, but the timing couldn’t have been better. I might almost have thought that Asedia had it planned.


    “You see,” the fat prelate whispered at my side. “Accountability must sometimes be witnessed. This is not a bad thing. I commend you for your attempt. It sickens me, too, that we delight so in blood. But I’m afraid it’s not to be avoided.”


    The fat prelate’s look of shared concern was what sickened me. I couldn’t stand it a moment more. I nodded as though agreeing with Asedia—so as not to alarm him—and stepped behind him on my way from the platform.


    This would take some concentration.


    I stopped directly behind the fat man, put a foot around in front of his right boot, and pushed hard enough to trip him forward. I followed fast, in case he didn’t go down. He did, stumbling on his hands and knees into the block. In one swift motion, I ripped the ax from the executioner’s grip and took Asedia’s head off.


    I didn’t need the backstop of the wood to do it, either. My stroke was strong and clean. Asedia’s immense form slumped forward and rolled off the platform to the ground. His head tumbled and landed near Marcus’s knees.


    Gasps and howls and angry shouts erupted from the crowd. A few swords were raised. A chase would fast ensue. I gave Marcus a nod. Then I leaped from the back of the platform and raced up a rear alley. I had my escape route planned. And really, most of the city folk are pretty slow on their feet.


    “You killed a Reconciliationist blackcoat?” Murar asked, incredulity held in his eyes.


    “Dannire share common ground with clergy, but we’re not slavish to them. Though, I’d say they’re closer than the rest. On right ways, I mean.” Jak pried a large rock loose from the soil and rolled it out of the ditch.


    “Killers are all slavish to something. If it isn’t coin, it’s usually the thrill of it.” Murar stood bent over, his eyes fixed on Jak’s face. “What was it for you?”


    Jak straightened, stretching his back. “The right kill,” he answered. After a long moment, he added, “Avoiding the wrong kill.”


    “Doesn’t sound like the Dannire do work for hire?” Murar stood up too, joining Jak in an unspoken break from their trench.


    “Aside from ditches, you mean.” Jak smiled. He really was enjoying the hard labor.


    Murar waited. He clearly wanted a response.


    Summarizing a killing way of life seemed trite, but Jak settled on, “Dannire try to make things right. For wrongs.”


    “Wrongs?” Murar asked. “And who decides these wrongs?”


    “Some are big wrongs,” Jak explained, “things you or I might hear about because they have broad implications.” He paused a long moment. “Some wrongs . . . no one hears about. They’re quiet wrongs. Made in small rooms or far places. Some of these . . . we answer.” He let his smile return. “When we’re not digging ditches.”


    Murar squinted, as a man does when he thinks. “But who do the Dannire answer to, then?”


    “Ah, I see,” Jak said, nodding to the apparent need his employer had to understand the flow of authority. “Let me answer with a question: When you were killing, why did you cloak your movements, hide your identity, kill at night?”


    “The strong law,” Murar said, as if it should be obvious. “Assassination is a death-crime.”


    “Precisely,” Jak agreed. “But Dannire don’t regard the authority of men. I don’t mean we ignore it. Though we do. It simply doesn’t enter into our plans. I guess you’d say it’s not a caution for us. And, if I may say so, civil guards—even army guards—pose little threat to a Dannire. We train . . . differently.”


    Murar was visibly struggling with such loose constraints. “But if you observe even a titch of Reconciliationist doctrine, you’re accountable—”


    Jak held up his hand. “That’s what I’m telling you: We’re not accountable. Probably because we don’t seek any reward. Not here in this life. And not in any life that might follow it.” He thought for several moments, then added, “There’s a unique liberation when you don’t regard the law, or even heaven, and only look after the right kill. Gives a man some sanction. A kind of peace.”


    The sun suddenly felt heavy. The broad yard close. On a sunny day, talking of death. Of Dannire killers. They were the unknowable threat. What little was said of them was misspoken. They were often called holy nightmares. The real nightmare, Jak thought, was that the Dannire were needed at all.


    Murar’s expression had paled. “That’s what I’ve heard. That you kill in peace.”


    “Not apathy,” Jak clarified. “Assurance. Big difference.” Then he smiled to lighten the mood. Conversationally, he asked, “What about you?”


    “I’m too old for skulking down alleys.” Murar looked out over the beet field they were preparing. “I plant now.”


    “I think we’re past lies,” Jak said, driving his shovel back into the dry earth. “I’ve been here long enough to know beets aren’t good business.”


    Murar gave his easiest laugh yet. “You have me. I don’t skulk myself. But I have a crew. Several, actually. You don’t live as long as I have in this trade without some wit. When the reflexes go, wit remains.”


    Jak nodded, smiling. “That was my guess. And beets are your cover.”


    “I just happen to like beets.” Murar licked his extended lower lip, signaling his penchant for the red vegetable. Then his eyes grew distant. “My son liked beets, too.”


    Jak held the silence that followed.


    “Wish that boy would come home,” Murar finally said. “I miss him.” He looked over at Jak. “But he was getting to an age. Boys have to starting playing at manhood, don’t they?”


    Jak left that unanswered.


    Just then, a squeal of delight rose from the house. Murar’s daughter, Cheyn, shot through the door on a dead run for him. Becka, his wife, came smiling after her. Each carried a tall glass of something cold.


    Cheyn spilled close to half getting it to Murar, who wrapped her in a smothering hug, spilling another good bit of it. She laughed into his neck. Becka arrived, and handed Jak a glass. He drank. Cool and with a plum tang. He finished it off and handed back the glass.


    “You make this?” Murar asked his little one.


    “Yes. By myself,” Cheyn answered in a proud voice.


    “Well, let me have a taste, then.” Murar drank his half glass down, and smacked his large lower lip against his teeth. “Best drink I ever had.” He winked at Cheyn.


    The girl laughed. “You promised to play knots with me tonight.”


    “I haven’t forgotten.” Murar handed her his empty glass. “Now, you better let me get back to work, so I can keep that promise.”


    The girl nodded and hurried back to the house, as if doing so would hasten her father’s return too. Becka smiled at both Jak and Murar and followed her daughter to the house.


    Murar watched until the door had closed, an unmistakable fondness in his eyes. A simple, pleasant smile hung on his lips. With satisfaction lingering in his face, he bent back to their ditch.


    They worked companionably until the end of day, Jak again retiring to his shack with his shovel, Murar heading up to the house with a bit of spirit in his step.


    The following morning, Jak dammed up the ditch near its end with a pile of fieldstones. He then broke the dam at the riverbank. Water moved down their trench. Worked perfectly. Satisfaction filled him. Not only did it feel good to exercise new muscles, but seeing the fruit of his labors had palpable rewards.


    As Murar arrived, crunching over dry ground in his boots, he raised a hand toward the flowing water. “Hey, hey. Works like a charm. You’ve a future in ditches.”


    Jak smiled as he traced the water’s course all the way back to the small river.


    “We were talking about accountability yesterday,” Murar said, picking up their conversation of the day before.


    “I was telling you Dannire are not.” Jak swished the water with his shovel.


    “Fair enough,” Murar conceded, “but then how does the kill process begin? Who names the mark?”


    “That’s where our ties with Reconciliation come from,” Jak explained. “They’re good about letting us know when we’re needed. But,” he said, looking Murar in the eye, “we often find those needs ourselves.”


    “Judge and executioner,” Murar quipped. “Nice.”


    “Well, not always,” Jak said. “And since we’re talking about accountability, let me tell you about the time—”


    I took a meeting with a money lender. Ponderously big man. He wore his success in layers of fat, just as he did layers of fine cloth. Immaculate dresser. I understood it wasn’t always that way with him, but that in his later years he expanded beyond lending. Started taking deposits. A banker, then, but not one on the finance ministry’s roll. No taxes, you see. A man who doesn’t pay taxes can afford to be fat. To have his skin brushed by Su’winde cotton.


    “You wish to borrow?” Wilem Beattie, the corpulent lender asked.


    I didn’t immediately answer, and strolled deeper into the man’s office. I stopped beside the leather chair opposite Beattie. “I’d like to make a deposit. Establish some credit. With interest.”


    Beattie sat back in his own deep-back chair and templed his fingers in a manner of thoughtful consideration. “I see. And you’d like it kept off the public record of depositors maintained by ministry banks.” The man gave a knowing smile.


    “Naturally,” I replied, and sat. “But then ministry banks have the protection of the city and her army. How will you keep my money safe?”


    The fat man laughed. “Ah, but telling you makes it immediately less safe. Do you see?”


    I smiled. I already knew how the man safeguarded his money. “Then you don’t trust me.”


    “And you should be glad of it,” he said, his jowls rolling into warm smiles. “Lending money isn’t a trusting trade. And taking deposits even less so. Makes a target of a man. My only protection against theft is that only I know where I keep my vaults.” Beattie sat forward, more business-like, shuffling a few papers on his desk. “I’ll turn you three percent. Low risk, as I make good investments. But still some risk. Are we made?”


    I sat a moment, waiting for him to look up at me. “What’s your lending rate?”


    “You want to borrow too?” he asked, sounding confused.


    “Your rate?” I repeated.


    “I see. You want a sense of my solvency. Very well. Thirty percent.” He grinned as he spoke the number.


    I nodded. I knew all this already too. I simply wanted it at the top of his mind. “And how many of your borrowers default? Not able to pay?”


    “Half,” he stated. “More in winter. The collateral I keep in a number of warehouses around the city. Auctions turn the goods back to me in coin at roughly a forty-two-percent net gain. Now,” he said, losing his patience, “is that enough information for you? I don’t mind, to a point, since I have my own protections.”


    I knew about his hired guard. This may be the first time he was seeing me, but I’d been his shadow for weeks. That was the part I really enjoyed. Every time. The preparation. The patient collection of necessary information to bring a kill off in a satisfying way. Knives placed quickly in throats had their place. And I had done my share. But it was lazy. Not purposeful. And a powerful kill, one that resonated, one that did more than put out a life, it deserved careful thought. There wasn’t always time for it. But where there was—like now—it was the only way.


    “What happens when a borrower hasn’t enough collateral for the money they need?” I asked. It was another leading question. I knew what happened, I just didn’t know how. Though I had my suspicions.


    Beattie got quiet. His eyes flicked to the window, then to the depths of the office behind me. Finally, he steadied his gaze and folded his hands on his desk.


    “People who borrow come in two stripes. The first are gamblers who need to cover a debt. I never lend to them. The second are parents, who are in a state because they have mouths to feed. Hard-working lot. Most believe Reconciliationist tales of gracious gods. Which is to say, they believe their luck will change. So, with a bit of a nudge, many will agree to my suggestion to indenture themselves, even their small ones, should it come to that.”


    I kept the disgust off my face. Also, the desire to kill him now. Myself. A knife through his teeth.


    His smile spread over his face like a slow blossom. “Do you see? The borrower, himself, becomes the collateral. Or, as I say, his family. I have a rate sheet based on age, sex, and current market value.”


    By now, I knew Beattie had a percentage for everything. “How many of these indentured borrowers ever earn back their freedom?”


    The following silence was deafening. It was the first question the man didn’t answer.


    “But you’re depositing,” Beattie finally said, sitting back in his chair. “Would you like now to know the nature of those who deposit? Or can you summarize from the fact that I’m not a ministry bank? And that you, yourself, are requesting deposit?” His smile turned arrogant.


    That would be enough. I smiled in return, giving it a menace that Beattie couldn’t escape.


    “What?” the man said.


    “Two guards on the opposite side of every street that runs adjacent this building,” I began.


    Beattie sat forward, his brow furrowing deep.


    “Four men on the roof, one at every corner.” I began to examine my nails casually as I continued.


    “You bastard.” The moneylender began reaching beneath his desk for a weapon. I let him. This wasn’t my fight.


    “Six on the main floor,” I continued. “Two more on every floor, near the stairs. Another at the door to this office. Several more that roam. And none of them louts. They keep to the shadows. They look like normal folk.”


    “I won’t tell you where my vaults are.” Beattie then smiled wide, and drew out the weapon he’d been reaching for.


    It wasn’t an ornamental knife. Or a crossbow gun. Instead, he held what looked like a silver hemisphere, about the size of a small melon. Around its edge ran a frame of engraved faces, though it appeared unfinished. Room for more faces.


    “You mean to buy me off?” I asked, pretending I didn’t know what he held. Of course I did, weeks of surveillance had revealed this article. I knew its uses too.


    “Of course not,” Beattie said with a mockingly wounded voice. “No, this fine little item is called a mazieur, tooled in Mason Dimn. See here.” He pointed to one of the faces in the frame around the reflective half-globe. “This is Silas Copern. Another moneylender hereabouts. He thought it might be good to eliminate the competition. We could have gotten into a war about it. Lots of hirelings. Lots of death. But that’s a waste of good money, don’t you think?”


    “Obviously,” I agreed.


    “So, I take a meeting with him on the pretense of ceding my stake. As a token of good faith, I offer him this.” Beattie raised the item. “When he looks into the polished surface, his intent to eliminate me is captured. Taken. His desire to kill me is literally stolen, and moved in form to this decorative frame. Lovely, don’t you think?”


    Mazieurs were enormously rare. They could pluck a man’s harmful purpose and seal it in the metal.


    Then I smiled again, and sat forward, staring into the mirror of it. Beattie’s own sense of triumph faltered when my face didn’t materialize in the frame. The lender spun the mazieur around, searching for my likeness around the edge of the hemisphere.


    “I don’t understand,” he mumbled.


    To which I leaned forward and knocked on the front of his desk, as I might for admittance to an office.


    A moment later, no less than thirty of Beattie’s borrowers streamed into the room. They came forward, crowding around us. Some carried cudgels. Some kitchen knives. One woman had a nasty set of iron knuckles that looked natural on her hand. Two men held heavy chains with sharp twists of metal woven through the endmost loops.


    “You see, it’s not me who intends to kill you.” I stood, readying to leave.


    “I’ll forgive all their debts,” Beattie rushed to say. “Please, don’t leave me alone with them. And for you, anything you want. Name it.”


    I’ve never been one to salt a wound. And I didn’t need to gild the moment with anything poignant. I simply offered the man a sad smile and left.


    I wasn’t far beyond the door when the screams started.


    “Interesting approach,” Murar said. He appeared genuine. “And again, poetic.”


    “If by poetic you mean apropos, then yes.” Jak removed a shovelful of dirt from the ditch.


    “And of course, the odds were in your favor,” Murar observed. “A gang to take out one.”


    Jak stopped digging, hearing something in his employer’s words. He studied the man’s eyes for several long moments. Then, on the hot spring air rose the sound of many pairs of feet crossing the broad yard. One of Murar’s crews. Come to remove the threat of a middle-aged Dannire given to ditch digging.


    Jak nodded. “I knew you’d call them in. No matter my assurances, you had to assume poor intent on my part.”


    “You don’t get to be our age in this trade without making some assumptions,” Murar agreed. “I like beets, but I also run a set of successful kill crews. You like digging ditches, but I doubt it’s all you do.”


    Jak took several long breaths, readying himself. “Will you find this poetic too?” he asked with a smile.


    “Nah. Prudent, more like.” He then took several steps back.


    Jak turned a slow circle. Six men were converging on him from different directions. Two walked right over the field he’d tilled up a few days prior. Footprints marred his neat rows. Asses.


    It appeared they’d do this brute style. Murar could have poisoned him with a fresh, cool drink during one of their many digging breaks. Or surprise him in his sleep. Or use archers. Instead, it looked like Murar wanted a demonstration of the legendary Dannire fighting techniques.


    Jak looked down at his shovel. Maybe it would be poetic after all.


    The first man hastened his step, then came in low and balanced, knives raised. He simply misjudged both the length of the shovel and the speed with which Jak could thrust it. The blade lodged itself in the man’s throat with much the same sound as it did going into dry dirt.


    He fell back, gripping his neck.


    Another man used the distraction to come at Jak’s back. His steps were silent. But Jak felt the change in proximity—a resonance fighting technique—and whipped the shovel around, arcing low. He took the man in the ankle, the shovel steel clanging brightly. The man stumbled, but got his balance and came up with a swift stab at Jak’s belly.


    The tip of the knife caught Jak’s loose shirt. But before the blade found his skin, he thrust up with the shovel handle and knocked the man’s hand away. He kicked his attacker in the tender parts. And without dropping his leg, kicked again, higher, into the man’s nose. A wet, shattering sound spoke of crushed cartilage. Blood spattered across the dry ground. The man stepped back. His eyes glazed. He fell.


    “Quite the showing so far,” Murar complimented. He sounded like a man at a cattle auction.


    No matter.


    This time, two came at once, trying to divide Jak’s attention. The one on the left threw a short knife to push Jak out of his stance, so the other could dart in. Gauging the angle, Jak bobbed back. The knife sailed past his chest.


    The second man still came at him, his attack timed. Dual swords, short and quick, sliced in at him. Another thrust of his shovel, and Jak put the blade into the man’s belly, using the other’s momentum to drive it deep. The killer slumped before him, a confused look on his face.


    Then something bit Jak’s rear thigh. He looked down and saw a knife buried in the flesh of his leg. One of Murar’s crew had sized the situation, and stopped to hurl knives from ten paces back. The man raised his arm, preparing to throw again.


    Jak dropped the shovel, pulled the knife free, and darted toward the thrower. He’d thought coming at the man would startle him. But this killer was older. Seasoned. His arm came forward, his eyes steady.


    Jak dove into a forward roll, the knife whistling just over his head. After a single turn, he shot up from the ground and buried the knife in this one’s chest. He felt it glance off a bone, plunging between two ribs into the man’s inner organs.


    Assuming the others would follow suit—throwing or shooting rather than fight him by hand—Jak whirled. He’d have to close the distance again. Fast.


    No need. The last two had followed after him, one having picked up Jak’s shovel. The first tackled him, driving him over the dead body of his fellow. They went down on the hard-packed yard. This man had to be a grappler. He maneuvered his body in a series of orchestrated positions, leveraging his weight to try and pin Jak.


    Jak wasn’t new to ground forms. But this fellow seemed to have made a deeper study of it. He managed to get behind Jak, wrapping his legs around Jak’s waist. The man then pulled his arm up around Jak’s neck. He cinched it tight. Jak struggled to breath. The last man sauntered up and began raising the shovel. Seemed he wanted to put it into Jak’s body, as Jak had done his mates.


    Jak kicked up, deflecting the attack. He then hooked his boot around the shovel blade and pulled the tool from the man’s grip. He reached up and grabbed the shovel, gripping it with both hands part way up the shaft. Then he pulled it down hard at his own face, bobbing aside at the last moment. The sharp edge caught his choker in the mouth, teeth shattering.


    The other’s stranglehold loosened. Jak tore himself free. He slammed the heavy metal end of the shovel down on the grappler’s chest. The cracking of ribs echoed across the yard.


    The last killer stood several strides away, breathing hard. He held a knife and sword. His eyes began to glint. He wasn’t giving up.


    The man took two steps and threw the knife with great speed and precision. Jak held up the shovel. The tool steel clanged loud, like a church bell. But brighter.


    “Send him away,” Jak said to Murar. “No need to lose one more.”


    “You want a real weapon?” Murar asked. “Erik there has twenty years of training with a blade.”


    Jak sighed. “Nah, the shovel will do.”


    Erik circled in, keeping a low stance. When he’d gotten close, he feinted in, trying to draw Jak out. Jak didn’t flinch. He simply kept his shoulders square to the man, the shovel held loosely in his hands.


    Erik struck. Jak, parried with the shovel handle.


    Erik whirled, mixing the angles. Jak stepped back.


    Erik swiped, then lunged, trying to catch Jak on the weak side. Jak twirled the shovel, deflecting the clever attack.


    On they went, Jak measuring every move. Until finally, Jak faked a strike with the blade end of the shovel. Erik took the bait, moved to defend. Jak pivoted the shovel, and slammed the hand-burnished end against the man’s temple.


    Stunned, Erik sank to his knees. Jak took the fellow’s sword from his limp fingers and slowly put it through his heart. He left it there, and walked back to Murar with his shovel.


    They stared at one another for many moments.


    Jak finally spoke. “Two men can’t irrigate a field together if there’s no trust between them.”


    Murar laughed. “You’re handy with a shovel. They teach that to all Dannire?”


    “We all have aptitudes, I guess,” Jak said, bridging to the last story he meant to tell his employer. “Trick is nurturing the right ones, don’t you think?”


    “You’re not talking about farming,” Murar said.


    “One time—”


    I met a teenage kid in an alley gang. The kind of thing that for some kids became the classroom for crew work. Cutter work. Young ones who run in alley packs fell into different adulthoods. Some got the delinquency out of their blood and went on to respectable trades, had families. Some decided theft and larceny were the way. Some never made it out of the alleys. A fair portion died there. And some. Some chose killing. Or, as I suspected, killing was already in them.


    I stood in the shadows of a tall building watching five teenage boys, a prowler gang, holding a court of their own. I’d learned their leader’s name was Aron.


    “You squawked on Pete,” Aron was saying. “We can’t have that, Myer, even if it was your da’s place. Hells, we didn’t take much anyways.”


    “Da knew,” Myer argued. “If I hadn’t given him a name, we’d all be done. One name and he can get it back through the courts. Pete’s family will have to make it good. But what’s that to us?”


    “We’re family,” Aron said. “The five of us. You squawk on one, you hurt us all.”


    “That’s crap. Pete won’t even do locks time. He’s fifteen. Mischief they’ll call it.” Myer made as if to leave.


    “Hold him,” Aron ordered with a cold, even tone.


    The two boys who hadn’t spoken yet stepped into Myer’s path. The nook where they all stood served as a receiving area at the back of a couple of warehouses at the edge of the working district. One narrow alley served the cobbled courtyard, and it ran a hundred strides to the street. They were alone.


    “I want out,” Myer said.


    “We’re not done talking,” Aron replied.


    “No, I mean out of the gang. This is getting stupid. We run around in a little pack like dogs. We fight other little packs.” Myer looked at Pete. “And we steal from our families. Sooner or later the strong law is going to catch us, and we’re going to spend real time in the locks.” He paused. “Not me.”


    “We all took an oath.” Aron turned to face the dissenter. “You don’t break an oath.”


    Myer crossed slowly to the gang leader, staring him down. He was actually taller and broader than Aron.


    “I’m leaving.” His voice held clear threat. “You going to stop me?”


    Aron wasn’t a specimen of a youth. He had a bit of a gut, and while he had broad shoulders, they were slopes. Not working shoulders. He had the beginnings of jowls too. And by the look of it, he’d wind up bald.


    “We,” Aron answered.


    “We?” Myer squinted in confusion.


    Aron gestured, and the three other boys closed on Myer, binding his hands behind his back. Aron sauntered to a crate at one side of the small courtyard and picked up a rope. He tossed it up over a narrow walkway that traversed the alley between rooftops. He motioned again, and the boys manhandled Myer to Aron’s side.


    “If this is some kind of test . . .” Myer’s voice trembled with uncertainty.


    “Pete might do some lock time,” Aron began to explain. “It won’t be long. And it’ll be meant to scare him. But he shouldn’t even have to worry about it. And you,” he shoved a finger in Myer’s face, “have proven you can’t be trusted. This time it was a few stolen goods. Skiller grift we turned for coin to buy a few nights with sheet-women and meals on Marcel Row. But what happens when it’s for real. When we put a turn on a ministry bank or a merchant off the hill?”


    A long silence hung in the little courtyard.


    Aron drew close to Myer, speaking softly. “You hang for that if you’re caught, Myer. You hang.”


    Myer pled, “Don’t do this, Aron. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. I swear it.”


    “But you swore before, remember.” Aron tied a noose in the end of the rope. “You broke your oath. Now, I have just one question for you.”


    Myer struggled, trying to break free. The boys knocked him to the ground.


    Aron hunkered down, like a father wanting his son to fully understand his question. “Do you want to fall? Have your neck snap? Die fast? Or, we can ease you up, and you’ll gradually pass out. Go to sleep . . . For good.”


    Myer shook his head. “My da will know who did it. He’ll send the strong law. You’ll all be sent to the locks.”


    Aron clucked his tongue in a reproving manner. “You notice Gus isn’t here. He’s waiting on my signal to alert the city watch that the dockside gang has hung you. That he saw them do it. In retaliation for beating their drippy asses a few days ago.”


    A look of horror stole over Myer’s face.


    “Now. Again,” Aaron said, with a patient smile, “fall, or sleep?”


    “Please,” Myer whispered. He began to sob.


    Aron shook his head. “Sleep is for cowards. So, we’ll go that way.”


    The gang leader fastened the noose around Myer’s neck, tightened it up, and walked to a stack of crates. He climbed up, pulled the rope tight, then gracefully stepped off. His far greater weight pulled Myer up. The boy dangled a boot’s length from the ground. Aron tied the rope off to a horse hitch and came around in front of the dying kid.


    Myer kicked. Began to sway a little. His face darkened, even in the shades of night. He fought for breath. Minutes passed. The boy cried silent tears. And then he stopped moving, though his body still swung in slow arcs.


    The alley gang said nothing, and began to move toward the street. I stepped out, culling Aron from the rest.


    “You boys go home,” I said. For good measure, I nicked one with my knife.


    The boys scattered down the alley. They’d think twice about bringing help, given what they’d just done. What Aron had done.


    “What in all hells do you want,” Aron said, raising a defiant chin.


    “First kill?” I asked.


    He didn’t answer, which meant yes.


    “How’s that feel? To kill someone?” I waited, but I could see it already on his face.


    “Just something that had to be done,” Aron said with a smirk. “He put us at risk. Can’t have that.”


    “Then killing is justified if the one you’re killing puts others at risk.” I smiled too.


    The boy gave me a defiant look. “You threatening me?”


    “No, son, I think I’m asking you a question.”


    “Yeah, and what’s that?” The kid widened his stance, the way killers do when they sense conflict.


    “Just this.” I leaned close, so that he could see me plain, and whispered. “Fall, or sleep?”


    “You killed a kid, then,” Murar said matter-of-factly.


    Jak looked out at the beet field they were preparing. “It’s like beets,” he said. “You have to thin them before they overgrow. Take out a few.”


    “Even I don’t take contracts on the young.” Murar looked a bit sanctimonious.


    “You’re a model of ethics,” Jak said. Then he added the simple fact of it. “I stopped a lifetime of wrong kills.”


    “How do you know?” Murar asked. “Maybe the kid would have changed.”


    Jak considered the question. It wasn’t that he took delight in killing. Not a kid. Not anyone. But it didn’t torture him either. It had to do with how they taught him. The ones who put him on this path. The Dannire way. The things that were taken from him to be sure he wasn’t vulnerable. It all gave him a very clear sense of killing. Of killers. He’d learned their resonances. Which wasn’t something he could explain to even other cutters. Not because of its secrets. But just because they couldn’t understand.


    Jak shook his head. “Shall we bury your crew?”


    Murar look around at his dead assassins. “Are you here to kill me?”


    Jak shared a long look with his employer. “I was sent to kill a man once. A farmer like you. He’d been a cutter. A good one. Successful is what I mean. He had a lot of blood on his hands. And by law should die. Even blackcoats would have cited ‘justifiable vengeance.’”


    Jak paused, remembering his aim drawn down on the farmer, who’d been with his son, plowing in a field not too different from the one he stood next to now. He could have released his arrow, killed the killer. No one would have spoken ill of it. Not even if he’d dropped the man next to his boy.


    Jak didn’t do it.


    “Did he squeal for mercy?” Murar asked.


    Jak turned to Murar, drawn from the past. “He’d left the killing behind. Started a family.”


    Murar laughed. “A woman’s heart beats in your Dannire chest. You let him live.”


    “I think you’re missing the point.” Jak decided it was time.


    “Enlighten me,” Murar said with a foppish bow.


    “Your men.” He pointed around at the crew he’d dispatched with his shovel. “Young. Like to wear hoods. Like to wear scolding expressions. They kill all right. But they don’t take life.”


    “You’re a philosopher now.” Murar shook his head. “Let’s get back to our digging.”


    Jak lifted his shovel high above his head. A signal. Then he put his back into it, and started to extend the irrigation ditch. Murar worked beside him.


    As they removed more earth, Jak continued. “I should make my stories complete.”


    Murar grunted.


    “The blackcoat I told you I killed . . .”


    “Yeah.”


    “When I did it, the disguise I wore was you.” Jak felt Murar’s eyes on him. He kept on. “You should know I’m excellent with disguises. Everyone in that square. A few thousand at least. They saw you kill their prelate.”


    Murar stopped digging. “What? Why?” He paused. “When?”


    “A few months back,” Jak said, still working at the ditch. “You’re a day’s ride from the city. And as a practice, you don’t go there. You run your crews from here. But I wouldn’t give a thin plug for your reputation there. Or anywhere in all of Maerde, for that matter. Hells, anyplace you can find a Reconciliationist. Your face has been posted far and wide. You’re a wanted man.”


    “You son of a whore,” Murar seethed. The man’s hands tightened on his shovel handle. “You said the blackcoat was corrupt.”


    “Oh, he was. But the people who saw you kill him don’t know that.” Jak stood up, looking into Murar’s angry face. “He needed to die. I let him do it and earned you some disgrace in the offing.”


    “I’ll kill you,” Murar promised darkly.


    “You tried that once, didn’t you?” Jak said, nodding to the yard of bodies. “And the moneylender I mentioned killing. He was your banker. Smart of you to avoid the ministry banks with all your contract money. Those moneys have been redistributed to your lender’s debtors.”


    Murar took a threatening step toward Jak. Clearly his money meant more to him than his reputation. Jak narrowed his gaze. “Careful, Murar.”


    “I will have it back,” he declared in a low, serious voice.


    “That’ll be a fine trick, as you’ve no idea to whom it’s gone.” Jak smiled with mock sympathy. “You, sir, are broke.”


    Grief then rose in Murar’s face. His eyes softened a shade. “The boy. The alley kid.”


    Jak nodded. “Your son. First kill I did when I came here. I changed his name in my story for obvious reasons.”


    Several long moments passed. Murar’s eyes grew distant, remembering, mourning. Then those eyes hardened, and he looked up at Jak.


    “You will suffer,” Murar assured him.


    From behind Jak, not far down the road, the sound of footsteps. At the same time, the door to the house opened, and Murar’s wife and little girl came out, each carrying a small bag.


    “You loved your son, didn’t you?” Jak asked. It was a serious question.


    Murar looked from Jak to the man approaching from the road to his wife and daughter nearing from the house. “What is happening?”


    “Love endures. The real kind, anyway. That’s the root of any real suffering.” Jak leaned over his shovel, watching Murar’s wife take slow but sure steps. “Sometimes a man makes a mistake. He sleeps with a woman he doesn’t mean to, and a child comes of it. And sometimes that man was in love with another woman when he made that mistake. And sometimes that man has honor. So, he marries the woman he gets pregnant. Raises the child. While the woman he truly loves goes on with her life, marries a killer, raises a family of her own. But all the while, she harbors a secret love for an honorable man.”


    Murar’s stare returned to Jak. Understanding and dread bloomed in his face. “You killed the loose woman to free her husband of his marital vow.”


    “She was spreading disease, besides,” Jak added.


    “This one,” he pointed at the man now well inside the yard, “he loves my wife.”


    “And she loves him,” Jak said. “Always has. She told me she didn’t know your trade when you started your family. She stayed. She’s her share of honor, too.”


    Murar glanced at his little girl. Shook his head. “I won’t allow it.”


    “You won’t stop it,” Jak said.


    “By every deaf god, I will.” Murar fixed his gaze on the man approaching, and started toward him.


    Jak whipped the shovel down and slammed Murar’s knee. He fell hard, but still managed to find his knives.


    Jak gently placed the shovel blade against Murar’s throat. “You don’t have to say goodbye this way,” Jak said. “Maybe you should think about your little girl. What you’ll want her to remember.”


    Murar’s anger burned hot in his eyes. Jak saw the killer he’d been. The killer he still was. But something else entered in. Something of the man who’d drank half a glass of cool plum punch. A man who didn’t want his little girl to watch him get killed. And the anger faded.


    Becka paused near Murar. She showed him a sympathetic look, said a quiet goodbye, and walked on to where the man she loved waited at a discreet distance.


    Then Cheyn came near, looking at her da, who knelt on the hard hot earth. “We’re going away,” she said, her voice thick with regret.


    “I know, honey,” Murar said.


    “Why, Da?”


    Murar looked long at her questioning eyes, then over to her mother. Jak thought he saw a great many deaths in Murar’s eyes.


    Then the man turned back to his daughter. “I love you so much,” he said. “Try to remember just the good things, will you? The fun things we did. And that your da loves you.”


    She nodded, and gave him a tight hug. It lasted quite some time. Then he gently pried her away, and smiled for her to go to her mother and the man she stood next to.


    The three of them turned and moved on down the road, away from the beet farm. Murar didn’t move, watching them go.


    When he and Jak were alone again, Murar remarked, “You . . . All these years. All these kills. To take everything away.”


    Jak said nothing. But yes. And the pain of it, mostly losing his family, had set deep in Murar’s face. This was grief. Suffering. Of the most painful kind.


    “Is this what they teach you? Is this how the Dannire do it?” Murar finally looked away from the road, at Jak.


    “Not every time.”


    “What will you do next?” Murar asked with an empty tone. “Redirect the river? Kill my beets?”


    Jak didn’t reply.


    “Or leave yourself? My last godsdamn friend.” Murar gave a weak, despairing laugh.


    That laugh fell away, leaving them in silence. The broad yard had that heavy feeling again. Like the sunlight carried its own awful weight. Like gravity had multiplied.


    “Just kill me,” Murar finally said.


    Jak picked up his shovel. “What do you say we finish this ditch?”
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    The idea of a monster is often one of perspective. A man is a monster to a chicken, which just wants to hang out and lay eggs and peck things; a chicken is a monster to a grasshopper, which is probably a monster to the grass. I wanted to play with the idea of “monster,” and show how sometimes it can be reciprocal.


    I also wanted to play with the idea of cultural conflict, in a weird way. Titles are not always the same from one group to another, and so sometimes a thing that looks perfectly reasonable and logical to one person is absolutely bizarre to the next. When I put those two things together, they started making sense.


    This story is for the dragons who aren’t there anymore, for the thylacines and the dodos and the passenger pigeons, who would probably have a few things to tell us about what it takes to be a monster, if they still existed to be asked.
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And Men Will Mine the Mountain for Our Souls
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    I. Princess





    Always had the sages known that they would come. The first princess, in her bed of jewels and smelted gold, had dreamt of them; dreamt their terrible faces, their terrible claws, their endless hunger that is greater than the mountain and deeper than the deepest-diving seam. She had wept in the night, to have such dreams, and some say that her death—as the deaths of all princesses since her—came hard and early, because she could not know the peace of slumber. No one questioned what she had said of the future, for all loved their princess, and all knew that what a princess dreamt, she must dream true. Always.


    After her came my great-uncle, who weakened under his visions, and finally leapt from the mountain’s top, strewing his entrails across the countryside. They hardened in the sunlight into a streak of mercury and silver, and his heart and brain were carried to my aunt, who ate them reluctantly, as a child might eat a poisoned pear. She had been burdened with the dreams since her birth, but always had she prayed that they would name another as our princess, that I would hatch and come of age before great-uncle died. She knew that it was not to be. She ate his heart when she was bid. And she dreamt true.


    Her blood was still wet on my lips when the generals brought the crown to me, when they placed it on my brow, when they named my sister “prince” and said that she would lead us in the war to come. When the generals named me princess, and said that I would dream myself to death for the sake of our people. Even the titles that we were to bear—prince, princess—came from them, pearls stolen from the seabed of a princess’s dreams, turned into weapons that we might turn those same weapons against their creators. They will not expect such sophistication from us, or so the sages say.


    I think that perhaps they are less concerned with the words we use, and more concerned with the weapons we can bring to bear against them. And oh, our weapons are never going to be enough. I know that, as every princess before me has known it, and still I sleep, and still I dream, and still I see their armies coming, terrible in the sunset, ablaze with the red light of the dying day.


    They are coming, and there is nothing we can do to stop them.


    


II. Prince


    


The generals tell me that my brother has bad dreams. I tell them that this is not news to me; that my brother has always had bad dreams, ever since we were worms in the rookery, and our nest-mother confused me for he and he for me, remembering only that there were two royal babes, and never which was which. We were prince- and princess-in-waiting interchangeably then, quick to bite and hiss and show our claws to any who disturbed us, survivors by virtue of our size and the speed with which we had eaten our siblings. Worms cannot bear to be alone, but neither can they bear to slither in anything other than pairs. I miss those days, warm in the shards of our eggshells, content in our lack of responsibilities, fluid in our identities and our futures.


    Our parents came to us so rarely then, and looked at us with such sorrow. We did not understand. We could not understand. What in the scope of our experience had prepared us for the world that awaited us, the world we would enter when our aunt the princess declared that she had dreamt the deaths of our parents? They died six days after she dreamt their endings, Father with his head severed from his body so that he bled rubies onto the undeserving ground, Mother with her claws covered in the offal of our enemies. They paid dearly for the taking of our parents. They paid with blood and with screaming.


    But all the blood and screaming in the world could not bring our parents back. That night, our aunt came to us with the hearts of our father the king and our mother his consort clutched in her talons, gleaming red as garnets and black as obsidian in the dim light of the rookery. She threw them down before us, and said, “Eat. Eat, and become what you will be.”


    How I wish I had not taken that first bite. How I wish I had been able to take my brother’s dreams, to lift them from his soul and transform them to my own. But I was young and I was greedy, and his dreams were never intended to be mine.


    I ate of my mother, and I became a prince. My wings grew in gold and blazing, bright as flame, filled with embers. My backbone stretched and strengthened, became long and tight with sinew, difficult to hack or harm. My horns became as strong as diamonds, my teeth as cruel as flint, and my eyes as shadowed as the mountain’s heart, where I breathed out the soul of my mother in a gust of flame that could have brightened all the sky.


    My brother ate of our father, and became a princess. His horns grew heavy, pulling his head down to the ground. His wings grew vaster than mine could ever be, filled with night-sky darkness and flashes of silver, mercurial and strange. And his dreams, his dreadful dreams, grew stronger with every night that passed.


    He killed and ate our aunt as soon as the bones in his legs ceased breaking and reshaping themselves. He feasted on her heart, her lungs and brain, and he breathed her out together with our father, dying embers into the dust. We were prince and princess under the mountain, terrors of the night, and if he never flew, he did not seem to mind; he walked in majesty, his wings wrapped tight around his body, and his dreams grew worse with every day that passed.


    Now the generals tell me he has bad dreams, and so I have come to him, my brother, the Princess Below the Mountain, who sleeps and dreams in his bower of gems and precious metals. His handmaids show their throats as I walk among them, hissing deference, their eyes alight with fear. That is good. Princes are meant to be feared, both for what we are and for what we represent. We are the mountain’s burning defense against them. When they come, we will be ready, and the blood will shower down like so many hardening stars.


    My brother is waiting for me. He lifts the black cloak of his wing from his head, and looks at me with eyes grown dark from dreaming and despair. “Have your eggs hatched yet?” he asks, and there is genuine yearning there, for he dreams too big to see something so small. He used to dream smaller, before he ate the heart of our father, before he grew too great to see anything but death.


    “Not yet, brother,” I reply.


    “Ah,” he sighs. “When they mine the mountain for our souls, they will take your children for diamonds greater than any the world has ever known. I have seen those diamonds. I had hoped that they might come from some other clutch. I am sorry, my sister. I am so sorry.” He closes his eyes. He will not look on me.


    Fire burns in my breast, hot and heavy with hatred. “What are you saying?”


    “They are coming, my sister. They march even now, under the banner of their King, who has never set foot beneath our mountain. He will stay at a distance while his soldiers descend upon us. I see death under the mountain. I see nothing after that. There are no wings against the moon, no flames above the snow. There are no others left in all of the world, my sister, because if there were, they would come to carry our bones to somewhere distant, new and safe. We are the last, and they are coming.” He draws his wing across his face, hiding himself from my sight.


    “What are we to do?” I whisper.


    His chuckle seems to resonate through his entire body. He sounds so tired. When did he become so tired? When did he last sleep through the long, dark tunnel of the night without the dreams coming to shatter his peace, steal his rest away, strand him, shattered and gasping, on the ledge of wakefulness? I do not know. I would have known, once. I would have been there to soothe him when he woke.


    I was not a prince then. I was not so powerful, or so helpless.


    “What are we to do?” he echoes, and his voice is the voice of the mountain itself, the voice that speaks from the deepest tunnels, from the blackest pits. “Oh, my sister. Oh, my prince. What are we to do?


    “We are to do what dragons have always done, when men were marching. We will die, and they will mine this mountain, and we will be forgotten by all except the stones that were our souls. Now go. I am tired.”


    And my brother sleeps, and I am alone below the mountain once again.


    I kill one of his handmaids on my way out of the chamber, that he might know my displeasure. It is a hollow gesture.


    Surely he has seen this in his dreams.





    III. Dreaming


    


The body of my handmaid has hardened into jade and amethysts when I claw my way back into the waking world, mazed and disoriented by the blending of what is and what is yet to be. My dreams have left me weak. I feel like an eggshell on the very verge of breaking, but there is nothing to hatch out of me: I am complete, and so I shall be doomed.


    My handmaids swarm around me, cooing and clucking, their claws bristling with sweetmeats and with charcoal as they try to coax me into accepting sustenance. I claw their scales and allow their blood to spill onto the cavern floor, rubies and emeralds and topaz gems the size of my eye. It does not soothe me. They do not cry out, even though I know my slashes pain them. To be in service to the princess is a great honor, and one which each of them has sacrificed much to earn—even down to the great leather panels of their wings, which were cut away entire when my handmaids were confirmed into my service. Those who tend to the princess could never run away or leave their master, and while I have to trust them with my very life, there is no reason to tempt them with their freedom. Each of them is mine, to do with as I will, until the day that they rejoin the mountain.


    That day is coming. That day is almost here. I can still see their broken bodies when I close my eyes, even as they cluster and swarm around me. One will be gutted, her internal organs strewn from one end of the cavern to the other, hardening and transforming even as her blood dries into diamonds on the floor. To think that she will become diamonds! She must be of royal descent, even though she does not know it, and I will not tell her. What mercy would there be in telling her that she might have been a prince, might have been a princess, had she but eaten of the right flesh and slept tangled in the right limbs? It would not be fair. I will not do it.


    Another will lose her head entire, taken as a trophy by the man who slays her. Her body will be left for carrion, transmuting into common slate, but her eyes . . . ah, her eyes will become opals. They will be the prize possessions of a fortune-teller in one of their courts. That strange, soft woman will never know the origins of her scrying stones, only that they are beautiful, and that they tell her true.


    So it will go, one by one, even to the youngest of them, a pretty little thing with scales the color of old amber. She was hatched a full season after my sister and I, and her wings were not even fully grown when they were cut away from her forever. She will die with the rest.


    They will die protecting me. It will not make any difference.


    “How long was I asleep?” I ask.


    “Princess, the moon has risen,” says the oldest of them, who served my aunt before I ate her and took her place. I show her my teeth, and she alone among my handmaids shies away from me. She knows what I am capable of, knows that I have not yet grown into a soft and pampered oracle who will refuse to gut my own food. I mourn that me, who will never get to live beneath this mountain. I do not think I would have liked him, but I would have liked the chance to be him. I am not required to like myself. Being a princess means that there will always be others willing to like me, just for the chance to be well regarded.


    The handmaid I inherited from my aunt will die last. She will be driven to the back of the cavern by her own sense of self-preservation after I have fallen; she will press herself against the wall and grovel, trying to make her harmlessness clear to them.


    They will look at her great size and take her for a powerful warrior. They will fire arrows into her eyes and slide swords into her gullet. She will not deserve half of what they would do to her, and I do not warn her, because I do not care for her, and because warnings will do her no good—no good at all. What has been dreamt will be, and that is that. That is how it has always been.


    If the moon is up, then time has grown shorter than anyone else can know, even my sister, who will be in the chamber with her generals by now, plotting and planning our defense. We have always assumed that they would come in daylight, with the sun high behind them and the world spread open to their flat, terrible gaze. I have seen them marching in daylight, but it was not until this day’s dreaming that I realized I had never seen them reach the mountain that way. Until my most recent slumber, I had been unable to understand why that was, how that could be.


    Now that I am awake, I can finally see the truth of it. They march by day, but they will attack by night. They have princesses of their own. They must, else how could we have stolen the word, the concept, the power? Those princesses must dream their own dreams. They must have seen that we fight better in sunlight, that our flame is dangerous even to ourselves when we breathe it out in the tight spaces of our homes.


    Those princesses must have gone to their warriors, even as I will now go to my sister. They must have said, “Attack by night,” and because only a fool would ignore a princess when that princess speaks of a dreaming, they will have listened.


    They are not coming.


    They are here.


    “Help me up,” I say, laboring to untangle the vast sails of my wings, which catch and slow me more than I can bear. I envy my handmaids, who move so quickly and so easily, their skeletal wings folded tightly down against their backs. How lovely it would be, to move freely. When I am dead, I will go to the King of All Dragons, and I will ask her why she made me thus; why dreams must come with more burdens than themselves. I would have thought them quite burden enough.


    I do not know what she will say. This pleases me; not knowing is a rare gift in these days, with the dreams heavy in my heart and my eyes dim from seeing too much. My handmaids untangle my wings from my limbs. The youngest of them gnaw at my horns, wearing them down just that small bit, lightening my head just enough to let me lift it from the cavern floor. I would be immobile without them, trapped, and I am grateful, even as I know that their service will be the reason for their deaths.


    “I will return,” I say, and they do not question me, but step aside as I slither, low as a lizard, toward the door.


    I must find my sister.


    If ever there has been a dream I have wished to change, it is the dream that I have dreamt today.


    


IV. Strategy




My generals fill the world beneath the mountain, their scales gleaming emerald and jade and tourmaline in the light from the pits of burning coal that stud our gathering chamber. This is the greatest space below the mountain, large enough to hold all of my people at once, if we packed in close and did not strike at one another for a casual touch, for an accidental scratch. That could never happen, and so there are only the twenty of us here: myself, and the nineteen generals I inherited from my father upon his dying. They served him wisely and well when he was Prince Below the Mountain, before he became King In Ashes.


    My brother tells me they do not reserve the titles of King and Queen for their dead; in their world, kings and queens walk among the living. It seems strange, like a refusal to admit that death is a part of life, as much as hatching, as much as flying, as much as fire.


    My generals are older and wiser than I, but still, they must come when they are called, and they must listen to me when I speak to them. If they resent me for this, they do not say so, for they did not eat the old prince’s heart; they do not have his blood inside them. “Our princess tells me that they are coming,” I say, and silence answers my proclamation. “He says that soon, they will be here, and that he sees death beneath the mountain.”


    “What does he see beyond the battle?” demands the oldest of my generals. His head is the size of my entire body, and his words shake the walls. He would have been a good prince, had he been chosen, and I do not fear him now, for he will not betray me. He has grown too vast for my smallness.


    “Our princess sees nothing beyond the battle,” I reply. “He sees darkness. He sees no wings against the moon, no flames above the snow.”


    The old general, who has learned to have faith in the words of princesses, says nothing as he turns his face away.


    “What are we to do?” asks another, who is younger, and wilder, and more of a danger. He will devour me if I allow him. He will become prince in my place . . . and part of me is tempted to give him that burden, that honor, that doom. But his transformation would not be swift enough, and they would arrive to find the mountain undefended. I love my brother too much for that. I love my eggs, still hardening in the rookery, waiting to hatch and begin their great devouring. I love my consort, who got them upon me, who will be Queen when I am King, secure in death’s throne.


    No. I will not die by this general’s claws. I am still their Prince Below the Mountain, and they will heed me, whether they will it or no. “We fight,” I say. “We fly. We preserve the mountain as best we can, and if we die today, we die knowing that we did all we could do to keep ourselves and our people safe. Order the children deep, and order the egg-layers deeper. Roll the eggs into the deepest vents, and pray the hatchlings will crawl their way back to us when their shells grow thin. Tell the sages that they are free to go, that they should be remembered as something more than legends.”


    “What if they will not go?” asks another general.


    I hesitate. I am a prince, but I am still young, still fresh and untested in my role; I have not known the long seasons of strife and seasoning that had been my father’s, that had taught him all the ways of cruelty and command. I know the order I should give, know it as I knew the curving moons of my own claws. I cannot give it.


    I wonder if my brother has seen my weakness. I wonder if this is what condemns us.


    “If they will not, then let them stay,” I say. “Let them curl in the depths with the young and the infirm, and should they die there, their souls will sleep in the mountain’s heart, as have all the souls of our precious dead from the beginning of all things until today.”


    “As you say, my prince,” says the oldest of the generals, and none of the others will dare to challenge him. With his words, the council of war is convened, and oh, how the mountain groans beneath the weight of such age, such wisdom, such vast and powerful forms. They cling to the walls like the bats we would snap our jaws at when we were children, my brother and I, innocent of the weights and dangers the world would one day set upon our shoulders. We always knew that we were damned to royalty. We did not know what royalty might mean.


    We talk of war through the long afternoon and into the dark hours of the night. Servants move amongst us, carrying charcoal and charred meat. We gulp it down without tasting, keeping our bellies full and our minds sharp. We speak of strategies and tactics, of all the ways that flesh can tear and bones can break, and how we can use those ways to our advantage. We speak of the weapons of the enemy, what we know of them and their foul, thieving ways. And all the time that we spend speaking, my brother sleeps in his fine princess’s bed of embers, dreaming what is yet to be, what cannot be turned aside, no matter how deeply we breathe of the mountain’s fire, no matter how fiercely we will fight.


    We knew always that we would go to battle, because we are as we are, as the mountain made us: we had no choice.


    We never had a choice, not since the very beginnings of the world.





    V. Waking





    I find my sister in her chambers, sleeping fitfully, the great bulk of her consort beside her. For a moment, I pause, the air in my lungs becoming ashes in the face of envy’s blazing flame. I will never have a consort—would not have, even if this were not the night we died. My hatchlings could have been challengers to my sister’s place, could have confused the lines of succession. How I hate him for lying beside her, bathing his scales in the warmth of her flame! How I hate her, for leaving me behind.


    How I love her, for being my sister, and for loving me. It is love that leads me to lower my already heavy head and nudge her, gently, with my snout.


    Her eyes are open in an instant. There is no malice there. She is Prince Below the Mountain. She knows that there are only two in all the world that her guards would allow to pass unchallenged, and her consort already lies curled beside her. She lifts her head, and looks on me with love, only love, only ever love.


    How I have missed her, since our destinies bent us apart. Is it wrong to be joyful that here, at the end, they are bending back together? “It is time,” I say.


    She blinks slowly, shaking away the last traces of her own untroubled sleep. Whatever nightmares she may have suffered, she knows they are not as deep as mine, or as heavy, or as cruel. “What do you mean?” she asks.


    Already her wings are unfurling. Already her consort wakes, the armored plates of his back bristling as he calls himself fully into the moment. She believes in me. She trusts that I will not mislead her—and oh, how I wish that I could. How I wish I were here to spin her a terrible lie, to send her out into the world ready for a battle that will never come.


    But I am not. I could not. I am her princess, and she is my prince, and I could never lie to her. “They marched by day, and they prepare to strike by night. They are here, my sister. They are at our door. Rally your generals. Call your army. Tell them that the darkness is alive with the shouts and cruel hands of men, and that it is too late to turn this dream aside.”


    “Will we win?” My sister’s voice is rough with char. The fire is gathering inside her.


    I do not answer. I turn my head away, and say nothing. My sister must fight; there is nothing else that she can do. I have seen her, in my dreams. I will not lie to her, but I will not speak her death into the open air. To do so would be to betray her in the deepest way I know, and so I am silent, and remain silent as she rises from her bed and stalks past me, wings half-mantled, into the long, cold night of her destruction.


    I am sorry, my sister. I am sorry, my prince. I could not save you, or myself, or anyone at all.


    All I ever did was dream.





    VI. War


    


I leave my brother behind me as I make my way toward the nearest cave connecting to the surface. My consort brushes my tail with his and heads deeper into the mountain, where he will light the signal fires and sound the alarms of the ancients. I roar with every step, sending my voice up into the honeycomb caverns we have chewed and carved through the living stone, waking and rallying my people.


    Here am I, your prince.


    Here am I, your defender.


    Here am I; now come to me, join me, and die fighting by my side.


    And they come—how they come! My generals and their armies, my fighting worms and wide-winged soldiers. My people flock out of the mountain as the old and the weak burrow deeper, and we cover the cliff faces and the long slopes with our bodies, roaring domination into the night. Our flame lights up the darkness, and for the first time in my life, I see what my brother has seen every time he closed his eyes since the beginning of forever. I see them.


    They are so soft. So small. Their shells are artificial, forged from the bodies of the dragons they have slain. There is nothing to them that I should fear, and that is the most terrible thing of all. They will destroy us. They should not have that power. They should not have that potential. But they do, and there is nothing I can do to take it from them.


    “What are your orders?” growls the nearest of my generals.


    I close my eyes. For a moment—just a moment—I can tell myself that my brother is wrong: that our parents were wrong. I should have been the princess from the first, and my calm, everyday dreams of dragons, and flying, and feasting under a bright harvest moon, those are the true dreams. Not my brother’s dreaming, no, not at all.


    “We fight,” I say. “Show no mercy.”


    The screams of the men are terrible to hear.


    The screams of the dragons are worse.





    VII. Princess





    This is my final dream, as I coil in the depths of my bed and wait for the men to come and slay me. It is not a true dream, for I do not sleep; will never sleep again, not before my dying.


    I dream myself a hatchling again, strong and lithe and unburdened by the duties of a princess. I dream my sister beside me, full of motion, never still. I dream us safe. I dream us happy. I dream us together for all of time.


    The screams reach me even in my chambers. My sister is gone to be King In Ashes, and I will see her soon. We will be together always, even as we are in my dream that is not a dream, and men will mine the mountain for our souls.


    I wonder if the princesses of men sleep any easier than those of dragons. I hope so. I would not wish my life on anyone, not even on those who would destroy us. When dragons are but memory and legend, the princesses of men will slumber on, dreaming their cruel dreams.


    There was never any end but this.


    My handmaids die all around me, and at last, my dream is done.




Jim Butcher










    Waldo Butters has been a pain in my rear from his very first appearance in the Dresden Files.


    Initially he was just a throwaway character. I was writing a somewhat gruesome morgue scene, with a badly mutilated body, and I needed someone with a sense of humor to leaven the scene a little bit. So I basically kidnapped the medical examiner from The Prophecy, dyed his hair, made him shorter and skinnier, gave him some glasses and a new name, and wrote him into the story. I figured he’d be there for a chapter, then we’d move on and never see again.


    But he was so much fun, I decided to use him again. It makes the world a more consistent place if you see familiar faces in familiar places, and he had stuck firmly in my mind for someone who had only been on stage for a little while. This meant that I didn’t have to go digging into my previous material to remember his details as a character, and I am always in favor of constructive laziness whenever I can employ it as a storyteller.


    But then came Dead Beat. Dead Beat had originally been slated to be the eighth book in the series, but when my editor heard that my plan for book seven involved a quieter, more personal story centered on Molly, she dropped me a hint that, since the series was going to go hardback, maybe I needed a more exciting and dramatic story. Well, I had some necromancers just waiting down the road a bit for Harry, and throwing them at him when he was even less experienced just made his life worse, and I’m also always in favor of that. So I brought them into town early and decided, moreover, that the medical examiner would be the perfect thematic sidekick for the story: Harry was fighting necromancers, after all, so an ME was a natural fit—while at the same time being almost completely useless to Harry on a tactical level. Better and better.


    And it was during this story that I realized that Butters wasn’t going away, because he had a destiny, and I started setting him up for it right away.


    It’s been a long time coming.


    Jim Butcher











  




[image: butcher]



Day One





    Jim Butcher








    My name is Waldo Butters, and I am a Jedi Knight, like my father before me.


    Okay, so that isn’t exactly, technically, in a completely legal sense true. I mean, my dad was actually a podiatrist. But I’m as close to the real deal as anyone is likely to ever see in this world. I’m an actual knight anyway. Or at least, I was training to be one, when on a Thursday morning I first heard the Call.


    Only I didn’t hear it, exactly, technically, in a completely legal sense . . . look, maybe I should just tell the story.


    Of all the training Michael Carpenter had me doing, the cardio part was what I liked best. Then again, my main Pandora station only plays polka music, so what the heck do I know?


    I ran along through the early dawn light in Bucktown while the city began to wake up. The training belt around my waist tugged at my balance constantly and unpredictably. It was hooked to a bungee cord attaching me to Michael’s bicycle, being pulled along behind me as I ran. Michael would swerve and brake randomly. Sometimes he’d hold the brake for several strides, and I’d have to shift to much more powerful strides to keep moving. It was demanding work. Constantly being forced to alter my balance meant that I could never fall into a nice, efficient rhythm and I had to pay attention to every single step.


    The first several weeks, that had been a problem, but I was getting used to it now. Or rather, I was getting used to it until I saw something impossible, forgot to pay attention, got pulled off balance by my bungee cord, and crashed into a plastic recycling bin waiting by the side of the street.


    Michael immediately came to a stop, swinging his stiff leg out like an improvised kickstand. He was action-hero sized, moving toward his late fifties, and had his walking cane strapped to the backpack he wore. “Waldo?” he asked. “Are you all right?”


    I stumbled upright again, panting. “I, uh.” I peered down the street. “I’m not really sure.”


    Michael looked in the same direction I was, frowning. He pursed his lips thoughtfully.


    “You don’t see that, do you?” I asked.


    “See what?”


    I squinted. Took off my glasses. Cleaned them on a corner of my shirt that wasn’t covered in sweat. Put them back on and checked again. It was still there. “If you could see it, you wouldn’t have to ask that.”


    He nodded seriously. “Tell me what you see.”


    “That homeless guy on the bench?” I asked.


    “Yes.”


    I took a breath and said, “There’s a big yellow exclamation point floating over his head.” After a brief pause I added, “I’m not crazy. My mother had me tested.”


    Michael sat back a little on the bike’s seat and rubbed at his beard pensively. He missed the reference. “Hmmm. Odd. Does that bring anything to mind for you, personally?”


    I snorted. “Yeah, it’s what every NPC in every MMORPG ever looks like when they have a quest to give you.”


    “There were a great many letters in that, and not much that I understood,” he said soberly.


    “Video games,” I clarified. “When a game character has a quest for you, that’s how the game shows you where the quest begins. A big floaty exclamation point over their heads. You go talk to them and that’s how the quest starts.”


    Michael barked out a laugh and gave the sky a small smile and a shake of his head. “Well, then, Sir Waldo. You’ve just had your first Call.”


    “My what now?”


    “Your first Call to a quest, I suppose.”


    I blinked. “Uriel talks to the Knights through video game symbolism?”


    “As far as I know, Uriel talks in person. The Call comes from higher up.”


    “What?” I asked. “You mean like . . . God? God speaks video game?”


    “When the Almighty speaks to men, He always does it in voices they can understand,” Michael said. “When I felt the Call, it was always a still, small voice that would come to me when I was in prayer, or otherwise quiet. Sometimes I’d have a very strong impression of a name, or a face, and a direction that I needed to go.” He nodded toward the transient. “Apparently, you have been Called to help that man.”


    “Put like that, it does seem to be fairly obvious.” I swallowed. “Um. I know we’ve been training pretty hard but . . . am I really ready for this?”


    He reached into the backpack, withdrew an old leather messenger bag from it, and offered it to me. “Let’s find out.”


    I swallowed. Then I nodded and slung the bag over one shoulder. I reached into it and patted the worn old wooden handle inside, and then walked over to the sleeping man. He wore an army surplus field jacket, old Desert Storm–style khaki BDUs, and he had a beard that birds could have nested in. There wasn’t much grey in it, but his skin was weathered enough to make it difficult to guess his age. Forty?


    By the time I got within five feet of him, I could see that something was wrong. There was a lot of vomit on the slatted bench by the man’s head, and the ground beneath. One of his eyes was half open, dilated, and his breath rasped in and out.


    “Hey,” I said. “Hey, buddy. Can you hear me?”


    No response.


    I knelt down and took his wrist, feeling for his pulse. It was hard, because it was thready and irregular. “Hey,” I said, gently. “Hey, man, can you hear me?”


    He let out a little groan. I checked his other eye. The pupil was normal in that one.


    I didn’t enjoy the work of being an actual physician, professionally. I liked examining corpses for the state of Illinois. Corpses never lie to you, never give you opaque answers, never ask stupid questions, or ignore what you tell them they need to do. Corpses are simple.


    And this guy, who wasn’t nearly as old as I had thought when I walked up to him, was going to be one if he didn’t get attention fast.


    “Call 911,” I said to Michael. “I think he’s had a stroke, maybe an overdose. Either way, he’s lucky he slept on his side or he’d have choked on his own vomit by now. He needs an ER.”


    Michael nodded once, hobbled a few feet away, and produced a cell phone from a leather case on his belt. He called and began speaking quietly.


    “Okay, buddy,” I said to the guy. “Hang in there. We’re calling the good guys and they’re going to help y—”


    I don’t even know what happened. One second he was lying there, a wheezy vegetable, and the next he was coming at me hard, his ragged-nailed hands grasping for my throat while he gurgled, “No hospital!”


    A few months ago, I’d have gotten strangled right there.


    But a few months ago, I hadn’t been training in hand to hand with Michael’s wife, Charity.


    It takes several thousand repetitions of a motion to develop motor memory pathways in the brain to the point where you can consider the motion a reflex. To that end, Charity, who was into ju jitsu, had made me practice several different defenses a hundred times each, every day, for the past two months. She didn’t practice by just going through a motion slowly and gradually speeding up, either. She just came at me like she meant to disassemble me, and if I didn’t defend successfully it freaking hurt.


    You learn fast in those circumstances—and one of the basic defenses she’d drilled into me had been against a simple front choke.


    Both of my forearms snapped up, knocking the grasping hands away, even as I ducked my head and rolled my body to one side. He kept coming, and got a hold of his right arm as he went through the space where I’d been. His arm hit my face, and sent my glasses spinning off me.


    I fought down a decades-old panic as the world shifted from its usual shapes into sudden streaks and blurs of color.


    Look. I wear some big thick glasses. I’m not quite legally blind without them. I know, because after I gave my optometrist a very expensive bottle of whiskey, he told me so. But without them . . .


    Without them, it’s pretty tough to get anything done. Or see anything more than an arm’s length away. Seriously. I’d once mistaken a dressmaker’s mannequin for my girlfriend. Reading was all but impossible without them. Reading.


    My great nightmare is to be stuck somewhere without them, trapped, peering at the sea of fuzzy things that couldn’t possibly be identified. When I’d been a kid, the first thing the bullies did, always, was knock my glasses off. Always. It was like they’d all had a sixth sense or something.


    Then they would start having fun with me. That wasn’t a delight either, but it was the not knowing what was coming that made it all worse.


    Inside, that kid started screaming and wailing, but there was no time to indulge him. I had a problem to solve—and the Carpenters had given me the tools I needed to solve it.


    For instance, they’d taught me that once things are this close, you don’t really get a lot done with your eyes when it came to fighting. It was all speed and reflex and knowing where the enemy was and what he was doing by feel. I was sloppy and it took me a second, but I managed to lock the bum’s arm out straight. I kept it moving, got my body to twist at the right angle to put pressure on the shoulder joint, and brought him flat onto his face on the sidewalk with enough force to send stars flying into his vision and stun him.


    It didn’t stun him much. “No hospital!” he screamed, thrashing. I fought to control the fear that was running through me. He was operating with more strength than he should have been, but it didn’t matter. Physics is physics and his arm was one long lever that I had control of. He might have been bigger and stronger than me, and the way we were positioned that didn’t matter in the least. He fought for a few more seconds and then the burst of frenzy began to peter out. “No hospital! No hospital.” He shuddered and began to weep. His voice became a plea, rendered flat with despair. “No hospital. Please, please. No hospital.”


    Then he went limp and made slow, regular rasping sounds.


    I eased off the pressure and gave him his arm back. It fell limply to the sidewalk as he cried. “Buddy,” I said, “hey, it’s going to be all right. I’m Waldo. What’s your name?”


    “Stan,” he said in a hollow voice.


    “Hey, Stan,” I said. “Try not to worry. We’re going to get you taken care of.”


    “You’re killing me,” he said. “You’re killing me.”


    “Your pulse is erratic, your breathing is impaired, and your eyes are showing different levels of dilation, Stan. What are you on?”


    “Nothing,” he said. “You’re killing me. Damn you.”


    In a few minutes, the ambulance arrived. A few seconds later, someone tapped the side of my chest with my glasses and I put them back on. I looked up to an EMT, a blocky black guy named Lamar. I knew him. He was a solid guy.


    “Thanks, man,” I said.


    “You tackle this guy?” he asked. “Shoot. You ain’t no bigger than a chicken dinner.”


    “But spicy,” I said. I gave him everything I had about Stan, and they got him checked, loaded up, and ready to head out to the ER in under four minutes.


    “Hey, Lamar,” I said, as he was rolling the gurney.


    “Yes, Examiner Mulder?”


    “Scully was the ME,” I complained. “How come no one calls me Examiner Scully?”


    “Cause you ain’t a thinking man’s tart,” Lamar drawled. “What you need?”


    “Where are you taking him?”


    “St. Anthony’s.”


    I nodded. “Is there anything, uh, odd happening over there lately?”


    “Naw,” Lamar said, scratching his chin. “Not that I seen. But it’s only Tuesday.”


    “Do me a favor,” I said. “Keep your eyes open.”


    “Hell, Butters,” he said.


    “Let me rephrase that,” I said. “Let me know if you see anything odd. It might be important.”


    Lamar gave me a long look. I already had a reputation and history with supernatural weirdness, even before I met Harry Dresden and learned how scary the world really is. Lamar had gotten a few peeks at the Twilight Zone too, over the years, and wanted nothing to do with it, because Lamar was pretty bright.


    “We’ll see,” he said.


    “Thanks,” I said. We shook hands and he left.


    Michael came to stand next to me as the ambulance pulled away.


    “You hear that?” I asked him.


    “Most of it.”


    “What do you think?”


    He leaned on his cane and blew out a slow breath through his lips, frowning in thought.


    “I think,” he said finally, “that you’re the Knight now, Waldo.”


    “Somehow, I just knew you were going to say that,” I said. “It might be nothing. I mean, I suspect Stan was strung out on uppers and downers and God knows what else. And if some commuter had been the one to try to wake him, he might have strangled them. Maybe this was a low-level warmup quest, you know? That might have been the whole thing right there.”


    “Maybe,” Michael agreed, nodding. “What does your heart tell you?”


    “My heart?” I asked. “I’m a doctor, Michael. My heart doesn’t tell me anything. It’s a muscle that pumps blood. My brain does all of that other stuff.”


    Michael smiled. “What does your heart tell you?”


    I sighed. I mean, sure, it could have been something really simple and easy—mathematically, that was possible. But everything I’d seen about the supernatural world told me that the Knights of the Cross were only sent into matters of life and death. And like it or not, when I’d decided to keep the Sword of Faith, I’d decided to get myself involved in situations that would be scary and dangerous—and necessary—without actually knowing exactly what was going on, or why I was being sent.


    I wasn’t really hero material. Even with my recent training, I was small, and skinny, and rumpled, and I’d never drunk from the fountain of youth. I was a mature, nerdy, Jewish medical examiner, not some kind of daring adventurer.


    But I guess I was the guy who had been given the Sword—and Stan needed my help.


    I nodded and said, “Let’s head back to your place.”


    “Of course,” Michael said. “What are you going to do?”


    “Get the rest of my stuff,” I said. “And then check up on Stan at St. Tony’s. Better safe than sorry.”


    Michael pulled up to the hospital in his solid, hardworking white pickup truck, and frowned. “God go with you, Waldo.”


    “You still don’t like it, do you?” I asked him.


    “The skull is a very dangerous object,” he said. “It doesn’t . . . understand love. It doesn’t understand faith.”


    “That’s what we’re here for, right?” I asked him.


    “It’s not for me,” Michael said, setting his jaw.


    “You think I should take it on my first quest with me?” I asked.


    “God Almighty, no,” Michael said.


    “Just keep an eye on it until I get back.”


    “If it fell into the wrong hands . . .”


    “It won’t be my problem, because I’ll be all dead and stuff,” I said. “Michael, give me a break. I don’t need you rattling my confidence right now, right?”


    He looked chagrined for a second and then nodded. “Of course. If you weren’t the right person, the Sword wouldn’t have come to you.”


    “Unless it was an honest accident.”


    Michael smiled. “I don’t believe in accidents.”


    “I’d better get out. If God has any sense of humor at all, you’re going to get rear-ended any second now,” I said, and got out of the car. “I’ll call you when I know something.”


    “God go with you,” Michael said, and pulled away, leaving me standing on the curb alone.


    Just me.


    Oy.


    I took a deep breath, tried to imagine myself about two feet taller than I actually was, and walked quickly into the hospital.


    Moving around a hospital without being noticed is pretty easy. You just wear a doctor’s white coat, and some scrubs and some comfortable shoes and walk like you know exactly where you’re going.


    It also helps to have a doctor’s ID, and an actual MD, and to actually be a doctor who has sometimes worked there and to actually know exactly where you’re going.


    I’m a doctor, dammit, not a spy.


    “Patterson,” I said to a lanky ER nurse with a buzz cut and a lumberjack’s beard. “How’s my favorite druid?”


    Patterson looked up at me from a form-field-filled computer screen and squinted. “Waldo Butters, AKA Iputthepalin the Paladin. Your guild stiffed our guild on a treasure roll two weeks ago.”


    I pushed my glasses up on my nose. “Yeah, I’ve been kind of busy. Haven’t been online to keep the powergamers in check. My word, I’ll have Andi look into it, and we’ll make it up to you guys.”


    The nurse scowled at me, but let out a mollified grunt. “Hell are you doing down here? They kick you out of Corpse-sickles-R-Us?”


    “Not yet,” I said. Though they might, with as many times as I’d called in sick lately. I hadn’t been sick. Just too bruised and sore to move right. “Look, I’m kind of here on something personal. Maybe you could help me out.”


    Patterson stared at me with unamused eyes. Not to get too much into the details, but HIPA basically means that no one who wants to remain working in the medical field can share any patient information with anyone who isn’t directly involved in that patient’s care, unless the patient gives permission to do so. It’s the kind of thing people get reflexively paranoid about. Also the kind of thing you have to ask a favor to get them to overlook.


    “Why should I?” he asked.


    “Because I have something you want,” I said.


    “What?”


    I leaned a bit closer, and looked up and down the hall theatrically before speaking in a lowered tone. “What about . . . a blue murloc egg?”


    Patterson sat up ramrod-straight and his eyes widened. “What?”


    “You heard me,” I said.


    “Dude, don’t even joke about it,” he breathed. “You know it’s the last one I need.”


    “2005 was a very good year,” I drawled. I reached into my pocket and produced a plastic card from my wallet. “Behold. One code for one blue murloc. The rarest pet in all the game can be thine.” Patterson reached for the card with twitchy fingers, and I snapped it a bit farther away from him. “Do we have a deal?”


    “It’s legit?”


    I dropped the drama voice. “Yeah, man, I was actually at the con. It’s real, you have my word.”


    Patterson crowed and seized the card with absolutely Gollum-esque avarice. “Pleasure doing business with you, Iputthepalin.” He gestured for me to join him behind the desk, and rubbed his hands together in mock-epic greed. “What you need?”


    That’s the thing about knowing a lot of gamers. They do not necessarily count their riches with bank accounts. Not when there are virtual status symbols to acquire.


    “Guy got admitted a couple of hours ago, ER, first name Stan,” I said. “I sent him in with Reg Lamar, probable overdose. I want to see him.”


    Patterson started thumping on computer keys. “You sent him in?”


    “Out jogging this morning, found him seizing,” I said.


    He stopped typing for a second, and looked at me. Then he looked back at the monitor and said, “Someone’s taking his character way too seriously.”


    “Nah, I just have too many corpse-sickles already,” I said.


    “You’re just lucky it happened in the morning. We start getting busy come the afternoon.”


    I started to tell him that luck hadn’t had anything to do with it, and felt myself shiver.


    I mean, that’s kind of a huge thing to think about, you know? That in all probability, luck really hadn’t been involved. That God, or some version of God, who the Knights simply referred to as the Almighty, had knowingly arranged for me to be in the right place at the right time to help Stan—and that He (or She, or It, I mean I didn’t want to get too presumptuous, all things considered, and how should I know?) had done so in such a way as to make it uniquely possible for me, personally, to go help Stan.


    Could God, with all the majesty of the universe at his disposal, with the uncounted myriad of life forms to look after throughout practically uncountable galaxies, really be all that interested in one little drug addict? One little medical examiner, playing at being a hero?


    Answer that question with a yes or a no, and tell me which is the more terrifying. I’m not sure I can.


    I’d asked Michael the same question, more or less. He’d been of the opinion that God couldn’t not be interested on a personal level. That He knew each and every one of us too well to be anything less than passionately involved in caring about our lives and our choices.


    And honestly, that seemed a little stalker-y to me. I mean, bad enough when your mom is too interested in what you do. Do you really want God looking over your shoulder at every moment? Me, personally, that was too embarrassing to even consider.


    In the end, I’d decided that whatever the Almighty might care about or not care about, He seemed to be interested in helping people who needed help, at least where the Knights of the Cross were concerned. So, okay. Fine. I could work with the Guy. But all these deep questions bothered me.


    “Here he is, top of the list,” Patterson said. “Oh, Stanley Bowers. Been in and out a lot lately. I think I know this guy. Addict. One of the worst I’ve seen. Got maybe a year left in him if the weather isn’t too bad. Got a sedative, saline, observation.”


    “How’s he get the drugs?”


    “Disability, and some kind of court settlement. Pretty much sticks it up his nose. Won’t do rehab.”


    “Family?”


    “Nah. We’ve looked.”


    “Damn,” I said.


    “You want to help guys like this,” Patterson said. “But he doesn’t want to help himself. You know? You can’t save someone who don’t want to be saved.”


    “Doesn’t mean we can’t try,” I said. “Where is he?”


    Patterson peered at the monitor and rattled the keys a couple more times. Then he said, “Huh. That’s weird.”


    As a medical examiner, I don’t spend a lot of time in pediatrics. Neither, as a rule, do adult junkies—but for some reason, Stan had been moved up with the kids.


    I rode the elevator up, trying to look distracted and disinterested like a proper physician, most of whom were operating on not much sleep at least part of the time—but it was tough, because I was feeling something that I suspected was a deeper than usual anger.


    Whatever had hurt Stan was bad enough. But now there were kids involved. And some things you just don’t do. You know?


    I walked briskly into pediatrics. There are a ton of pediatric physicians at St. Tony’s, plus various pediatric specialists, consulting physicians, et cetera, et cetera. The floor was busy, its beds full, and the nurses had their plates full—and to make things worse, there were renovators at work on the floor. Plastic sheets hung from some of the walls, shutting parts of the floor off from the rest, and buckets and tools and sawhorses and materials were stacked up, blurry shapes just out of sight on the other side of the first layer of curtains.


    Workmen, tagged with hospital tags and clearly utterly ignorant of the place’s rhythms, were walking out, evidently headed to an early lunch break. One of them was flirting with a young nurse who obviously had a mile of work to do. It was kind of pandemonium, or what passes for it in an orderly hospital.


    I confess that I took advantage of it. I breezed in without any trouble, swooped up an armful of charts, and kept moving as though I knew exactly where I was going, scanning the charts as I did.


    I stepped into the first room where a girl, maybe eight or nine, was curled up into a fetal position on her side. She had a very pale little face, and hollows under her eyes as dark as tire marks on a city road. Her hair was brown and listless. I checked charts and found hers. Her name was Gabrielle. She twitched violently as she slept. Her breathing was unsteady, and she made constant sounds as she exhaled.


    I’d never been a father, but I didn’t have to be to know that little girl was in the grips of a nightmare. And given the medicine in her IV, she wasn’t going to be able to get out of it.


    I read the charts and they told me the story. Seven kids, plus Stan, were down with a remarkably similar set of symptoms. Paranoia, hysteria, insomnia, and a refusal to go to sleep due to horrible nightmares, especially any time at night, necessitating chemical intervention.


    Eight people.


    Holy moly.


    If that many people were down, and a Knight of the Cross had been sent to deal with it, even if that Knight was me, it meant that there was a supernatural predator of some kind at work. A genuine grade A monster. That was all mine to deal with.


    Just me.


    I guess maybe this wasn’t a beginner’s quest.


    I slipped out of the room and into the next one in the hall, and found Stan. He’d been restrained as well as being sedated, which dammit, should not have been happening in his condition. He should have been on saline and close monitoring until his body had a chance to process whatever combination of street drugs he’d been on that nearly killed him. He was in the same condition as the little girl, or worse—out of it, obviously suffering from some terrible dream and unable to escape it. His pulse was thready, his breath erratic, and his monitoring equipment had been jiggered—it was showing numbers that could not possibly have matched up to his respiration and heartbeat.


    Someone had done this to him.


    “Jesus, Stan,” I said. “I sent you into this. I’m sorry. I should have listened to you.”


    He didn’t respond, though his head kind of twitched in my direction. There was something desperate in the little movement. I bit my lip and put my hand on his head. “Hang in there, buddy,” I told him. “Whatever power is given to me, I’ll use it to help you. I promise.”


    If whatever had done that to Stan and the kids found me snooping around, it would be happy to do exactly the same thing to me.


    My heart started beating faster. It took me a second to realize that it was pounding in time with rapid footsteps coming down the hall. Women’s heels. Click, clack, click, clack, firm and purposeful.


    I had a couple of seconds to realize that my fear and the footsteps were connected, and then, just in case that hadn’t been enough . . . an open square, maybe four feet by four, made of red light, appeared on the wall, evidently tracking the movement of something hostile coming down the hall toward the door to Stan’s room.


    I eyed the ceiling and muttered, “I get the point.” I looked around the room and weighed my options as my terror increased, and then ratcheted up more, and I panicked. I stepped into the bathroom and shut the door until it was almost all the way closed, and held very still.


    The monster stepped into sight. She wasn’t much of a monster as they went—maybe five-four in the low heels, a woman of slender build with dark hair. She was of Asian extraction, and her nametag read “Dr. Miyamune.” Behind the thick, dark rims of her glasses, her eyes were absolutely crystalline blue.


    As she came into the room, she paused, and her eyes swept back and forth, right past me. She didn’t look old, maybe mid-thirties, like a doctor who had finished her internship and was a few years into a specialist’s residency. Those blue eyes fastened hard on Stan, and suddenly she wasn’t just a woman in a white lab coat any more. She changed, right in front of me.


    It wasn’t a physical transformation. I mean, a camera wouldn’t have shown you bupkis. This was something deeper, something intangible. Her posture changed, slightly, from rigidly proper into a more relaxed, looser-limbed tension. Her eyes narrowed. It was her mouth that was worst. Her lips just sort of lifted away from her teeth. The expression was damned creepy, and I felt a little sick at the stomach.


    “Monster” is a subjective word. But the thing that was hiding inside a human shape met the definition. I held absolutely still.


    Miyamune stalked from one side of Stan’s bed to the other, focused on him, then turned and paced back, like a restless lion at the zoo. For a moment she did nothing else, but Stan reacted. His soft sounds increased in pitch, and as they did her eyes seemed to brighten. She put one hand on the bed and ran it over his bedclothes, not actually touching him, dragging her fingertips along as she went, and Stan’s breathing became ragged, desperate.


    She was feeding on him. Maybe on his fear. Drawing the life out of him.


    Stan was getting close.


    Well.


    Time to saddle up.


    I moved one arm toward the bag at my side, cloth making a soft whisper as it slid across cloth.


    And she heard it.


    I had my fingertips on the smooth wooden hilt of Fidelacchius when her hand and arm smashed through the wooden bathroom door in a shower of splinters, seized me by the lab coat, and flung me out of the bathroom and into the opposite wall.


    I couldn’t believe the force of it. Miyamune’s arm tore through the rest of the door as if the wood had been damp cardboard, tearing the sleeves of her coat and shirt to ribbons while leaving the skin beneath untouched. I dimly registered that I was up against a being with supernatural strength as I flew, relaxed, and hit the wall as flat as I could, my arms slapping back as if taking a fall in judo, one of the other things Charity had taught me.


    It worked. I spread out the impact enough to keep it from shattering any bones and came down on my feet, more or less, hand fumbling for my bag.


    Miyamune stared at me for a second, facing me from the far side of the bed, over Stan’s knees. Then, without taking her eyes from me, she reached behind her, as if she knew exactly where to move her arm, and calmly locked the hospital door.


    Which did not, at all, send part of me into a gibbering panic. My hands shook so hard that I could barely feel the hilt of Fidelacchius as my fingers closed around it.


    “One chance,” I heard myself say, my voice a pale ghost of itself. “Leave. Leave them. All of them. Do it now. And you have my word that you get to walk away alive.”


    Her mouth curled up in pure contempt at one corner. “And who is it you think you are, little man?”


    “All you need to know is this,” I said, and drew out the Sword.


    There was a sound too musical to be called a shriek, too fierce and furious to be called a chord of music. From the old broken wooden hilt in my hand sprang a blade of light, three feet long and shining white. The sound of the blade’s birth settled into a humming musical chord, something low and ominous.


    Miyamune faced me without any reaction at all. The Sword’s light reflected in two bright bars from her crystalline blue eyes—and the shadow that the Sword’s light cast on the wall behind her was not shaped at all like her. It was something hulking, with a leonine mane and a writhing tendril of some kind whipping around its head. Her skin, too, became semi-translucent in the Sword’s light, showing shapes that moved and shifted beneath the surface, some kind of grey-and-gold mush of colors, as if something far too large for it had been forced into Miyamune’s tiny form.


    “I make you an offer, little man,” she said in calm reply. “Leave this place. Leave what is mine to me. I will permit you to spend the rest of your days exposed only to the nightmares you have created for yourself.”


    “Sorry, lady,” I said. “I can’t do that. Step away from that man.”


    I moved the Sword to emphasize my words. The chord bobbed and changed with the Sword’s motion, rising to a higher, tenser pitch as it edged closer, and lowering against as it backed away.


    The only other time I’d drawn the Sword in earnest, the guy I’d pulled it on had panicked.


    Miyamune kicked Stan’s bed at my legs.


    She moved fast, but I’d been paranoid enough to sense the movement and dodge in the only direction that wouldn’t have hemmed my movement in more, and it was the right way to move. I avoided the bed, shuffle-stepped forward with my feet dragging the floor just slightly, to make sure I wouldn’t lift them and put them down on anything that would trip me, and swept the blade in a clean cut at her midsection.


    Miyamune avoided the blow by an inch with a gracefully timed step back, and flung her clipboard at me with supernatural strength. It made an ugly hissing sound as it came, tearing bits off the papers that were on it. I barely got the Sword in the way, splitting the plastic clipboard as if it had sliced with a laser cutter, sending a small cloud of sliced printer paper into the air. The pieces of clipboard flew past me and, from the sound of it, buried themselves quivering in the drywall.


    One of her heels was coming along the floor in a leg sweep even before I had finished the defensive cut. I shifted my weight back, barely in time, and she kicked my forward leg hard enough to make it go numb—but didn’t send me to the ground with the kick. I swept the Sword into a clumsy arc as I fought for my balance. It forced her to duck to one side instead of following up in my moment of vulnerability—directly toward Stan.


    “No!” I said.


    She seized his throat and her hand flexed. As quickly as that, Stan’s labored breaths stopped completely as she closed off his windpipe.


    That predator looked out of the doctor’s face, and its blue eyes danced with amusement. “I’ll kill him,” she said. “One move, little man, and I will end his life.”


    “Don’t,” I breathed.


    Her smile widened a little as she regarded the Sword, still humming with the power of an angry chorus. Silence stretched.


    “I was like you once,” she said, finally. Something ugly went through those blue eyes. “Struggling to protect them. What a fool I was.”


    “Yeah?” I asked. “Look, we don’t have to be doing the combat thing. Be glad to talk with you about it. Coffee, maybe some nosh? What do you say?”


    She sneered. “Do you think I care about your thoughts, little mortal?”


    “How will you know if you never hear them?” I asked, mildly.


    Whatever I’d said, it was the wrong thing. Pure rage flared through her features. “So righteous,” she spat. Then she looked me up and down and said, “I offer you a trade for his life.”


    “Um,” I said. “I’m listening.”


    “Give me your glasses.”


    That made my heart all but stop.


    Suddenly that scared ten-year-old kid inside me was screaming again.


    “Give me,” Miyamune purred, “your glasses. Or I kill him. Right now.”


    “If I do,” I said quietly, “you walk away. You leave him alone.”


    “For as long as you live and breathe,” Miyamune said.


    I swallowed.


    Stan was here because of me.


    I took one hand off the sword and reached up.


    The world dissolved into a blur of vague color as I took off my glasses, and my stomach jumped and twitched in random spasms of pure, unfiltered, childhood fear.


    I felt the glasses in my fingers, heavy and cool. Then I tossed them toward the last place it seemed like Miyamune had been standing. There was no sound of the glasses falling. She must have caught them, silently.


    A second later, there were crackling, popping sounds—and the sound of safety glass pattering to the floor in little squares like so many oversized grains of sugar.


    “Little protector,” Miyamune said a moment later. “I will make you suffer. I give you as long as it will take me to shoo the mortals from this floor. Then I will hunt you. I will feed on you. And in the end, I will take your life.”


    There was a clack as the door unlocked. Then it opened.


    “Run,” Miyamune said softly, “and others will die in your place.”


    Then the door closed again.


    The whole time, her feet never made a sound on the floor. But I had that feeling, that certainty you have when you’re standing in a room that isn’t otherwise occupied.


    My legs gave out and I found myself sitting helplessly on the floor next to Stan’s bed as he whimpered in his nightmares. The light of the Sword went out when I hit the floor.


    I sat with him in the blind gloom. I was breathing too fast, and making sounds just like him.


    “Yellow,” answered a voice when I speed-dialed 1 on my cell phone, by touch. “Harry’s taxidermy, you snuff ’em, we’ll stuff ’em.”


    “It’s me,” I said.


    The levity vanished from his voice. “Butters? What’s wrong?”


    “I, uh,” I said. “I . . .”


    I am the wrong person to be a Knight of the Cross, is what I wanted to say. But instead I said, “What are you doing?”


    “You just caught us. Getting set to take Maggie and Mouse to the zoo to meet mighty Moe,” he replied, his voice holding gentle cheer. “Going to be a good time. You ever been to the zoo?”


    “Not really an animal guy,” I said.


    “You should come along, maybe,” he said.


    I felt myself laugh weakly. “I can’t. Working.”


    “Which hat you wearing?”


    “The Jedi hat,” I said.


    “Oh,” he said. He was quiet for a second, then exhaled slowly. “Guess they’re starting you early. How bad?”


    “It’s bad,” I said. “I . . . I might need help.”


    There was a long silence from the other end of the phone. It hissed and crackled with static. He was upset. Wizards play merry hell with electronics around them when they get emotional. Even on an old landline, nothing was a sure bet. Especially not around Harry Dresden.


    “I won’t come,” he said quietly.


    “What?” I asked. “Harry . . .”


    “Michael told me something once that I thought was utter crap,” he said. “But I’m going to tell it to you now.”


    “What?” I demanded.


    “You’re a Knight now, Butters. You’re working for the freaking Almighty. And He won’t give you a burden bigger than your shoulders can bear.”


    “Harry, He already has,” I said. I didn’t “say” it, honestly; I sort of gibbered it.


    “Butters,” he snapped.


    I’d heard him use that tone of voice one other time. Exactly once. It had been in a basement, and zombies had been coming to kill us.


    “Polka will never die,” I breathed. It came out, smooth and automatic. It was kind of a mantra of mine.


    “Good man,” he said. “Tell me what’s going on.”


    I did. I stuttered a lot. I stammered a lot.


    “Wait,” he said. “The thing’s shadow. A lion’s mane and a damned elephant’s trunk?”


    I thought of the thrashing tendril in the thing’s shadow. “Yeah, uh, I guess it could have been.”


    “And it had blue eyes, didn’t it?”


    I hadn’t gotten to that part yet. “Yeah,” I said. “It did. They were crazy.”


    “Hell,” he said. “It’s a baka baku.”


    “What is that?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of that creature.”


    “Because it isn’t real,” he said. “Or it wasn’t, until the nineties. I mean, there was a thing called a baku in Japanese lore, but it wasn’t the same thing at all. Look, some company made a kid’s stuffed toy, called it a dream eater, said that it was a magical protector that ate bad dreams before children could have them. Came with a little book that explained the whole thing.”


    “I’m fighting a stuffed animal?” I asked. My leg pounded. There would be a huge bruise there for weeks where the thing had kicked me.


    “Nah,” he said. “Look, they were just making a toy, but they gave it to kids. Kids believing in things has freaking power. It either created the real ones or it gave access to something similar from the Nevernever that used that belief to create a place for itself in reality.”


    “Then why has it gone all Manson on these people?” I asked.


    “Some laws are kind of universal. Like ‘you are what you eat,’” the wizard told me. “You eat enough nightmares, sooner or later you turn into one. Now instead of protecting people from nightmares, it uses them to inflict torment. Probably gets energy from it.”


    “Oh fantastic,” I said. “What can they do?”


    “Listen carefully. This thing has laid a fear whammy on you, man.”


    “That stuff doesn’t work on Knights,” I said.


    “Horse crap,” Harry said. “Look, the Knights have power, but you have to choose to use it, man. You don’t get any get out of jail free cards. What you get is the chance to fight when other people would get eaten. That thing has gotten into your head. It’s scaring you to death. Just like those people around you. It’s eating you.”


    “Harry, I can’t see,” I stammered.


    And, I swear to God, he shifted to a nearly perfect imitation of Alec Guinness in the original movie. “Your eyes can deceive you,” he said. “Don’t trust them.”


    I barked out a laugh that felt like it was going to shatter something in my chest.


    Or maybe actually did. Suddenly, I started to get my breath back.


    “Butters,” he said. “Look. I know it’s hard. But there’s one way you deal with fear.”


    “How?” I asked him.


    “You stand up and you kick it in the fucking teeth,” he said, and there was a quiet, certain power in his voice that had nothing to do with magic. “You’ve forgotten the most important thing a Knight needs to remember, Butters.”


    “What’s that?” I breathed.


    “Knights of the Cross aren’t afraid of monsters,” he said. “The monsters are afraid of you. Act like it. Commit to it, hard. And have faith.”


    Act like it. Commit. I could do those things.


    Faith was harder. I’d never asked God to help me handle things before.


    But I had faith in my friends.


    One friend in particular.


    “Got it,” I said quietly. “I guess I better go, Harry. Got work to do.”


    “Good hunting, Knight.”


    “Thank you, wizard.”


    When I opened the door things had changed.


    I’d taken a white sheet from Stan’s bed, draped it over my shoulders, and tied two corners around my neck. On the part of the sheet that draped over my chest, I’d taken a first aid sticker from a drawer of supplies beside the bed, and stuck the red cross symbol over my heart.


    It wasn’t like Sanya’s or Michael’s cloaks. But it would do.


    More importantly, I’d put my headphones in my ears, plugged the jack into my phone, and blared “Weird Al” Yankovic’s “NOW That’s What I Call Polka” at full volume on loop.


    I could barely see. And I couldn’t hear anything but my goofy, beautiful polka, one of the songs that I knew perfectly at that, which was kind of the point.


    In the hallway, I could feel the emptiness stretching out around me, and the low fear in the air. The baka baku had run everyone off the floor—I could dimly see hollow yellow squares retreating, tracking the workmen and nurses and doctors all leaving the floor by the stairs and elevators, leaving it to just the two of us and the trapped, dreaming victims.


    The fluorescent lights were all flickering and flashing as if they needed changing.


    I didn’t see the hostile red targeting carat.


    But I didn’t need it.


    I went to the center of the hall, lifted the Sword to a high guard, and felt it ignite and change the way shadows fell on the hall. As Yankovic translated popular music into polka in my ears, I shouted, “Baka baku! Betrayer of children! You have lost your path! Come and face me!”


    And I closed my eyes and waited.


    See, magic isn’t really magic. I’ve spent a lot of time studying the theory, and I know that for a fact. I mean, it is magic, obviously, but it doesn’t just happen in a giant vacuum, inexplicably creating miracles. Lots and lots of magic actually follows many of the physical laws of the universe. Energy can neither be created nor destroyed, for example.


    If the baka baku was sending magical fear into people’s brains, that fear had to be transmitted by something. It can’t just appear magically in someone else’s head, poof. It’s a kind of broadcast—a signal. And that means that, like other magical broadcasts, such as those used on the communicators I’d designed and built in the past, waves on the EM spectrum were the most likely culprits for those transmissions.


    Using those things had a side effect of causing distortions in nearby cell phones. It was even more noticeable in headphones.


    So I listened to one of my recent favorites and waited. My inner ten-year-old was screaming at me to run.


    I told him to shut his mouth and let me work.


    And sure enough, about the time Al was singing about looking incredible in your granddad’s clothes, I heard the sound distort suddenly in my left ear.


    Moving quickly is not about effort. It isn’t about making every muscle explode in an instant in an effort to be fast. It’s about being relaxed, smooth, and certain. The instant I heard the distortion, my body just reacted, turning and sweeping the sword down, all in a single liquid motion.


    I felt the Sword hit, and the blade’s hum shifted to a triumphant note. I opened my eyes to see a shape about the size and same general coloring as Miyamune reeling back.


    There was a much smaller, flesh-colored shape laying on the floor not far from my feet.


    I tugged the earphones out and heard Miyamune let out a moan of pain, and the last of my fear fell away from me.


    The baka baku bounced off the wall and fell, and I advanced on it, slow and steady.


    The creature’s huge, weird shadow spread onto the wall behind it, even as its human face stared up at me.


    “Who are you?” the creature asked.


    The words that came out of my mouth only sort of felt like my own. “Ehyeh ašer ehyeh,” I said quietly.


    The walls of the empty hallway quivered slightly as the words washed over them, even though I never once raised my voice.


    The creature just gaped at me.


    “Even now,” I heard myself say, “it isn’t too late for you to turn aside. To be forgiven.”


    I couldn’t really see its expression—but I saw the gathering tension in its blurry form, felt the anger in the way it suddenly exhaled and came at me.


    And the Sword of Faith swept down one last time and ended it.


    When Michael picked me up from the hospital in his old white pickup late that night, I was exhausted.


    He handed me my spare pair of glasses first thing and I put them on gratefully.


    “Have to do something about that,” I said. “Maybe sports goggles.”


    “Seems like a good idea,” he said. “How’s Stan?”


    “He’ll be fine,” I said. “So will the kids.”


    “What was hurting them?”


    “Something that should have been protecting them,” I said quietly. I squinted out the window as he pulled away. “Just dissolved into nothing when I took it down.”


    “What’s wrong?” he asked me, his deep voice gentle.


    “I’m not sure I succeeded at this quest,” I said. “I kept trying to reach out to the creature. To give it a chance to turn away.”


    “Sometimes they do,” Michael said. “Mostly, they don’t.”


    “It’s just . . .” I said. “Killing is such a waste. What I did was necessary. But I’m not sure it was good.”


    “Killing rarely is,” he said, “at least in my experience. Could you have done any differently?”


    “Maybe?” I said. “I don’t know. With what I knew at the time . . . I don’t know.”


    “Would they all be alive if you had done differently? The children? Stan?”


    I thought about it for a moment, and then shook my head. “I don’t think so.”


    “Then be content, Sir Knight,” he said.


    “Didn’t even have to get my hand cut off to get there,” I said, and leaned my head against the truck’s window.


    I never knew it when I fell asleep, relaxed and unafraid.
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    When I wrote Twelve Kings in Sharakhai, I became entranced by the main character Çeda, who, as it turns out, had a rather rough childhood. Her mother was killed under strange circumstances by the Kings who rule Sharakhai, and Çeda never learned why.


    A mere day before that fateful event, Çeda’s mother gives her over to a rather prickly apothecary named Dardzada, a man who may be difficult to live with but who can protect Çeda better than most. Çeda thinks Dardzada hates her, but in truth he loves her very much. Or rather, he loved Çeda’s mother, and now wants to honor her by protecting her daughter. Those two things are not the same, and it shows. Dardzada desperately wants Çeda to avoid the things that got her mother killed, and so raises her strictly, perhaps too strictly, because eventually Çeda runs away.


    In this story, I wanted to learn more about this complex man: where he comes from, what made him into the sort of man he is, what he values most. This story hopes to answer some of those questions while also exploring the mystery of a murdered boy that falls squarely and unexpectedly into his lap.
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Brightwine in the Garden of Tsitsian Village
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Dardzada finished wrapping a package in burlap and twine, tying it for his patron, a kindly old woman from the Hill who came to him every month for a set of vials—kyphi for her labored breathing, and ginger tonic for her gout.


    “Very well,” the old woman said, handing four sylval over to Dardzada with a hand shaking from palsy. “Very well.”


    Dardzada took it with a quick smile. “Twice daily for your gout now. More and you’re wasting it.”


    She turned and walked out as if she hadn’t heard him.


    A dozen others milled about, looking at the tonics, or the balms and unguents, or the charms he made himself to hang over babies’ cribs to protect against the night demons that wandered in from the desert from time to time, or a hundred other materia medica they might choose from. It was uncommon for so many to come at once—most made appointments, or came at certain times of the week—but there was a festival on in Sharakhai, Beht Revahl, a day that brought visitors from all the five Kingdoms, even desert tribesmen.


    “Who might I help next?” Dardzada asked.


    The bell above the door rang—the old woman leaving and two more patrons entering—but Dardzada was busying himself with a middle-aged man and his young wife, who had just placed three vials onto the high table for Dardzada to tally. The man looked mortified, while the woman smiled like the cat who’d eaten the mouse, though whether this was due to her husband’s discomfort or anticipation of the effects from the intense aphrodisiac they were purchasing, Dardzada couldn’t tell.


    “Two sylval, five khet, if you please.”


    “Out!”


    Dardzada stood, ready to shout down the man who’d dared to order his patrons about, but his barking reply died on his tongue when he saw who had entered his shop. The two men were no patrons, but Silver Spears, and the elder was none other than Layth, a captain in the Spears and Dardzada’s half brother.


    Layth stared about him in wonder. No one had moved a muscle. “Everyone!” Layth bellowed. “By order of the Kings of Sharakhai, you will clear this place!”


    Most of Dardzada’s patrons began filing out, but the husband and wife standing at his desk hesitated. The man held out a hand filled with coins, but before he could drop them into Dardzada’s palm, Layth grabbed him about the shoulders and swept him toward the entrance like a swift river bearing a rudderless ship. The bell jingled as they left, the sound of lost wages.


    When the door had closed at last, Layth turned to Dardzada, his arms crossed over his broad chest. An old bull of a man, he wore a conical helm with the bone-white horse tail flowing back from the crest, a mark of his rank as a captain. His white tunic, with the sign of the Silver Spears on the chest and trousers made from supple cloth, showed a man more accustomed to the shaded halls of the Spears, whereas the young Spear next to him, wearing the full, bright hauberk and tall leather boots associated with the rank and file, had a more weatherworn look about him, a man used to the dusty streets of the Amber City.


    Dardzada leaned back, his tall chair creaking from his not-inconsiderable weight. “Don’t you ever get sick of yourself, Layth?”


    Layth put on a frown. “Now is that any way to greet the agents of your Kings?”


    Dardzada took a deep breath before answering. “What brings you to Floret Row, Captain?”


    “Captain, is it?” Layth took two steps forward, his bad left knee giving him a noticeable limp. “So formal . . .”


    “Make up your mind, Layth. Do you come as brother or Captain?”


    Layth hefted himself onto the stool on the far side of the desk. “Didn’t you have some girl working for you? That skinny little thing, what was her name? Çeda? What happened to her?”


    Dardzada said nothing.


    Scratching the white stubble along his chin and neck, Layth chuckled and looked about the shop as if he cared one whit about Dardzada’s affairs. “Doing well for yourself, I see. Paying all your taxes, are you?”


    Dardzada gave him a flat stare. “If you’re looking to line your purse, Layth, just come out and say it. No doubt I could spare a copper or two for the finest the Silver Spears have to offer.”


    Layth laughed, little more than a deep rumble. “Did I tell you, Ezren? Prickly as a fucking cactus.”


    The Spear, a handsome young man half Dardzada’s age, watched the exchange with a look that landed somewhere between confusion and embarrassment. He didn’t seem put off, exactly, just unsure what to expect. Layth had kept him in the dark then. He was going to reveal something to the both of them here.


    Layth raised his hand magnanimously, as if he were granting Dardzada some great favor. “No need for coin, Zada, no need for coin. But I might use your nose for sussing things out. That I might do.” Layth winked. “By order of the Kings.”


    “By your order, Layth.”


    “No! Not this time, Brother. Official King’s business. Tell him, Ezren.”


    Ezren clasped his hands behind his back, as if standing for inspection. “My Lord Captain?”


    “Tell the good citizen what you were called to investigate.”


    Ezren nodded, then turned incrementally so that he faced Dardzada squarely. “Three days ago, I was summoned to investigate a boy found dead on his parents’ estate. He was found lying near a pump house behind their paddock. His name is Gazi, the son of a horse breeder—”


    “A man you’ve apparently impressed,” Layth cut in.


    “Wait,” Dardzada said, “this is the son of Amir Jandal’ava?”


    “The very one,” Layth replied.


    Amir wasn’t merely a horse breeder, but the owner of some of the finest thoroughbred akhalas the desert had ever seen. He raised them for racing, though this attracted many other takers. The highborn who had a fancy for the hippodrome. Rich merchantmen and caravan owners. Even the Kings of Sharakhai had been known to buy his horses from time to time. Any who saw the very owning of one of the kings of horses as a symbol of high status.


    Layth crossed meaty arms over a broad chest. “Amir asked that I treat this as if my own son had been lost.” Dardzada couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of Layth with a son—what a travesty that would be. Layth went on as if he’d heard nothing. “So like a good captain, I set my best man on it.”


    “And?”


    “Amir didn’t believe what Ezren found, that the boy had died from a beating.”


    Dardzada didn’t at all like where this was headed. “Why not?”


    Layth looked to Ezren.


    “Gazi was found near his home,” the young Spear began, “but with clothes his mother says were not his. And she claims he looked different.”


    “Different how?”


    “She had difficulty telling us.”


    “Tell him,” Layth cut in.


    Ezren shrugged. “She claims he looked older.”


    “How long had the boy been missing?” Dardzada asked.


    “Six weeks,” Ezren replied.


    “A boy could have a growth spurt, could he not? Or look so harrowed in death that he might seem older?”


    Ezren nodded. “All things I told the mother plainly, facts she chose to ignore, and in so doing convinced the father to press.”


    Dardzada shook his head. “Forgive me, but what does any of this have to do with me?”


    “Well if you haven’t guessed, dear brother, Amir asked for you. He asked for you specifically.”


    Like an east end dandy down a west end alley, this was heading in the completely wrong direction, and Dardzada was struggling to find a way out before things got really bad. “I’m not a Spear,” he sputtered.


    “One of your wealthiest patrons has lost a son, Dardzada.”


    “Well what do you want me to do about it?” Dardzada knew Amir, but it wasn’t as though they were fast friends. They’d met by chance at a tasting party years ago, Amir had taken a liking to Dardzada—gods only knew why; they’d had a terrible row over the state of imported Qaimiri caviar that night, Dardzada claiming it had gone steadily downhill, Amir defending it until his face had gone red and he’d stormed off. Yet a week later, without ever mentioning their argument again, Amir had begun ordering his house’s medicinals from Dardzada. He’d even summoned Dardzada from time to time to consult on conditions of illness where he felt their usual physic was leading him astray, especially where his wife or any of his three sons were involved.


    “Go!” Layth said. “Investigate! Put your mind to it. Isn’t that what the scholars in the collegia say?”


    As if it were the simplest thing in all the world.


    “Well you may as well put their minds to it, Layth. I’ve no time for this.”


    Layth waggled his head. “Amir won’t have it. He knows as well as I that you know about these things.” He stood from the stool and swept his arms about the small apothecary as if he were taking in the grand mosaic on the underside of Tulathan’s temple dome, a thing that felt as demeaning as Layth surely meant it. “You live them.”


    “I’ll make more over the next day than I will in the following four weeks combined! Who’s going to pay me for what I’ll lose?”


    Layth stared at Dardzada as if he were disappointed in him. “This is Kings’ business, payment in kind for all the Kings do for you.”


    The Kings can rot. “I won’t do it, Layth. This has nothing to do with me.”


    Like a bucket of water had been poured over him, Layth’s expression of annoyance vanished; replacing it was a calm look that gave some small insight into how truly angry he was. He stepped up to the counter and stabbed one meaty finger into Dardzada’s chest. “Make no mistake, Dardzada, this is King’s business.”


    The implication was clear: give Layth what he wanted or suffer not only his wrath, but the fury of the Silver Spears as well. Dardzada loathed the idea of helping his half brother, especially on orders, but the last thing he needed, lost business or not, were for the Silver Spears, or worse, the Kings themselves, to become aware of him and his other business dealings.


    Seeing he’d made his point, Layth spun and strode to the door, the bell jingling as it swung wide. “Take Ezren. He’s a sharp eye for these things. Report to me what you’ve found by tomorrow morning.”


    With that the door crashed shut, leaving Dardzada alone with the young Spear. They stared at one another for a moment, Ezren looking uncomfortable, Dardzada trying and failing to hide his annoyance at his brother. “Well don’t just stand there with your cock in your hand,” he said to Ezren. “Lead the way.”


    Within Lord Amir’s impressive estate, Amir himself led Dardzada and Ezren down a winding set of stairs. Dardzada hated stairs—they reminded him how much weight he’d put on since his younger days—but as they circled lower and lower, the heat of the city was slowly replaced by the chill interior of the cellar, which was a welcome relief indeed. They eventually came to a passageway and finally to a room where expensive casks of wine and wheels of cheese and various dry goods were stored in shelves along the wall. In the center of the room was Gazi, a boy of ten, lying on a wide wooden table. He was naked, his black hair mussed, his eyes half lidded and glazed. Dardzada remembered him running around his shop more than once. He was a precocious boy, always getting into things.


    “How was it he was missing from your household?” Dardzada asked while mopping his brow with a kerchief. He stepped to the table’s opposite side and motioned Ezren to shine the lantern higher.


    Amir, dressed darkly, stared down at Gazi with a long face made all the more haunting by the lantern’s shadows. “I’d brought him to a race six weeks ago. I saw him talking with a few older boys at the edge of the track, but by the time the race finished, I couldn’t find him, nor the boys.”


    “The boys, we believe,” Ezren broke in, “are part of a black lotus gang that run the west end streets.”


    “And they were at a horse race?”


    Ezren shrugged. “The hippodrome draws all sorts.”


    “Have they been found, these boys?”


    “We have men looking, but so far, no.”


    Dardzada leaned in close. Along Gazi’s face and arms were bruises and cuts and scrapes. One was particularly nasty, along his forehead, mottled patches of brown, yellow, and green surrounding it like fallen butterflies. Likely that wound had killed him. “When was he found?”


    “Three nights ago.”


    Dardzada moved along the table, examining Gazi’s skin, which had bruising, but . . . “He’s very clean.”


    Amir looked embarrassed. “I shouldn’t have let them, I know. But his mother . . . I couldn’t stand to let her see him so filthy.”


    Dardzada looked up. He could see the pain in the man’s eyes. “It’s been three days. You were right to clean him.” Dardzada checked his toenails. The little dirt collected there had a brown tinge to it, which would follow from a boy found among the streets of Sharakhai. His fingernails were short and strangely immaculate. “Help me roll him over.”


    Ezren did, and Dardzada examined his back. There were faint lines across his skin. He leaned in closer and ran his fingers over them—welt marks, nearly healed. “These are from a lashing,” Dardzada said, then he stood and looked Amir in the eye. “What do you know of them?”


    Amir’s gaze flicked between Dardzada and Gazi’s back. “Are you suggesting we whipped him?”


    “I’m merely asking a question.”


    Amir turned to Ezren, puffing himself up. “I will not stand for this in my own home!”


    “Lord Amir,” Dardzada said, “you requested my presence here for a reason. It’s because I’m thorough. I imply nothing with my questions. I ask because I need to know. Now please, if you would be so kind, do you know anything about the whip marks on his back?”


    “Of course I don’t! That was done by the ones who took him!”


    Dardzada nodded, granting him the point. “It’s conceivable. They’re old enough to have healed but fresh enough to have been given shortly after his abduction, if that’s what it was.” Dardzada returned to his inspection. “But why would he have received lashes?”


    “Well, I’m sure I don’t know,” Amir said. “I can only imagine the sort of men he ended up with.”


    “As you say,” Dardzada said, carefully inspecting Gazi’s skin. “Had Gazi been known to smoke lotus?” The boy was young, but he’d seen younger succumb to the draw of that vicious narcotic.


    Amir’s anger seemed to drain. “Not that we were aware of, but he might have been lured in by the older ones. They talk sweetly to boys like him. Even those from the richer quarters of the city can become mesmerized by it, thinking it exotic to be near, even if they haven’t yet tasted it on their tongue.”


    Dardzada couldn’t argue there. Black lotus had drawn many into its dark embrace, and the many deaths around Sharakhai seemed to do little to dull the attraction. If anything, that made it more seductive, not less. It seemed romantic, this drug, whose smoke gave such intensely euphoric dreams. He opened Gazi’s mouth. The boy’s teeth were not yellowed, though if he’d been smoking it only a while it wouldn’t have had a chance to discolor his teeth yet. The smell of his mouth was rank, but that was to be expected. There was no scent of black lotus, though, and Dardzada would have been able to smell it, even on a boy three days dead.


    He glanced up at Ezren. “You believe Gazi was taken by this group, a black lotus gang. He tried to leave, was beaten for it, and died from those wounds.”


    Ezren’s brows pinched as he stared down at Gazi. “Or some other altercation. It takes little for them to come at odds with someone from Sharakhai’s more affluent quarters, and less for someone like Gazi”—Ezren glanced to Amir—“who his father tells me was, despite his recent trouble, a gentle boy.”


    Amir nodded. “When he was young, he was. He’d become more rebellious of late, no doubt from the west end dross he’d been associating with.”


    When Dardzada came to Gazi’s legs, he paused. On the back of his knees, where the skin folded, was a small red mark, circular, only partially healed. He looked at the other leg and found something similar, though fainter.


    “What is it?” Amir asked, stepping closer.


    “I don’t know,” Dardzada said. “Help me turn him over again.”


    Amir and Ezren both helped, then Dardzada looked more carefully at Gazi’s skin. He found two more such marks on the insides of his thighs, to either side of his scrotum, two more in his armpits, and another pair behind his ears.


    “What are they?” Amir asked, now inspecting his son’s skin as closely as Dardzada was.


    “I don’t know, but they’re all in vital points of the body, where the body’s humors are most readily accessible. The Mireans call them nodal points, or qi points.”


    “Mireans . . .” Amir looked at Dardzada as if he were mad. “What would they have to do with any of this?”


    “Perhaps nothing, but no other tradition in the Five Kingdoms uses the nodes of the body in quite this way.”


    “What traditions?” Amir’s voice had gone reedy. Dardzada could see the emotion in his eyes, the fears over the horrors his son might have experienced before he’d died.


    “My Lord.” Dardzada waved to Gazi’s dead form, suddenly more conscious that this man was the boy’s father than he was moments ago. “They use qi for a variety of things, for different purposes. They tap needles into them to restore the body’s balance. It is said the warriors in their mountain temples can press upon them to debilitate. They draw blood to drain the body of ill humors.”


    Amir’s face was growing more angry. “You’re suggesting my son was sick and they were hoping to heal him of his ills?”


    “I’m merely observing that the pattern of Gazi’s wounds seem to follow their practices, and that some of those practices have found a foothold here in Sharakhai.”


    Ezren looked embarrassed by Dardzada’s insights, perhaps thinking he should have seen what Dardzada had seen and come to the same conclusions before now, but really, how could a Silver Spear be expected to know of such things?


    Dardzada returned to Gazi’s head, looking for more marks, perhaps hidden by his thick black hair, finding another on the crown of his head, and one more at the base of his skull. And one last thing. A thing most strange. He reached his pinky finger into Gazi’s ear and scraped away some of the dirt he found there. He rubbed the dark earth between his thumb and forefinger. “When did you say his body was cleaned?”


    “I didn’t say. We washed him last night.”


    “And he’s been here ever since?”


    “Yes.”


    “Take me to the place he was found, please.”


    They went up and into the heat of the day. They left the lush estate and headed across the grounds to the horse paddock, where a pair of golden akhala stallions were being led by their reins in a circle by women in riding clothes. Amir circled to the back of the paddock, where a small wood shed stood—the house for the pump that kept the paddock and the grazing field beyond it so green.


    “Here,” Amir said, motioning to a patch of ground that was unremarkable save for the wiry brown grass that had been flattened.


    Dardzada knelt down and took up a pinch of dirt. It was an ochre color, bordering on yellow.


    “What is it?” Amir asked.


    “I don’t know yet, my Lord. Thank you for your time.”


    “Wait. Is there anything I should know?”


    “Not as yet. Let me and good Ezren search. We’ll return as soon as we know more.”


    Amir nodded, and then Dardzada and Ezren were off.


    At the center of the Amber City was a roundabout known as the Wheel, a place where the Spear and the Trough and two of the city’s lesser byways all crossed ways, creating a never-ending whorl of men and women and horses and wagons. Within the chaos of the ceaseless traffic was a marble pool filled with water that was pumped daily from an old well that some said was the very first to be dug in Sharakhai. It was a strangely calm place for all that was happening around it—a respite for those moving about the city, much as Sharakhai was a respite for those moving about the desert. Dardzada stood at one edge of this pool, speaking with a man whose face was hidden by turban and veil. Few would be able to see the tattoos on the backs of his hands, the heads of vipers that twined around his forearms.


    On the opposite side of the pool, Ezren stood watching, waiting, as Dardzada had requested. The young Spear was inquisitive, Dardzada had found, almost overly so, but he, Dardzada, couldn’t very well have a Spear around while speaking to this particular man, now could he?


    The conversation was short. Dardzada told the man of the boy, Gazi, and what had happened to him over the past several weeks. He described Gazi’s features in detail, and the boy’s final fate, his assumptions about the black dirt and Amir’s estate.


    The man nodded, then accepted a small bag of sylval handed to him with a sly pass of Dardzada’s hand—the bounty for any word of Gazi’s presence in the west end or anywhere else in the city, plus a fee for getting the information out. Dardzada didn’t know if it would pan out, but he suspected it would. This man’s reach in Sharakhai’s poorest quarter was great, and there was little doubt that Gazi had been running those streets.


    It was a strange phenomenon of late, rich boys and girls from Goldenhill or Blackfire Gate or other affluent sections of the city slumming in the west end. What they got from it, Dardzada had no idea, but what a foolish thing indeed, to turn your back on your upbringing, to pretend you’d never been raised with bands of gold about your wrists, all to run with the scum of Sharakhai. Strange as it was, it was likely the reason Gazi had been taken. It wasn’t the first time the poorest in Sharakhai—or those that seemed poor—had been scooped up by slavers or worse, and it surely wouldn’t be the last.


    “You mind telling me what that was all about?” Ezren asked when Dardzada summoned him over.


    “I have business I’ve set aside, Ezren. I trust neither you nor Layth will begrudge me a moment or two to deal with it.”


    Ezren didn’t seem particularly pleased by this, but he nodded. “And now?”


    “Now we head for the rice terraces.”


    Ezren’s face screwed up in confusion. “Why by the grace of the gods are we going there?”


    “The soil in Gazi’s ear.” Dardzada set off with Ezren in tow, the two of them merging with the ceaseless traffic until they could head north along the Trough. “It’s pointing us there, or I’m a beetle-brained fool.”


    Using a rope tied to stakes to help him, Dardzada hefted his bulk up the steep trail. Ezren led the way, checking behind every so often, perhaps to make sure he wasn’t outstripping Dardzada too badly, or that the much older and much heftier man wasn’t ready to fall over, clutching his heart.


    “Go on,” Dardzada groused the next time Ezren looked back. “I daresay I can still climb a gods-damned hill.”


    To Dardzada’s left, hugging the northern slopes of Tauriyat, lay row upon row of terraced rice paddies. They were staggered like the stairs of the gods below the imposing stone wall that ran around the mountain’s circumference. Were one to follow that wall, it would continue to the east and round the great Royal Harbor, then snake its way south and wrap around the House of Kings and its twelve palaces, reaching past the House of Maidens with its stout gate, before returning here. The wall protected much, but from this vantage it looked useless, an edifice guarding stark slopes and dry shrubs for the assemblage of amberlarks that nested along those higher climes.


    The paddies and the glimmering water along the terraces made this place look like the verdant skin of some sleeping leviathan. Below, fanning like petals around the mirror surface of Sharakhai’s vast reservoir, were plantations of trees and crops, a cornucopia that stemmed the tide of hunger in Sharakhai, a welcome addition to the endless food brought in from all corners of the Five Kingdoms. There were pastures here too, penning oxen and goats and lambs. It was a place unique in the desert, something rich and vibrant when so much else was dry and sandy and barren. It felt fragile too, as if one sweep of the gods’ hands would take it all away, allowing the desert to consume it once more.


    “It would help if you told me what you were looking for,” Ezren called back.


    “I don’t know. Anything strange.”


    “Dardzada, this is mad. I don’t care what the boy had in his ear. What could we possibly find in a rice paddy that could lead to Gazi’s killer?”


    “Perhaps nothing,” Dardzada said, “but we’re almost done, so quit grousing.”


    The foreman hadn’t been happy about allowing them onto his fields, but he’d bowed to Ezren’s authority as a Silver Spear. He’d returned afterward to the men and women, breeches rolled up past their knees, planting the new rice stalks in the empty paddies below, and Dardzada and Ezren had begun their hours-long trek, wandering the rows, searching for something, anything, strange.


    They’d wandered the paddies, crossing along the rows. Ezren, young and spry, had navigated them easily, but Dardzada had slipped into the water more than once, a thing that displeased him, not merely for how it soaked his sandals, but for the pungent smell of the ox dung they’d used as fertilizer. For all their searching, they’d found nothing, and they’d nearly reached the end of this place. Indeed, in the time it took Dardzada to silently mouth a handful of—if he were being honest—some of the least creative epithets to the gods he’d ever bothered to craft, they reached the top of the last row, the one that gave the best view of these uppermost paddies.


    “Blood and balls,” Dardzada said under his breath.


    He gazed among the vibrant green rice plants, finding row upon row of perfectly ordered stalks. But the boy, Gazi . . . He’d had dried dirt in his ear. Black dirt. Dark earth that was found nowhere in Sharakhai except right here. It was a unique project, these paddies, created after an extensive treaty between Mirea and Sharakhai had been signed generations ago. Dirt had been hauled in wagons over the course of a decade to create these paddies, and the owners, hand chosen by Mirea’s queen herself, had run it ever since, they and their descendants. The earth worked well indeed for the rice, but was unnecessary for other crops grown in the plantations near the reservoir, so no one had ever bothered to use it for anything else.


    When Dardzada had seen it, he’d been certain Gazi’s body had lain here at one point or another. Killed here, then taken to the estate of his father for some reason yet to be fathomed.


    The notion seemed ludicrous now.


    “Satisfied?” Ezren asked. The look on his face wasn’t pleased exactly. It was more like relief, surely over the fact that he wouldn’t have to trudge along these slopes in this infernal heat any longer.


    “Very well,” Dardzada said, and began walking back down the hill.


    He’d not gone five steps, however, when he saw something off to his right. His heart sped up as he left the winding, makeshift stairs and walked along the dry rim of the water-filled terrace. “What is it?” Ezren asked, following, but Dardzada merely continued his steady plodding, eventually reaching a place where the rice plants had been matted down. There were footprints of varying sizes along the moist earth bordering the water, some from sandals or boots, but one set from naked feet—Gazi’s, he was sure.


    Dardzada knelt down, inspecting the matted plants. “Here,” he said. “This is where Gazi died.”


    Ezren leapt over to the opposite bank and inspected the area. “Here?”


    “Here.” Dardzada stood and looked among the fields below. Black lotus was grown in Mirea and parts of Malasan and imported to Sharakhai, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t trying to grow it right here under the noses of the Kings. “But why had Gazi run up this bloody hill instead of returning to the relative safety of Sharakhai? Why not try to return home?”


    “Perhaps he hoped to hide here for a time,” Ezren said, “throw them off his scent and return home later when it was safe.”


    Perhaps, Dardzada thought, sweeping his hands over the matted stalks of rice, but it doesn’t feel right. He imagined Gazi running along the bank of the terrace, falling here, though who knew why? Tackled by his pursuers? Exhaustion? Succumbing to a soporific that had, perhaps, been forced upon him? Goezhen’s sweet kiss, how was Dardzada supposed to determine the cause of this boy’s death?


    King’s business, Layth had said. It was a thing he’d held above Dardzada’s head before. It implied the Kings’ interests were involved, or that the Kings themselves had taken note and would be apprised of the outcome. Normally it was as empty a threat as the biting winds that blew over the desert, but a wind could turn to a storm, couldn’t it? There had been something about the way Layth had gone about this. He always blustered, but this time it felt as though it were forced, as if this meant much to him but he didn’t wish Dardzada to know it. It made Dardzada wonder if it truly was King’s business.


    But if that were so, why bring Dardzada into it, a man who, admittedly, might be trusted by the boy’s father, but who had so little experience in this sort of thing? Amir may have demanded it, but it was hard to imagine Layth giving in. Perhaps there was more to it. Perhaps this had some sort of bearing on Amir’s dealings with the Kings or others in Sharakhai.


    “Best we return to Layth,” Ezren said, “tell him what we’ve found.”


    “Mmmm . . .” But Dardzada wasn’t really listening. His attention had been caught by the flutter of wings higher up. A golden amberlark was flitting about the plants, landing here, then there. Then it speared its beak in among slim leaves near the stem and pulled out a wriggling green caterpillar. The bird blinked once, twice, then flew up and over the nearby ridge.


    “Something interesting?” Ezren asked.


    Dardzada shrugged, the wriggling caterpillar fixed firmly in his mind, tickling a memory. “Perhaps.” Then he lumbered past Ezren and headed toward the trail back down to level ground. When they’d reached the streets of city center at last, Dardzada stopped and turned to Ezren. “Be a good man and give me some time. There are several appointments I’ve missed because of this, and I need to speak to them.”


    A lie, but a necessary one.


    “I’ll go with you.”


    “I fear your presence will only slow things down.” Dardzada began backing away. “Meet me at the Wheel at sundown.”


    Ezren watched Dardzada warily, but nodded and continued southward, presumably to report to Layth.


    An hour later, Dardzada sat beneath an old fig tree, sipping from a cup of sweet apple tea. When a man dressed in a threadbare kaftan strode up with a sleepy-eyed boy by his side, Dardzada stood and greeted them. The boy’s name was Hamid, a gutter wren if there ever was one. Dardzada had seen him once or twice running the aisles of the bazaar or the spice market with Dardzada’s foster daughter, Çeda.


    Hamid and the man sat opposite Dardzada. “The Silver Spear?” the man said.


    “Gone for now,” Dardzada replied.


    “Any trouble?”


    “None so far.”


    “Well enough.” The man slapped Hamid’s leg and stood. “I’ll leave you two good men to your business.”


    Hamid seemed nervous at being left alone, but Dardzada ordered them tea and a plate of honey biscuits, a thing he was sure the boy rarely saw, and by the time the boy had drunk his tea and devoured the cookies, he’d relaxed somewhat. They chatted awhile as they finished a pot, enough for Dardzada to learn that Hamid had seen a boy that matched Gazi’s description.


    Dardzada described Gazi again to make sure. “You’re sure it was him?”


    Hamid shrugged, sending glances along the street, as if he might be spotted by the Spears, or worse, someone he knew. “Near as I can tell. Might have heard the others use his name once or twice.”


    “Well did they or didn’t they?”


    “They did.”


    “Tell me more of him.”


    “He was nice enough. Gentle as a lamb, that one. Bought sweet meats for any of us who wanted them.”


    “Was he from the west end?”


    A laugh burst from Hamid, his shyness suddenly vanishing. “He’s from the west end and I’m king of the desert!”


    “What makes you say that?”


    “Everyone could smell the gold on him, and not just from the way he spoke. Soft hands, clean nails, washed hair.” Hamid said all this with a sneer.


    “And did you eat the sweet meats, when he was buying?”


    Hamid shrugged again. “Why not take a bit from Goldenhill? They take enough from us.”


    Dardzada nodded, allowing him the point. “And have you seen him recently?”


    Hamid shrugged, refusing to meet Dardzada’s eyes, as if Dardzada were wearing the uniform of a Silver Spear.


    “Have you seen him, boy?”


    “He stopped coming, weeks ago. Just vanished.”


    “He returned home?”


    “Word is he was taken.”


    “Taken?”


    “Snatched, in broad daylight when he fell behind the others.”


    “Snatched by whom?”


    And now Hamid did meet Dardzada’s gaze, and stared at him as if he were daft. “The Spears. Who else steals people in the middle of the day?”


    A chill ran down Dardzada’s frame.


    The Spears . . .


    He suddenly wondered just how well Layth thought he was going to get on with this mystery, and Ezren, for that matter, and what would happen if he did make progress.


    “Did you see it happen?”


    “No.”


    “Know anyone who did? Saw it with their own eyes?”


    Hamid shook his head. He knew some who’d seen it, but he wouldn’t give up their names. Do that and he became a target. “Can I go now?”


    Dardzada nodded, and Hamid left, walking swiftly, then jogging along the street until he was lost around a gentle curve. When Dardzada finished his tea, he set a few khet beneath the tea saucer and left, heading north, toward Tsitsian Village, the place populated almost exclusively by Mirean immigrants. As he walked, the people changed from the dark-skinned Sharakhani to lighter-skinned Mireans. The facades became more bold—carved with the likenesses of dragons and kirin. The window decorations changed from the typical reds and yellows to more earthen colors. Even the smells changed. He’d been to the city of Tsitsian once, and this small piece of Sharakhai was as close as anything came to it outside of Mirea itself.


    When he reached the mouth of a narrow alleyway that would take him to his destination, he caught sign of a white uniform a few dozen paces behind him. Dardzada sighed. He supposed it had been too much to ask for Ezren to leave him alone. He just hoped he hadn’t seen his conversation at the teahouse. He suspected not, though. If Ezren had actually recognized the man accompanying Hamid, a full squad of Silver Spears would be here to collect him, not a lone guardsman.


    Dardzada reached the end of the shade-darkened alley, then beckoned to Ezren. “You may as well stop flitting about rain barrels.”


    Ezren stood from behind a large barrel, looking chagrined, and strode forward. “I spoke to Layth,” he said as he came alongside Dardzada. “He was ill-pleased to find I’d left you alone.”


    Dardzada shrugged and pointed to the little shop across the street, the facade of which was lit a brilliant orange by the lowering sun. “There’s a man in there I need to speak to,” he said, “but I’d ask that you let me go on my own.”


    “Layth’s instructions were clear.”


    “I’m sure they were, but Layth wants results as well, does he not? The man inside is Li Bai. He’s an apothecary, and a particularly surly one at that. You come with me, and he’s likely to tell me nothing, no matter what sort of pressure I apply. But he’s wiser by far than I am in Mirean traditions, so let me speak to him awhile.”


    Ezren chewed on this, his eyes darting between Dardzada and the shop. “Tell me why you think Gazi’s death is tied to Mirea.”


    “You don’t find it strange that he has fresh red marks in his qi points?”


    “It’s odd, I’ll admit.”


    “It may not be tied to Mirea, but it’s almost certainly tied to Mirean medicine, so we’ll follow this trail until it proves itself to be false. Well enough?”


    Ezren nodded. “I’ll accompany you and we’ll learn together.”


    “Tell me you aren’t as naive as you’re making yourself out to be.”


    Ezren bristled but said nothing.


    “The Spears aren’t shunned here,” Dardzada went on, “but neither are they welcome. We might as well be in Tsitsian for all they recognize the authority of the House of Kings.”


    Ezren’s face was turning red. “They’ll recognize what the Kings wish them to.”


    Dardzada bowed his head, granting him the point. “Of course they will, if it comes to that, but if you truly want information—honestly given with little to no fuss—then allow me to go and speak to him alone.”


    “I’m coming,” Ezren said, “but I’ll leave Li Bai to you.”


    Well, well, well, Dardzada thought, the pup has some fire in him after all. “Your decision . . .”


    Ezren nodded, and motioned for Dardzada to lead the way.


    Inside the shop, it was dim. Oil lamps burned black smoke that tainted the air with a heavy scent that reminded Dardzada of the humid forests of Mirea, a place he’d visited only twice in his life. “Good day to you,” Dardzada called as he stepped inside.


    Ezren came behind and wandered the aisles of shelves, looking at the endless array of ivory statues and dangling charms and vials of liquid and jars of ointments. On the opposite side of the room, a bent little man with a round face poked his head up from behind a desk piled high with bric-a-brac: carved ivory tusks, silk parasols, jewelry boxes made from lacquered wood the color of blood. Li Bai stared at him for a moment, glanced at Ezren’s receding form, then ducked back behind the mountain. “Who are you?” came his thin voice.


    Dardzada strode to a valley between the peaks to find Li Bai holding one billowing sleeve of his robes back while the other hand held a calligraphy brush over a rich sheet of vellum half-filled with complex Mirean script.


    “We met years ago,” Dardzada said, “at a function for Juvaan Xin-Lei when he first entered your queen’s service.”


    Li Bai finished one long, graceful stroke, then held his billowing sleeve and the brush away from the vellum. He stared up at Dardzada, as if memorizing his face. “Dardzada. You’re an apothecary.” His Sharakhani was heavily seasoned with Mirean accents, but it was also sharp and precise, like a dish of rice and desert lamb altered to appeal to lovers of both lands. He dipped the brush and began a new character. “Your shop is on Floret Row, and you have a passable understanding of healing agents.” He paused. “Or so I’ve heard.”


    “I’ve come to ask after a boy that’s gone missing.”


    “I know of no boys gone missing.”


    “It isn’t the boy himself I’ve come to speak about, but the marks on his body. Small red marks the likes of which I’ve seen only once before. The leechmen of Mirea use them to restore balance to one’s humors.”


    “I’m not a leechman.”


    “No, of course not. But you know much of what happens in Tsitsian Village. The marks were found along his armpits, the backs of his knees, inside his upper thighs, placed precisely over his qi points. Why?”


    Li Bai finished a character with an expert flourish. “Perhaps the boy was sick.”


    “He’d been abducted. And when he was found dead, he looked as though he’d aged years. Sunken eyes. Sallow skin.”


    “I told you, I’m no leechman.” Dardzada watched with growing annoyance as he finished inking the final character. After setting the brush carefully down in its holder, he picked the vellum up and blew on it, as clear a dismissal as if he’d ordered Dardzada to leave.


    Dardzada had come prepared to place coin on the table if he thought it might make a difference, but he could see that Li Bai would care little for money; it would likely only cement his opinion of Dardzada as an outsider, a man to be trusted with neither the secrets of Mirean medicine nor the rumors flitting about the streets of Tsitsian Village.


    “This involves children,” he finally said. “The boy was twelve, and if there was one, there are certainly more.”


    “That has nothing to do with me.”


    “You can’t be comfortable with it. Everyone in Sharakhai that’s dealt with Li Bai knows him to be an honorable man.”


    Li Bai’s resolve seemed to harden at this, as if he refused to turn back now that he’d committed to hiding what he knew. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”


    “I’ve been sent by the Silver Spears,” Dardzada said casually, committing to a new path, one he hadn’t wished to travel.


    “So I see.” He set the vellum on a small table behind him to dry, then sat back in his chair and regarded Dardzada with an infuriating mixture of self-satisfaction and deference. “Invite more of them, if you wish. I’ve much that might interest the honorable men of the guard.”


    “His commander doesn’t run your district, but you may have heard of him. His name is Layth.” Li Bai’s smile faded just a bit. As much as Dardzada hated him, he had to admit Layth’s name traveled far in Sharakhai. “I’d like to tell you a story before we go any further. It might save us both some time. Layth is my brother, if truth be told, so I hope you’ll believe me when I say I know a thing or two about the man.


    “When we were young, the two of us found a stray cat, a Mau, I found out much later. It was a skinny thing when we found it, but beautiful, with striking eyes the color of blue jasmine. I’ve never seen its like since. The two of us fed it scraps, and it came to our house often when we lived in Roseridge. It began to fatten up, and we both came to like it, perhaps even love it, and that angered Layth. He was not a boy who shared. One day I found him pulling its whiskers, a thing he continued to do even after I’d caught him. That cat yowled, and I pleaded for Layth to stop, but he didn’t; not until every last whisker had been pulled. My mother, who had a soft spot for animals, and no great love for Layth, who was only her stepson, named the cat mine and forbade Layth from caring for it.


    “I woke up the next morning with the cat’s tail lying across my blanket. Just the tail. He told me the same would happen to the tail between my legs if I ever told my mother of it. I was petrified, and said nothing, yet over the next week, more of the cat kept showing up. A paw in the tiny scrap of yard behind our home. A handful of its sharp teeth hidden in my shoe. A half-rotted leg in the box beneath my bed, the one I made sure to lock every night.


    “I was nine when this happened. Layth was twelve. And age has done nothing to mellow his twisted predilections. In fact, they’ve grown worse as he’s risen through the ranks of the Silver Spears.” Dardzada glanced back at Ezren—who was pointedly not looking in Li Bai’s direction—then leaned in and spoke low, “Gods help us if he’s ever named Lord Commander of the Guard.”


    Dardzada let this sink in a while. Li Bai was holding his gaze steady, but all the smug humor had vanished from his eyes.


    “Layth is not without his strengths, however,” Dardzada went on. “He’s a particularly tenacious man, for example, a quality that has served him well in his capacity as a protector of our fine city. When he wants something, he will stop at nothing to get it. Please believe me when I say that his rise to captain has only fueled this fire, given him more tools to exact what he wants from those who have decided, for whatever fool reason, to hide things from him.”


    Li Bai swallowed, and even though he couldn’t see from behind the mound sitting on the desk before him, he glanced nervously in Ezren’s direction.


    “Don’t allow me to leave here empty-handed,” Dardzada said softly. “It will go ill for us both, I fear.”


    When Li Bai spoke again, it was almost too soft to hear. “You cannot let them know I told you.”


    “You may consider this conversation private.”


    Li Bai nodded, timid as a hummingbird. “There are men who might use a particular kind of leech in the way you describe.”


    Dardzada smiled grimly. “Tell me of them.”


    Two nights after the talk with Li Bai, Dardzada strode with Ezren along the streets of Tsitsian Village. Golden lanterns lit the district, giving this place an otherworldly feel. Dardzada wore one of his robes-of-a-thousand-pockets—a fine khalat of green silk and thread-of-gold trim. Adorning his head was a high turban with a peacock feather held in place by an emerald brooch. His bejeweled slippers curled at the toes. Ezren wore a khalat as well, but nothing so fine as Dardzada’s, for he would pose as Dardzada’s nephew this night.


    “I still think this is risky,” Ezren said. “If they’re involved, I should call my brothers of the Guard and we should take them all now.”


    “Those in the Garden will mean little, Ezren. It’s those above them we want.” Dardzada broke away and headed for an intricately carved archway crowned with a lantern that cast a light similar to all the rest in Tsitsian Village, but with a subtly more orange hue.


    “We may risk the chance to take down one of their dens with a misstep.”


    “It isn’t the dens I care about,” Dardzada said, “but those responsible.”


    They made their way along the alley beyond the arch and found a set of stairs leading up. They climbed and came to the top to find two men and a lithe Mirean woman with the most brilliant green eyes Dardzada had ever seen. All three of them wore dark clothes with tasseled dao sheathed in leather scabbards. The woman took them in, a jeweler judging uncut stones, somehow making it seem both threatening and welcoming. “Are you lost?” she asked in passable Sharakhani, the first part of the passphrase to this place.


    Dardzada gave a flourish of his hand and a bow of his head, a thing more common in northern lands. “We’ve come to see the rise of the stars over the Garden,” he said, giving her the passphrase’s opposite half, a handful of words that had cost him a goodly amount of gold, and no small amount of effort, to obtain.


    The Garden was an elite drug den that moved from place to place about the city, often in Tsitsian Village, but sometimes elsewhere as need or whim dictated. New sites were chosen so that they made for an interesting setting for their clientele but, more importantly, so that they kept the operation free of scrutiny from the Silver Spears and other agents of the Kings. Dardzada knew very well that the Kings would not approve. Children were involved. The Kings might be cruel in many ways, but the trafficking of children was something they would never allow.


    “I’ve not seen you before,” the woman said.


    “Well, I’ve only just arrived in the Amber City!” Dardzada replied brashly, adding a healthy dollop of Malasan to his accent. “I’ve been in Samaril for over a decade, and now, after an arduous voyage over the sands, I’ve returned home for ten days. Ten days only! Even in the southern capital there are those who’ve spoken of the Garden, so you see, I knew when I returned home I would come. I would make the time, I told myself. After your audience with the Kings, with the highborn of Sharakhai, I would come to the Garden!”


    “Entry to the Garden is a gift given to few,” she said easily.


    From a pouch at his belt Dardzada retrieved a marker, a wooden chit with a lush fern carved into one face, a stylized sun on the other. He handed it to the woman, who took it easily and bowed her head. “You’re most welcome, my Lord.” She gave them a beckoning wave and strode further along the balcony.


    The marker had been another thing that had cost Dardzada much. Money was never exchanged here. The markers were purchased elsewhere, then presented at the Garden’s current location, where men and women who had little knowledge of the elixir’s origins would attend to those who wished to partake of it.


    Dardzada had no idea whether Layth would pay him back for these expenses, but he no longer cared. Like the Kings, this was something he wouldn’t allow in his city, not if there was anything he could do about it.


    When they came to a shoji door, the woman slid it wide. “My name is Tai Lin.” She bowed, waving Dardzada and Ezren inside. “You may call on me any time, but you are in good hands.” They were met inside by a silver-haired man, who led them down a hallway and up a set of stairs to an open-air deck, which was populated by a host of low tables with crimson lanterns, and patrons talking or lying on the mounds of pillows spread throughout. Their silver-haired host led Dardzada and Ezren to one of the empty tables, at which point he bowed and left.


    Dardzada looked to the richly dressed men and women around him. This was as much a drug den as the hovels in the west end that catered to those ensnared by black lotus, except no one here had glazed eyes or wasted expressions. Instead, they looked perfectly and profoundly aware—of themselves, of what was happening to them—and seemed eminently pleased by it. Some spoke softly while eating from small plates, but most in the room were lying on their pillows, eyes wide, staring up at the veil of stars.


    Dardzada and Ezren were soon brought rice wine, then dates stuffed with goat cheese and honeyed pistachios and spiced cakes and a sweet liqueur, all of it cast bloody by the lanterns at the center of their table. Finally their host glided to the table bearing a silver platter, upon which were set two flutes filled with a syrupy silver liquid. White diamond, it was sometimes called, or snowmelt. Most often, though, it was referred to as brightwine. And Dardzada could see why. The stuff glowed as brilliantly as the firmament above.


    “Gentlemen,” the host said, bowing as he set one of the flutes before each of them. “What you have before you is an elixir that is best sipped. You’ll find the bouquet to have strong anise overtones, floral, a bit sharp on the tongue at first, but by the time the last drop is emptied from the glass, you’ll find it mellow as the sunrise.” He flourished to both glasses while taking a half step back. “Take your time. Enjoy your evening.” Then he spun and was off, down the stairs to the place where the food and drink was prepared.


    Dardzada looked to Ezren, who was staring intently at the glass of softly glowing liquid. He was clearly having second thoughts. The two of them had debated on whether to come, had debated on whether to imbibe the liquid. Dardzada had no wish to. Not really. But they had to determine whether it was true, what Li Bai had told him, and that those who ran this particular drug den were responsible for the missing children. This might all be a sham. If it was, and they sprung their trap too soon, they might have lost their chance to find the real perpetrators of this crime. And if it was the real Garden, he had to find the one in charge of this den, for only in that way could they be trailed back to their supplier.


    Apparently coming to some decision, Ezren nodded, then picked up the glass and sipped from it. After a pause in which he stared at the flute with something akin to awe, he downed the rest of the liqueur in one healthy swallow. His throat convulsed as he gently set the glass down. He licked his lips. Even in this dim light Dardzada could see how reddened his eyes had become.


    As Dardzada lifted his own flute and peered into the liquid, Li Bai’s words came back to him. “In the dens of Tsitsian,” he’d said, “leeches are placed carefully so that they draw blood from one’s qi points, places where our very souls can be touched. As the leeches feed, they secrete mucus, which is collected and mixed with a liqueur, often anise. In my country there are rituals where the old give of themselves to the young, a passing of their lives to their children or grandchildren. There are cases of those who give blood willingly for our Queen or, in rarer cases, others of noble blood. Some few dens in the larger cities pay those who offer up their blood, but rarely is it taken against one’s will. It is a grave dishonor to do so, for each time the leeches draw from you, they take something that is never replaced. One grows more frail from each application, an affliction that no amount of time or rest will restore, not completely.”


    Which was why Gazi had looked so frail, so old for his age. They’d placed the leeches on him, drawn his blood. Gods, even the few weeks he’d been gone had been enough for the effects to show. What of the others? Some of them might have had blood taken from them for years.


    “Forbidden in Mirea,” Dardzada had said, “yet here they seem to have no compunction over the practice. . . .”


    “I said it was rare in my country, not unheard of. The Jade Masks have been known to run secret dens like the Garden.”


    Dardzada had heard rumor of the Garden years ago, but he’d never thought it was real. He’d written it off as hucksters pawning off fake serums to the unwitting wealthy of Sharakhai. Now he regretted not looking more deeply into it. He would have done something about it had he known . . .


    “And now the Masks have made it flourish,” Dardzada had said, for he was sure that they were the ones responsible—they and certain key allies. The Spears, young Hamid had said when he’d asked him who had taken Gazi. Who else steals people in the middle of the day?


    Li Bai had placed his hands over his lap, the picture of an obedient ally. “They’re not people to trifle with, my Lords.”


    Throughout Li Bai’s explanation, Ezren had stood silently by Dardzada’s side, but at these words, he bristled. “The Silver Spears aren’t afraid of making new enemies.”


    No, Dardzada had thought. No, they aren’t.


    “Why children?” Dardzada had asked, keeping Li Bai’s attention where he needed it.


    “I do not know for certain, but the young, when their voices deepen, when their first blood befalls the girls, that is when they are at their most potent. I suspect that is why they take children of that age. Surely a premium is charged for it as well.”


    A premium, Dardzada thought, blinking as he returned to the here and now of the Garden, his cheeks burning in anger.


    Across the table, a strange look had overcome Ezren, as if he felt sublime but was embarrassed over it and was trying to hide it. A premium for children of a certain age. Dardzada lifted his own flute to his lips—he felt sick to his stomach, but told himself again this was necessary—and took a sip of the liqueur.


    The sugary licorice flavor came first, but on its heels was another taste, something akin to sharp citrus or pine. It was like nothing he’d ever tasted. As the initial wave began to fade, something new suffused Dardzada’s form. Unlike alcohol, which he might feel in his hands or feet or nose first, he felt the effects of the brightwine everywhere. It pervaded his entire form. He could see why Ezren had been embarrassed over the feeling. It felt wonderful, not merely as though he were young again but, gods, as though he’d been made anew. The aches and pains of his old body vanished, replaced with a vim and vigor he couldn’t remember ever having experienced before.


    Memories of his younger days came flooding back unbidden, but strangely, they were not the painful ones he returned to most often. These were the rare happy moments: a horse ride along the Haddah in spring with his mother and aunt; his trips to Kundhun and the woman he’d found there and loved for a time before returning home to Sharakhai; his time with the very cat he’d described to Li Bai.


    How he’d loved that cat before Layth had killed it. . . .


    Strangely, none of the regrets surrounding these memories accompanied them. His departure from Kundhun had been made with a heavy heart, and his memories of that scrawny cat had always been followed with regret and depthless anger over Layth’s cruelty.


    Not now, though.


    Dardzada stared at the glass, one small sip missing from it. Gods help him, he regretted it wasn’t still full, that some of his time basking in it was already gone. He’d told himself he would come here, and he would take one sip and be done with it, but as more bright memories came and lit him from within, he found he couldn’t set the flute down, couldn’t prevent himself from lifting it to his lips again and again and again until all of it had slipped gloriously down his throat.


    Mellow as the sunrise, their host had said. Mellow indeed, Dardzada thought, shamed by the very thought.


    Minutes later. Hours later. He found himself staring up at the stars, lying down, though he couldn’t remember having done so. Ezren lay on the pillows opposite him, doing the very same thing, a beatific smile on his young, handsome face.


    It was with that one thought—how very youthful Ezren looked—that brought Dardzada back to himself. He’d wasted so much time already. He had to do what he’d come to do, and he had to do it now.


    Making sure Ezren wasn’t watching, he thrust his right hand into one of the many hidden pockets sewn inside his khalat and pinched the top off of a small wooden jar. After palming the coin-sized object in his hand, he leaned back and began convulsing, his body jerking over and over. The gods knew he’d seen enough fits in his life as an apothecary to put on a reasonably good show, and he rather thought he was pulling it off.


    Indeed, Ezren rushed to his side, his face a mask of concern. “Are you well?” he whispered. Then louder, “Uncle, are you well?”


    Their host rushed in, wringing his hands. “Whatever is the matter?”


    “I don’t know!” Ezren said. “Please, fetch him some water!”


    The old man nodded and rushed down the stairs. The other guests—those conscious enough to notice—were watching now. Dardzada continued to spasm and jerk, his head cracking against the wooden planks of the deck until Ezren had the presence of mind to slip a pillow beneath it.


    When the old man returned, he came with a glass of water. Tai Lin, the woman that had met them out front, accompanied him. She was the one, then. She was the one he wanted.


    When the host passed the glass of water to Ezren, Tai Lin knelt and ran her hand down his back. “Has this happened to him before?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “He’s your uncle, as I recall.”


    “Yes, but . . .” Though he had no idea he was, in fact, playing the part Dardzada had written for him, Ezren played it perfectly. “Not that I know of. . . .”


    Tai Lin, her face concerned but also businesslike, stood and said, “We’ll fetch someone.”


    That was when Dardzada slowed his body, made as if the fit was passing. “That won’t be—” he started, then licked his lips. “That won’t be necessary.” He tried to make it to his feet, reaching his arm out to the woman for help. She came forward to assist, but before her arms could support his, he stumbled and grabbed the hem of her black dress, rubbing the wooden jar against the cloth so that the ointment within smeared liberally.


    “My apologies,” he said when he’d managed to stand at last. “It . . . happens from time to time. I’ve never been able to predict when.”


    Tai Lin waved his concerns away. “Don’t worry yourself. All is well. We care only that you’re feeling better, though it might be best if you return home, find your rest.”


    Dardzada nodded and winced while reaching into his khalat as if rubbing away pain from his fit. “Of course you’re right.” In a practiced move, he slipped the lid back onto the jar, then fumbled about as if he had no idea where the exit might be.


    “This way,” said Ezren, picking up exactly as Dardzada hoped he would.


    They left, Tai Lin escorting them, and soon they were out and into the streets of Tsitsian village, the coming sunrise a tease of gold along the eastern horizon.


    “Do you mind telling me what that bloody fit was all about?”


    “It was nothing,” Dardzada said.


    “Nothing? You were falling over yourself! Was it an act?”


    Instead of answering, Dardzada slowed his gait. He held out his hand as if grasping for support—any support. Ezren took it as Dardzada fell to the dry street. “It’s never come on so strong.” He said weakly. “It must be the brightwine.” With one hand he grasped his chest, as if his heart were failing. With his other he reached into the leather pouch at his belt and retrieved a key. “Behind the front desk in my shop, there’s a brown satchel filled with instruments and a set of vials. Please bring it to me.”


    Ezren accepted the key—a key to a trunk in Dardzada’s basement, not the front door. He just wanted the man away from here, to be free to do what he had to do. Ezren made no move to run, however. It looked as though he were weighing his options. In the end, though, he nodded and ran off.


    As the sun rose, Dardzada stood in an alley, watching the archway through which he and Ezren had passed early the previous night. He’d been waiting a while, hoping the woman, Tai Lin, would emerge and head for the lords who ran the Garden, but she’d either taken another exit entirely or had left soon after Dardzada and Ezren had been escorted away. The night had been winding down, after all, and his fit had been abnormal enough that she would want to speak to them about it. Or so he hoped.


    With care, Dardzada reached into a pocket inside his khalat and pulled out a bundle of cloth. He unwrapped it to reveal a wad of cotton. Within the cloudy tufts, white moths no larger than the nail of his little finger fanned their wings, and when he held the cotton out to the chill morning air, they lifted from the folds, a small handful at first, then a dozen, then scores. They fluttered about in a cloud, as if they feared to be apart from one another, then wandered to the archway, where their pattern became noticeably more hypnotic. The woman had come through the archway, then, and not some other entrance.


    Slowly but surely, the moths billowed up the street, following the path the woman had taken.


    Dusted ivories, they were called, partly for their color, but also for how powdery their wings looked when viewed up close. They had a particular liking for the stalks of the charo plant, especially rotted ones, a thing he’d discovered long ago when tossing the milked remains of the charo plants into a midden behind his shop. Even when mixed into an ointment, which made the subtle smell practically undetectable to the human nose, the ivories followed the scent uncannily well. Dardzada looked to the forms in the shadows behind him. A woman was standing there casually, but at his nod, she stood taller and made short series of hand signals toward an alleyway, then nodded back to Dardzada.


    Dardzada followed after the moths, which were now slowly but surely hounding after Tai Lin. She was the key, he knew. She had been the one to check on him when his fit overtook him, and she would be the one to report it to those in command. Had the night gone as any other, there would be little guarantee that she would head to the drug lords who ran the Garden, but his hints that he had ties to the Kings would surely force her hand; for the same reason Dardzada didn’t want the Spears poking about his business, so would the Garden be concerned over even the smallest amount of added scrutiny from the House of Kings. All he need do was follow her. And then he would grant them justice, even if it wasn’t the Kings’ justice.


    Through the city the dusted ivories wove, taking him slowly but surely north, then east toward the city’s reservoir and plantations and rice terraces. He’d been certain the tale would have its ending somewhere near that place, but he’d had no idea where to look. As it turned out, all his guesses had been off. The ivories led him to a nondescript warehouse just off the sandy northern harbor, well away from the reservoir and the plantations. When it was clear where the ivories were headed, Dardzada opened the sealed wooden jar and tossed it at the foot of the stone wall. When he was sure all the ivories were flocking to it—preventing them from warning anyone inside the warehouse—he stepped up to one of the open windows and peered carefully inside. Within, he saw Tai Lin speaking with a heavyset Mirean man. A half dozen guardsmen stood around them, watching patiently.


    “Step away from that window,” came a soft voice.


    Dardzada turned and found six Silver Spears standing there, all of them holding their tall, iconic spears at the ready. When Dardzada didn’t immediately comply with the soldier’s demand, their leader, a man with a black beard and a chipped tooth, forced the issue, stepping forward and pressing the tip of his spear into Dardzada’s side.


    Dardzada backed away. “Are we going to see Ezren?”


    He’d become convinced that Ezren was involved, and he’d thought surely the soldier would give something away with the mere question, but give the man credit. Nothing betrayed his surprise beyond a slight twitch along his eyelids. “Come now,” he said, pointing his spear toward the alley that would lead to the warehouse’s back entrance. “Let’s not make this more difficult than it needs to be.”


    “What about Layth? Don’t you wish to summon him?”


    Before Dardzada knew what was happening, the Spear reversed the weapon and brought the foot of it crashing across his brow. Blood trickled down from Dardzada’s temple. The blow wasn’t as hard as it could have been, but his vision still swam with stars.


    “Now get yourself moving and keep your bloody questions to your ruddy fucking self.”


    His skull flaring with pain, Dardzada moved clumsily to the head of the alley. Farther down, Tai Lin and the heavyset Mirean and their bodyguards were stepping out into the chill morning air. Dardzada walked toward them, trying to create a bit of space between him and the tip of the guardsman’s spear behind him. When they were all in the alley—Tai Lin and her men ahead, the Silver Spears behind—Dardzada brought his fingers to his mouth and gave a sharp whistle.


    The Spears behind Dardzada looked about, clearly sensing the danger they were in. Tai Lin and the other Mireans drew their swords. But they all froze when they saw forms appear along the tops of the two buildings bordering the alley. Twenty armed men and women, turbans and veils hiding their identities, stared down. Most held bows with arrows drawn. Others had short spears poised, ready to hurl them downward.


    “Drop your weapons,” Dardzada said.


    The six Spears complied immediately. Tai Lin and her men hesitated, but when the fat one ran for the far end of the alley and three arrows immediately took him in the back, felling him in a heap, they complied as well.


    A pity, Dardzada thought. I would have liked to speak with him.


    A dozen of the newcomers then dropped down to the ground, pulling shamshirs. These were soldiers of the Moonless Host. Some in Sharakhai would call them traitors, rebels fighting to bring down the Kings. Dardzada, however, called them his brothers and sisters, though very few in Sharakhai knew this. They’d been sent by their leader, Macide, the man with the viper tattoos, and told to follow Dardzada, to do whatever it was he wished. It was not something Dardzada did often, associating in the open with the Host, but for this, he’d made an exception.


    “Into the warehouse,” Dardzada said, leading the way.


    The soldiers of the Moonless Host routed them into the building quickly and efficiently, then removed them of any knives they still had on them. The Spears were breathing like jackrabbits now. The same was true of both Tai Lin and her men. Their eyes were darting about, looking for ways to escape, to summon help.


    “There must be some mistake,” Tai Lin said.


    “No mistake.” Dardzada beckoned Tai Lin and the leader of the Spears deeper into the darkened warehouse, a place filled with crates marked with the seals of Mirea and the caravan that had brought the goods here. “Let’s start with the two of you.” When they’d moved beyond the circle of turbaned soldiers, Dardzada nodded to the same woman he’d signaled to at the archway that led to the Garden. “Kill the rest.”


    Shouts of surprise followed, but they were quickly cut short as arrows bit and short spears drove into the chests of the doomed men. When all was silent once more, Dardzada looked to Tai Lin and the Spear he’d allowed to live.


    “Now,” he said, “as you might imagine, there are a few things we need to discuss.”


    Dardzada returned home late that night, more tired and shaken than he’d been in a long while.


    In short order they’d discovered a false floor in one corner of the warehouse, a half cellar where dozens of naked children lay cowering, shackled to the walls, leeches all over their bodies. As Dardzada pulled each from the darkness, the soldiers had helped, using the technique Dardzada had showed them to free the slick, blood-fattened leeches from their bodies. The children, one and all, had been in a daze, walking when asked to walk, standing and quavering when asked to stand still, muttering to themselves occasionally but only very softly. And how very old they had looked, how frail. By the gods, they might have had the bodies of twelve-year-olds, but their eyes were sunken, their skin sallow. Many had lost so much hair it was thin, as if they’d been ravaged by lupus. How long some of them must have been here . . . Months, surely. Perhaps years.


    Unforgivable, Dardzada had thought more than once. An unforgivable crime.


    The soldiers of the Host had left soon after the children were freed. There was no sense allowing them to stay and running into trouble with the Silver Spears, or worse, the Blade Maidens and the Kings themselves. He’d then sent word to Ozan, a Silver Spear and a man he trusted. Ozan brought a dozen Spears to the warehouse to help, but Dardzada had remained and helped throughout the day to find the families of the freed children. He and Ozan spoke to each of them in turn, and then, for those lucid enough to tell them the names of their mothers or fathers and where they lived, they were given to the men of the Silver Spears to be escorted home. Like this, the number of children slowly dwindled until only a few remained. These were taken near sundown by Ozan to the Garrison, and Dardzada finally felt it proper to allow himself to return home for a bit of rest. He’d check up on the remaining children in the coming days, make sure some sort of home was found for them.


    During their questioning, Tai Lin and the lone remaining Spear had given up much. They both confirmed a number of names in the wing of the Jade Masks operating here in Sharakhai, people above Tai Lin in the pecking order. Dardzada had fed the names to Ozan in hopes that appropriate actions would be taken. The Silver Spears being what they were, however, an overly large organization with far too many masters, he wasn’t going to hold his breath.


    Ezren was never seen again, but the Silver Spear had confirmed his involvement in the Garden. Ezren had been paid not merely to look the other way, but to supply the Jade Masks with children from Sharakhai’s west end. The Spear hadn’t been able to name anyone above Ezren, however. “He never bloody said,” he’d told Dardzada again and again while scratching his black beard nervously, “and I never pressed. Why would I? I follow my orders, I go home, I wake up the next day, and then I do it all over again.” The man hadn’t even known whether Ezren reported to a man or a woman. Tai Lin was no better, which was a shame, for this was something Dardzada dearly wished to know.


    When he was convinced he’d get nothing more from the Spear, Dardzada took him to the corner of the warehouse where the children had been secreted away, slit his throat, and shoved him into the pit. The man had stared up at Dardzada, eyes wide and pleading, but Dardzada had merely walked away. There was no sense keeping him alive. The likelihood that the Silver Spears would protect their own and let him free was simply too great. Besides, he didn’t want the man telling everyone about the soldiers Dardzada had rallied to his cause. Tai Lin, on the other hand, he let live. He did need someone to hand over to the Spears for questioning.


    With the sun set and Floret Row lit only by moonlight, Dardzada entered his home and headed for the stairs leading up to his bedroom. He’d just reached the first step when something crashed into him from behind. Someone rolled him over and struck him hard across the jaw.


    It was Ezren. Dardzada nearly laughed. Of course it was him. Dardzada could see his enraged face by the moonlight filtering in through the front windows.


    “I thought you’d be well into hiding by now,” Dardzada managed to get out through the pain in his mouth.


    “I will be soon enough.” He punched Dardzada again. “But I’ve got a debt to pay, don’t I?” The third time he struck, a keen ringing filled Dardzada’s ears. “I’d hoped you wouldn’t be quite so good as Amir seemed to think you would be. Gods, I should’ve killed you when you had that ridiculous fit!”


    “Why didn’t you?” Dardzada replied.


    “Your act was good, I’ll admit.” He struck Dardzada across the mouth. “I thought you would die of your own accord!”


    Ezren tried striking one more time, but Dardzada caught his wrist and grabbed for Ezren’s throat. Dardzada might have been an old apothecary with pain in his joints, but he wasn’t always so. He was no stranger to the ways of arms and armor, of swords and fists.


    The two of them wrestled on the floor of Dardzada’s shop, each gaining the upper hand for a moment before the other turned the tables. Glass vials and jars crashed to the floor, spilling their contents and filling the air with a mixture of bitter and floral scents.


    Finally, Dardzada shoved the younger man away. Ezren came up in a lithe move holding a long, curving knife in one hand.


    “Does Layth know?” Dardzada asked as he made it to his feet with ungainly movements.


    If Ezren was surprised at Dardzada’s question, he didn’t show it. “Layth doesn’t much care as long as he gets his money.”


    “Does he know about the children?”


    “What does it matter?” Ezren said. “You know I can’t allow you to live.”


    “It matters. How can you have subjected children to this?”


    “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but the city is lousy with them. We hardly know what to do with them all.”


    More than what you’ve done, Dardzada thought. Certainly more than that.


    Ezren took a step forward, brandishing the knife, but before he could take another, Dardzada reached into his left sleeve and retrieved a blowdart hidden there. It was already fitted with a poison-tipped dart, so that all it took was a sharp puff to launch it into Ezren’s neck.


    Ezren spun away, his hand slapping his neck where the dart had struck. He bowed over as if winded, pulling frantically at the dart, but it was barbed and difficult to remove once embedded in the skin. He fell to his knees, then collapsed onto his back with a heavy thud against the floorboards. His muscles would already have started to grow leaden. Soon he would be unable to lift his arm, be unable to speak. His lungs and heart would follow in less time than it took to plead for one’s life.


    Dardzada walked calmly to his side and knelt as Ezren finally managed to pinch the dart between his fingers and pull it free. He looked at Dardzada pleadingly.


    “It’s a deadly poison, I’m afraid. There’s no longer anything you or I can do about it. Now tell me before it’s too late. Was my brother involved in this?”


    Ezren merely stared.


    He slapped Ezren’s reddened face. “Were you paying him? Did he know?”


    In the end, the poison was simply too fast-acting. Ezren’s eyes glazed, and his body fell slack. The blood drained from his face, leaving him looking strangely at peace, a thing that angered Dardzada so much that he stood and kicked the young Spear in the side. “They were children!”


    To this final accusation, Ezren’s lifeless body declined to respond.


    Dardzada stood over him a while, breathing heavily, but then set about making the preparations needed to hide the body, a thing Dardzada had done more times in his life than he cared to remember, but a thing he did gladly in this case. For here was a man who deserved no remembrance.


    No remembrance at all.


    After wrapping two bundles of lemongrass stalks in burlap, Dardzada tied the package efficiently with twine. “Steep it for thirty minutes. Best if he’s in the room when you do it. Tell him to breathe deeply.” The ancient woman on the far side of the counter accepted the bundle with shaking hands. “Then remove the stalks and boil it down by half. Use it in a stew of white meat—pheasant, chicken, fish if you can find it—but never red. No beef, no goat. Understand?”


    The woman nodded and put the lemongrass into a bag slung over her shoulder, then left, leaving Dardzada finally, blessedly, alone.


    It had been a long day. Not so busy as a festival day, but busy all the same. Perhaps the gods were shining upon him, balancing the scales.


    While Dardzada was noting the transaction in one ledger and adjusting his inventory numbers in another, the front bell jingled. The door creaked softly open, then closed with a clatter. Heavy footsteps drummed an uneven gait over the floorboards, and someone with an impressive heft to his frame sat on one of the stools on the far side of his desk.


    “I’ve got some mustard oil and camphor you could use for your gout, Layth. Perhaps some ginger tonic like the old women use.”


    Layth, never one to accept help unless it was demanded, replied, “My gout is well enough, little brother.”


    Dardzada finished the line he was recording, then returned the vulture quill to its inkwell and regarded Layth. “At least go to the market a few times a week. Suck on some lemons. It’ll help.”


    Layth’s broad face was unmoved. “Another flight of children were found in a second warehouse near the southern harbor.”


    Dardzada was unsurprised, but relieved. “Hedging their bets.”


    Layth nodded. “We found twenty in the ring.” He shrugged. “Some were killed in the act of apprehension. Others are awaiting their date with the Lord Chancellor himself.”


    Dardzada’s brows raised of their own accord. “The Lord Chancellor. The Kings are taking note, I see.”


    “They are.” Layth let the words hang between them for a moment before continuing. “The investigation was wrapped up nicely with the information you and the woman who somehow managed to survive the attentions of your convenient allies provided.”


    Dardzada shivered at the memory of those children, how frail they’d looked.


    “So where did you come by them, these friends of yours?” Layth asked.


    “I have friends all over this city. It wasn’t difficult to rally them to my cause.”


    “And yet you’ve given my lieutenant no names. Even to Ozan, your trusted servant, you gave nothing.”


    Dardzada laughed. “I didn’t know who I could trust, Layth. I still don’t.”


    “Come, the danger is over. Surely you can tell me.”


    “I’ll not tell anyone from the Silver Spears, and that includes you.”


    Layth frowned, making his jowls puff out unflatteringly. “Six Spears fell that morning, Zada.”


    “All of them complicit in that crime. Whatever happened to those guardsmen that day, they deserved it, and worse.”


    Layth tipped his head, as close to agreement as Dardzada was going to get. “The Lord Commander of the guard demands answers.”


    “Then give them to him! Ezren and his men were taking coin to steal children from the west end of our city! He was feeding them to those merciless bastards! You’ve done well! You’ve removed a terrible stain from this city—a thing any man should be able to spin into a tale that would leave the Lord Commander more than satisfied, a thing I’m sure you’ve managed before, Layth. The only thing I’d be worried about is whether the Commander believes his captain involved in the crime.”


    Dardzada watched Layth carefully at this. He wanted to know—he needed to know—whether Layth was involved. But either Layth knew nothing or he’d been anticipating this. “Of course his captain knew nothing of it.” He lifted the bulk of his frame from the stool and smoothed his soft, white uniform down. “But tell me this, Zada, if the Lord Commander demanded a more thorough investigation, would he find that the Moonless Host, the scourge of this city, were involved in the attack on the Spears that day?”


    And now it was Layth watching Dardzada for signs of a lie. But this was a lie Dardzada had been telling for years. It was a lie he’d be telling until the day he died. Layth had no more hope of catching him at it than anyone else in this city did.


    “Of course he wouldn’t,” Dardzada replied.


    “And what of our good Ezren?”


    “What of him?”


    Layth sighed. “Have you seen him, Zada?”


    “Neither hide nor hair. And good riddance to him.”


    Layth hardly weighed him. He stared for the span of a breath, his expression more relieved than anything else. “Children . . . Such a terrible tragedy.”


    “Yes,” Dardzada said.


    “Why did you say the girl, Çeda, left you?”


    “I didn’t.”


    “That’s right. You didn’t.” A cruel smile distorted Layth’s already-smug face—a smile that, despite Dardzada’s years of practice at hiding them away, brought on a host of bitter memories.


    Without another word, Layth turned and left Dardzada’s apothecary.


    The bell jingled. The door clattered shut.
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    Much of my writing explores the nature of families and the concepts of love and loss. My mother was born in a little Kentucky town called Nonesuch, about as small a place as you can find. To her the world beyond her own was full of wonder and beauty. She was always intrigued by Japanese art and culture, considering them to be the pinnacle of exotic splendor. Of course, this influenced my thinking as I grew up.


    I learned of Aokigahara, or the suicide forest, decades ago and filed it away with everything else I hoard in my vast memory of esoteric and nearly useless facts. So when I wanted to write a story of our growing social isolation in the internet age, juxtaposed against the fragile concepts of love, I gathered bits from the miasma of my experiences to create a plausible world where I could explore these themes.


    Though we lost her far too soon, I can still hear my mother’s voice of support and encouragement. With the story “Aokigahara,” I sought to honor her curiosity and her deep sense of love she had for her children. Miss you mom. You’d have liked this one.
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    Physics is the basis of all life. It explains everything from the orbits of the planets to the currents in the seas and the power of a heartbeat. Every atom in the universe is connected to every other through an intricate web of gravity and electrical impulses, dark matter and quantum filaments. There are those who believe that through an understanding of physics we can begin to unravel the beauty in a sunset or the way looking into your lovers eyes makes you heart beat faster. They claim it’s about the flow of energy, from one relevant body to another. These, however, are senseless platitudes, not backed by real science. Science fiction, perhaps. Gibberish for the masses. If anything, scientific theory backs up the stark reality that there is no such thing as love.





    Michi Kimura reread her blog post and sent it out into the ether where she knew it would garner a million hits, each one adding a micro-yen to her account. She understood it was a cultural balancing act. Pride and audacity led to shame and societal disapproval, but her combined heritage helped her straddle the divide between Eastern sensibilities and Western ideals. Sometimes fame created its own honor. Besides, the money, as small as it was, helped augment against the time when she would fall out of favor and the lectures and research would dry up. There was always another with enough audacity and intelligence to take her place in the pantheon of math and science gods.


    With that bit of screed done for the morning, she moved on to her various mail servers. The Japanese government had all but given up on control of the ether space and left it to the capitalists. That and the cartels in renegade countries allowed her to filter her correspondences without raising the suspicions of the various international governing bodies. It wasn’t like she had anything particular to hide, it was more the game that one must play for legitimacy.


    After a few moments filtering her latest correspondences, she had a single contact that looked interesting. It was another encrypted cipher. One of several she got each week. She knew it was probably another attempt by the American intelligence services to coax her away from academia and into the world of patriotic code breaking, but she had no ties back to the States. Since her parents’ deaths she’d lived an intense if secluded life in Japan. Her loyalties lay more with Ptolemy, Einstein, Newton, Curie, and Hawking than any world government. Besides, her thirty-by-thirty apartment—inherited from her parents—was all the home she needed now. It provided her with a physical address and infrastructure to house her quantum servers. They were where she truly lived, the ever-expanding geography of her virtual worlds and her ethereal constructs that filled them. When she craved the company of others, she would flow into one of a million other virtual networks and playgrounds that replaced the mundane existence she had in meat space.


    She toyed with this morning’s encoded missive, debated on whether she should just flush it through her spam shredder, breaking it down so that even the electronic sub-strata would be indecipherable to the best supercomputers in Beijing and London.


    She dragged the encrypted message over to her shredder and paused as a moment of absurdity flicked across her mind. The Americans had given up their technological edge decades prior, when their last cultural revolution nearly destroyed their scientific infrastructure. A generation later, remnants of that old intelligentsia had come out of hiding, overthrown the religious state and began reinstituting a form of capitalist neutral democracy. These dreamers worked to bring back the scientists and technologists who’d fled to other countries and tech havens, but the memory of the pogroms and mass executions had sealed the fate of the great American empire. Any hope of bringing home the patriotic was a wistful fantasy. She was a lost cause, one of the brightest scientific minds of her age. Bringing her into the fold would restore hope for the wistful, but that hope was waning. Which is why they barely tried these days, often giving her the simplest skip pattern codes, hoping to catch her attention, just to keep the dance from becoming a complete farce. Both sides knew the other was onto the scam, but the game had to be played out, or all hope for an American resurgence was lost.


    She stared at the encrypted message, astonished and impressed. For the first time in nearly a year, they had sent her something to consider. The first three characters were not even English. She could decipher English language codes in her sleep, but this one had a slight variation, as if it were poorly translated English language. Was it an alternate reversal pattern, from German, no wait, English to German to . . . Japanese. Or . . . she really concentrated on the message, the way the letters moved from right to left . . . curious . . . Not right to left, left to right.


    Okay, she was intrigued. She dropped the message into a workspace and began unpacking the rather complex algorithm into individual quantum decouplers. She deciphered first the English, then the German before she had enough to complete the transformation.


    She was so engrossed with this new puzzle that she ignored her alarm alerting her that her maximum in-verse capacity had been reached and that she needed to get out of the umbilical cocoon and hit the treadmill. Or maybe the rowing machine. Something to keep her muscles from atrophying further, keeping her circulation working, and allow her mind, a construct of chemicals, proteins, and electrical impulses, to ease back from the hyper-vigilant state she maintained while in the ether. Three times a day she worked her body, keeping it in appropriate physical conditioning to allow her time in-verse. She’d known others who’d lost themselves to the lure of the infinity and died while jacked in. The brain needed down time and the body fed the mind. Twice she reset the alarm until finally the overrides she had in place pushed her away from her virtual workspace and the physical world began to reemerge.


    She climbed out of the cocoon with a sigh, and a slight pulsing in her temples. Too much, she chided herself. The brain needs glucose. She risked the proverbial hangover if she didn’t do something about it soon. The walls in her habitat blossomed to life with images of mathematical formulae and colorful representations of atoms and galaxies.


    The standard protein shake would not do, she knew. So she sucked down a tube of glucose paste flavored with something red. Watermelon or strawberry. Not that she’d ever tasted one of the real things in her life. Once the sugar hit her body, she paced the length of her space, turning thrice before she felt steady enough to move to the next phase of her body’s needs.


    For some reason the esoteric abstract art and geometric colorations that flowed across her walls gave her a sense of foreboding.


    “Ma . . . . ,” she coughed, her voice rough with disuse. “Mama,” she called again, getting the word out this time. Silence greeted her.


    She shrugged, “Ka-chan?” She asked instead.


    “Yes, Mi-chan?” a voice asked from the room.


    It wasn’t really her mother, of course. She’d died in the riots when Michi was a child. “Ka-chan, please discontinue primary visual protocol.”


    Immediately the walls went black and small lights in the ceiling glowed into life.


    Black? Was that the last default she’d designed? What a waste.


    “Ka-chan,” she said, pulling protein pellets out of a resealable bag from her cabinet in the kitchen portion of her abode. “How about something new this time?”


    “New?” the voice of her habitat asked.


    “Yes,” Michi said, filling a tall glass with a high glucose and vitamin mix from one of the many packages she had stored in her refrigerator.


    “Scanning for new ideas,” Mama said.


    Michi inserted the cup into the mixer and blended her current meal, dinner she thought, while the house searched her multi-verse for something unique.


    The shake went down as smoothly as one could expect being filled with fiber, vitamins, and other nutrients in the correct balance to keep her body and mind at peak efficiency for the next six to eight hours.


    “Ka-chan?” she asked as she unfolded the rowing machine from the wall and set about her hour of cardio. “Any progress?”


    “Perhaps there is something, after all,” Mama said, sounding hesitant. “Mi-chan . . . it’s been a long time since we’ve had music. I wonder if that would be nice.”


    Michi paused, thinking. Music? How long had it been since she had listened to music? Honestly she couldn’t recall? Not in the prior year, undoubtedly.


    “Yes, music would be . . . ,” she paused. What would music be, exactly? Distracting? The encrypted message was occupying more of her day than she’d anticipated. Perhaps music would help her mind to take new paths.


    “Yes, music would be lovely.”


    As she rowed a quiet concerto of strings began to fill the apartment. There was nothing specifically dynamic or jarring, but the volume built slowly, as did the intensity of the music. By the time she’d completed her first five thousand kilometers on the rowing machine, something odd began to happen to the walls. Instead of visual representations of mathematical eccentricities as she had expected Mama to find, there was a landscape unfolding around her.


    She didn’t notice at first, the scene was so insidious. In the corners, just behind her, or to the sides, a forest began to emerge. Tall evergreens and spruces marched back to the towering shape of Mount Fuji. It wasn’t until the trees began to fill in the walls in her immediate field of vision did she begin to realize that the swell of strings had been replaced by the soughing of wind through the trees, with an ever-so-quiet motif of music underneath the natural voice of the forest that now surrounded her.


    At the end of her hour, she stood from the machine and turned slowly, taking in the intricate detail of the forest around her. The trees were more alive than anything in her memory. The rendering was so complete that for a moment she thought she felt the breeze.


    “Ka-chan?” she asked, gulping at the thought. “Is there a breeze?” Her atmospheric controls were state of the art, beyond the access of most world citizens. But a breeze?


    “Is it a breeze? I wonder . . .” Mama answered, her voice filtered through the trees.


    “How?” Michi asked, but a movement to her left caught her attention. She spun and a deer—she recognized it from picture books she’d read in her youth—bounded through the trees and scampered from her view. For the briefest of moments she could smell the overturned turf and the muskiness of the frightened animal.


    “What is this?” Michi asked, suddenly more confused than she remembered ever being.


    “I found this in your work area,” Mama remarked calmly. “It had your approval. It turned up when I searched for environmental landscapes to integrate with your habitats visual display. Have I erred?”


    Erred? Michi stood mesmerized as the forest around her overloaded her neglected senses. While she had not been out of this set of rooms in over a decade, she had her virtual worlds. Those she had built to interface with her sensory cortex, so she knew what smells were, at least in the abstract. Was that what was happening here? Was she smelling the forest due to an association with visual stimuli? Was her ocular input triggering false memories implanted via the many worlds she had created in the ether?


    She sat on the only available piece of furniture other than her cocoon—her small bed. Tears flowed down her face and she smelled herself, the sweat and odor that a body exudes over time. It added to the hyper-realistic vision of the forest around her, making it all the more real. Her breath caught. She’d lied to herself over the years that she’d go outside again one day, a promise she had made in honor of her mother who loved nature. But the outdoors had killed her. She shook with the fear and the shame of her sudden need for her mother. She hadn’t needed anyone since that night. Since the moment she’d first learned to push her physical needs into the background and pursue her intellectual conquests. Emotions were for the weak.


    Tears stung her eyes, so she stood, making her way into the shower where she sloughed off the stink and the sweat. By the time she stepped from the tiny cubical refreshed and dried by the modern conveniences of her age, the room had changed even more. Her floor and ceiling had become the sky and earth, above and below. In the distance, the forest rose toward the mountain and details upon details were beginning to emerge. Flowers in a riot of colors shown on the outskirts of the massive woods where sunlight fought through the canopy and small creatures ran from tree to tree, chittering to one another, challenged or laughing in their small mammalian world. And what trees they were. She had to look up each species, never really exploring the varied breeds. This forest, this growing visual world, was a mix of oaks and what her search engines described as tiger’s-tail spruce, white pine, and red pine. As she looked deeper into the growing darkness of the trees she found a mix of cypress and hemlock. The density of it went on deeper than she could’ve ever imagined. But in the heart, she could tell the rendering continued, the visual continued to unfurl.


    “Ka-chan,” she asked, breaking away from the image and glancing around at the objects in the room. They stood out—the cocoon, the bed, the light from the shower . . . But they were alien, apart from the forest, anathema to the scenes around her. She shook her head and moved to her virtual rig, changing out the cocoon for a fresh one, and dropping the other in the recycle chute near her shower. New ones would be delivered along with replacements for her food and sundries.


    “Yes, Mi-chan?” Mama asked. “Is there more you need of me?”


    “A question. Nothing imperative, but curiosity dictates I must ask.” She rubbed her freshly shaven head. “How much longer until the visual and audio environment completes its load?”


    There was a long silence where she fidgeted, anxious to get back to the encryption in her workspace. If this amazing 3-D imagery came from the encrypted file, she wanted to examine it in the way she knew best.


    “It appears,” Mama began, her voice puzzled and concerned. “Mi-chan, this appears to be incongruous with expected protocols.”


    “Specifics?” she asked.


    “While the environment has loaded the previously unencrypted portions of the file, the estimated size of the remaining encrypted package appears to be changing.”


    “Virus?” she asked, her heart suddenly in her throat. She had decades of work in those servers. Some was retrievable from back-ups but the private preserves had no external connectivity. If they were lost, there was no recovering them.


    “It does not appear to be a virus,” Mama said.


    Michi let a sigh escape her lips.


    “Something I have no context for,” Mama went on. “It is tied to the encryption you were studying. Perhaps you can decipher exactly what is going on.”


    “I was afraid you were going to say that,” she said. She climbed into the new cocoon and set the alarm. Just before her eyes fluttered closed and she slipped into the ether, she noticed a figure watching her from the furthest edge of the trees. The details were too vague, but the feeling of being watched was overwhelming.


    Michi spent the next eight hours continuing to decrypt the file. There was a level of quantum folding employed here that she had never encountered. The ramifications to computer storage alone was beyond her reckoning. But that was not the most extraordinary aspect of the encrypted file. Mama had been correct. It was almost as if the encrypted file was growing the longer she unpacked the imagery.


    Not just spatially, but temporally.


    Michi was into the fifty-seventh layer of encryption and decoding when she sensed more than heard Ka-chan whisper her name.


    All round her, her virtual havens were filling up with the unpacked code. Thirty-three of her pet projects had been sacrificed to the growing algorithm, and still it unfolded before her. At the rate at which she progressed, she had two choices, open this to the ether beyond her firewalls, or delve into her private preserves.


    At her next intermission, her brain reeled as she hurried through her consumption of nutrients. The exercise, a precisely timed event, was completed in a blink, her mind a whirlwind of possibilities and puzzles beyond her wildest dreams.


    The forest continued to render around her, transmogrifying simple electrical impulses into a landscape of such detail and breathtaking beauty that there were moments that she could do nothing but watch. She turned, barely aware of her physical self as a flash of vibrant red flashed passed her head. She spun, trying to follow a cardinal that had burst from the underbrush, and by an optical trick she could not perceive, disappeared into the forest to the north of her.


    “Ka-chan?” she asked, sitting down on her bed with an uncharacteristic spasm.


    “She has gone,” said a new voice.


    Soto, Michi thought. Outsider. She stood at the unfamiliar voice. For a moment, shock filled her at the intrusion on her privacy. She took a deep breath and turned, putting on her societal mask to face the newcomer.


    Against the backdrop of the growing mountain to the south, a young woman walked through the gloaming of the woods.


    “Who are you?” Michi asked, confusion a blanket across her senses.


    “My name is Haruka,” the young woman said, her voice soft yet clear. “I saw your lecture on gravitational impacts of quarks and the fallacy of modern computing. Your mind is beautiful, Michi-sama.”


    Michi flashed between startlement and amusement. Haruka’s words would almost be poetic if this were a formal classroom setting. But this was something different. She looked about. Something totally different, and likely to go beyond cultural boundaries.


    She studied the young woman at the edge of the wood, her heart-shaped face a mosaic of numbers, her form a wonderland—a superbly rendered avatar for the immaculate mindscape that surrounded her. With the intricacies of the panoramic 3-D rendered world, this woman far exceeded the coding and the graphical capabilities of Michi’s apartment. This intruder was the most beautiful individual she’d ever witnessed. Haruka watched her, her head cocked to one side, a small smile playing across her lips.


    “Who are you?” Michi finally croaked out.


    “As I said, I am Haruka.”


    Michi wrung her hands together, her thoughts a chaos of ill-conceived social options and utter disbelief.


    “Where is Ka-chan?” she asked finally. That was a solid issue on which she could focus.


    “She has gone,” Haruka said, her voice a sweet combination of hard consonants and soft vowels.


    “Gone?” she asked, standing. “How did you get past my firewall?”


    Haruka took a step back, spreading her hands. “You invited me in,” she said, lifting her chin and looking Michi in the eye. “You overwrote Okasama, blended her rudimentary code, with my life’s work. She evolves.”


    Michi sat down again, the ramifications beyond her capabilities at the moment. “Ka-chan?” she whispered. Could Mama truly be gone? Not again, not after all these years. Tears flooded her face and the world around her faded as she was overcome with grief.


    For an indeterminate amount of time her mind fled into an unfathomable nothingness, shutting down her senses as the pain engulfed her. For the first time she succumbed to the grief she’d repressed for more than two decades. Succumbed and nearly drowned.


    While overwhelming, the pain began to recede to the point that eventually she sat up once again, finding that she was in her own bed, the sheet tangled around her legs and her entire body aching from the physical exertion she’d undergone expressing her lament.


    “Ka-chan?” she asked again, hoping it had been a nightmare, fearing she would not answer. Only silence greeted her as she stood, stumbled to the shower and let the hot water soothe away some of the shards of her shattered illusions. Once she emerged, the forest that surrounded her took on a more sinister air.


    “Haruka?” she called. Her voice seemed to be swallowed by the thick trees and the vine-covered ground. She stumbled as she made her way to the cocoon and climbed in. What exactly had she unleashed inside her private domain, and could it be prevented from breaking out, beyond her safeguards?


    Every night, as she took her repast and prepared to allow her body to sleep, Haruka appeared in the shadows of the surrounding trees. The first few days Haruka kept her silence, watching her with a puzzled look on her face. It wasn’t until the fourth night that she crept foreword, tentatively, but did not speak.


    “Why do you grieve so?” Haruka asked finally on the fifth night as Michi consumed her protein meal.


    “The human body is a puppet filled with chemicals and electronic impulses that can be expressed in no other way. We feel, we exude anguish.”


    “And love?” Haruka asked. “Is there love?”


    Michi watched the other woman, attempted to read the constellations in her eyes. What had she undergone these last weeks, the second loss of her mother—the consumption of her waking hours by this every unfolding algorithm?


    “I do not understand love,” she said. And Haruka smiled.


    From that day onward, Haruka and Michi shared their evening meals together. Haruka sat near a campfire telling Michi of the beauty of the world. Michi drank her protein shake on the edge of her bed and listened, enthralled.


    Their talks meandered into physics, poetry, mathematics, and chemistry. Haruka had a mind unlike anyone Michi had ever known. Her days of unfolding the algorithm became interwoven with anticipation of the next meal, the next moment conversing with Haruka.


    “What of love, then?” Haruka asked, her mannerisms long ago moved into the realm of intimacy—her formal speech evolved to the personal.


    Michi watched her, studied the way the underlying string of digits formed the haunting beauty of Haruka’s eyes. “Love is a chemical reaction,” she said, bemused. “An illusion of want and need driven by the baser chemical reactions. It is meaningless.”


    Haruka’s face shifted then, the formal mask of proper society falling over the shy smile and the soul-penetrating gaze. “I see,” was all she said. She rose then, a graceful motion that distracted Michi from her next thought.


    Haruka bowed once, her face impassive and her hands folded over her chest. Michi stood, alarmed and confused by the actions.


    “Haruka?”


    The digital woman turned from her and walked into the woods, away from her fire, into the blackness of the night. The stillness was nearly absolute. Michi stood motionless, eyes straining to follow Haruka. For the first few steps Michi could hear nothing above the sound of her own breathing, but long after Haruka had stepped into the deeper shadows, Michi thought she heard her sob.


    For days Michi remained alone, refusing to return to the ether. She spent long stretches of time, awake and aware, watching for Haruka who never came—puzzling their last exchange. Eventually despair overcame her confusion and she returned to her true world, to search for her there. She needed to explore the encryption, to nudge and correct the tiny flaws she had began to uncover, the deeper she went. Perhaps they would be clues to this ghost.


    She explored the sea of leptons and muons that filled her virtual worlds, searching for anomalies. The beauty of it drew her onward, tripping the pleasure centers of her brain with the crystalline mathematica and the algebraic flow of the swelling data.


    The layers unfolded under her guidance, each another level in exaltation and glory. The deeper she delved, the more she realized just how little she’d ever known about beauty. Even the flaws she found had a sense of wonder that kept her moving deeper, kept her engaged as if she were melding her consciousness with the algorithm itself.


    Michi was shocked when she unfolded the final layer. The momentous occasion passed without remark as the numbers drew back upon themselves and pushed toward the sky. Then a great wave of space and time crashed toward her, the Hokusai image rose like the Great Wave of Kanagawa, threatening the remaining virtual worlds she’d held apart from the others, her fantasylands and her safety zone. The place she had buried the painful memories, the images of her parents, and the fainthearted dreams of a desperate child.


    In that moment, with the spark of something else riding the incoming wave, someone else, deep within the matrix of her worlds, she relinquished her final walls, opened her nether realms to the rushing sea and shouted in ecstasy as she was overwhelmed.


    In the quiet after, a new voice spoke in the ether.


    “Mother?” the voice called, a plaintive sounding filled with fear and hope.


    I am here, Michi thought, knowing the voice was not for her.


    Michi struggled from the cocoon and glanced around the room. There was a small child, four or five years by her appearance, huddled in the crook between the twisting roots of a large spruce. “I’m lost,” the child said. “Have you seen my mother? It is dark here and I am afraid.”


    Michi knelt in front of the child, watching the flow of symbols that flooded behind her dark eyes. “Are you a Kodama, my little tree spirit?”


    “Help me,” the child said, then vanished, melting into the shadows.


    It took Michi two months to make the arrangements. Haruka had shown her the clues she needed, even though Michi had not seen it at first. She had to go to where Haruka had camped. Had to go outside. This filled her with as much fear as anticipation. But with satellite imagery and her expertise, she was able to find the woods on the edge of Mt. Fuji. These were the infamous suicide woods. This is what Haruka had recreated inside Michi’s virtual world. This is where Michi had to go to find answers, and to find the child.


    She spent the money, made contacts with a guide, and before she could’ve believed it possible, she stood at the edge of Aokigahara, the sea of live trees unfolding before her, each needle and branch burned into her memory. This was Haruka’s gift—this forest that had transformed her home and her life.


    The reality of the outside world surpassed the virtual in ways that Michi had no conceptual means of expressing. Richer colors, deeper shadows, more vibrant smells and sounds. The juxtaposition of the deep green of the forest against the startling blue of the sky was an image that she was sure would leave an indelible mark on her spirit.


    She hefted her pack and her walking sticks, breathing in the richness of the forest and glorying at the way it filled her. With the help of a guide, she began the trek into the heart of the suicide woods. Part of her mind already knew what she would find, but her heart told her she had to go and find Haruka’s child.


    Three days in, past the scattered bodies of the recently dead, her guide brought her to the clearing she had etched into her memory. There, on a hillside, with a clear view of Mt. Fuji as a backdrop, she saw the camp.


    A single tent sat to one side, but the dominant feature was the antennae that rose thirty feet into the clear blue sky. This was no flight of whimsy, she knew. Haruka had planned this for many months, maybe years. At the very top of the hill was a solar array surrounding an enclosed bunker only a few feet across.


    Power had flowed to this spot from the solar array, filling the seven batteries arranged around the central server. The careful planning, expense, and sheer engineering genius in the setup impressed her. Haruka had proven herself to be a brilliant scientist. And she’d sought out Michi to be the one to help her in the culmination of her life’s work.


    The guide called out from the open flap of the tent. Michi turned to see the stricken look on the man’s face. She didn’t need to look. She knew that Haruka had taken her own life. Why else would she have come to this place? That and the way the surrounding iron deposits and the angle of this hill created a perfect amplifier.


    The frame of the server came apart with little effort. All it really needed was someone with opposable thumbs. Inside, a pulsing sphere sat nestled in a cocoon of filaments and woven mesh. Here was Haruka’s greatest achievement. Here was the flawed creation that Michi had helped nurture into existence.


    She closed the case and connected her travel rig to the server, entering the ether in a much-reduced capacity but with enough force of will to do what she needed to do. Within moments she unleashed her greatest work—the most delicate and complicated algorithm—into the ether, unlocked the firewall to her domain, and merged the realities there with those in the glowing sphere at her feet.


    In that moment a deep resounding tone shook the clearing and the antennae vibrated, sending a pulse down into the bedrock and back out into the sky. A new life-form birthed into the ether, a child of two mothers.


    Michi sat, her life’s greatest work done—her greatest achievements yet to come. She would guide this new being, this artificial intelligence in the worlds she’d created. How could she do any less? She just hoped that the pain she felt in her heart, the joy and the trepidation, was the emergence of love.
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    Falion sen Ardhai was rousted from sleep with an urgent summons to present himself, ready to ride. He stumbled from bed, reeled to vertigo the moment his feet hit the floor by the static discharge of an inbound storm. The surge frayed his sight to white sparks as he blundered into the wall.


    “I’m likely to fall on my face getting dressed,” he snapped, his embarrassment caught in the glow of the stableboy’s candle.


    “Captain knows.” The lad’s shrug showed indifference. “Says you’re called, anyway.”


    Resigned to his bruises and humiliation, Falion wrestled his gangling legs into yesterday’s breeches. Throughout, the heightened state of the flux played havoc with his distressed sensitivity. Close confines made the dizziness worse. Falion shoved outside, clutching his hose and boots, with shirt, belt, and courier’s blazoned doublet thrown over his arm. He breasted the risen gusts that snapped and whined through the stable yard. The lamps tossed on their chains, flinging demonic shadows where a tousled lad with straw in his hair led a ribby mare to be saddled. She sidled, ears flat, bred for speed before temperament by the tantrum that brewed in her wicked, rolled eye.


    “Hurry on,” snapped the master of horse, pausing to shut the stall door. “You’re away, once she’s tacked. Swallow’s fast as we’ve got, runs like a singed cat, but she’ll trample my groom if she’s made to wait, standing.”


    Falion bobbed a nod. His unbraided brown hair lashed his face as he climbed the ramshackle steps to the dispatch shack. He barged in, ungrounded despite his bare feet, and tripped over the threshold. His inept snatch missed catching the door. The panel blew shut at his heels with a bang that guttered the candles.


    An unknown rider regarded his entry, the leathers of the forest clans worn like a second skin over a frame beaten limp with exhaustion. Falion sized up the stranger, respectful of the indigo tattoos of a thrice-proven scout on his forehead. The initiate’s seal verified a blood ancestry strong enough to withstand all three tests of the Paravian presence. A rarity, and a risk, to bear that sign into Karfael amid the cankered unrest since the Mistwraith’s invasion. But that uneasy detail was eclipsed by the black armband of mourning tied to the rider’s left arm.


    Whoever had died, trouble trampled due courtesy.


    “You’re the relay’s unmarked?” the arrival rasped brusquely.


    “One of four.” The rest were in service at Erdane, where unsavory interests had lately gained sway. Two decades of dangerous unrest now demanded anonymous messengers. Awkwardly placed between factions since birth, Falion was entitled to bear the same indelible proof of a confirmed heritage; and would have had he not been groomed first as a tradesman. Grown up unsuited, he was his father’s embarrassment until the Mistwraith’s incursion strained ordered tradition, and royal couriers with obvious clan background increasingly came to be waylaid. But to send a covert rider alone to inform the bereaved ran beyond a shocking departure from form.


    “Who’s crossed Fate’s Wheel?” Falion asked, prickled to apprehension. A condolence should have traveled in state, clad in heraldic formality, and accompanied by a caparisoned horse, saddle empty to honor the titled fallen.


    The rider replied, his blunt façade shattered. “The king’s company. All of them.” Once started, he blurted the rest, hands clenched in white-knuckled grief. “A concerted assault struck the line holding the Mistwraith in check. Three days and nights, with a last wave that claimed three of Athera’s crowned sovereigns. Tysan’s steward is gone, and his daughter. Caithwood’s clan chieftain fell also, before the Fellowship Sorcerers stabilized the weakened boundary. Sunlight has been secured on scant resource, but the list of the dead is the least dire news to be dispatched southward.”


    Remiss for his state of undress, Falion tossed his doublet over the opposite bench and flung on his shirt. He left the cuff laces swinging to braid his loose hair, when the relay captain strode in from the ward room, spry despite the hitched stride from a crippling fall from a horse after decades of service.


    “Don’t bother, boy!” Intolerant, lean as leather, with vitality like flame under bronze features, the relay captain unsheathed his belt knife and flipped the blade, handle first, toward the sleepy equerry who tagged at his heels. “Cut his hair. Then find him a groom’s jerkin without the royal badge, and a plain cloak. He’s all we have. If he can’t pass as townborn, for mercy, hope’s lost.”


    The clipped order came fast. “Falion, the word you’re to carry is critical, too sensitive to be written down. The gist, we have news of a guild conspiracy aimed at the destruction of the royal family. You will bear warning to the queen-regent in Avenor, we hope in time for her to take flight along with her children. This is sudden, and serious. A widespread plot is afoot to upset Charter Law in the Sorcerers’ absence.”


    The recoil spun off by hard-leashed emotion rippled the flux. Falion swayed, jostling the hand with the blade at his nape, to an oath from the equerry who cropped his hair. “But you know—” he blurted.


    “That you’re a distant relation of the crown lineage, yes.” The relay captain sighed, his regret a visible weight on spry shoulders as he leaned on his cluttered desk. “We are sending you into hazard, I realize. The hard choice is necessary.” Falion was sanctioned for travel inside the free wilds, though Ath knew, of late, Paravian sightings had grown sparse. Within town walls, his outbred origins also let him ride unnoticed where a clan scout would stir sharp distrust.


    “The direct route cross country offers our best chance of slipping the message through at short notice. The queen-regent’s safety lies in your hands, against stakes beyond grave to contemplate.”


    The man come with ill tidings elaborated in Caithwood’s distinctive inflection, “We know nothing else. This rising is real. Two men died getting word out of Erdane.”


    The relay captain straightened, resolved. “You leave now for Avenor. Ride hard and fast, change horses as often as necessary. Tell the queen-regent she must flee directly, and to trust none of the garrison officers.”


    The clan rider slipped off his black armband. He passed on the strip of silk with regret, and gave Falion the second, dire message. “When the queen-regent’s away, and only then, break the news of her personal losses. Her brother is dead, and her nephew, the heir designate. Asandir of the Fellowship asks for her grown daughter, Eveny, to accept the burden of the crown succession. The Sorcerer will come when duty permits and complete her investiture.”


    Falion accepted the burdensome cloth, a nobody rattled to be tossed headlong into the nexus of greater affairs.


    “Keep that ribbon tucked out of sight unless you meet an obstruction,” the relay captain advised. “At all costs, avoid seeding a premature rumor that might spur the unrest.” Concern sharpened his final question. “Do you carry a long knife?”


    Unnerved by the whetted steel by his ear, Falion said, “No.”


    “Then you’ll take mine.” The relay captain unbuckled his belt. Before trusting Falion’s notorious reflexes, he tossed the sheathe to the equerry, who fielded the catch, finished out the quick trim, and surrendered the heirloom blade’s burled handle into Falion’s keeping. “Yon’s a quality blade, keen enough to split a whisker. Too fine for cutting a switch for your horse, and damnwell take care if you draw that you don’t lose a finger.”


    “I’ll be mindful,” Falion promised, muddled again as the flux static surged.


    The relay captain noted the weakness, suddenly looking his age. “See that you do, with yourself alive at the end of this.”


    Bundled into a borrowed jerkin and cloak, Falion received the carved courier’s token to command the best quality remounts. “Get through, young man. Send word back when the s’Ilessid family’s secure within the free wilds.”


    Moments later, Falion plunged out the door into the windy dark. The tousled groom steadied the flighty mare as he mounted, then slapped his knee for luck and loosed her rank impatience.


    Falion took her explosive temper in hand. Expert, once astride, he embraced the familiar, blessed relief as his wracked senses grounded into stability. The erratic effect of the flux stream tamed under partnership with a horse, he reined the fractious mare across the yard, and let her explode through the gate.


    The country between Karfael’s southern gate and the royal port of Avenor spread forty leagues as the crow flew, across free wilds country held sacrosanct by Charter Law. Hard-ridden, with frequent changes of mount, the expanse could be crossed in two days. No road and no settlement marred the proscribed ground past West End, and no crofter farmed the rich grassland where, for two ages since Mankind’s upstart settlement, the herds of Riathan Paravians were wont to breed. But none of the blessed had foaled since the Mistwraith’s blight threatened sunlight. Their diminished numbers of late raised the troublesome prospect of a withdrawal, heating the merchant guilds’ clamor for unrestricted expansion. Two decades of crisis had deferred even the smallest petitions for change, with the perilous mediation between Mankind and the Paravians stalled throughout the high king’s absence. The impasse chafed the peace, while the dire hazards of unsheltered contact faded from memory outside the clan enclaves.


    Falion rode, wide-awake to that danger. Recently come to his majority, he had never known a time when the land’s stewardship did not strain the impatience of town commerce. A craftsman’s son, his maternal tie to an offshoot of s’Ilessid thrust him squarely into the rift between factions. Summers spent with his mother’s folk showed him at first hand the trials imposed by patrolling the boundaries. The risk of hallucination and madness was real: crown sovereigns died young from the backlash of repeated contact with the Paravian presence. At twelve years of age, Falion had surmounted the test of direct exposure without going insane, forever lost to an ecstasy that burned beyond human endurance. Yet his father had refused to allow his permanent mark of initiation.


    “How can the boy run the shop without inviting contempt? He won’t just take ridicule. Upright folk will shun custom, here. If Falion’s to shoulder the trade and represent the sen Ardhai name, let him complete his guild apprenticeship and claim his due place without flaunting the barbaric defacement.”


    His mother demurred, unsettled herself as resentment towards clan birthright heated into open hatred. Falion had lain wakeful through the arguments shouted across the kitchen table as the outspoken slurs of the neighbors set increased strain on the household. The day came when his mother packed and left with his sister, fled to her kindred to escape the wrath of a rock-throwing mob.


    Falion stayed, until one accident too many dashed his father’s plans for him in the glass forge. A young man who fit nowhere, he took work in the post stable, where the grizzled, kindly master of horse had taught him to ride, and nurtured his gift for silk hands on the bridle.


    Now placed at the crossroads of fate, on a horse bound at speed for Avenor, his mission relied upon his dual heritage. Beyond the standing stones placed in antiquity to demark free wilds territory, no trail or signpost guided his way. Clouds obscured stars and moon, and cloaked a horizon in shades of dipped ink. Falion relied on his mount’s instinct to gauge the uncertain footing, while the wakened perception of clan-bred awareness tracked the electromagnetic pulse of the lane current. Although the scarcity of the Paravians dimmed the bright sheen of the flux on the land, he mapped his course by the volatile patterns, nerves tingled like a tonic where no human emotion snarled the storm’s natural discharge.


    He changed mounts, twice, before fording the Melor, deep enough in spring melt that the water swirled up to his stirrups. Invigorated by a dousing squall, he gave rein as his horse surged up the far bank, then resumed at a walk to let the animal breathe. Pressed back to a trot, he reserved sparing bursts at the canter until the land leveled out.


    The clanfolk on patrol at the outposts honored his token, and shook him awake when the next horse was saddled. He ate on the move and catnapped as he could, then snatched four hours’ sleep before cock’s crow next day, with a scout sentry detailed to roust him.


    Dawn’s blustery sunlight gave way to more rain as Falion crossed the restricted fringe of tilled fields and clattered up to the gate on the landward side of Avenor. Like all royal seats, the fortress had changed little from the Second Age, when the centaur masons first erected the outer wall to defend the ancient port. Ceded to Mankind’s use under the Sorcerer’s compact, and governed by Charter Law for five millennia, the town nestled amid the coastal downs with no access granted to land-bound trade. Commerce moved only by sea, with the sleepy arched portal spanning the airy watchtowers curtained in sheeting torrents.


    The garrison sergeant waved Falion through with scarcely a pause. Clattering into the narrow passage, his tired horse flung her head and shied under him. Movement flicked through the murder hole overhead. The arrow slits on both sides lay darkened, but a pressured shift in the flux disclosed lurking archers poised in position.


    Falion threaded his mount through the gap, as if that foreboding change did not spur his unease. Naught seemed amiss as he cleared the far side, met by the familiar taint of low tide, and the fragrant birch smoke from the bakeshops.


    Here, the soaring grace of the Paravian architects wore the sedimentary layers of humanity’s teeming tenancy. The thoroughfares were crammed with an ant’s warren of dwellings, upper stories accessed by outside stairs, and loft galleries strung in mismatched levels across vaulted stone. Years had seen the massive block of the centaur artisans jigsawed with timber construction, the oversized dimensions refigured for Mankind’s smaller stature. Alleys arrowed off on both sides, the plaster and lathe jumble of family craftshops and tenements squeezed into limited space. The once-generous street sloped downhill toward the wharf, narrowed to a slot, and pleated by the steepled roofs of the guildhalls that housed the labyrinthine tangles of edict and infraction that managed the cogs of trade elsewhere.


    Brown runoff splashed ankle-deep through the gutters, reason enough for scant traffic. But the sodden groups on the street corners and the passersby huddled under the jut of the eaves were not shopping. None carried baskets for goods. Many watched Falion pass with an interest too keen for workaday loiterers.


    Something startled his horse. A movement, half seen, or a noise, that also spun an errant spark through the flux. Rattled himself, Falion steadied the animal. Arrived at the post house’s creaking sign, he turned through the entrance with firm seat and leg, and dismounted in the puddled yard.


    A stable girl took the reins of his steaming, blown mount. She cast him a sullen look for bringing the creature in hot, though any hired rider might press his pace during such inclement weather. Falion made certain his townbred speech was overheard as he dickered his fee with the hostler. While reaching into his scrip for the token to assign the debt to the crown, he fumbled. The mourning band fluttered free in a gust. He snagged the black silk before the wind snatched it, but not fast enough to escape the stableman’s notice.


    “Ah, so!” The man flipped Falion a shady wink. “One of us, are you? Don’t worry, lad. I’m for the rising, myself. Though, lest the wrong eyes should suspect what’s afoot, knot that death ribbon under your cuff. Be sure to show it quick among allies, else risk a knife in your ribs after sundown.”


    Falion nodded, stunned speechless. If the murderous cabal used mourning bands to distinguish their fellows in covert conspiracy, he was over his head in the thick of their plot, with the upset mere hours away. He tied off the ribbon, forewarned to pay the post house in coin before showing the treasury token.


    His pallor was ascribed to nervous excitement, since the hostler confided, “Mind your back. You’ve a rangy build to you, easy to be mistaken for an uppity free wilds clansman.”


    Falion tugged down his hood, muttered thanks, and moved on, his pulse pounding under the man’s side-eyed stare as he slipped into the drumming rain. The cluster of idlers at the stable gate stifled their conversation at his approach, perhaps only innocuous travelers awaiting a hack. Rampant fear made everything suspect.


    Falion brushed past the graybeard who seemed to be counting who came and went. The emptied streets felt suddenly ominous, the market at midmorning thinned to a few hustling stragglers. Falion caught his toe on a flagstone, blinded by the swell of disrupted flux shed by four furtive figures who splashed down a gloomy back alley. The movement as windows were hastily shuttered, and the gliding shadows half-glimpsed through the slat boards of the overhead galleries threw off tensioned flares of static.


    Bone chilled by more than the raking, wet gusts, Falion hastened past the garrison barracks, then the banked heat of the armorer’s forge, shrouded in quiet. Afflicted by the taut atmosphere, he plowed into a burly apprentice burdened with firewood.


    “Fiends break your neck, bucko! Watch your larking step.”


    Falion throttled a spooked urge to bolt, while the ripple of pending violence pulverized courage and left him shaking. His maternal heritage gave him no moral choice but to carry on.


    In the poisoned hush before the storm broke, few grasped the true scope of the stakes if the crown’s irreplaceable lineage should come to founder. Beyond the affront to Paravian survival, nearly none realized the embattled defenses that contained the Mistwraith tipped toward collapse. While sunlight yet shone, the staring eye of a pending apocalypse was disastrously taken for granted. The compact that balanced humanity’s coexistence with the free wilds’ mysteries made little sense to the townsfolk, born deaf to extended perception. The eddied disharmony that tripped Falion’s step on the wet cobbles escaped their awareness entirely. His ungainly spill before the spired gatehouse raised laughter from the posted guards.


    Limping to the gate arch, head down to rub a banged elbow, Falion spit in the eye of dame fortune and displayed the carved token. “Scheduled courier, bearing the West End supply lists.”


    He stood while the armsmen ran a cursory glance over his nondescript cloak. Falion endured their cynical smirk, this once grateful they thought him incompetent. If the watchmen who granted him admittance recognized his s’Ilessid kinship, he might not survive the night. A storm crow flown into the gyre of treachery, he ducked under the slivered curtain of runoff spilled off the gold fringe of the royal banner, the gold star on blue hanging dingy and limp in the downpour.


    Unchallenged, Falion grasped the antique brass latchkey, cracked the heavy, split panel, and strode through.


    A surly official acknowledged his entry, but without the liveried clerk who headed the gauntlet that led to the seneschal. Told to make his own way, Falion shoved back his soaked hood, struck by the quiet. The wide hallway ahead loomed empty, the great tapestries unstirred by movement. The oppressive stillness also repressed the pearly gleam of the flux current. Encouraged, that perhaps a Fellowship Sorcerer might be formally closeted with the queen-regent, Falion hooked his drenched cloak in the magistrate’s foyer, by the chamber reserved for crown justice.


    Turned toward the main staircase, he did not expect to be ambushed by courtiers at the wardroom landing. But Jaegan’s overbred superiority and Leylie’s charming fecklessness never had bowed to anyone’s inconvenience. Adult now, surely too sophisticated for pranks, they closed on each side, Jaegan in his foppishly embroidered doublet, whose ruffles and braid hid a bladesmith’s collection of knives, and Leylie in skirts sewn with pearls and brass bells that spilled a shower of frivolous sound.


    “Not now!” Falion stumbled, brought to one knee as Leylie snatched him up short. High clan lineage, and delicate as a flower, she still had a grip like steel wire. Jaegan latched onto his opposite arm, with novel disregard for the horse sweat and mud that smirched his elaborate clothing.


    “I’ve urgent news for the queen-regent,” snapped Falion. “Let me go.”


    He tried to wrest free, hampered further as Jaegan bundled what felt like a tablecloth over his head.


    “Stop fighting! You’ll thank us!” Jaegan cranked the muffling fabric tight over Falion’s protests.


    “Hit him, quick!” Leylie gasped.


    An unseen third party behind delivered a blow to the nape. Tiorren, for certain, the slinking weasel, his manic exploits above all reproach in the storied aura of s’Gannley prowess. Falion buckled. The stinging clash of Leylie’s bells filled his ears, the last sound before consciousness fled.


    Falion woke to darkness, a throbbing headache, a dry mouth, and pervasive chill, his misery couched on the dank, fusty stone located in the palace cellar. The re-echoed plink of dripping water told him he lay in the siege cistern’s vault. Before the divide between townborn and clan had ruptured childhood innocence, his more privileged peers had mingled with him when his father delivered fine glassware. The underground stores, centered by the cistern, made a favorite place to steal torches and float wood chip boats.


    If the grown fools had entangled themselves in the sinister threads of conspiracy, or worse, had been led afoul by a nefarious dare, Falion’s sense of the lane tide’s ebb found the noon crest already past.


    “Interference with a crown message is treason.”


    No wisecrack voice answered. Not a whisper of movement. No affected shimmer of Leylie’s bells, or Tiorren’s self-assured laughter.


    “Fiends plague and Dharkaron Avenge!” Battered enough he wished never to move, Falion gathered his rubbery legs, attempted to rise, and curled, retching. Tiorren’s blow had been no playful cuff. He hurt worse than the spill when a galloping horse had ruptured a tendon beneath him.


    Tenderly careful, he reached his feet, swaying, and groped to the cistern. He caught the marble lip and leaned, splashing his face. He rinsed his mouth only, afraid he would heave in the throes of disturbed equilibrium. When he did not faint outright, he pushed off again. The trickle of the overflow drain guided him to the squat arch that accessed the stores.


    The grille proved to be shut. His featherhead captors had locked him in, behind welded steel forged stout enough to withstand mass hysteria in siege time. Falion slid down the masonry jamb, forehead rested upon his crossed arms. Suspicion gnawed him frantic with dread, that his current straits might not be innocent. He fumed in helpless misery, while the seeped patter of droplets and the trickling gush of the overflow fretted the hours away.


    The flux tide’s ebb reached neap and turned before voices and the treble tinkle of bells echoed from the outer corridor. Snapped alert, Falion uncoiled his seized muscles and shoved to his feet. Through the spiked retort of his headache, he realized this was no belated rescue. The note of Leylie’s terrified protests unraveled the pretext of horseplay.


    Tearful as never before, she insisted, “No one’s in here!”


    Her clipped shriek entangled with Jaegan’s response, all the smug insouciance shaken out of him, “Look all you like. Tiorren lied. We never saw any messenger.” Risen to cracked fury, he persisted. “Stop! Leylie can’t tell you what she doesn’t know! A search will prove no one’s in here!”


    Falion edged back from the grille. “You’ll thank me!” Jaegan had snarled, followed by this moment’s desperate warning, delivered under duress.


    For there was a place to take cover and hide, if Falion moved quickly enough . . .


    They had shown him, years ago, when Tiorren’s reckless flourish with his uncle’s sword had broken the delicate urn commissioned to placate an insulted guildsman. Given Falion’s incompetence in the glass forge, his father’s roaring rage knew where to fasten the blame. “You’re a donkey in a flower shop, boy, and your inattention’s a trial to everyone.”


    Falion had said nothing, banished as he was from the trade since the day he had upset a crucible and set the craft shed afire. Demoted to muscling the crated deliveries, he took the brunt, while Tiorren’s boastful foolery called even that usefulness into question. Falion stifled the innate drive for justice bred into his s’Ilessid heritage. He dared not tell the truth. The s’Gannley princeling’s palace-bred peers would seek their revenge if he ratted out one of their own.


    Leylie’s ethic had rescued him, backed by Jaegan, and finally, reluctantly, by Tiorren’s belated guilt. While servants descended to pick the shards out of the antique carpet, the trio had whisked him into concealment until his father’s temper cooled, which perhaps had spared him a beating . . .


    Falion scrambled, aware Jaegan’s obstructive shouts once again bought him vital time. Leylie never flinched under threat, and her panic rang in deadly earnest.


    Their ongoing clamor covered his retreat to the cistern. Teeth gritted, he slid over the rim. Immersion dashed the breath from his lungs and brutalized his pounding headache. Falion eased under the icy water. He kicked off, and resurfaced under the sluice, where runoff from the outside storm gutters seeped through the sand and charcoal filters for purification. A recessed iron baffle covered the chute, meant to thwart besiegers from mining an access by way of the roof. Falion grasped the rough bars, where old rust had rotted one side of the grating. Clinging against the slosh of the pool, he begged luck his noise stayed unnoticed, and that the child-sized gap had widened enough to let him evade his pursuit.


    Falion hoisted himself, hampered by filled boots and snagged cloth, while the scuffling tussle drew nearer, to the blistering courage of Jaegan’s invective. Falion fought his way up through the grate and wedged into the tight, noisome cranny. The spill splattered over his hackled nape, while the chilling ring of drawn steel resounded from the outer corridor: not one of Jaegan’s wicked little knives, but the deeper pitch of a long sword.


    Leylie’s scream tangled with Jaegan’s bellow, cut off by the thrust of the blade into flesh. A dull thump bespoke someone’s collapse. Jaegan’s, given Leylie’s anguished cry, and the next barrage of ruthless threats.


    “Tweet quick, little bird. No more wailing! We know the gate guard admitted a courier. You were on the stair, and the cellar’s the likely place to have stashed him.”


    Leylie howled. “Butchers! First Tiorren, now you’ve killed Jaegan.” Her tirade broke off to a slap hard enough to snap her elegant neck.


    Leylie sobbed, distraught, or else, determined, if she faked hysteria as Falion’s staunch ally.


    “Sing for us, girl.”


    “Or else, what?” Leylie ranted. “You scum have butchered everyone else with even a drop of blood heritage—”


    Through her choked grunt, the questioner resumed. “We are bargaining, sweetness! Not for your life, but for how much you can be made to hurt before this business is finished.”


    She must have struggled. Whether for primal survival, or for the snatched breath to blurt more information, her captors put an end to her runaway tongue.


    Quiet fell, sliced by the whine of steel run into a sheathe. Then, “You and you, sweep the stores and the dungeon. We’ll check out the cistern.”


    Booted footsteps echoed. Falion huddled, skin wet, his shaking hands jammed over his mouth while revulsion shuddered his back against the stone conduit. Tiorren s’Gannley had sold him out, and Leylie and Jaegan had paid. Whatever insane act of insurrection had prompted them to spirit him off, he was on his own to evade their red-handed murderers.


    A flicker of torchlight speared into the chamber, accompanied by irritation. “Fiends plague, the siege gate’s shut! No courier’s in here.”


    “We’ll be sure,” a stickling henchman insisted. “Go on! Fetch the watchman’s keys from the wardroom. Overlook one clanborn survivor, and our effort’s wasted.”


    The forestalled party fumed through the delay, while their underdog chased the errand. Such callous certainty the wardroom was unguarded tightened Falion’s gut. Trapped in place, he cowered, while the cistern was methodically invaded and death lurked, a knife’s thrust away. Torchlight glanced back and forth over the pool, flaring off the ring-rippled plink of the moisture that splashed off his clothes and cropped hair.


    “We’re wasting time,” a searcher complained.


    Disgruntled, the underling jangled the key ring. “Told you the blighted cistern was locked.”


    The ringleader’s adamancy appeared to relent, for the footsteps and the torches presently receded, again shrouding the cistern in darkness. Wretched and shivering, Falion endured, while further distempered remarks erupted in reverberation. “Dharkaron Avenge! Your slacker’s stroke didn’t drop the whelp clean.”


    The subsequent grumbling suggested that Jaegan had dragged his stricken bulk across the threshold and jammed the swing of the siege grille.


    “Sithaer’s black bollocks! You want the vault shut? Then bend your own back. I’m not sweating over your leavings.”


    “Come away!” snapped the disgusted authority. “Get on with our assignment! There’s more clan blood rats lurking in corners we haven’t scoured.”


    Seized wretched with chills, Falion listened through the trickling fall of outflow. His urgent need to move warred with caution, until a man’s bored scuffling disclosed a hostile observer left in ambush. Falion froze in tormented suspension, while the cold induced treacherous drowsiness, and the curse of his flawed perception unstrung his vital focus.


    Time blurred, until the metallic scratch of a striker jerked Falion alert. The watchful killer ignited a torch, and the sudden, blinding influx of light paced his heavy footsteps around the siege cistern. The whicker of flame and the oily smoke made Falion queasy. He held out, while the vault was exhaustively swept, and sustained the unbearable strain of discomfort through the course of the watcher’s unhurried retreat. Darkness returned, absolute. The cold became his morbid companion, until dizziness drove him from safety.


    He tumbled into the cistern. Freezing water closed over his head. Surfaced, teeth chattering, he paddled to the rim, where numb hands and sapped strength were barely sufficient to haul his sodden weight from the pool. Crouched on the puddled stone, fingers like wood, he wrung out his jerkin and dumped his filled boots. Then, uncontrollably shaking, he scrabbled to the grille, propped ajar by the carcass sprawled over the threshold.


    Leylie, beyond, had already cooled, her porcelain hand rigid with rigor. But Jaegan breathed still.


    Falion knelt, overcome. By touch, he explored the gaping wound slashed through the sad rags of the dandy’s doublet. Naught could be done. Kindness would let Jaegan bleed out in peace, and never resurface to the agony.


    But the dying man’s grip clamped over his wrist with terrible determination. “They’ve not taken the queen-regent yet.” After a ghastly struggle, the flagging whisper sawed on. “You were meant to pose the diversion for her captain-at-arms to save the royal family. Tiorren’s wretched idea, to betray you as the less significant relative. But the misdirection spared no one. Saigad s’Gannley lies dead. All other clanborn are being slaughtered. You’re the only trustworthy hope left. Find her Ladyship. Get her away.”


    “Hush. Jaegan, be still.”


    A weak snort framed the ghost of ironic laughter. “Can’t move my legs, anyhow.”


    “You won’t pass alone.” Falion anchored his promise. “The queen-regent’s business can wait.”


    “No.” Jaegan arched, spasmed in pain.


    “It can.” Falion knew where her Ladyship would be found. He had time. While the bloody insurrection scoured the palace, a hurried move tempted disaster.


    He sat through Jaegan’s dying, without safer haven. The silence, and the steady drip of the water blended with the tormented rasp of hitched breath. The hand in his clasp was cold clay, wrung by spasms that faded as stubborn fight slowly waned. More than once, Jaegan tried to apologize. He wept, who had suffered a whipping before he admitted to wrong when caught with a sack of filched apples.


    Jaegan crossed in the bitter, bleak hour past midnight. Flux sense captured the moment amid forlorn chill, when the spirit spiraled away and the injured man’s labored heart ceased.


    Falion did as he must, and bloodied his sleeve cuffs as though his own hand had wielded the sword. Masquerade as one of the conspirators, and he had a precarious chance to win through, if Tysan’s queen-regent was not slain and his mission already forfeit.


    He brushed Jaegan’s eyes closed. Leylie’s ragdoll corpse he left as she lay, lest covering her should draw notice.


    Silence reigned past the splash of water and the drum of his anxious pulse. Falion unfolded his painful, cramped limbs. On his feet in the seamless dark, he slipped through the grille and left the sad tomb in the siege cistern behind.


    He followed the block wall with his fingertips, a throwback into his nightmare remembrance, when, as a small child, Tiorren had tied his head in a sack and abandoned him. After the taunts, cruel bets had been laid, vying how far he would wander astray in the dungeon, denied the advantage of clanborn perception. Fear and fury instead had forced his latent blood heritage to waken without the guidance of initiate training. The rough passage had scarred him, the blighted integrity of his senses upsetting the able dexterity required of a guild artisan. But yesteryear’s trauma let Falion trace the lane current through the palace foundation. He followed the ephemeral swirl downstream, guided at each turn in the passage by the signature stones the Paravian masons had embedded as signposts. The stairwell from the stores presently loomed ahead, limned in a faint shaft of light from above.


    Falion picked a cautious path through the wreckage of broken jars and smashed basketry left strewn underfoot by the looters. The wine cellar doors gaped on smashed hinges, the cavernous shelves raked relentlessly bare. His stealthy progress encountered no drunken roisterers. Above, the corridor was deserted and dark, the great tapestries ripped down and kicked into rucked heaps. He skirted a toppled pedestal, crunching over the fragments of King Halduin’s marble bust. An eddied flurry of quills whispered through the astringent scent of spilled ink, the sprawled bulk of the scribe taken down amid the tools of his trade. More dead lay, threshed like windrows felled by the scythe.


    Distant shouts and the whisper of furtive, rushed footsteps warned of vicious slaughter yet underway. Ambient light sliced through smashed lancet windows, night’s curtain parted by the outside flicker of torches, sweeping across walls splashed red and catching the gleam of splintered lacquer furnishings. Falion tripped, stumbled to his knees across a hacked corpse. More bodies littered the landing from the servants’ wing, all clanblood, cut down in flight like split fruit. Shouts erupted, and a scream from the courtyard garden ended another routed survivor.


    The relay captain at Karfael had never imagined the vicious extent of this bloodbath. If the queen-regent lived, Falion must run that gauntlet and find her without falling prey.


    He took stock, his sweaty hand on the long knife. Courage he had never possessed wore the horror of nondescript clothes, stained at wrists and knees with Jaegan’s let blood. He must cross the palace, with no cover except a band of mourning silk, and no affidavit but the town speech of his origins to stay the thirsty blades of the assassins.


    No resolve prepared him for the murderous ferocity unfolded before him: the dark hallways, crowded with the mortally wounded, rifled of valuables where they moaned in extremis; the gore-soaked rooms glimpsed by the guttering wicks of spent candles, drowning in melted wax. The traumatized weeping of servants, left untouched, and others, less fortunate, subjected to brutal interrogation, their suffering granted no mercy until they betrayed the clanborn they sheltered. Falion could save none of them. Pause for anything, and he tossed the queen-regent’s life into jeopardy.


    He displayed the black ribbon under his bloodied cuff, told harrowing lies, and shamelessly eavesdropped for the passwords that let him through the conspirators’ checkpoints. Few eyes were left to disclose his identity. The knives of the reapers spared no one.


    Falion slipped through the massacre like a wraith, speaking only when spoken to. He passed jubilant ruffians ransacking the treasury, and pilferers who swarmed like locusts to pry gemstones and gold from antiquities. Choking on bile, he weathered the crass jokes, and the revelers frenzied on carnage. He tracked through strewn entrails, and skirted the frail carcass of a granddame dragged from her bed. At unbearable length, he reached the shaft stairwell that wound in descent through the core of the palace.


    Few ventured here, where the Second Age imprint of Paravian presence persistently lingered. The stone block wore the layers of bygone sorrow, spanned for the massive stride of the centaurs who had nurtured the world’s mysteries before Mankind’s settlement. Falion scrambled down the yard high risers. He breasted the wisped gleam where the flux currents draped the ancient haunts in cold phosphor, and flinched from the ghost-fingered cling of the cobwebs streamered in the drafts. His step gritted on the detritus of centuries, and he breathed the fust of moldering wood, where disuse had sealed the high, vaulted doorways, the far sides refashioned into recessed bookshelves, or cabinets, or cushioned lover’s nooks. Lower, he passed the royal vintner’s oak wine tuns, stacked to age in the cavernous niches. Farthest down, where the floor sparkled with salt seeped in with the storm tides, a child-sized tunnel once had let the diminutive Sunchildren take sheltered flight to the harbor during the Second Age scourge, when drake spawn attacked in winged numbers and drove the blessed nearly to ruin.


    After Avenor was ceded to Mankind, the escape exit had been locked for security. Tehaval Warden had fashioned a warded protection, keyed to the royal lineage, and to the stewards’ descent, through s’Gannley. Though the defunct access to the harbor was long since sealed over at the wharfside breakwater, the enchanted defenses perhaps still held, undisturbed across generations.


    Falion reached the hidden stone doorway, its finger hole access bearded with lichen.


    “Ath wept, let her be here.” He pricked his thumb with the long knife, smeared the s’Ilessid cartouche, and felt the panel give in soundless release. Lantern light flared from the recessed chamber beyond. Then the queen-regent’s query shredded his heartstrings.


    “Saigad?


    “No. Falion sen Ardhai, your Ladyship.” He stepped into the light, remiss for the grisly stains on his sleeves. Words all but failed him, no matter that her granite nerve never flinched. “Your captain is dead. I’m so sorry.”


    Armored in the composure that cowed state ambassadors, erect in no more than her nightrail, Queen-Regent Cindein released her hapless messenger from the savage burden of breaking ill news.


    “Don’t speak. We both knew his effort was doomed.” She paused, her cupped fingers pressed to her mouth. The raw-boned frame that seemed awkward in state dress shuddered but once, the immovable rock that had steadied the kingdom shored up by adamant character. Sorrow muffled the antique cadence stamped into her use of the king’s tongue. “Although the apartments were overrun, and Eveny already lost, Saigad chose to draw off pursuit.” She paused, raised her chin, blue eyes focused beyond grief at last. “You should not be here!”


    Falion sank to his knees. “I was sent from Karfael with forewarning, too late.” No sense in miring her with Tiorren’s botched tactic, or the tragedy of Leylie and Jaegan’s brave diversion. Neither had Falion the will to deliver the other shattering blow, that her royal brother and nephew also had passed while holding the Mistwraith at bay.


    “Your Ladyship, nothing matters beyond getting you out alive.”


    “Ath wept, Falion!” Cindein’s hawk stare pierced him. “Your mother and sister are also at risk!”


    “No.” Falion swallowed. “They are with the clans in the free wilds, and far from danger.”


    “They’re not safe.” Queen-Regent Cindein insisted. “This rising’s not limited to the s’Ilessid seat at Avenor. Saigad discovered we’re facing a broad-scale purge to extinguish the clan bloodlines and unseat crown rule across the five kingdoms.” Which disclosure defined a rebellion aimed to break the compact that ensured coexistence with the Paravians.


    While Falion reeled under the concept of this night’s assault, launched on the grand scale, Cindein’s steel nerve grappled the wider impact. Hardened by the difficult term of her brother’s absence, contending with surly trade guilds and restive factors who had hounded the yearly assize for changes that Charter Law dared not yield, she foresaw a worldwide disaster if the strengths of crown lineage failed to endure.


    “Humanity’s right to inhabitance will be revoked if our heritage is extinguished! You stand the better chance to win free. Do as you must and get through alive.”


    Falion refused. “I’m not going without you.” The best course, and the wisest, was to hunker down, wait out the violence, and slip off in the aftermath.


    The queen-regent shook her head. “We cannot delay.” Shoved upright to pace, she trampled resistance. “By the end of the night, Avenor will be firmly in the conspirators’ hands. Flight is still possible in the confusion, before the new order seizes control.”


    Where Falion wavered, nauseated by horror and the muzzy aftershock of a bashed head, the woman before him embodied the s’Ilessid tenacity, her ferocious grace cut from the ancestral cloth shaped to rule at the dawn of the compact.


    “You must run before dawn,” she entreated. “Right or wrong, the gravity of the stakes surpasses our personal conscience. The world’s mysteries lie at risk if you falter, and townborn well-being relies on our choices. Without the clan families, none will be left to withstand an unshielded Paravian contact. We’re not saving ourselves,” pleaded Cindein, “but forestalling the breaking of natural order, backed by the Fellowship Sorcerers’ irrevocable pledge of surety.”


    Falion scrubbed at his face, sickened by the slaughterhouse reek on his hands. She was right on all counts. He was best suited to blend with the crowd on the street. If warning failed to reach the clan outposts, his mother and sister and all other folk there were threatened.


    The queen-regent drove home her adamant point. “By your action, the s’Ilessid line must claim due redress and to restore the realm through crown justice.”


    Once outside the gates, Falion had access to horses under a courier’s credentials. Survive the night, find escape, and he could ride through the free wilds and bear word of Avenor’s revolt.


    Yet the debt bequeathed by Leylie and Jaegan refused to let Falion rest.


    “I can’t leave you entombed,” he objected. “If I fall, your Ladyship, and help never comes, you will perish of slow starvation.” The ward on the door answered only to bloodline, and already, both lineages hung by a thread.


    Queen-Regent Cindein bent and took his hand, her touch just as clammy with terror. “Then I won’t die alone. We leave together. My grim odds improve in your company.” Before hesitation, she demolished his protest. “Saigad planned the very same course. Now my children are gone.” Her iron voice wavered. “Above duty, what have I left to lose?”


    Falion raised the long knife upright before her in the traditional posture of fealty. “On my life,” he promised. “I will get you away.”


    The queen-regent tore the hem off her nightrail. The flourished embellishment, mistaken for embroidery, in fact was dried blood upon closer inspection. Whatever previous brutality had beset her, she tied the befouled linen over her gold hair. Lantern soot dulled her fair complexion and smutched her white chemise. The loan of Falion’s coarse jerkin salvaged her modesty.


    Before nerve forsook her, Cindein shoved past and swung open the door. The long climb up the stairwell taxed her wind, the steep risers like climbing a cliff. She drove onward, while the reechoed progress of the invasion shimmered the flux and shredded the gossamer revenants to mist. Upwards, three floors, with each archway impassable, she paused at the rear wall of the closet that serviced the needs of state guests.


    Falion kicked a hole through the plaster and lathe. Cindein followed his lead. Steady and without sign of a second thought, she emerged in the open. Together they clambered through the tumbled towels and stole into the servants’ passage beyond. The tangled fallen, each one, were known to the queen-regent. She surmounted the unending impact of shock, even curbed the raw leap of her panic when the lit torch in the hands of the mob rounded the corner ahead.


    Cindein snatched his wrist. “Use the knife, take me down. Play the assassin’s role, and survive to send word to the high king at Earle!”


    Falion stared, frozen. “No. Go back. I’ll find some other way.”


    Cindein whispered, angry, “There’s none. Rise to the necessity. I am the marked victim, with no possible means to escape this!”


    The grisly epiphany tore Falion’s heart. “You came out only to force me away?”


    Her bravery shamed him. “Don’t waste my sacrifice, or my children’s memory.”


    But what reason embraced, emotion rejected. Falion’s gentler hand would not obey. Neither could he do all she asked. With the High King of Tysan already fallen, the terrible charge she demanded was senseless.


    “Your Ladyship,” he gasped, while the torches swarmed in. “Don’t ask this.” He owned no such stern mettle. Cold-cast logic meant nothing as the flare of the oncoming light unveiled the regret hammered into her features.


    She felt him stiffen, and knew. He would not strike her, but disregard her command for the folly of a suicidal defense. Cindein reacted first. She yanked off her headscarf. Torchlight caught her blonde hair like a beacon, and woke the pack in the hallway to yammering recognition.


    Cindein said, urgent. “Warn the high king! You must!” Then she spun and slammed her weight into the blade he held braced in grim earnest to fight. Flux-roiled perception hindered his reflex. He failed to pull back the fatal point that slid into soft flesh.


    His queen-regent’s cry of agony was nothing feigned, and the descent of the horde closed in, quick. While her hot blood gushed over Falion’s hand, he released the weapon. He sank to the floor with her shuddering body over his folded knees. His captain’s steel was not the blade that dispatched her. But the spurt of her life’s blood mingled with his tears as her attackers stabbed the felled quarry served up in his place.


    Falion felt the shift when Cindein died, leaving him among three last s’Ilessid survivors. Oblivious as the rabble surged around him, he gasped under the shift as the gifted endowment bound into the royal bloodline transformed him with a magnified force that upended every priority. Justice harnessed him to the queen-regent’s will, come whatever the cost, else every life lost to his shortfall would harrow his conscience forever.


    An exultant backslap jolted Falion’s anguish. “Friend, you’re a hero. Claim the honor and bear up your trophy. The crown is thrown down and the old bloodlines are gutted. Stand with us and celebrate Mankind’s liberation from tyranny.”


    Falion shouldered Cindein’s slaughtered flesh. She was slight as a feather for a spirit as mighty as her most renowned royal forebears. He saw her carcass desecrated alongside of her murderers, and kept his mouth shut as they dragged their prize through the ravaged streets. As her Ladyship asked, he feigned the callous role of her killer, jostled along by the barbaric frenzy that rampaged the length and breadth of Avenor. The long knife of his captain took no other life. Yet the horrors he witnessed to reach the post house gate, take a horse, and flee the ravening madness branded him beyond all requite.


    The nightmares pursued him the rest of his life, his helpless revulsion relived until he woke, gasping and soaked in sweat. Her Ladyship had left him one charge, which he could not complete as she had wished, given his lapse let her die unaware that her brother and nephew preceded her crossing.


    History’s archive recorded the uprising’s outcome in dry words on a musty page, stored in the library at Althain Tower. Falion’s mother survived, and his sister, whose offspring continued the living descent of the s’Ilessid lineage throughout the upended chaos that followed. Falion sen Ardhai forsook his birth name and answered the Fellowship’s call. Invested as the next High King of Tysan, he wielded the might of the ancestral crown jewels and died on the line, when the Mistwraith broke from containment and surged northward, smothering Falwood to the border at Lithmere.


    But one slip of paper, handwritten before his death in crown service, was salvaged for posterity along with the s’Ilessid genealogy . . .


    Whoever claims I was the savior of the royal heritage, and whatever ballads commemorate the courier who brought timely warning to the clan outposts in the free wilds, the legends are wrong. The noble accolades were none of mine. Queen-Regent Cindein’s sacrifice offered the decoy that got me away, and her selfless courage alone is worthy of revered remembrance.




David Farland










    Years ago, while I was writing the first novels in the Runelords series, I introduced a historic character called “Mad King Harrill.” Later on, I brought other historical incidents together with the Toth Wars, and so on. I hint, for example, that my main protagonist is of mixed ancestry and has an albino ancestor.


    Eventually these historical incidents wove together in such a way that I realized that I wanted to write a prequel series to the Runelords, and so I have begun some short stories that help flesh out the Toth War Saga. In this tale, “The King’s Despatcher,” I am weaving together some of the characters and incidents that will become central to this series—a mad king, at the beginning of a foreign invasion, pitted against a young hero who is hated by the people of his own land.


    It’s fun stuff, and I can’t wait to finish the current series and get going on this one!
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“How can a man be true to a people that he hates?” Princess Avahn read in a whisper. She puckered her brow, not at difficulty with the script—for Sergeant Goreich wrote in a hand as crisp as his voice—but at the content of the missive. It wrenched her nine-year-old heart.


    Perched in a high-backed chair in her private chamber, where sunlight fell through a thousand crystalline panes upon the parchment in her lap, she glanced at her matron. When Margaretha nodded encouragement, she continued to read:


    “Dval is a promising young warrior, milady, one of the . . . What is this word, Margaretha?” Avahn pointed.


    The matron, dimpled and gray-haired, leaned close to see. “Fiercest,” she said.


    “Ah!” said Avahn. “One of the fiercest and most dedicated I have seen in all my years as Trainer of the Royal Guard. But I fear that he is growing to hate us. If he did not already bear a grudge when first he came under my . . . tu-te-lage?”


    “Yes.” Margaretha nodded.


    “You see, milady,” Avahn read, “the youths with whom Dval trains torment him mercilessly, by such acts as greasing the handle of his weapon and taunting him with vulgar names, as if it’s not enough that the Woguld people from whom he springs have always been our mortal enemies. I wonder that he hasn’t cut their throats in the night.”


    Beside Avahn, the matron’s breath caught.


    “He suffered terribly when first he came here,” Goreich’s tidy script informed. “Practicing at combat in the arena during high summer, caused his ivory skin to become burnt and blistered, as if boiling water had been flung across his back.”


    Avahn stopped, heart contracting once more at imagining her rescuer in such distress. The tall, pale-skinned boy with silver hair and almost colorless eyes, likely not yet twelve, had come upon her mother’s wrecked carriage on the mountain road some weeks earlier.


    “What is it, milady?” Margaretha asked.


    “He saved me from the dire wolves,” Avahn whispered. “He had only a black dagger shaped from stone and Sir Hawkins’s duskin sword to hold off the pack, and he took many wounds. I know that he might have killed me, but he didn’t. He chose to protect me.”


    She chewed her lip, remembering. Only her persuasion had kept her grief-maddened father from striking off Dval’s head. Instead, she’d granted him a place among Sergeant Goreich’s soldiers-in-training.


    Dval had earned it. He’d killed a fierce Toth and then uncovered her nesting spot. Already the beardless youth was a hero.


    Margaretha patted her hand. “Go on now, milady. Don’t think on it.”


    Avahn sighed, and bent her head over the parchment.


    “Providing him with a hooded cloak to shield his skin eased that . . . This word, please?”


    “Affliction,” said Margaretha. “It eased his wounds, his burn.”


    “Affliction,” Avahn repeated, “but he suffered dysentery at the outset, too. It came nigh to killing him, for our food did not agree with the barbarian.


    “It still does not, but he has proven himself re-source-ful,” she sounded out the word, “a quality that I greatly admire in my warriors, and which truly cannot be taught. At night he leaves the barracks to hunt such prey as he can find: lizards on the beach, and crows or doves. He eats their flesh and their eggs raw.”


    Avahn couldn’t prevent an expression of distaste at that, and she noticed that the matron grimaced as well.


    “Three months on, he still endures exhaustion, for he trains with rigor and determination throughout the day whilst continuing to scavenge food at night. Yet, as I push him, he increases in skill and strength beyond his peers.


    “And this is not all: he is becoming . . . What is this?”


    “Conversant,” Margaretha answered.


    “Con-ver-sant, if not yet fluent in our tongue,” Avahn read, “and he will master it, I trust, as he does all else set before him. You have given me a most worthy apprentice, milady, for which I thank you.


    “Your most humble servant, Sergeant Edvard Goreich, Master of Training in the Room of Arms.”


    Avahn continued to gaze upon the letter for long moments. Then she passed it to Margaretha, who rolled its stiff parchment and retied its midnight-blue ribbon with sure fingers.


    Sergeant Goreich says he is a worthy apprentice, Avahn thought, and that he is increasing in strength. But how long can he, will he, bear the torments of the others? How can he not increase in hatred for all things Mystarrian when I would have him learn to love us?


    She allowed herself another sigh. “I must speak of this to my father,” she said, and pushed herself from the tall chair.


    “Do you think that is wise, milady?” Margaretha’s warm eyes bore concern.


    “Wise or not, I must speak with him,” Avahn replied.


    She knew where to find her father. She darted toward the nearest turret stair.


    King Harrill sprang from between the merlons, reaching for his sword, when Avahn stepped onto the castle’s rampart. “Da, it’s but me,” she apologized.


    She hung back, eyeing him, fearful of what her once-strong father had become since her mother’s death. He’d scarcely slept in many weeks. Circles dark as bruises marred his face, beneath hazel eyes that never saw her anymore, but remained focused on the distance. His sandy hair had grown unkempt, and he never stopped muttering about enemies.


    She’d heard servants whisper throughout the castle during the past weeks. King Harrill the Cunning had become King Harrill the Mad, a broken man in a time when Mystarria required a strong hand. The whispers didn’t anger her as they would have before, for she knew that they were true.


    As if recognizing her at last, the king uttered a sigh and turned his face to the sea. A soft wind over the clear water, laden with odors of fish markets in the north, ruffled his hair and made Avahn wrinkle her nose.


    Down in the green water at the castle’s edge, sea lions barked.


    “Why do you keep coming up here?” she asked. “Where are our far-seers?”


    “They do not tell me all that they see,” her father said without glancing at her. “They cannot be trusted.”


    When she drew up beside him, rising on her toes to peek over the merlon, he said, “Do you smell it? The wind is tainted. The Gestankin giants are watching us, but my far-seers do not tell me of them.”


    He whirled then, his eyes alight with madness, and began to sniff her hair, her dress. “Perhaps it is you. Perhaps you aren’t my daughter at all. Perhaps you are a Gestankin, come in secret to kill me next. I should seize you right now and hurl you into the sea!”


    “No!” Avahn shrank away. With his three endowments of brawn, she knew very well that he could do it. She had seen him slay the dire wolves’ pack leader with one mighty fist to its head, there on the mountain where the wolves had ravaged her mother’s body.


    In a moment, breathing heavily, her father appeared to come to himself. He leaned against the merlon she’d just abandoned and narrowed his eyes on the east. “There are black ships,” he muttered. “The Toth have black ships, but they never come to dock. The far-seers don’t tell me of them.”


    She waited until he’d ceased his ranting to speak. She didn’t approach him again. “I received a missive today, from Sergeant Goreich at the Room of Arms,” she said. She didn’t falter, but kept her voice firm and deliberate.


    The king did not react. He kept staring out to sea, beyond the archipelago of crystal castles, beyond the Courts of Tide.


    Avahn drew herself up. “I know that you have forbidden me to show any kindness to the Woguld boy,” she said, “but I long to see him again. Sergeant Goreich wrote that he is a worthy apprentice, the best he has ever seen, but that he suffers terribly in training. I want to take him a present, to show him that he can learn to love and trust Mystarrians.”


    King Harrill pivoted away from the merlon to fix his full gaze on her, dark as the smudges below his eyes. “No,” he said, and for a moment Avahn heard the familiar decisiveness in his tone.


    Then it melted. “I do not trust that boy. There is only one way that he may prove himself worthy to me, and that is to bring me the head of a Gestankin giant.”


    Avahn met her father’s eyes. That is a task he can never accomplish, Da, for Gestankin giants live only in your twisted imagination.


    Afternoon sunlight seared the grand arena. Dval squinted through its glare at his opponents, youths three or four years older than himself, though not so tall. Their leader had positioned himself so that the sun slanted over his shoulder, into Dval’s face, rendering him practically blind. Dval knew that it was deliberate.


    Most of his experience lay in the bow and arrow and with his obsidian dagger, a deft weapon for small spaces, including under an enemy’s reach. He’d never seen a warhammer, with its four-foot-long shaft and two eighteen-inch spikes on the head, before he’d come to the Rooms of Arms. Though effective for killing reavers, and though his arms and shoulders had grown strong from swinging it, he considered it an awkward weapon, and its usefulness limited.


    “Come here, piss boots,” the boys’ leader jeered. “Come and strike me.”


    Dval gritted his teeth and closed his eyes against the sun. Keep shouting and shifting your boots in the sand, barbarian, and I will find you and strike you, he thought. I don’t need to see you when you make so much noise.


    Dval’s bare feet made no sound in sand that scorched his soles. He had found his boots soggy and stinking of urine when he’d pulled them on that morning. He had found the charred tatters of his cloak in the barracks hearth as well. So his skin had burned and reddened through the day, as it had during his first week in the arena.


    “Come for me, piss boots,” the older boy taunted again.


    The others, slowly closing on him, took it up as a chant: “Piss boots! Piss boots!”


    Dval shut out their racket, like so many cawing crows, and adjusted his grip on the warhammer. Beneath their noise he heard the leader’s boots scuff. He raised the hammer. Advanced.


    A rock struck the back of Dval’s head, a smarting blow.


    To distract me. He ignored the tickling sensation of blood down his scalp. They fear me. But they will fear me more when they see that they cannot stop me.


    “Piss boots,” the boys chanted, revealing their positions.


    “Here now!” Sergeant Goreich’s strong voice silenced the chant. “Dval, come here. The rest of you will continue sparring until I order you to stop.”


    Dval resisted the urge to touch his bleeding scalp as he crossed to the Master of Training. He held his head up, as befitted a warrior of the Woguld. Sergeant Goreich stood in the lengthening shadow of the barracks, and Dval opened his eyes from tight slits as he joined him.


    “Where is your hooded cloak?” the training master demanded first.


    “I found it burned this morning,” Dval said, “on the barracks hearth.”


    “And your boots? What fool comes to train in the arena without boots?”


    “Pissed in,” Dval said.


    The training master’s face darkened. For a moment Dval thought Goreich might strike him, blame him for the loss of his few belongings. But his bellowed order brought the other boys running. They formed a ragged half-circle before him.


    “Take off your boots,” Goreich said. “All of you.”


    Wordless, though their faces betrayed questions, they obeyed. Soldiers-in-training wore boots of fine, supple leather, polished black or dark brown, which reached to their knees. They set their boots in front of Goriech, curiosity edging their wary expressions.


    Holding their gazes with his own, Goreich unlaced the crotch-piece of his trousers and began to relieve himself into the nearest boot. Its owner stared, aghast, and Goreich said, “For the next three days, your boots shall be your piss-pots. Do you hear?”


    Dval saw stunned nods around the circle.


    Goreich fastened his trousers. He sniffed the wind, made visible by dusty curls gusting across the arena. “Winter will come soon and nights will become frosty. If you want to stay warm, you will have to burn your cloaks. No wood will be brought until you do.”


    More stares greeted this announcement, but Dval glimpsed not a flicker of rebellion in any eye. No one dared.


    “Dismissed,” Goreich said, but as Dval made to follow the others, the sergeant clapped a hand on his burned shoulder. “You come with me.”


    Dval followed without speaking. Outside the high seats and enclosing wall of the arena lay the town where he foraged at night. He squinted in the afternoon daylight, but with his long legs he didn’t have to push himself to match the sergeant’s stride.


    “Take your boots to the stream and wash them out,” the burly man said. “Fill them with water to rid them of the stench, and then wear them until they are dry. That will shape them to your feet.”


    Dval nodded. He’d done the same as a child, with every new pair of moccasins he’d received.


    “Now.” Goreich left the wain-rutted track through the town for a lane better suited to people on foot or horseback. Halfway along, he approached a tidy timber house with a thread of smoke winding lazily from its chimney. “Hilde!” he shouted as he strode inside. He beckoned Dval in after him.


    The place smelled of stew simmering, and Dval inhaled hopefully. Opening his eyes completely in the welcome dimness, he made out a trestle table and benches before a great stone fireplace. A pot hung above glowing coals.


    A sturdy woman with a weathered face entered from the second room, her skirts rustling.


    “My wife,” the sergeant said, as the woman surveyed Dval from his sunburned scalp to his dusty bare feet. “The boy needs a cloak, Hilde, long as he is tall, made of black, and with a deep hood.”


    “Ach, Edvard,” she cried, waving her hands as if in alarm, “he looks as though he’s in need of mending first. Bleeding all down the back of his head!” She snatched a basin from its shelf by the mantle, dipped it half-full from a large bucket by the door, then rummaged through a basket in another corner for scraps of cloth. “Now then, sit down, young man,” she said.


    Dval sat on the end of the nearest bench. The cold water on the wadded cloth smarted in the cut at first, but as the woman dabbed away, murmuring all the while, he couldn’t help but relax a little.


    The sergeant is a fair man, he decided. This is a Mystarrian that I can trust.


    Water splashing and tinkling in the fountain behind Avahn overwhelmed the lazy hum of insects among the meticulously arranged flowerbeds. Scarlet, purple, and a variety of yellows glowed all around her, and their mingled fragrances hung on the desultory afternoon air. Avahn shifted on the sculpted stone bench, longing to follow the path between the flower beds, but Margaretha tapped the parchment spread across her knees.


    “These are the lands of the merchant princes,” she said, and ran a fingertip along borders painted in fine black brushstrokes. “What can you tell me about them?”


    “They bring goods to our coasts from far away,” Avahn said. “Lace and silver and rare fruits and, on occasion, monkeys. I should like to have a monkey!”


    The matron smiled, a bit indulgently Avahn thought. “Yes, that is true,” she said, “but there is something more important to remember. Among the merchant princes, men are not taught how to fight. They believe it wiser to pay others to bleed for them. Soldiers called mercenaries are as much a commodity to them as silks and spices.”


    Avahn stared at her. “Surely that can’t be! They would try to buy men’s loyalty with gold? But what if another merchant offers to pay the soldiers more?”


    Margaretha laughed, a sound as pleasant as the fountain. “You are wiser indeed than all the merchant princes, milady. A true liege wins the hearts of his vassals so that their loyalty cannot be bartered. But this knowledge will give you a great advantage, should you be required to marry a merchant prince. You will be able to manipulate him with ease.”


    “I shouldn’t want to marry a man so weak that I could cow him,” Avahn said with indignation. “I want—”


    A shout outside the garden’s arched entry stopped her. A messenger burst through and bowed. “It’s time!” he said. “Where is your father the king, milady? It’s time!”


    Avahn crinkled her nose. “Time for what?”


    “The Toth’s eggs are beginning to hatch. Your father the king must be told.”


    The Toth’s eggs. Avahn remembered the burned village at Moss End, the men clubbed to death, the women gutted. The huge female Toth had tried to come at her and the giant Bandolan in the shattered remnants of the fortress. Dval had come to her defense there, too, had almost been crushed by the monster when at last it was felled.


    In the morning, her father’s men had uncovered two thousand eggs, nested in a sunny sandbar. They had smashed all but ten at her father’s insistence that they learn more about the creatures.


    “I wish to see the Toth’s eggs hatch for myself,” Avahn said, and sprang from the stone bench. Before Margaretha could call to her, she slipped past the messenger standing in the arched entry.


    Avahn made her way down through the vaulted crystal halls and curling, sunlit turrets of the Courts of Tide, lifting her skirts to run as quickly as she could. She skipped down flight after flight of graceful steps, until she emerged in the dimly lit Chamber of Pools, which lay below the surface of the surrounding gulf and enclosed the Well of the Worlds. There, a dozen freshwater pools, artesian fountains, burbled up from the ground.


    She spotted one of her father’s counselors, tall Horvath, the water wizard, standing across the chamber. He towered over an iron cage that lay on the stone between pools, and Avahn surged toward him.


    Horvath raised his head as she stopped short before the cage. He regarded her through silver fishlike eyes grown farther apart and less human through the years. They no longer had lids, just membranes that flicked instead of blinking. His skin held a bluish cast, and his long mustache hung down in tendrils like a catfish’s whiskers.


    “Stay back, milady,” he cautioned as she crouched to study the sand-gray eggs. Even Horvath’s voice sounded fishlike, she thought, as if it bubbled up through water like one of the warm springs around them.


    One egg, almost as large as her head, shifted and grated against the others. It shifted again, and a crack appeared in its side. With a scrabbling sound, the crack lengthened.


    The scuff of a step drew Avahn’s eyes up from the egg. Her father had come. He didn’t draw close. He hovered behind the water wizard instead, and peered around his shoulder.


    For several minutes they watched as fissures spread across the egg. Then the creature inside thrust its head through, twisted and shook itself, and slithered onto the bottom of the iron cage. It looks like a misshapen spider, she thought with distaste as she scrutinized its six legs, its oversized, elongated head full of teeth, its philia waving and rippling along the edge of its headplate.


    She heard a horrified gasp, and looked up once more. Her father quivered in terror. Avahn bit her lip. My father was once the bravest man I knew, but in the past months he’s become a . . . coward. A mad coward.


    A breaking, crushing noise wrenched her attention back to the eggs in the iron cage. The hatchling Toth had scooped a rock from the chamber floor, between the iron bars. Gripping it with its two clawed front legs, it scrabbled over the mound of eggs and began to smash them open. Struggling embryos raised awkward, heavy heads through veils of slime, and opened their toothy mouths. They seemed to peer about, though they had no eyes.


    The first hatchling pushed its way through the nest, moving as if searching among the broken eggs. As Avahn watched, it fixed its stare upon three more hatchlings, one at a time. The most aggressive ones, Avahn observed. Each stared back at it for several moments. Then, as one, they joined it in shattering the remaining eggs. Clawed front feet tore the shells open, and razor teeth dismembered and consumed the embryos still inside.


    Avahn shuddered. “Did we find all of the eggs that were laid upon the coast, do you think?”


    The wizard Horvath only frowned in alarm.


    Sergeant Goreich stepped into the arena and watched the youths at their sparring, burly young men gamely dancing into thrust hammers, sometimes swinging, often leaning away from attacks. They grunted with effort and cried as blows struck.


    He shouted, “Attention!”


    All thirty boys shouldered their warhammers, winded and fatigued, and trudged across the rumpled sand to form a half-circle in front of him.


    “The king has issued orders,” he said. He surveyed them, standing still and waiting, a burly group with faces bruised and grimy from mock combat, their dark hair tousled and matted with sweat and dust.


    He hesitated to deliver his news. The king’s orders were ranting and imprecise. But they were still the king’s orders.


    “The Toth have laid eggs in our coasts,” he announced, “and they are beginning to hatch. We made sweeps before, but the king fears that there may be young ones at large. It becomes your duty to scour our countryside for hatchling Toths and make certain that none survive.” He paused, squinted briefly at his boots, cleared his throat. “And it is also your duty to hunt for . . . Gestankin giants.”


    The young men exchanged questioning glances, furrowing their brows, then muttered to one another.


    Someone called out, “What is a Gestankin? Is that even a word?”


    “They come from the north,” Goreich said, “very tall giants and stinking of fish.”


    Goreich could tell them nothing else; the red-haired messenger who had come had no more information than that. Goreich had seen the young man’s reluctance on the matter and guessed at the truth, but he would not shame his liege.


    He knew that there were still hill giants in the country of Toom, not six hundred miles to the north. So he gritted his teeth and said forcefully. “You will depart in the morning. You have this night to prepare.”


    He sent the boys home, returned to his wife for supper, and then strode back to the young soldier’s barracks in the evening. Most of the boys were gone out drinking for the night, and Dval had not yet gone out to scavenge for food.


    The sergeant dropped a black bundle on the trestle table. “Dval,” he said. “Come here.”


    The Woguld left off cleaning his warhammer and crossed to the training master, his features determinedly unscrutable. The other youths stopped their own labors to watch, and Goreich passed his warning glower across them. “You’ll need these,” he said to Dval, and nodded toward the bundle. “Open it.”


    The boy did, unfolding it on the table, and his pale eyes widened. Hilde had produced the required black cloak with a deep hood, but on her own thought had added trim along the front edges, woven from tiny silver wires. Goreich had wrapped the cloak around a pair of new boots in the finest black leather.


    The boy swallowed before he met Goreich’s eyes. “I am . . . deeply grateful, sir,” he said in a solemn tone.


    The finest clothing I have ever owned, Dval thought. Far better than anything my uncle gave me after father’s death.


    He saw the scowls that darkened the other boys’ faces when the training master left, and heard grumbles. He forced himself not to smile. Who is wearing piss boots now?


    In the morning, Dval stood at one end of the half-circle as Sergeant Goreich presented the soldier apprentices to their guide, a wiry man with penetrating eyes in a weathered face, and raven hair richly streaked with gray. He stood only to Dval’s ear, but Dval took note of shoulders like a bull’s and thighs as thick as old trees.


    “He is a Despatcher,” Sergeant Goreich said, “and as such his name is not known to the world. He is partly a scout, partly a spy, and partly an assassin. It is his task to discover the movements of enemy forces and then disrupt them. This he does by poisoning their draft horses and the livestock they keep for provisions. Or he may burn bridges or cause avalanches in mountain passes to stop the enemy’s advance. Sometimes he is sent to slay enemy kings.


    “It is a rare honor to serve with this man,” Sergeant Goreich added, “for he prefers to work alone. There is much you can learn from him, for he is a legend in our kingdom. This is the man who slew one of the Karfin.”


    Like the other boys, Dval’s eyes widened in amazement. His people knew about the Karfin, the giants from the hills of Toom who stood nine feet tall and had two rows of teeth, said to be capable of biting off a man’s hand.


    The Despatcher gave them an unexpected grin, and mischief lit his eyes. “Do not be over-awed. That giant looked like a fat baker I once knew,” he said, “only with a lumpy face. I once had a horse that was meaner.”


    Untested boys, thought Gustafas, for that was the Despatcher’s secret name. The boys ranged ahead of him along the coastal track, a lonely road through dense trees, joking and pushing at each other as they swung along. No stealth, no attention to the task. One Toth could devour half of them before they even knew it was there.


    “If we find an army of Toth,” one boy’s voice carried back, “I would gladly let Dval, that wurm, fight them on his own, and then piss on his corpse when he is dead!”


    The other boys laughed. All but the tall one in the black cloak, the pale, serious youth with colorless eyes who hung back from the others.


    The boy was Inkarran, Gustafas knew, a creature of the night. Worse yet, of the Woguld. Yet he alone appeared to appreciate the gravity of their errand. His cloak’s hood constantly swept left and right as he scanned the terrain on either side of their track. He kept his silence, strode without a sound, and occasionally stopped to face into the light wind to inhale deeply.


    Ah, yes. His people hunt as much by smell as by sight. He will be blind now in the day, but by starlight . . .


    The party reached their appointed area in early afternoon. Here the woods spilled down the mountains almost to the coastal beach.


    Gustafas sent the boys off in pairs, pointing them in different directions. Then he beckoned the Woguld boy with a twist of his head. “You come with me.”


    The boy followed only until they were beyond hearing of the others. Then he said, “Sir, we are looking in the wrong place. The nest found by the king’s men was near the mountains. The Toth went inland and laid her eggs on a sandbar in a river, where the sun could warm them. We must search in places like that.”


    Gustafas arched a wiry black brow. He wasn’t accustomed to following counsel from others. But wise counsel is hard to come by. “Very good,” he said. “That is where we will go.”


    That night as the party made camp, Gustafas called the youths together. “I have a mission I must accomplish for the king this night,” he said. He scowled across the half-circle. “If I do not return by dawn, you will finish scouring this area. Be thorough. Toth’s eggs are gray and rough, and about the size of your heads.”


    He left before the moon rose. Ember light from the dying fire revealed the youths asleep in their blankets.


    All but the Woguld boy. Gustafas watched him creep up from his spot on the fringes and survey the camp as he tucked his obsidian knife into his loincloth’s belt.


    When their eyes locked, the pale youth froze, and Gustafas crossed to him in a single, soundless bound. “What are you doing?” he hissed.


    “Going hunting,” the boy replied. “I need meat.”


    “Then bring your warhammer,” Gustafas said, “and run with me.”


    They set off through the woods at a lope. Stars lit the night sky like distant torches, providing all they needed to see by, until the moon filtered up through the trees and cast a soft silver net over them. Night winds carried the crisp leaf-scents of late summer and the musk of forest animals. Night creatures did not fall silent as they passed, for the Woguld boy moved as stealthily as Gustafas, and for the first time the boy appeared fully alive, at home.


    When they came to a road that wound north, Gustafas took it. They followed it for twenty miles, until it opened onto another beach.


    Most men would have been gasping, ready to faint at that point, but the Woguld still jogged on heavy legs, his breathing controlled. The young man’s strength . . . was frightening.


    The moon cast a rippling path across open water and made blue shadows of deep footprints in the muddy banks. Huge four-toed footprints—months old.


    Gustafas motioned the youth to follow.


    Even his Mystarrian nose, not as keen as the Woguld’s, detected the dead Toths before his eyes did. They lay on their backs where they’d been slain, their legs curled in like great spiders by the late summer heat. The boy examined them, smelling each one without grimacing.


    Gustafas watched him. He knows the Toth, this one.


    “There’s a river farther on,” Gustafas said, and pointed. They found it after another hour’s easy running, a small river so late in the year, trickling among rounded rocks.


    “This way,” Gustafas said, and started upstream.


    A range of small mountains rose, barely visible, above the treetops. Gustafas took his bearings from the highest one. Alert for movement and changes of night noises in the enclosing woods, he scoured the damp soil along the water’s edge.


    Starlight illuminated what he sought. Spiky four-toed prints milled about in the firm mud. These prints were small and new—three or four days old, he estimated.


    Within seconds he found the shell from which a Toth had burst, half-concealed among rounded stones. Mere feet away, nearer the bank, he discovered the crushed remnants of the Toth’s clutch. Dismembered embryos lay scattered among smashed shell fragments.


    He motioned, and as the boy dropped to a crouch beside him, he pointed. “The king’s men missed an egg. Looks like it rolled from the nest and was mistaken for a stone. These prints were made three days ago, perhaps four. It will have grown a great deal in that time. Stay here while I hunt it down.”


    A shadow of indignation crossed the boy’s pale face. “Sir, I have killed a Toth mother. A baby will be much less a challenge.”


    Gustafas quirked an eyebrow and allowed himself a half-smile. “Very well,” he said. “Take the lead.”


    The hatchling’s tracks led up the riverbank, away from the water, and into thick undergrowth. Gustafas studied the boy as he pressed forward, noting his concentration, his disregard for the brambles that raked his bare legs, the way he bent to sniff the tracks and listen to the wind’s sighs through swaying boughs. He knows what he’s about, this one.


    Two hours on, the boy stopped and twisted to face him. “There is blood ahead,” he said, and touched his nose. “It has made its first kill.”


    “Move with care then, boy,” Gustafas said.


    Three more paces revealed a dark, heaped shape in a stand of trees. Two legs that ended in cloven feet pointed stiffly at the sky. A wild pig, most likely, Gustafas thought.


    A shift of the breeze brought its stench full into their faces. The boy winced, but Gustafas said, “Let’s see what we can learn here.”


    They slipped nearer, soundless through the brush, eyes and ears and noses searching.


    The creature erupted without warning from the soil beneath the carcass, shooting to a height of fifteen feet. For an instant its many limbs seemed part of the tangle of ancient branches, but its shriek silenced the forest.


    Moonlight flashed on swinging warhammers. Not Gustafas’s alone; the boy’s whistled through the dark. They struck at the same moment, cleaving the monster as it fell. It crumpled over the pig’s torn carcass and didn’t twitch.


    “Well met.” Gustafas grinned at the boy. “Well met indeed! We share this kill.” He peered about through the rattling trees. “Go back to the river and wait for me. I’m going to scout this area a bit more.”


    The Woguld boy nodded, shouldered his bloodied warhammer, and disappeared into the woods the way they had come.


    Dval returned to the river’s edge, content but very hungry. A patch of white sand near the water invited him, aglow in starlight. He huddled there, arms wrapped around his knees, to think.


    The Despatcher had praised him, had even shared credit for the kill. But he hadn’t eaten yet. His stomach grumbled, and he felt weak from the night’s exertions.


    At home he’d always had enough to eat, stout meat that gave him strength. He hadn’t been forced to fight under the glaring sun that burned his skin and blinded his eyes. His uncle had insulted and belittled him, but it seemed nothing now, compared to the way that the barbarians treated him. He ached for the close dimness of his people’s burrows, the scent of tallow candles dipped in cinnamon, the clean carpets of fur in his room.


    Distant, careful footsteps drew his gaze from a quiet eddy in the river. They followed the same path by which he and the Despatcher had come here, not the way the Despatcher had gone to scout. It wasn’t him.


    One of the boys followed us, Dval thought. Probably the one who burned my cloak, coming to play another trick. He slipped from open starlight on the sand into the brush on the bank and crouched to wait and watch.


    The figure who rounded the slight bend downstream was not one of the boys. The man stood almost seven feet tall. Like Dval’s, his pale skin seemed to glow against the darkness, but a mesh of fine blue tattoos encased his body like spiderwebs.


    Dval swallowed a gasp of recognition. Goru, my uncle’s chief warrior.


    He was like a Despatcher for Dval’s uncle. Once before Dval’s uncle had sought to murder him, to end his brother’s bloodline. By leaving the city, Dval was giving him a second chance.


    Goru stopped in the open where the river lay wide and shallow. Dval kept still and watched him test the breeze with deliberate sniffs.


    “I smell you,” Goru said, his voice barely louder than the water’s ripples. “You have been among our enemies for so long that you stink like them.”


    Dval emerged warily from his cover in the brush. “I am not one of them,” he said. “They are barbarians. I can never be one of them.” He saw the tall warrior’s lip curl and asked, “Why have you come? Do you bring a message from my uncle?”


    “Yes,” Goru said, and smiled. Dval glimpsed the flick of a dagger in his hand an instant before Goru lunged.


    Only the fact that he had been training for ten hours per day all summer saved him.


    Dval sprang clear of the blade, but he felt the smart as it slid across his ribs. He seized his own dagger from his belt and dropped into the fighting stance that had become natural during the long, searing days in the grand arena.


    Goru laughed. “You crouch like a barbarian to fight. Why do you not stand straight like a true man?” He thrust again, a swift, piercing blow.


    Dval blocked it with his dagger, and turned it. But Goru, with his great height, had a much longer reach. His arms are like warhammers, Dval thought.


    My warhammer! He had left it on the bank, in the brush. If he could reach it . . .


    He allowed Goru to push him back one step at a time, though he parried each thrust and cut, and countered with jabs of his own. Hot blood coursed down his side from the cut along his ribs; he felt it streaming the length of his leg. Blood soon flowed from other gashes, too, across his upper arms, and one down his thigh.


    He stumbled as he reached the bank, when a small stone rolled beneath his boot, and sprawled backward in the brush. Goru laughed again. “Here is your uncle’s message,” he said, and drove his blade at Dval’s chest.


    Dval twisted aside. Goru’s blade sank deep in the soil, but Dval’s outstretched hand seized his warhammer. He shoved himself off the bank, swinging as he’d swung at the leaping Toth.


    Goru’s head sprang off his shoulders. It spun over and over in the air before it splashed into the river, and his massive body toppled.


    Dval’s heart still raced, and blood-rage still filled him. For weeks he had fought the suspicion that his uncle had killed his father. Among the Woguld, positions of power were won by great deeds, and no man among the Woguld had been more admired than Dval’s father.


    It had seemed so . . . impossible that his father had died of a mere fall.


    Now Dval saw the truth of it.


    “This is my message to my uncle who sent you,” he said, and raised his warhammer once more.


    He didn’t stop the blows until he’d sundered the warrior’s legs and arms, and hacked the torso open. His hands shook on the warhammer, and his breaths came with increasing effort. When at last he stepped back, his whole body shaking, he said, “Now, Goru, you will not be able to fight or run when you face your enemies in hell.”


    He swayed where he stood. His knees felt weak as watered broth. The starlit forest spun for a moment before it grew completely black.


    “This way, milord,” Sir Adelheim shouted from the river’s slight bend. His call rang between the riverbank trees like a trumpet on the morning air. “I see your Despatcher awaiting you.”


    King Harrill drew himself up on his ash-gray warhorse, but his jaw trembled. He hadn’t left the Courts of Tide since his precious Mehrel’s death, but the messenger who had arrived with the dawn proclaimed good news. Sir Adelheim had urged him to come see it.


    The placid clop of twenty horses’ hooves along the bank, and the jingle of their polished harness with each step, subdued the calls of birds. Though the late summer sun burned brightly, the lack of birdsong lent an air of brooding mystery to the forested hills.


    Beyond the bend, sun glittered on shallows that flowed between pale sandbars and gray boulders rounded and smoothed by the current.


    The view conjured a memory months old now, and King Harrill pressed the edge of his blue robe to his mouth to muffle his moan.


    We found a nest of Toth’s eggs on the sandbar near to Moss End. Two thousand eggs. All broken now, all crushed, but for the ten we took with us. The ones that hatched. . . .


    Ahead, on the left bank, a wiry dark figure stood alone. He lifted one hand above his head to signal “All is well.”


    At that moment the wind shifted, gusting to his face. His horse snorted and stamped beneath him, a moment before he caught the sickly odors of blood and bile, and flesh already starting to ripen under the sun. He gathered a fold of his robe to cover his nose.


    The Despatcher, his most experienced and trusted, advanced to greet him. Caught the bridle of his shifting, snorting horse, and held it while he dismounted. “A good night’s work, milord,” the Despatcher smiled, and pointed.


    The cloven carcass of a young Toth lay on the river’s bank outside the wall of trees. The spidery monster had clearly been dragged there, as evidenced by bent and broken ferns and bramble in its wake.


    King Harrill stooped, eyed the gangly creature with its long jaws full of teeth, then reached out to touch the fractures in its exoskeleton. Two clean, distinct blows of a warhammer. He nodded, and squinted up at his Despatcher. For the first time since his Mehrel’s death, he smiled and said, “This is good news indeed.”


    “I can only claim half-credit,” the Despatcher said. “The boy here struck at the same moment.” He gestured behind him.


    A lanky figure wrapped in a black cloak leaned in the shadows of the trees. One white hand showed, gripping the cloak’s edge, along with the lower half of a pale face shadowed by the deep hood.


    Recognition made the king stiffen. The grosse wurm. The one my daughter speaks of as if he were a pet.


    “But this,” the Despatcher said, “is the boy’s work alone.”


    King Harrill pivoted to follow the man’s pointing hand.


    The headless body strewn at the foot of a small embankment must have been seven feet tall in life. But had it been human?


    Fine blue tattoos marked the white severed limbs and split torso like a garment of spider webs. It cannot be human.


    “Gestankin!” the king said in a mouth gone dry, and recoiled. “The Gestankin have come among us.”


    He stared at the corpse. How can I trust that boy, that wurm? And yet, twice now he has defeated monsters that threaten my people.


    He refused to look at the black-cloaked youth, for now. Instead, he faced his Despatcher. “Your service to my person and my people has been exemplary,” he said. “I wish to reward you for this past night’s valiant labors. With what may I make a present? A fine bow? A horse? Choose from the best in the kingdom, and it shall be yours.”


    The Despatcher smiled, crinkling dark skin at the corners of his eyes. “Horses and weapons I have, milord. To serve is enough. But if I could beg a boon: Give me the boy.” He nodded toward the hooded figure sitting at the tree’s foot.


    “The boy?” King Harrill searched the man’s face. “That wurm? What would you do with a slave?”


    The older man’s smile broadened. “Not a slave, milord. I am growing too old to serve you properly. The boy has already proven his worth. I desire an apprentice. . . .”


    He looked to the boy, to see if the stoic lad registered approval, and saw nothing.


    I chose wisely. The boy is more at home in the woods than in any city.


    Gustafas spoke silently, as was his wont, asking the boy for his opinion with a slight tilt of his head.


    Dval looked to the king hopefully, then to Gustafas. An almost imperceptible nod was his only answer.




Rachel Caine










    Well. I’d like to explain where this story came from, but in truth, I’m not entirely sure. I sat down one day and began writing it on my phone (!) while I was sitting in the emergency room (!), and before I knew it, I’d written something I truly liked. It’s weird. It’s fun. It makes a heck of a good dramatic reading aloud. And yes, it also expresses my frustration with the way Internet disagreements become death threats and life-ruining crusades, all without real penalties. I love the Internet. I just wish we had better control of our darker selves on it.

Rachel Caine
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Figures






    Rachel Caine







You really want to know what it’s like? Jesus. Are you sure?


    Okay. You bought the coffee today, I guess I owe it to you.


    Here’s how it is: in the silence after the shot, you just wait. You wait to see if you hurt, if you bleed, if you die. In that split second, you’re caught in that strange world of possibilities, where you might be living or dying or both or neither, and here’s the thing nobody understands: it’s a total fucking rush.


    It doesn’t always go your way. Sooner or later, you either lose, or you lose your nerve. Until then, it’s terror and adrenaline and that fucking rush and so much money, my God, you just can’t imagine. I’ve been at it for three years now, and that’s damn near a world record. I have my third Gold Seal, and nobody gets to four. Gallatin came close last year, but got a head shot for his trouble to cap it off.


    I’m the one who killed him, so I should know: nobody gets that fourth and final seal, because if anybody did, well, he—or she—would be unbeatable.


    Nobody’s unbeatable.


    So where was I? Oh yeah, the shot. You count after: one, two, three. By the time you get to three, if you’re hit, you’ll feel it. It comes as a warm sensation, a strange heat, a feeling that something’s gone very, very wrong. Maybe it’s just a graze, if you’re lucky, but most of us get one or two near-fatals before we kick off. If you feel that, by the way, the best thing to do is fall right down. If you fall, they’ll get medical help to you quicker than if you try to tough-guy through. Seconds count when you’re bleeding out. I should embroider that on a fucking sampler, right?


    If you get to three and aren’t hit, the rush starts to fade. Your body realizes it’s okay after all, and there’s a strange disappointment that comes along with that. You lower your arm and wait for your opponent to fall down, and you hope like hell that happens. You hope like burning hell, because if nobody hits the ground, you have to take three paces closer and you fire again. (You don’t want that. Makes both of you look like assholes. Everybody remembers those two poor sad bastards in Philly a few years back who had to get all the way to point-blank range, and then they blew each other’s faces right fucking off, and nobody wants to see that. Gruesome.)


    After that, presuming you’re standing and your opponent isn’t, you walk over to the Arbiter and they award damages, and you walk away with a hefty chunk of the proceeds while your boss, the Injured Party or the Infringing Party, gets the smaller share, and gets put on the Block List, so they can’t hire a Seal again for twelve months.


    Wait, you look confused now. Okay, so here’s the deal: you got in some kind of stupid nasty trollish online thing, no, I don’t care about the details, about whether it was ethics in gaming journalism or diversity or equality or rape culture or slut shaming or feminazis or religious freedom or pedophiles or bigots or Islamists or war on Christmas or vaccines or organic farming or whatever the fucking hell the outrage is at this precise moment, I don’t keep track. You have three choices once notice gets served of Intent to Arbitrate by somebody you pissed off: sign off the Internet, forever, which frankly nobody ever picks because they’re like crack addicts with the shit, or else you either get your ass to a gun range and hope your opponent is too cheap to go pro, or (your best choice, obviously) you hire somebody like me to bring actual skills to the party. Usually it ends up Seal vs. Seal, professionals all around, which is nice and clean. Pretty rare these days to find some Internet Rambo who has the guts to gun up in real life. It’s always hilarious when it does, though. Good times.


    So that’s me. Sealed, bonded, licensed to carry and kill in Arbitration. I get hired, and somebody tells me what the outrage is—I don’t care, but it’s a legal requirement, and I have to legally hear and agree to take it up. Then the hiring party tells me the time and place, I show up, and maybe another Seal shows up to face me, or not. Easy cash money if the other party backs off, and that does happen a lot, because of budget or just plain good sense. If an opponent does show, we face off and the Arbiter gives everybody face time to apologize or back down, and if nobody does, we pace it off, turn, and fire. Rinse and repeat, three steps at a time, until somebody wins the argument. “Wins” in scare quotes, because of course you don’t. You just settle the particular conflict and move on to the next one.


    Why do I do it? You ask like it’s a crap job. It’s not. I stay off the ’Net (Seals don’t get real access until they retire, but they hardly ever just retire) and I have a job that I’m good at, one that’s meaningful and useful because it keeps people generally civil and calm online, and it pays a fuckton of cash money. Plus, with all the billions of people arguing in languages I’ve never even heard of, that’s solid work security, just as regular as the funeral trade and lots more fun. Someone’s always going to piss somebody else off online, even with all the penalties legislated for doing it. It’s a given, as sure as death and taxes.


    Mostly death.


    So that’s me. You came here with Intent to Arbitrate, so let’s get on with it, yeah? Just tell me the issue, so we can swear on oath that I heard and agreed. Whatever, right? Whatever. Go. And no, there’s no discount. Don’t care who you are.


    . . .


    Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. You almost got me, you know that? How long did you practice for that, years? Must have been years for you to be that fast on the draw, and I admit, I didn’t expect it. Not outside the official Arbitration rules, not here, sitting down over a cup of fucking expensive coffee. So you grazed me, I’ll give you that, but at this range, you really should have blown my head off. Nerves, huh? Such a bitch. And now I’ve got my gun right in your face. Sucks to be you.


    Oh, relax, I’m not going to kill you. Killing you now would void my Seals. You’re permanently on the Block List, and you just gave up your Internet access for the rest of life. Hope it was worth giving me a fucking flesh wound and wasting my time.


    Yeah, I know you meant it for my own good, to stop me from killing more people. But the thing is, I’m not a murderer. I’m not a psychopath. I have a job. If you want to stop me killing people, make them stop arguing about shit on the Internet and get out to do something real.


    Besides, I can’t kill you.


    I love you, Mom.


Aidan Moher










    I grew up reading a lot of adventurous fantasy. Books by Terry Brooks, Tad Williams, and R.A. Salvatore littered my bedside. Even as I’ve aged, and my tastes have expanded, I always return to the rolling hills of of Osten Ard, the cities of the Four Lands, and the adventures of my adolescence. That’s where my heart can be found.


    A few years ago, I began writing the Patchwork Priest stories—a series of interconnected novels and short stories that follow Farid Sulayk, the eponymous priest-turned-sellsword, as he falls into the lives and conflicts of troubled characters throughout the world. From Atan-Shah to the Sinking Moon Islands, Farid gets around—and trouble usually follows. “The Red-Rimmed Eyes of Tóu Mǎ” is the first of those stories.


    Farid’s adventures provide a canvas for big battles, memorable set pieces, interesting cultures, and limitless possibilities for worldbuilding. You want cities built on the backs of huge inter-dimensional beasts? You got it. Automatons and mechanical appendages powered by djinn? Yep, that too. Skybound castles where everyone rides rhuuks and airships? Sure, why not? As a writer, I’m inspired by fantasy that ignites my imagination and makes me whoop in delight, so that’s the type of fantasy I write.


    I hope you enjoy it.


    Aidan Moher
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The Red-Rimmed Eyes of Tóu Mǎ





    Aidan Moher








    The woman with the red-rimmed eyes watched Farid Sulayk from across a small table. A few wisps of black hair, shocking against her unusually pale skin, escaped her scarlet scarf and fluttered in the air of the drafty tearoom.


    Farid ran his thumb over the crease that folded the telegram in half. The pad of his thumb was raw and would soon blister if he did not stop the nervous tic. He traced the length of the crease again. And again. A blistered thumb would be the least of his problems if he could not get to O’oa Tsetse by the next full moon.


    “My name is Tóu Mǎ,” the woman said. “I’d like to hire you.” Her voice was thin as a child’s caught in a summer storm. A surprise considering her broad shoulders and muscular frame. Farid felt a kindling desire for the woman, but he stamped it down. “You’ve been recommended to me as a sellsword.”


    Recommended? Faird had done a few odd jobs for coin around the city: manual labour, grunt work, but nothing to suggest him as a bladed mercenary. He’d left that label behind on the old continent along with his other names.


    “I’m not for hire,” he said. There was an edge to his voice, a threat of violence, but Tóu Mǎ was unperturbed. Farid noticed the way her eyes lingered too long on his moye ti—his djinn-powered mechanical arm, crafted years ago by his friend Qin.


    The telegram on the table was from Qin. She was in trouble.


    “You’ve been recommended to me as a coinless sellsword,” Tóu Mǎ said, mischief in the curl of her lip. Her words thickened in the humid air. Farid sipped his tea. She retrieved a long, thin cigarette from a box in her pocket. Lit it. She took a drag and light splashed her face.


    Farid’s fire djinn stirred. It rested in the coals of a nearby brazier. It rose, like flame licking upwards from burning wood, and leaped from the brazier to the table, then to Farid’s lap, where it nestled warmly.


    “I need you to help my people.” Smoke escaped Tóu Mǎ’s lips with each word.


    The djinn purred, as though it empathized with the stranger and her people.


    “Yah.” Farid only wanted to drink his tea alone in this quiet corner of Tseng Aa, while contemplating the bitterness of his situation. Qin had saved his life, and she needed his help before the rise of the next full moon. Unfortunately, he was trapped half an island away.


    “My village is in trouble, held like a bit in the gnashing teeth of Wu-jiu.” Smoke trailed from the rosebud tip of her cigarette.


    “A bit is used for control of a steed. So who controls whom?” Farid said, forcing a smile.


    “I do not ride.” She glanced down, embarrassed.


    “Wu-jiu is a bandit lord? Harrying you and your flock?”


    She shook her head.


    “A wind drake, burning your crops and stealing your children?”


    No.


    “A diplomat, weaving words around necks like a noose?”


    “She is a warlock.” Tóu Mǎ shrank a little as she said this, aware of its weight.


    Farid lowered his teacup and the smile left his lips. “No.”


    “But—”


    “No. We’re done.”


    He summoned the fire djinn to his moye ti. It dissolved from his lap, and his mechanical arm lit with its energy and released a small puff of steam from a vent on its side. His tea was cold, too bitter. He tried to catch the tearoom attendant’s eye. She ignored him. Farid dug his purse out of a jacket pocket, and realized perhaps he did not want her attention after all. It was nearly empty.


    “Bloody expensive city,” he muttered.


    The new moon outside the teahouse was not visible from the lower tiers of Tseng Aa, where Farid was staying. An airship could get him to O’oa Tsetse in less than a day, but his hopes of travelling by that route were as empty as his pockets. The next quickest option, the highways, might get him there in time, but they were blockaded by rebels. They might not hinder Farid, but they also required a tariff that he could not afford.


    With barely enough coin to pay for another night’s rent and the tea he was drinking, he certainly did not have the funds to travel to O’oa Tsetse. If he stayed much longer, he’d be washing dishes in the teahouse kitchen—which would be murder on his moye ti.


    “I can pay you,” she said, dropping a coin purse on the table. The fire djinn purred inside his moye ti. “More can be gathered at my village.”


    Farid heard the lie in her words. No matter what was in that purse, it was not worth dancing with a warlock.


    “I’m sorry,” he said, sincerely. Qin could solve her own problems.


    He bit off the vicious lie.


    “There are countless cutthroats and mercenaries in this city who will throw their lives away against your warlock for less than this,” he said.


    “The people of this country are superstitious. Afraid of the Yoo-in,” she said. A dark look crossed her face.


    “And I shouldn’t be afraid?”


    “You are moye,” she said, trailing a callused finger along the length of Farid’s metal arm. A foreigner with a moye ti, Farid often caught scrutinizing stares from locals. His country was rich with the djinn that powered moye ti, but moye itself was an Islander magic, and outsiders wielding it were mistrusted.


    “If coin will not persuade you, perhaps this will.” She reached into a deep pocket and pulled out a scroll of old leather, which she unfurled. A map. “I can lead you to O’oa Tsetse through the mountains.” On old roads not yet blocked by the rebels, and forgotten by the bandits that prowl the highways. She did not explain this, but Farid understood. His only outward response was a squint, but inwardly, the possibility of reaching the northern city in time to save his friend was winning the war against his suspicion. “My village is just a day’s detour,” Tóu Mǎ said when she saw that he had taken the bait.


    Farid thought to memorize the map, so he could take those roads without her help; but looking at it made him suddenly sick. He stood, his head swimming. The screech of his chair sliding out from under the table was the loudest thing the tearoom had heard all night. “I don’t know where you heard about me,” he stammered, “or how you know I need to cross those mountains, but I’m not for hire. Not under your circumstances. I’m sorry.”


    Farid left the tearoom and did not look back—though, damn it, he wanted to. The image of the glowing tip of Tóu Mǎ’s cigarette reflected in her red-rimmed eyes followed him up the creaking stairs to his rented room.


    Farid woke with a growl in his throat. His heart beat in mad concert with the drum of rain on the teahouse’s tiled roof. The night terror fled to wherever dreams go upon waking, but the anxiety held on with an iron grip. The djinn’s orange glow lit the room. Farid released it from the moye ti each evening, to rest in the room’s brazier. Except the light wasn’t coming from the brazier. It came from the end of his bed, where the djinn sat curled in Tóu Mǎ’s lap. She was ghostly, and left no impression on his quilt, as if weightless.


    Tóu Mǎ said nothing. Seconds passed, or hours. Farid blinked. The blink lasted a year. He waited to feel her hand drift against his stubble-bearded cheek. When he opened his eyes, Tóu Mǎ was gone.


    Farid’s eyes drifted to the door of his small room. The deadbolt was locked, as it had been since he arrived after leaving the tearoom. There was no window. “It was you,” he said aloud, swatting semi-playfully at the djinn. “You led her to me.”


    The djinn had the habit of upending Farid’s life. It pattered to the end of the bed, where his clothes lay in a clump, and began to root. It pulled free Farid’s purse and dropped it in his lap. His empty purse.


    “You want me to go with her,” Farid said, throwing his hands in the air. “Fight a damn warlock?”


    The djinn purred.


    “And cross the mountains. To O’oa Tsetse before the full moon.” The bloody djinn was right. It was always right. “Fine. Go, and tell her we leave tomorrow. Two hours past dawn.”


    With a flourish of flame, the djinn disappeared into the ethereal world with Farid’s message for Tóu Mǎ.


    Farid sighed and pulled off his keffiyeh, which he wore around his neck like a scarf, up over his mouth and nose. Its rough linen, as many-coloured as Tseng Aa’s countless prayer flags, was coated in oshii resin, filtering out the stink of the city. Qin said the resin could neutralize much more than that, if necessary. This lower story of Tseng Aa had a particular smell, even after a fresh storm, and Farid was glad for the oshii. He dropped his bag to the damp wooden walkway, avoiding the temptation to glance through the slats at the seven city stories below. He checked that his pistol was clear of his overcoat, then leaned casually against the teahouse that had been his home for several weeks. A few moments passed in silence.


    The ghostly silhouette of an enormous horse-headed figure appeared in the mist, straight from a nightmare. His fingers itched to draw his pistol, but the djinn in his moye ti was calm, so he resisted the urge. Damned trick of the mists, Farid consoled himself silently. As the silhouette drew nearer, the djinn’s instincts proved true: it was Tóu Mǎ, his employer for the foreseeable future. She slowed when she saw him waiting. “I thought to wait for you,” she said. It was an hour earlier than they had arranged to meet.


    “I know,” Farid said.


    Her backpack—narrow, with its frame poking up over her head—and her naturally long face gave her a horse-like appearance. She was taller than most Islander men, and broad through the shoulders. Strong. She carried a paper bag stamped with the logogram of a nearby apothecary.


    “There is little sense in waiting,” she said.


    “Now, now,” Farid said, extending a hand. “Not before your quarter of the bargain.”


    Tóu Mǎ shrugged off her pack. She stowed away the paper bag, retrieved a purse. “Half now,” she said, tossing it to him. It was lighter than he liked, but a quick glimpse proved it was all there. Farid was surprised to see actual coins—real gold and silver—rather than the banking certificates introduced by the Sinking Moon Island’s banks. Old family money, maybe. He bit one of the gold coins, assumed it was real, and shrugged. Good enough. The fire djinn purred contentedly. Business settled, they departed towards the nearest gondola station.


    Low clouds clung to the steep walls of Tseng Aa like a blanket of fine silk. Far below, the great river Si churned. Built in a ravine, Tseng Aa city was tight and claustrophobic, its residents and businesses piled one atop another. Mottled buildings poked through the mist, climbing in tiered ranks towards the mechanical sounds of the city’s highest gondolas. The gondola ride to the uppermost level of the city, which spilled from the lip of the ravine into the surrounding foothills, passed in silence. Tseng Aa sank into the mist below, yet to waken.


    They disembarked on the city’s north edge and hired a donkey. Tóu Mǎ led them north, towards purple-bruised clouds, and her mountainous homeland. Farid followed with the donkey.


    A mercenary his entire adult life, Farid was used to hard travel—but that did little to prepare him for Tóu Mǎ’s relentless pace. He couldn’t complain though, not with the growing larger every night. They walked hard until after nightfall.


    They made a spare camp. Huddled beside a fire that was little more than smouldering coals, Farid chewed on dried fish, but Tóu Mǎ dined only on a cigarette; its sweet smoke mingled with the musk of the foothills to pleasant effect. Farid eyed her dubiously, but went to sleep without questioning her meal.


    The next morning, Farid struggled to keep up. Tóu Mǎ made their passage through the rough foothills seem effortless. She stopped several times to check her map and allow him to catch up. At one point, she used two of her fingers to measure a distance. The amount they’d traveled? Or how far they had to go to reach her village? Either way, it covered less than a quarter of the map.


    Farid tried to study the map. Fighting the sudden nausea, he could make out familiar aspects—mountains, roads, coastlines—but within seconds of looking away his memory began to smudge and blur, as though he was remembering a map that had been left out in the rain. He quit in frustration.


    “Why are you travelling to O’oa Tsetse?” Tóu Mǎ asked when she caught him looking one evening after they had settled for the night. A storm was passing through, so they took shelter in a small cave. “The highways are dangerous, and there is unrest on the Islands.” She would not talk about herself, but had endless questions for Farid.


    “Qin is . . . fighting there,” Farid replied.


    “Fighting? The rebels have no foothold so far north. I thought they are focused on Tseng Aa and the southern islands.” This simplistic summation of the situation made Farid wonder if Tóu Mǎ was paying too much attention to recent gossip papers and propaganda.


    “Perhaps,” Farid said. “Qin is fighting a colder war.”


    Most recent news out of O’oa Tsetse involved the great Inventor’s Festival—a celebration of the Sinking Moon Island’s mechanical and scientific ingenuity. Qin was there, and Farid suspected the agents of the White Queen had found her. If she failed, or died, the whole nation was threatened. Farid could not even begin to consider what would follow. War between the nations would be devastating.


    Tóu Mǎ nodded as if she understood. “Every day is a war, every moment a battle.”


    Who is this grim woman? Farid wondered, without responding. Released from his arm, the fire djinn nuzzled into the hottest parts of the small fire. After spending a silent hour meticulously cleaning his pistol, he curled up on the cold ground and fell into a restless sleep. He dreamed of a horse-headed woman wrapped in chains, pain and anger wetting her eyes.


    Lurching awake, Farid gasped for breath as the first moments of a panic attack grabbed him. He slowed his breathing, stamped down his demons. Tóu Mǎ was still awake, her long face shrouded in shadows and questions. She was staring at the map.


    Farid woke to cool sunshine splashing across his face. Tóu Mǎ was already awake and impatient to get started.


    The mountains revealed another side of their beauty in the storm’s wake. As foothills traded for true mountain trails, Farid admired the rolling sea of red leaves turning to gold, washed clean by wind and rain. He preferred the conveniences of cities—the energy and personality borne of so many people packed into vibrant confines—but had to admit that the lands surrounding Tseng Aa were beautiful. There was a silence that was somehow alive; the rustle of autumn leaves, the sigh of the season’s last warm wind, the nestling of small animals into their homes.


    Midway through the morning, they diverged from the main path onto a trail much smaller and more overgrown. Little more than a deer trail. They followed it for a brief time, then emerged from the tumbledown forest at the edge of a windswept cliff. A fog-shrouded valley lay below, slumbering. Somehow, in this modern world, civilization’s fingers had yet to mar its primal beauty. “The valley of Hsiung,” Tóu Mǎ said. “My home. She’s down there. Wu-jiu.”


    The warlock, Farid thought with a shiver.


    Not even a curl of smoke suggested a camp or homestead. Farid could play coy no longer. After so much hard travel, his humour was short, his desire for beer and a warm bed long. “There’s no village.”


    Tóu Mǎ said nothing. Taking up the donkey’s lead-line, she set out along the trail descending into the valley. “This way,” she called.


    “There’s no village!”


    Farid watched Tóu Mǎ go, unsettled. She was several yards away when a huge figure burst forth from the foliage beside her.


    “Kō-dan!” Farid screamed. Tóu Mǎ sensed the danger before the ragged word left his mouth. She sidestepped, and the kō-dan missed her entirely as its enormous paw raked the air where she’d been standing. The monstrous bear, its fur matted with dirt and rotten moss, charged at her, and she danced away again, sending it careening into a copse of trees just off the trail. It returned to its feet with a speed that belied its size and reared up on its hind legs. It towered over Tóu Mǎ, diminutive in its shadow despite her height and strength. It was larger by far than any bear Farid had ever seen. A cloud of toxic gas burst forth from two gill-like vents on its neck, catching Tóu Mǎ full in the face. She raised an arm defensively, and the gas deflected around her, as though she held forth an invisible shield.


    Farid wrapped his keffiyeh over his mouth. According to Qin, the oshii resin would filter out most gaseous toxins. He hoped she was right. Ready for a fight, the fire djinn hissed and spit steam from within his moye ti. Farid charged at the kō-dan, which was preoccupied with trying to decapitate Tóu Mǎ, who now stood between them. She lithely dodged its blows. The effortlessness of her defence took Farid’s breath away. A kō-dan was a fearsome predator, but the Islander faced it as though the beast were nothing more than an angry child slapping at her. All the while, she was backing towards a large boulder.


    Tripping on a stray rock Farid tumbled towards Tóu Mǎ. His moye ti burned with the djinn’s fire, so he grabbed at her with his flesh hand. At his touch, icy numbness shot up his arm to his shoulder. Tóu Mǎ shrieked, a banshee cry that startled birds from their perches. Farid lost his grip and fell to his knees, clutching his hand. The iciness stopped immediately. For a frozen moment, Tóu Mǎ stared aghast at him.


    The kō-dan bellowed and again vented its poisonous gas. It stung Farid’s skin and his eyes immediately teared up, but Qin’s oshii seemed to do the trick. Expecting easy prey, the kō-dan was surprised by Farid’s vicious counterattack. Farid’s first punch, with all the fiery power of the djinn behind it, caught the great bear off guard, crushing several of its ribs. Tóu Mǎ leaped up to the top of the boulder and sat cross-legged. She looked quizzical and amused, as though she were watching a pit fight between two mismatched opponents.


    Farid would give her a show she wouldn’t forget.


    The kō-dan leaped forward, swiping at Farid with enough force to kill him in a single blow. He deflected the first blow with his moye ti, but it stretched the device’s power almost to breaking. Sensing Farid’s distress, the kō-dan swiped again. The djinn provided a burst of superhuman speed and strength; Farid seized the kō-dan’s forearm with his moye ti, crushing the bone inside, then twisted sideways, letting the kō-dan’s momentum carry it forward. Landing on its broken arm, the beast collapsed with a cry, skidding towards the cliff edge. Farid jumped atop its back, landing a fiery punch before being thrown off. The kō-dan stood, furious but disoriented.


    Farid drew his pistol, then commanded the djinn to transfer its power from the moye ti to the small lead bullet in the pistol’s chamber. The firing of the gun resounded brilliantly, its echo giving it greater life. The bullet smashed into the kō-dan’s skull in a conflagration of flesh, bone, and djinn magic. The great bear flailed, then lost its footing. It tumbled off the cliff in a flurry of fur, loose rocks, and dirt.


    “Stupid,” Farid growled, catching his breath. He was never much of an outdoorsman or tracker, but even so, as he scanned the nearby area and saw obvious signs of the feral bear. Scat on the trail, broken branches, even a massive paw print. He was an idiot for missing it the first time around.


    The kō-dan lay tangled among sharp rocks on a shelf jutting from the cliff face. It was still twitching as death caught up with it. He had won. The matted fur and skin around the bullet hole crackled with the djinn’s liquid fire.


    “Too bad you can’t eat it,” Tóu Mǎ said with a shrug. She still sat atop the rock, arms resting on her folded legs, but the expression on her face had changed. For the first time since Farid had met her, he saw curiosity there. It was a hungry sort of look, the same he might give one of Qin’s particularly dangerous or curious moye inventions.


    He narrowed his eyes in a rebuff, said, “I know. Poisonous. Can’t eat it, even if it’s cooked by djinn fire.” He would have prattled on, because her stare was making him uncomfortable, but she cut him off.


    “That was impressive, moye. Perhaps there is more to you than a first glance suggests.”


    That annoyed Farid. “You hired me, remember? I’m exactly as advertised.”


    The djinn erupted from the dead kō-dan. It was a curiously clean moment, the gore incinerated and the flesh cauterized by the djinn’s immense heat. It scaled the cliff face in three bounding leaps, and settled back into to Farid’s moye ti.


    “Are you hurt?” Tóu Mǎ asked.


    “No,” Farid said. In reality his back was still seized up, but that was nothing that would stop him from getting to Qin.


    “There are hours until dark. We should go,” Tóu Mǎ said. They left the carcass of the kō-dan behind, broken and beaten. But it was not the memory of that fight that troubled Farid most; he could still feel Tóu Mǎ’s icy skin on his fingertips.


    They stood on a knoll surrounded by swamp. Fog so thick it could be scooped into cupped hands climbed the knoll like a dying soldier, dragging itself upwards inch by inch only to tumble backwards just before it reached the crown. Cramped trees suffocated what little light managed to penetrate their boughs.


    Tóu Mǎ sat on a log, lighting a cigarette. “We’re here,” she said.


    “You call this home?” Farid replied. “Lucky.”


    Tóu Mǎ looked at him with a flat expression that reminded Farid of an old priest he’d once known. The desperate woman who had hired him in Tseng Aa was gone. What had started as standoffishness during their night in the cave had become calculated curiosity and a strange sort of hope since the fight with the kō-dan.


    “Sorry,” he ventured. “It doesn’t look like much. Here to save a village of ghosts, am I? Or trees?”


    Tóu Mǎ challenged him further down that road with a glare. “Sit, Farid,” she said, patting the place next to her. After Farid grudgingly obliged, she rose and began their familiar routine for preparing camp.


    “I’m confused.” Farid tried to put an edge to his voice, but sounded pitifully like a child. “And frustrated. Where are we?”


    “This is the site of my village,” she said. “I know you do not understand. But, please, trust me for a day longer.”


    “Tomorrow we move on,” Farid said, conceding that twilight was not far off under the perpetual darkness of the swamp’s choking canopy. He could not see the moon through the trees but knew it was growing larger each night. Time was ticking away. “You take me to O’oa Tsetse. I’ll buy you a cup of tea. We’ll forget about this, yah? Otherwise . . .”


    Tóu Mǎ retrieved a satchel of tea stamped with an apothecary logogram from their things, followed by Farid’s copper kettle.


    “Tea?”


    Farid scowled. “You don’t want to know what ‘otherwise’ is,” he said, as if the threat had landed where he’d thrown it. “Tomorrow,” he said. “And, yah, please brew me some of that.”


    A moment of silence passed as Tóu Mǎ tinkered with the kettle.


    “Tell me about this nameless village of yours,” Farid said, biting back his sarcasm. He did not want to be berated again. “Your family.”


    Tóu Mǎ met his eyes. If she was searching for sincerity, she must have found it, for she began speaking. “It has a name. It’s just that this modern world has forgotten it. When good spirits still lived in these mountains, it was called Tt’Hsiung.”


    “Your family lives in . . . Tt’Hsiung?” Farid struggled to wrap his tongue around the name. It sounded beautiful on her lips; like a rockslide on his.


    “My sister is there. The rest of my family is dead.”


    Grim, Farid thought. He was surprised to realize his genuine interest in hearing her story. Mercenaries didn’t last long if they took a liking to their employers. Easier if you didn’t care. Safer.


    “Our father raised us,” she said, pensive. “Until he was drowned by Tseng Aa scum.”


    “And your mother?” Farid risked.


    A dark look passed over Tóu Mǎ’s face. “She left the village when I was young. After my father passed, Hsiu Mei, my uncle adopted us. He was the leader of Tt’Hsiung, but no loving father. Greedy. A bully. He owned the village—then he owned us, too.”


    Tóu Mǎ glanced past Farid, as if the shadows behind him were a window to her childhood. Her shoulders slumped momentarily—then she straightened, fierce and proud.


    “Hsiu Mei’s chains were too much for me. I wilted in his care. My sister found kinship—a mutual obsession with the dark magics of the Beiqing Bog witches, one of whom served my uncle as counsellor. She was beautiful, and strong in every possible way. Terrifying.


    “As I broke my back as a labourer, lifting Tt’Hsiung on my shoulders, my sister dabbled further into the witch’s magic. We drifted apart. The villagers loved me in a way they could not love my sister or uncle, but it did little to prepare me for what was to come.”


    Farid reached out to put a comforting hand on her shoulder, then thought better of it.


    “My uncle died,” Tóu Mǎ continued. “He was not a healthy man, it came suddenly. The whole village suspected murder, but no one had the courage to say it aloud. Myself included, I’ll admit. My sister assumed leadership of our village.”


    “She killed him?” Farid said. He’d meant it rhetorically, so was surprised when she answered.


    “No. The Beiqing Bog witch killed my uncle. Hsiu Mei was obstinate in his old age. My sister proved a more loyal apprentice.”


    Farid grunted. There was doubt in her voice, as though she fought to convince herself of what she said.


    “My sister disappeared, along with the witch. We held a funeral for her, but no one believed she was truly dead. By blood I was the next in line for leadership, and I was popular. I took up the responsibility but was crushed by its weight. I was a not a good leader, Farid.”


    “Better than your uncle.”


    “I was young, and hated what I’d seen from my uncle and sister. And so, so angry.”


    “Seems unjust, unfair,” Farid said.


    “Someone once told me that invoking fairness in this world is a fool’s game.”


    “This witch took advantage of your weakness, and now rules your village,” Farid said, piecing together the most painful part of the tale.


    “Something like that . . .” Tóu Mǎ trailed off. She wrapped her arms around her drawn knees. Her red-rimmed eyes were wet.


    “I had a sister,” Farid said. He did not speak of her very often. She was from a life he had left behind long ago, but still lived inside him every day.


    “Qin?”


    Farid chuckled. “No. Qin’s a friend, a coconspirator. My sister was Liaqat. Lia. She died when I was very young. We were orphans of the great dye pits of Atan-Shah.” Tóu Mǎ shook her head, indicating that she did not recognize the name. “She fell into one of the dye pits one day, working early in the morning. She drowned.”


    Tóu Mǎ brewed tea; Farid brewed silence. A moment later, Tóu Mǎ handed him a scalding tin cup. The tea was sweet and nutty—much like the qaf that Qin drank by the barrelful. Not many Islanders took to the Djeeman drink, but Qin had adopted it as she would a child. Sequestered away in O’oa Tsetse, deep in the heart of the archipelago’s largest island, Qin would be dying for a cup of qaf right now. Farid made a mental note to tell her of this tea.


    “I am sorry,” Tóu Mǎ said after many moments of silence. “It is not easy to lose someone who is a pillar of your life.”


    “Those wounds heal,” Farid said, though he knew it wasn’t true. The words weren’t coming out quite right. Slurred. Slow. “I fled to the clergy after she died. They abandoned me, too. And here I am.”


    Sudden tingling started at the tips of Farid’s fingers, toes, and tongue. It spread rapidly from there. His mug dropped to the ground, splashing the remaining tea across his boots. His chin bobbed to his chest; he collapsed, sprawling on the ground before the tingling had reached his chest. He fought the darkness, but lost.


    He woke in a village unlike any he’d ever seen.


    A wooden building filled most of his vision, but his ears recognized the bustle of a waking village, oddly devoid of voices.


    He rolled from his back to his right side, propped up on his elbow. The butt of his pistol dug painfully into his side. Fetid swamp lay between the slats of the wooden walkway.


    The same swamp as before? Farid wondered.


    What made more sense? A village appearing from nowhere while he slept, or that Tóu Mǎ had drugged him—he remembered tea spilling across his boots—and kidnapped him?


    Couldn’t she have spirited me to a bed instead of an alley? He thought as he struggled to his feet, soreness setting in after his fight with the kō-dan.


    Leaving the small back street, he gasped, unable to help himself. Villagers were everywhere, eerily silent as they moved through the clockwork motions of their lives. They were like men and women found in any village across the archipelago, except in place of human heads they had those of animals. Work horses, hounds, hunting birds; every manner of beast one might expect to find in a human settlement. Shoulders stooped, eyes downcast—an aura of depression loomed over the villagers. Even the buildings were in shambles.


    Farid pressed himself back into the shadows. No one stepped out of line. Farid was reminded of Qin’s moye automatons: mechanical beings who moved and behaved like crude humans. He was troubled by the lack of children, who can be found in even the most despicable corners of the world—bright little points of light among the darkness.


    Fear clawed at him. He could hate and dismiss the emotion all he wanted, but the burning in his stomach and his unsteady hands spoke only one truth.


    He again left the alley, but this time melted into the clockwork flow of villagers. He followed a crow-headed man carrying a questionably wet-bottomed sack. Nearby, a bull-headed vendor gestured madly at a donkey-headed client. Farid scanned the storefront signs, hoping to find some clue to Tóu Mǎ’s whereabouts. He couldn’t read most of them—too faded, or marked with unrecognizable words.


    The crow-headed man passed through a large square lined with stalls and shops. Farid stopped to peer down a wide street at what was assuredly the warlock’s seat of power. He ducked into an alley which offered a good view of the mansion. Perched atop a broad hillock, it was larger and more splendid by far than any other building in the village—a monarch watching its people with baleful eyes. Red-enameled clay tiles swept down from the roof’s highest peak to its gilded corners. Unspoiled waters flowed from under the building, tumbling down the hillock to mingle with the swamp. The entirety of the mansion was enveloped by a malevolent indigo miasma.


    “She is in there,” said the first voice he’d heard since waking.


    Farid spun, pistol drawn in a flash. All that stood between the speaker and a face full of lead was Farid’s itchy trigger finger. His moye ti hissed softly, steam pouring from its vents as the fire djinn responded to Farid’s alarm.


    Tóu Mǎ stood in a nearby doorway. He could see the map’s tube clipped to her belt, but she was a step too far to grab at it and run.


    “Wu-jiu?” Farid said, breath accelerated. He holstered his pistol. Loosely.


    “Wu-jiu. The warlock. My sister.”


    “Sister.” Farid rolled the word across his tongue. Many secrets lived in the red-rimmed eyes of Tóu Mǎ. She stared at him aggressively.


    “And I thought my family had a history . . .” Farid muttered. He thought of Liaqat. Would he want her back if it meant she’d be monstrous? “Who is she? Who are you?”


    Tóu Mǎ glanced at her sister’s dark mansion. She gestured for Farid to join her in the shadows. He tried, but the ambient light of his fired-up moye ti was a dead giveaway. Doubt about Tóu Mǎ’s allegiance flared as he considered this revelation. He stamped that thought down before it became unwieldy.


    Tóu Mǎ’s voice was barely a whisper. “Now that we’re here, it hardly seems fair to be set on this path to fratricide . . .”


    “Someone once lectured me on fairness in this world,” Farid said. “Isn’t she the bad guy?”


    “She was good. Once . . .” Her words trailed to ghostly ether.


    Farid remembered the innocent days of his youth—long sequestered in the library, distracted by the wind-chime laughter of younger initiates play-fighting outside. When he still thought of himself as purely good.


    “Wu-jiu returned two years after she disappeared,” Tóu Mǎ said in a rush. “Without the witch. She had changed. You could see dirty magic in her eyes. Being a fool, I ceded my position to her, claiming it was her right. I was scared. Her return to power made my uncle look generous—she was efficient in her brutality. Callous. Not at all the sister my father raised.”


    Tóu Mǎ sagged, weakened by her story’s next turn.


    “One winter day she summoned the village to gather here.” She gestured at the square that Farid had just left. “I carried a stolen butcher knife and watched from her side as the crowd gathered. Terrified. They stilled as she raised her hands. At first, it was only those closest who started gagging—choking, as though invisible hands held their throats. Blood spilled from their mouths. They died, and my sister used the power of their death to swell her magic. That choking death swept through the crowd one by one. She killed everyone. Except me.”


    Farid shuddered, horrified by the image building in his mind. Of the enemy he was hired to defeat.


    Tóu Mǎ continued, “The adults rose from their bodies, not as flesh and blood, but as the Yoo-in. Disfigured spirits bound by her blood magic. The animal heads are Wu-jiu’s idea of punishment—to show them that they are nothing more than animals. Chattel.”


    Farid glanced out at the villagers milling in the square. Silent. Lost.


    “I attacked her.” Tóu Mǎ choked on the memory. “The blow was clean, sliding between ribs into her heart, but it could not destroy the evil within her. She struck me down like the others. Next I knew, I stood among the Yoo-in, but solid where they are ethereal. She spared me the humility of a new form, but she reminds me, every day, that I am her beast of burden. No better than a work horse. We cannot rest while she lives.


    “Now, I travel these Islands at her command, seeking men to amuse her—hoping in my heart to find someone with the power to destroy her. You must put an end to it!”


    A shiver crawled up Farid’s spine.


    “We need to go. Before she realizes that I’ve returned,” Tóu Mǎ said. She abandoned the doorway and darted off towards the mansion. The map was still secured at her belt. Farid followed reluctantly.


    With each step, the sunlight around them lost strength, giving way to the purple twilight of Wu-jiu’s magic. Tóu Mǎ disappeared into the shadows behind a small door meant for household staff. Farid hurried after her. His moye ti sputtered and spilled light as he reached out to grasp the door handle. A silent word of reassurance from Farid tempered the djinn, but its discomfort was clear.


    Through the door was a small foyer stacked with chairs and other dusty paraphernalia. There were no footprints, though Tóu Mǎ had passed through the room only seconds earlier. There were two doors to either side of Farid and one across from him, slightly ajar. He drew his pistol and stepped through that door into an open courtyard.


    Plum trees and wildflowers covered the courtyard wherever they found root—from the sunset tipping finally into night, to a blooming bruise, to light thistle. A fountain in the likeness of a woman, naked and fecund, with the wings of a great crow, dominated the middle of the garden. Purple ivy explored its intricacies; small grapes nestled in its vines. An urn in each hand poured water into the basin below. Despite the blanket of darkness outside, sunlight filled the courtyard.


    There were djinn everywhere. Flora djinn nestled in the flowers; stone djinn, still as statues; breeze djinn, barely noticed; water djinn splashing playfully in the fountain. Farid had not seen so many in one place since leaving his home country.


    A hint of movement to Farid’s left. He spun, summoning the djinn’s magic, and his moye ti became a flaming fist. Two women sat at a silk-draped table. Between them cooled a ceramic teapot. Tóu Mǎ was wearing a green silk robe, with thread-of-gold dragons winding languidly up her arms to disappear behind her shoulders. Back straight, her hands were clasped politely in her lap, and no signs of travel marred the robe’s perfect lines. Her familiar red scarf bound her hair, at odds with the elegance of her robe.


    Across from Tóu Mǎ, marked by those same melancholy eyes, was her sister.


    Wu-jiu was slender where Tóu Mǎ was strong. A wry smile revealed wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, and mottled yellow-and-brown teeth. Her hair was an obsidian waterfall cascading down her back, brushing at the low-scooping back of her violet robe.


    The warlock lifted a teacup to her lips and sipped. “Welcome to my home,” she said after a moment, unsurprised by Farid’s sudden appearance. She had the same light voice as her sister.


    Farid saw now that the garden was sprinkled with broken and abused moye. From ancient jump boots, as old as the technology itself, to an enormous insect-like exoskeleton, he was in the midst of a peerless archive of the technology’s history. Qin would kill to get her hands on it—to study it even for a single day. A single hour. Suddenly, the panoply of djinn made sense. His fire djinn quieted, and the flame engulfing his arm flickered and died.


    Farid shivered under Wu-jiu’s hungry gaze—measuring his flaws, weighing him against those who had come before. It was the same look he’d given countless women from Djeema to Linden. Farid was being judged, and he did not like it.


    “My sister has a fine eye,” Wu-jiu demurred. “You will make a fine husband.” She stood, unfolding gracefully from her chair like a crane. “Or a plaything. My last husband proved . . . fruitless.”


    Tóu Mǎ would not meet his eyes. She stared straight ahead as though drugged. She was not a traitor, Farid realized. She was a prisoner.


    “I’m here to kill you,” Farid said. And get that map, he thought. He levelled his pistol at the warlock, its worn sandalwood grip a familiar comfort. The fire djinn, eager to meet its magic against the warlock, enveloped the moye ti in flame. Farid felt its power surge through him. The other djinn in the garden suddenly stilled, eyes drawn to Farid and the summoning of his magic.


    “Try, bridegroom,” she said. “As others have tried.” Her words were a challenge. Her eyes swept over the moye ti scattered about the garden. They spoke of a hundred moye who had tried before. A hundred dead moye.


    With a flourish of her hands, Wu-jiu summoned an eldritch magic. Her eyes disappeared behind a smear of impenetrable shadow broken only by two points of amethyst light. An ethereal skull formed in each of her hands, violet flame pouring from gaping jaws. She raised an arm, and one of the skulls exploded towards Farid. Age might have claimed his back, but his trigger finger was still greedy—the crack of his pistol reverberated through the garden and the bullet ripped through the skull.


    Wu-jiu’s assault was ferocious. More skulls whipped by Farid, super-heated air screaming as they passed within inches of ending the battle. One connected with his pistol, shattering its wood grip and melting the barrel. The djinn absorbed the flame, protecting Farid from further harm, but he was winded. He leaped to put the fountain between him and the warlock.


    In the wake of chaos, the silence was deafening. Petals fell to the floor. Even the djinn were still. Tóu Mǎ remained seated at the table, statuesque.


    Three heartbeats, then a wave of purple flame erupted from Wu-jiu’s raised hands. The explosion consumed the airborne petals, burning them to ash. The djinn fought to contain the surge of magic. Farid closed his eyes until the light died. When he opened them Wu-jiu was gone.


    Catching on a moment too late, Farid spun to face the warlock, who towered over him, face twisted by a sickening grin. Her head was wreathed in purple flame. He had just enough time to gaze into the shadows where her eyes should have been before her fist slammed into his chest. He flew head over heels into the fountain. Water flooded his moye ti, extinguishing the magic and forcing the djinn to retreat to its otherworldly home. Farid came up spitting, choking on the sickening ichor that covered the water. His keffiyah was wrapped dangerously over his nose and mouth. He ripped it off and threw it aside.


    Wu-jiu stepped onto the water as though it were solid. Rippling striations radiated from the ball of her foot with each slippered step. Her crown of flames dissipated as she released the magic, pure bravado. Assured victory. “You fight well,” she said. It was more praise than Farid deserved. “You might be too troublesome to keep around, but your moye magic is impressive. I think I will take it for my own.”


    Wu-jiu raised her hand, fingers splayed, then tightened them one by one into a fist. The water clutched at Farid with a thousand fingers. Farid tried to push himself up, but the water pulled on him until he could only keep his head above the surface with agonizing effort.


    Flame dribbled from Wu-jiu’s fingertips, sizzling where it struck water. Farid waited. He’d always wanted to die fighting. Not this. Tóu Mǎ’s faith in him was misplaced. Even with his moye ti, he was no match for the warlock. The water grew warmer. He choked out a cry for help.


    A low mewling answered, hot needles in Farid’s ear. It grew louder and became a reverberating shriek which shook the walls. Blood trickled from his ears and nostrils, tickling its way through his drenched beard. Wu-jiu clamped her flaming hands over her ears, turning frantically to find the source of the banshee cry. It was Tóu Mǎ, the magic that bound her shattered by her resounding fury. She leaped at her sister, latching onto Wu-jiu’s back like a child clinging to its mother. Strong fingers gouged at the warlock’s eyes, fingers sinking deep into the shadows shrouding her face. The water loosened its grip on Farid. He struggled to his feet, back aching, and clambered from the fountain. The assault lasted only moments before Wu-jiu sent Tóu Mǎ tumbling across the courtyard engulfed in flame.


    Hoping to catch the warlock off guard, Farid summoned the fire djinn and launched his own attack. Wu-jiu turned at the last moment, but too late. Her nose crunched under his fist, blood flowing. Fire licked at her face, revealing the crazed eyes that lay behind the shadows.


    Farid’s back spasmed and his punch faltered. Wu-jiu skittered away, bloody and limping on a twisted ankle. A blast of magic catapulted Farid into the air, but he slammed to a halt before hitting the ground, enveloped in a cocoon of translucent skin. Veins and arteries threaded through its walls, pulsing in time with a large heart forming the prison’s crown.


    “Not much air in there,” Wu-jiu said. Cold panic washed over Farid. He’d survived worse odds, but only just. “I’ve decided to keep you as a living husband—if that makes the choice easier for you.”


    Farid snorted. Waste of a breath. A thought came to him. The desperate beginnings of a plan. He dismissed the fire djinn, slowing the consumption of precious air considerably. As it disappeared, he sent a silent message, followed by a prayer.


    Wu-jiu turned to her unconscious sister who was sprawled on a bed of flowers.


    “Sister,” she said.


    Tóu Mǎ’s eyes flickered open.


    “You’ve always been a coward, dear sister. Spirit wandering without my consent? Too weak and stupid to create a greater destiny for yourself. From the moment father died, you bore the pathetic burdens of others on your back. A draft animal. You must be punished. I will grant you the body you deserve.”


    Wu-jiu’s magic reached out for Tóu Mǎ, scooped her up.


    The djinn rose—from every corner, rattling out of dead moye ti, crawling from the cracks and crevices of the huge exoskeleton, they filled the room. A metallic cacophony filled the courtyard. At their head, wreathed in flame, was Farid’s fire djinn. Several of the more aggressive types began to harry the warlock—biting her, ripping with their claws, spewing venom. As one, the rest converged upon Tóu Mǎ’s glowing form. They consumed Wu-jiu’s magic like it was water and they were parched. Every broken moment in Tóu Mǎ’s life fed the transformation, twisted Wu-jiu’s spell against her. The dark magic mixed with the primal magic of the djinn—became something new. Raw. Bound by shared sorrow, the djinn fed the new magic into Tóu Mǎ as she changed.


    From the amalgam of warlock magic and djinn bodies, Tóu Mǎ emerged transformed. Her lower body was human perfection—hard muscle and long limbs, as if carved from marble by the finest stoneworker—but she bore the head of a horse—equine eyes, flaring nostrils, and gnashing teeth. Her dress was tatters, and her skin was covered by a coat of fine black hair. She wielded an enormous chain-link whip in one hand, a pitchfork in the other. Ghostly venom dripped from the pitchfork’s prongs.


    The djinn who had aided her were gone. Or, rather, they were part of her now.


    Farid fought back memories of the night terror that had haunted him since Tseng Aa. The world turned white, his conscious mind trying desperately to shut off. Tóu Mǎ’s low laughter snapped him back to the waking world.


    “Blood ghost,” Wu-jiu whispered between ragged breaths. For the first time, Farid hear fear in the warlock’s voice. The djinn that had attacked her were smoking heaps scattered amongst the flowers. All except for Farid’s djinn, who could not be killed by fire. Flecks of light danced before Farid’s eyes.


    Wu-jiu limped as she and Tóu Mǎ circled each other silently.


    “I am the blood and tears of your Yoo-in,” Tóu Mǎ said, cracking her whip. “I am their fury.” The battle began with breathless ferocity. Wu-jiu led with a flurry of flaming skulls, but she was injured, and they lacked the force of her earlier attacks. They hit Tóu Mǎ, but were absorbed by her new magic and only gave her more strength. Tóu Mǎ’s whip snapped, and the warlock’s hand was severed from her body. Indigo flame poured from the stump. Without effort, Tóu Mǎ’s pitchfork slid deep into Wu-jiu’s belly. Red silk and soft flesh parted with ease.


    Wu-jiu looked down, her face marked with broken acceptance. She grabbed at the pitchfork with her remaining hand. Tóu Mǎ shoved harder, driving it deeper. Blood oozed through Wu-jiu’s fingers.


    The head of the pitchfork burst into flame, but its poison was already spreading across Wu-jiu’s torso. Dark lines crept up from the wound to the soft skin of her neck, across her jaw. Tóu Mǎ dropped the weapon and huffed like an angry stallion. She lashed out with her whip. Sinuous, alive, it wrapped about Wu-jiu. The whip’s links grew—bigger than Farid’s hands, big enough to blot out the sunlight pouring into the garden. Mountainous. Massive enough to imprison a god. Farid thought the world might break, collateral damage from this meeting of sisters. He slumped against the side of his prison as Wu-jiu’s magic weakened.


    The whip glowed with divine light. Wu-jiu’s body absorbed the light until it leaked from her once-shadowed eyes. Until she was the light.


    Farid’s prison broke apart, skin sloughing gelatinously across flowerbeds. Tóu Mǎ released the whip. The sound of it hitting the floor made the firing of Farid’s pistol nothing more than a settling petal. Tóu Mǎ’s gaze fell on Farid. He shrank under that look from her red-rimmed eyes. He saw the melancholy of her people. But there was also relief. Freedom.


    Tóu Mǎ stepped into the light. She split in two as she broke its outer edge. Her physical being sluiced away from her other half—the spirit that had travelled to Tseng Aa, summoned him to aid the Yoo-in. They formed two distinct silhouettes in the great brightness.


    Euphoria washed over Farid as the light spilled outwards, bathing the garden, until all that was left was the scarlet scarf binding Tóu Mǎ’s hair. Then, even that was gone.


    Farid was woken by a slobbery kiss from the donkey. They were alone on the swampy knoll. No hint remained of Tt’Hsiung and its Yoo-in. In a futile effort to find food, the donkey had spread the contents of Farid’s pack about the camp. Gathering his things, he found his coin purse sitting on a rotting stump. It was heavier than he remembered, and a quick inspection revealed a small fortune. More than enough to pay passage from Tseng Aa to O’oa Tsetse aboard a comfortable airship.


    Next to the purse was the map scroll he so desperately wanted, but it held only wry disappointment. He unrolled the map, laughed. It was half complete, covering their route into the mountains but offering no way forward to O’oa Tsetse. Tóu Mǎ had created it as she travelled from the ghostly village to Tseng Aa. He pocketed it, bitterly amused.


    Tóu Mǎ was gone—released alongside the rest of the Yoo-in. The terrible responsibility lifted from her tired shoulders. She had hired Farid to save her village, but it was her strength and sorrow that had woken the djinn and raised them against their captor. Tóu Mǎ and those dead moye and djinn could rest now.


    The fire djinn slumbered in his moye ti, enjoying a well-deserved rest. Farid wondered for a moment how much it had known about the village of Tt’Hsiung before they’d even set foot inside its ethereal borders.


    Grief still blanketed the swamp, and Farid could stay no longer. Despite a wicked headache, he shouldered his pack, loaded up the donkey, and left. He didn’t stop until long after dark.


    When Farid arrived in Tseng Aa, the moon was a sliver away from full. The fastest airship would get him to O’oa Tsetse in time, but just. He was hungry, angry, and, when he allowed himself to admit it, a little confused. He took a room at his favourite teahouse. Not in hopes of seeing Tóu Mǎ again—the memory of their misadventure was curiously faded in his memory—rather, because he liked the tea and dumplings.


    “It is nice to see you, again, Master Sulayk!” said the ancient host. “You cannot stay away from the glory of Tseng Aa? Or your tab? It remains just where you left it.” The words left her tongue with the slightest chime of irony and a wink.


    “Not Tseng Aa,” he laughed. “Your tea.” He reached into his purse, and pulled out a coin that would cover his tab and more.


    She smiled.


    “But first, my room.”


    She led Farid upstairs to the same room he had stayed in previously, then invited him for dinner and left. He dropped his pack beside the bed, then sat on its edge. He was weary enough to sleep, but hungry enough to take the host up on her offer. He stretched, sighed. Weariness won out. He released the djinn from his moye ti and lay down.


    Just for a moment, he thought.


    He didn’t bother undressing, drew the quilt up and slid his hand under the cool pillow. His fingers brushed something soft. Sitting up, he lifted the pillow. A scarlet scarf, smelling of flowers and tobacco.
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    Funny story . . . I was at one of our regular Seattle writers’ meet-ups, and my friend Janine said that she had an anthology that needed contributors.


    “We’re looking for SFF erotica, set in coffee shops,” she said.


    “Hmm,” I said. You know? Hmm.


    I am not normally a writer of erotica. But something about the prompt tickled me—it seemed like such a weird premise that it work as a comedy. I happened to have a writing retreat the next weekend, and instead of doing the novel I was supposed to be doing I sat down and banged out “Magic Beans” in about three days, having a blast the entire time. When I sent it to Janine, she was kind enough to help me through the finer points of writing erotica, and it appeared in the anthology Coffee: Hot. (My eternal thanks to Janine, and I hope nobody who bought that book feels cheated by the reprint here!)


    It got a good response from the people who read it, but I’ve always wanted to get it in front of a larger audience, since this weird fantasy-coffeehouse-erotica piece is actually one of my favorites. So when Shawn asked me for something for Unfettered II, I asked what kinds of stories he was looking for.


    “Anything!” he said.


    “Really?” I said. “Anything?”


    And here we are.


    Django Wexler
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Magic Beans





    Django Wexler








    The alley behind Apollo’s wasn’t the kind of place I enjoyed hanging out at any hour, much less four in the morning. In daylight, it was cramped and unpleasant, stinking of whatever trash was baking in the steel dumpsters that lined it on both sides. By night it was equally fragrant, but with 100 percent more impenetrable shadows, perfect for hiding unnamable terrors of the darkness or murderous hobos. All told, I would much rather have been snug in my bed in the semi-furnished attic of John’s Comics and Collectibles ($450 per month, utilities included, must be willing to tolerate raucous D&D until the small hours of the morning) than standing out here waiting to be knifed and/or consumed by ravenous beasts from beyond the stars.


    Needs must, though, when the devil drives. With “the devil” in this case being “my penis.” Or possibly “Daniella Atherton.” Or possibly a conspiracy between the two. It would take two such evil geniuses to so thoroughly ruin a good night’s sleep, just when I needed every bit of strength to energetically fail my linear algebra exam tomorrow afternoon.


    I slammed on the sliding back steel door again with my free hand, and heard the snick of the lock from inside. The door rattled open half an inch, giving me a view of a bright green eye.


    “Who is it?” Danny said.


    “Who do you think it is?” I said. “How many people do you get banging on the back door at four in the morning?”


    “Wouldn’t you like to know.”


    “Would you let me in?”


    “Did you bring my curry?”


    I held up a package wrapped in green paper. “Yes, I brought your curry. Now open the door, the rats are massing for an attack.”


    “No rats out there,” Danny said, pulling the door the rest of the way open in a chorus of squeaks and groans. “They were all eaten by the giant spiders.”


    “Oh, lovely.”


    I stepped past her, and she hauled the door shut again, grunting with the effort. Once she’d locked and bolted it, she turned back to me, and I leaned in for a kiss.


    I had to lean quite far. Danny brushes five feet tall only in thick-soled shoes, though she can add an inch or two if she teases her blue-and-purple hair into spikes. She’s as pale as things that live under rocks and fear the light of day, and stick thin in spite of an enthusiastically unhealthy diet and a voracious, unpredictable appetite. One of the perils of dating her is the occasional frantic four a.m. text demanding curry.


    “Thank god,” she said, pulling away from me and grabbing for the green paper package. “I was literally going to die if I didn’t get something to eat before the end of my shift.”


    “Literally?” I said.


    “Literally. They’d find me in the morning, shriveled into a desiccated corpse. ‘Local Barista Wastes Away During Overnight Shift: Film at 11.’”


    “There’s always the scones at the counter.”


    “Have you ever tried one of those things?”


    “No.”


    “Neither has anyone else. Ever. I don’t think you could break one open with a chisel.”


    She carried the curry through the back of Apollo’s. (The name has to be a joke, but I’ve never been able to find anyone to admit to it.) Since Danny and I started dating, I’d become intimately familiar with the rear of the coffee shop, places that normal men were not meant to wot of. There was the storeroom, where the back door opened onto the alley and bulk supplies were kept; the kitchen, almost entirely occupied by coffee-making apparatus; a tiny employee bathroom; and the sex closet.


    The kitchen had a little table, on which Danny deposited the curry before busying herself with one of the machines. Coffee machines always looked vaguely alien to me, all plastic and chrome with mysterious spigots and levers, inexplicably hot or cold to the touch and prone to making unexpected glooping noises. The one Danny was fiddling with was even stranger than most, a blocky monster of a thing whose plexiglass front offered a glimpse into a complicated network of grinders, bubblers, boilers, and other arcane mechanisms. A maw at the top gaped ominously; Danny tore the lid off a small container and dumped a rattling handful of beans inside, standing on tiptoe.


    “Is this new?”


    “Uh-huh. The very latest. It’s for special magic beans.”


    “Magic beans,” I deadpanned.


    She handed me one of the small round containers off a stack beside the machine. It said magic beans on the label, with a picture of a startled Jack staring up at an enormous beanstalk.


    “I don’t think Jack planted coffee beans,” I said, handing it back. “I mean, they wouldn’t grow after you roasted them.”


    “Pedant. They installed it this evening and I haven’t gotten a chance to try it yet.” Danny threw a big Frankenstein-style switch, and the machine startled to rumble. “It’s alive!”


    I watched the thing for a moment as rollers rolled, grinder ground, and bubblers started to bubble. “How long does it take?”


    “A while.” Danny sighed. “We need to talk, but not until after I’ve had coffee and something to eat.”


    “All right.” The devil was getting hopeful signals here, and practically jumped for joy when Danny’s eyes flicked to the sex closet. I raised my eyebrows, and she pushed herself back from the counter and unlocked the door with a key from the ring on her belt. The kitten calendar hanging from the front of the door flapped as she pulled it open.


    “It’s weird to have a kitten calendar on the door of the sex closet,” I told her, stepping inside.


    “Would you stop calling it the sex closet?” she said. “I have to come in here like fifty times a day for beans and shit. Calling it the sex closet makes that weird.”


    The sex closet is fairly roomy, and lined with a few shelves at head height piled with replacement alien-coffee-machine parts and filters. The floor is piled high with plastic sacks of coffee beans, which are just about stable and soft enough to be useful. When Danny pulled the door closed behind us, she left us in complete, coffee-scented darkness. By the time I’m old, I’m going to have a weird fetish for the smell of coffee beans, and I’m going to send Danny the therapy bills.


    “I mean, we do use it for sex,” I said. There was a rustle as she pulled off her apron and tossed it aside.


    “We had sex in your car,” Danny said, coming closer. She put her hands on my chest and pushed me gently backward until I came up against the mound of sacks. “Does that make it ‘the sex car’? Would you be comfortable visiting your mother in the sex car?”


    I had a witty rejoinder to that, I swear, but about that moment her mouth found mine and I decided not to bother. I leaned in to the kiss, slipping my hands down her flanks to her ass and then up the small of her back, untucking her shirt as I went. She gave a little gasp and pressed herself tighter against me, my leg tangling between hers. Her hands were on my back, nails scratching lightly over my skin, sliding up under my shirt to my shoulders.


    Then, in one smooth motion, she pulled herself up and wrapped her legs tight around my waist. I staggered a bit under the weight—she’s thin, but not that thin—and spun her around until I could rest her on the bags of coffee, without letting my lips come off of hers. Not an easy maneuver, but I’d had practice. She clung tight at the waist, the top button of her jeans digging into my chest, but leaned back enough that I could worm my hands between us and undo the buttons of her store-issue flannel shirt. Nothing under it but smooth skin. It hung from her shoulders, brushing against my ear as I kissed a gentle line down the side of her throat, lingering on her collarbone, and then down to the slight swell of her breast.


    We stayed that way for a while, her hands under my shirt while I kissed her all over, sliding my fingers over her flanks and pinching her nipples to hear the hitch in her breath. Her hips moved against my stomach, rocking gently, until all of a sudden she was moving me away and fumbling at the buttons on her jeans. It took her a moment to kick her shoes off and wriggle out of them, and I took the opportunity to get naked. She grabbed hold of my hand and pulled me closer so she could wrap her legs around me again.


    From the moment I pushed into her, I could tell something was different. Something practically crackled between us, a weird kind of energy I’d never felt before, running over her bare skin like static wherever I touched her, arcing when our lips touched. I felt charged with it, every bit of me thrumming and wild, and from the way she moved I could tell she felt it too. I curled my fingers in her pixie-short hair, and if there had been any light I was sure I’d have seen every strand standing on end.


    Danny doesn’t make noise during sex. It’s very convenient for when we’re using the sex closet, but I mean she never makes noise; I’ve felt her have hip-shaking, toe-curling, sheet-clenching orgasms without much more than a little gasping. This time, as she pulled herself tight against me, there was a sound. Not a moan, just the slightest little ah at the back of her throat, but it was the most erotic thing I’d ever heard. We finished together moments later, her hips bucking to the soft crunch of coffee beans as my fingers tightened on her shoulders and I let out a long, raspy breath.


    It was absolutely the best sex we’d ever had. That strange energy flowed through us as we came together, and left me with a feeling of peace and lassitude even more profound than the usual post-coital bliss. I would have been happy to stand there forever, Danny’s arms and legs wrapped around me, and just listen to her breathe.


    “Holy shit,” Danny said, after a few moments of respectful silence.


    “Yeah,” I breathed.


    “I need curry.”


    “Is this really the time for curry?”


    “This is exactly the time for curry.”


    “I think this thing is broken,” I said, when she emerged from the bathroom a minute later. “Nothing’s coming out.”


    “That’s what she said,” Danny said, automatically.


    I tapped the alien coffee device patiently. The pot at the bottom was indeed completely devoid of coffee, though a thick mist was seeping from the little spigot, as though it were full of dry ice. Danny came over and peered at it, then stood on tiptoes again to look into the input chamber.


    “Huh,” she said. “The beans are gone.”


    “Are they supposed to be gone?”


    “How should I know? It didn’t come with a manual.” She looked around and shrugged. “Fuck it. I can call them in the morning.”


    She poured herself a cup of coffee from a batch produced by one of the more mundane devices, and opened the green paper package. Steam and the smell of spicy food wafted out of it. I stood in silence for a moment as she shoveled rice and curry hot enough to set off radiation alarms into her mouth.


    “So what did you want to talk about?”


    “Mmf,” Danny said, taking a gulp of coffee. “Right. I wanted to tell you that I think you and I, as a couple, are not going to work.”


    “Okay,” I said, and then as my brain caught up to my ears, “wait, what?”


    “You know. It’s fun and all, but no.”


    “Are you serious?” A look at her face told me she was. “You’re breaking up with me.”


    “Mmmhmm,” she said, swallowing another forkful.


    “Am I allowed to ask why?”


    Mouth full, she merely raised an eyebrow.


    “Is it about that thing from the other day? It is, isn’t it?”


    Danny, while drinking her coffee, made a gesture with her free hand that implied it might or might not be.


    “Look, if it’s that important to you, I’ll say it. I lov—”


    “Doesn’t work if I have to extort it out of you,” Danny said. “Come on, Brian. I asked what you thought, and you gave me an honest answer.”


    “But . . .” My brain was still a little fogged. “But what about what just happened?”


    “What just happened?”


    “You know. The best sex we ever had?”


    “It really was,” Danny said thoughtfully. “Nice to finish on a high note, so to speak.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”


    Danny, mouth full again, raised another eyebrow that indicated the answer to that question should be self-evident.


    “Dragging me into the sex closet when you’re planning on breaking up with me seems pretty questionable, ethically speaking,” I said.


    “First,” she said, swallowing the last of the coffee, “don’t pout, it looks terrible on you. Second, don’t call it a sex closet. And third, if I’d said, ‘Hey, we’re breaking up, but do you want to have sex one more time?’ don’t pretend that you wouldn’t have said yes.”


    “I would have thought about it,” I said. “Hard.”


    “Of course you would have.” She wadded the paper around the curry container and shot it expertly into the trash. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to the counter. Half an hour is usually about the limit of Lisa’s patience.”


    Strictly speaking, I ought to have gone home at that point, but I was suffering from a severe conflict of stimuli and needed someone to talk to. There’s always someone in Apollo’s, even at four in the morning. It’s the only twenty-four-hour coffee shop in town, and we are a famously hard-drinking university when it comes to caffeinated beverages.


    I slipped out through the swinging doors to emerge behind the counter. Apollo’s was a large place, booths lining both walls and the big windows at the front of the shop, with a scattering of tables, chairs, and freestanding displays in between. The counter was crowded—there was a university tradition of putting fund-raising boxes for various causes there, each accompanied by a plush animal with a sign pleading for donations. As I skirted the edge, I bumped a smiling dolphin raising money for the swim team’s trip to Jamaica; it fell over and rolled belly-up on the floor, staring up at me with accusing eyes, and I kicked it viciously out of the way. The confusion in my gut was rapidly rotting into fetid anger.


    “Brian!” Evan Nguyen, my freshman roommate and sometime best friend, waved to me from a table in the corner. I slouched in his direction, wishing there were more dolphins to kick. On the way, I nearly ran into his sister Lisa, who dodged adroitly and headed back toward the counter with a tray tucked under her arm. Lisa doesn’t actually work at Apollo’s, but she sometimes gets drafted in to cover Danny’s breaks.


    “Hey, Bri,” Evan said, a nickname that I hate. He punched me playfully on the arm, which I also hate. I slumped into the chair opposite him and waited for him to notice my hangdog expression, which he resolutely refused to do. “How are we feeling about this linear algebra exam? I’m feeling great. I’m loose, I’m excited, I am so ready to fail. I am going to fail so hard. People are going to hear me failing on the other side of the quad.”


    “What are you doing here, then?”


    “Putting on the finishing touches,” Evan said. “A sleepless night before failing an exam adds a certain je ne sais quoi, you know?” He leaned back, grinning. “What about you?”


    “I’ve been better,” I said.


    “Oh no.” Evan leaned forward. “You’re not going to pass, are you?”


    “No. Not a chance.”


    “Okay. You had me worried for a minute there. We can’t have you wrecking the curve, sir.”


    I got tired of waiting for him to ask what was wrong. “Danny broke up with me.”


    “Wait, what?”


    “That’s exactly what I said.”


    “When was this?” Evan said.


    “Just now. Literally sixty seconds ago. In the kitchen.”


    “Why? I mean, in some sense, I know why. She’s always been so far out of your league that you weren’t even playing the same sport, but she seemed relatively happy with the situation, for reasons I personally have never been able to—”


    “Evan,” I grated, “I am really not in the mood.”


    “Sorry.” He had the grace to look contrite. Paying attention to what other humans are feeling is a strange and foreign country for Evan. “But did she tell you why?”


    I looked over my shoulder at the counter. Danny had emerged and was talking quietly to Lisa. Aside from Evan and me, there were three other customers in the shop. Gil and Jason, a couple I knew, were in a booth together, bent so far over their books that they were nearly bumping foreheads. A pretty blond girl I’d never seen before sat by the door, listening to headphones and reading a paperback. None of them were close enough to overhear. The big front windows showed only darkness and a mirrored version of the coffee shop.


    “We had a fight,” I said. “About a week ago.”


    “Did you do something stupid?”


    “No!” I said. “At least, I didn’t think so at the time. She started asking me strange questions.”


    “Strange like, ‘What’s the capital of Algeria multiplied by orange?’ or strange like, ‘What kind of sheets would you use, hypothetically speaking, if you wanted to slit someone’s throat without leaving any DNA evidence?’”


    “Like about what I was going to do after graduation.”


    “Oh,” Evan said. “You mean strange.”


    “Right? Like I can think that far ahead.”


    “I have a firm policy of only thinking about things up to three days in the future,” Evan said. “Anything after that can be ignored.”


    I actually believe he lived that way. It would explain his grades. “I told her I didn’t know.”


    “Guys,” said Lisa, from over by the front door.


    “And she dumped you a week later?”


    “There was some other stuff.” I shifted uncomfortably. Talking about capital-L love or its lack with Evan seemed like a bad idea. “I don’t know. Maybe . . .”


    He waited patiently for me to finish the sentence.


    “Guys?” Lisa said. “There’s a dragon.”


    “I mean, should I have lied to her?” I said. “Is that what she wanted?”


    “Who knows?” Evan said. “I mean, girls, right?”


    “Guys,” Lisa shouted, a touch of hysteria entering her voice. “There is a fucking dragon right fucking outside the door!”


    At that point, quite a few things happened at once:


    I shot to my feet.


    Danny said, “Holy shit!” and dropped the mug she was carrying.


    Evan twisted in his seat, then scrambled up and onto the table, butt-first, knocking over his empty cup.


    Jason, facing the door, attempted to shoot to his feet, but his ample stomach shoved the table forward into Gil.


    Gil tried to look around, took the corner of the table straight to the solar plexus, and folded up, gasping.


    The blonde by the door turned a page in her book, oblivious.


    The dragon put both front paws on one of the windows, like a puppy on display in a pet store. It was about the size of a pony, covered in slablike red-and-black scales that slid over one another as it moved in a ballet of interlocking armor. A pair of batlike wings lay neatly folded against its sides. Its head, mounted on a long, flexible neck, featured two glowing red eyes and a doglike snout, as well as a mouth full of triangular shark teeth and a thin, forked tongue sliding between them. Its paws had talons several inches long, which it was using to scratch long sets of parallel lines in the glass.


    “What the fuck?” Evan said.


    “It’s trying to get in!” Lisa said, backing rapidly against the counter.


    “Okay,” Danny said, with trademark pragmatism. “It can’t get in. The glass is practically bulletproof. Everyone get away from the window—”


    Jason had extricated himself from the table and was helping his fallen boyfriend. The dragon slammed one paw against the glass, but Danny seemed to be correct—the thick plastic-y sheet bowed but held. Just beyond it, the blond girl read on. I wondered what book was that absorbing.


    The dragon drew in a deep breath, reared back, and shot fire at the window. A stream of white-hot flame broke against the glass, which immediately spiderwebbed with cracks. Lisa screamed, which made the blond girl look up, at last, but in the wrong direction.


    “Shit,” I said.


    I was already running, dodging the tables and fallen chairs. The dragon crouched like a cat and sprang at the window, its full weight punching through the glass like rotten cardboard. The girl turned around and froze, eyes going very wide, as the dragon’s front paws landed on her table. It took a step forward, shivering its wings to shake off the remains of the window, and she scrambled away. Catlike again, the thing pounced, catching her in the back with one paw and slamming her to the ground. She rolled over to find it staring down at her from only inches away, fanged mouth open wide.


    “Hey!” I shouted, hurling one of the flimsy plastic chairs. It bounced off the dragon’s armored flank, and the creature’s head snapped around. “That’s right, over here!”


    The dragon stepped forward, across the girl’s trembling form and in my direction. I retreated, looking over my shoulder to make sure there was no one behind me. The monster’s expression didn’t seem cruel, aside from the razor-sharp teeth. There was a sense of curiosity there. Also, one of its back legs didn’t seem to be moving properly, and now that it was closer I could see something black sticking out from between the scales of its thigh.


    I stepped back next to a display cabinet, which was piled high with two-pound bags of the house blend. Keeping my movements slow and careful, I picked one up, hefted it, and then threw it as hard as I could over the dragon’s shoulder. I’d hoped it would work like throwing a toy to a dog, but I’d underestimated the dragon’s speed. Its head snapped out, snagging the bag out of the air. Beans sprayed everywhere as it chewed and swallowed, belching out a brief spurt of flame.


    “O . . . kay,” I said aloud. “Any helpful suggestions?”


    “Fucking run!” said Evan.


    “If I run it’ll jump on me,” I said. The dragon matched my slow movements with its own unhurried stride, but it was clearly ready to pounce. “And then that girl will get eaten.”


    “I’ve got a knife!” Lisa produced a Swiss Army knife with a three-inch blade, which she attempted to fold into the proper configuration with shaking hands.


    “I doubt that’s going to help,” I said, with what I thought was remarkable aplomb. “But thank you.”


    “Throw it more coffee!” said Danny.


    “I think—” I started.


    “Look at it! It’s getting woozy!”


    I turned my attention back to the dragon and saw that she was right. Its steps had become uncertain, and the way its head weaved suggested the movements of a drunk. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the best in a field of one, so I grabbed another bag of coffee and threw it right at the dragon’s head.


    As before, it caught the bag and chomped it down. This time the effect was obvious. The dragon wobbled on its feet, peering blearily in all directions. I underhanded it the next bag of beans, and it nearly missed the catch, tearing the bag in half and sending beans rattling across the floor. After gulping down what was left, it sat back heavily on its haunches, then rolled painfully onto one side, tucked in its head, and promptly went to sleep.


    “Holy fucking shit,” Evan said, articulating what seemed to be the general sentiment. He stepped forward, hesitantly, from where he had heroically been trying to hide behind Danny. “You totally slayed a dragon!”


    “Slain,” Lisa said, coming closer.


    “Slew,” said Jason, in his breathy, quiet voice. “He slew a dragon. Or has slain one.”


    “But he hasn’t,” Gil said, rubbing his stomach. “Because it’s not dead. Look, it’s still breathing.”


    “It must metabolize coffee differently than we do,” Jason said.


    Gil and Jason are something of an odd couple. Gil is a junior in theatre, and cuts a Byronic figure with high cheekbones and emaciated good looks. He wears a post-post-ironic goatee, reads poetry in public, and listens to bands you’ve never heard of, but in spite of all that he manages to be a genuinely likable human being. Gil and Danny have been friends since they were toddlers, and were in a (very) short-lived band together.


    Jason, while also friendly when you get to know him, is more the retiring type. Before he and Gil started dating, it was rare to see him outside a kind of groove he’d worn between his room and the cafeteria. He’s large and heavily bearded in a way that screams “future sysadmin,” and in a more perfect world he would be training to be something totally other, like a world-class concert pianist. But because stereotypes sometimes just work out, he is both a junior in computer science and a level 95 Night Elf Druid.


    “Can we leave the grammar debate to one side,” Danny said, “and talk about why there is a dragon in my coffee shop?”


    “Are you okay?” I said to the girl I didn’t know, working my way around the sleeping bulk of the dragon.


    She blinked, looking up at me and adjusting her glasses. “I don’t think so.”


    “Are you hurt?” I bent over to help her up. “I think Danny has a first aid kit.”


    “No, I mean, I’m not hurt, but I think I’ve gone crazy.” She grabbed my wrist and hauled herself up. “I could have sworn that was a dragon about to eat me.”


    “You’re not crazy,” I said, gesturing to the rest of the group, which had gathered around the dozing dragon. “Or at least, if you are, we’re all crazy too.”


    “Damn,” she said. “Any other explanation is going to be a hell of a lot more trouble.”


    “What’s your name?”


    “Anna.”


    “I’m Brian.” I kept hold of her hand, which was soft and warm. “Let me introduce you to the others.”


    “It could be CGI,” Evan was saying as we came over. “I mean, it’s possible. They can do crazy things with computers these days. Did you see Avatar?”


    “That’s not right,” Danny said. “That’s not even wrong. You can’t—you know what, never mind. What do those of you with more than two brain cells think?”


    There was a long moment of silence, during which Anna and I joined the circle. Danny raised an eyebrow.


    “Sorry,” Gil said. “We weren’t sure who you were referring to.”


    “Everyone but Evan,” Danny said. “And Brian, but I’m awarding him an honorary third brain cell for bravery.”


    “Aw, harsh,” said Evan.


    “It looks like a pretty standard dragon,” Jason said. “Hexapodal, which I always thought was weird. Scales. Breathes fire. Straightforward.”


    “Where the hell did it come from?” Danny said.


    “Danny,” Lisa said, moving over to the hole the dragon had left in the front window, “can you turn on the outside lights.”


    Danny gave her a quizzical look, but went over to a panel behind the counter and flipped a switch. A couple of big bulbs flickered to life under the awning, over the area that was used for patio seating in better weather. There was a collective gasp from the room as they pushed back the darkness.


    The patio was gone. The street was gone, and so was the Laundromat-slash-porno-video-rental shop across the way. In their place was a jagged landscape of dark rocks, obsidian spikes poking up through gray-green bedrock like spears.


    “Oh,” said Jason, not betraying much surprise. “So the question isn’t where the dragon came from, it’s where have we gone.”


    “What?” Gil said. “We haven’t gone anywhere. We’re here in Apollo’s.”


    “Which has apparently been transported to the top of Mount Doom.” Lisa opened the front door, making the bell jingle and eliciting another mutual gasp.


    “Lisa!” Evan said. “Careful.”


    “It’s just rocks.” Lisa poked them with her foot, then stepped outside. “Seems normal enough. Except for not being normal at all.”


    “What the fuck?” said Evan. When that failed to produce any answers, he said it again. “What the fuck?”


    “Thank you for that,” Danny said. “Okay, I take it nobody has any idea how this happened? Nobody ran over any old gypsy women—”


    “Roma,” Lisa said, “you should say Roma, and—”


    “—Roma women, thank you for that, or made any deals with the devil or saw a flying saucer or anything like that?”


    Gil and Jason shook their heads. Evan shrugged. I said, “Nothing magic here. Unless you count—”


    My eyes locked on Danny’s, and we finished together, “—the magic beans!”


    A few moments later, all seven of us were crowded uncomfortably into a kitchen meant for three at most. Danny had a small clear space in front of the new coffee monstrosity, where she was examining one of the canisters of beans.


    “They delivered them with the machine,” she said. “There was a note saying we were getting this as a free trial or something.”


    There were six of the little cans left. Danny shook one and shrugged.


    “Sounds like coffee beans to me.” She tore it open and sniffed. “Smells like them too.”


    “Okay,” Gil said. “So maybe it’s the machine that’s magic.”


    “A magic coffee machine that transported the shop to another planet?” Evan said.


    “Do you have any better ideas?” Jason said.


    “One way to find out.” Danny dumped the container of beans into the hopper and threw the big switch. The machine churned and gurgled into motion, bubbling and whirring. “Someone go check if anything changed.”


    Lisa darted out of the room. “Nope!” her voice came back, a moment later. “Still Mount Doom.”


    “It might take a while,” I offered. “Maybe it only happens when the coffee is ready. Not that it produced any last time.”


    There was general muttering to the effect that this made sense, as much as anything made sense anymore. We drifted back into the front room, leaving Danny to watch the progress of the magic coffeemaker. I went back over to the sleeping dragon and found Anna standing beside it.


    “There’s something stuck in its leg,” she said. “See that black thing? It looks like the hilt of a sword.”


    She was right. I’d noticed the dragon had a bit of a limp.


    “Think I should pull it out?” I said.


    “It could be one of those thorn-from-a-lion’s-paw things,” she said.


    “Or it could wake up and try to kill us again.”


    “Tell you what,” she said. “You pull it out, and I’ll be ready with another bag of coffee.”


    “Okay.”


    I watched the dragon for a while, but it gave no sign of moving. The hilt of the sword fit neatly into my hand, and I gave it a tug, expecting resistance. To my surprise, the blade slid free as neatly as if I were drawing it from a scabbard. I pulled it all the way out, and black blood bubbled briefly in the wound, then scabbed over like cooling lava.


    The dragon’s head came up, and it blinked at me blearily. I backed away. “Anna?”


    “Here you go!” she said, off to one side. “Here, boy!”


    The dragon turned, and at the sight of her hefting another bag of coffee rolled ponderously back onto its feet, eyes locked on the sack of beans. It was for all the world like a dog watching someone holding a slice of bacon.


    “You . . . uh . . . should probably throw that,” I said, as the dragon took a step closer.


    Anna mimed throwing it toward the door, and the dragon’s head followed the gesture before snapping back to her. She did it again and again.


    “Okay!” she said. “You ready? Go get it!”


    She threw the bag, which sailed out the door with the dragon in hot pursuit. The coffee hit the hard ground and bounced, and the dragon was on it a few moments later, giving the bag a shake and then swallowing it whole. It snorted, blowing out a brief gout of flame, and then wandered off somewhat tipsily into the rocks.


    “That worked better than I expected,” Anna said.


    “Yeah.” I looked down at the sword. “So what do you think—magic sword?”


    “Magic sword,” she agreed.


    It looked like a magic sword, long and elegant, with a single fuller running nearly the full length of the blade. Sparkles of blue-white light cascaded along its length whenever I moved it, making a crackling noise down at the edge of hearing.


    I sighted carefully and swung it down at a nearby chair. The blade passed through it with no resistance at all, and the two halves fell away with a clatter.


    “Right,” I said. “Let’s be very careful with this.”


    From the kitchen came a sigh of frustration. I set the sword on a table, gently, and went to see what was the matter.


    “It’s not working,” Danny said, when we’d all gathered again. “Look, it’s making coffee.”


    The pot under the magic coffeemaker was indeed filling up as a stream of brown liquid drooled from the spout.


    “Isn’t that what it’s supposed to do?” Gil said.


    “It didn’t make any the first time,” Danny said. “When it brought us to . . . wherever we are. Nothing came out but a little bit of smoke.”


    “Is there a dial or something?” Evan said. “Like on the side. A switch that says ‘Make Coffee/Time Machine’?”


    “It’s not a time machine,” Lisa said. “Because there wouldn’t be dragons if we went back in time.”


    “I found a magic sword,” I said, to no one in particular. When that failed to produce any praise, I added, “And Anna got rid of the dragon.”


    “I kind of liked the dragon,” Gil said. “I was going to name him Carl.”


    “If we can focus for a moment,” Danny said, “I would like to figure out a way off of Mount Doom. Which means getting this thing to work properly and not just make coffee.”


    “Have you tried kicking it?” Evan said.


    Danny rolled her eyes. Jason cleared his throat.


    “When you turned it on the first time, did you do anything else? Chant any spells or anything?”


    “You said ‘It’s alive!’” I said. “And then . . .” I paused.


    “And then what?” said Lisa.


    “Maybe it’s curry that was magic?” I said. “Magic curry. I mean, it could happen. Makes as much sense as magic beans.”


    “Don’t change the subject,” Lisa said. “What happened—”


    “We had sex,” Danny said irritably.


    “What?” Evan said. “Here on the table?”


    “No,” I said, “in the sex closet.”


    “Apollo’s has a sex closet?” Gil said. “How did I not know this?”


    “It’s not a sex closet!” Danny said.


    “More of a sex alcove, then, or—” Gil persisted.


    “It’s just a closet,” Danny grated. “That one over there. With the kitten calendar.”


    “So you had sex,” Lisa said. “While the coffee was brewing.”


    “And it transported us to another planet,” Evan said.


    “More like another universe,” Lisa said, “because of all the magic.”


    “Not to mention that the electricity still works,” Anna said. “Does anyone else think that’s weird?”


    We all agreed that it was very weird.


    “Oh!” Lisa said. “I just thought of something. I’ll be right back.”


    She rushed out of the kitchen. The six of us looked at one another, except for Anna, who looked down at her shoes.


    “It seems obvious to me,” Evan said. “Danny and Bri just have to get back into the sex closet and do the nasty while we brew another load. That should kick the magic coffeemaker into gear.”


    “No,” Danny said.


    “What do you mean, ‘No’?” Evan said. “This could be our only way to get home!”


    “First of all, that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard—”


    Gil coughed. “I have to admit, Danny, that once you’ve accepted a magic coffeemaker that transports you to other worlds, having it be powered by a sex closet isn’t that much more of a stretch.”


    “—and second,” Danny went on through gritted teeth, “Brian and I are officially broken up. So I will not be getting back in the closet with him. And it is not a sex closet.”


    “Broken up?” Gil said. “When did this happen?”


    “This evening. Morning. Whatever,” I said.


    “We can talk about it later,” Danny said.


    Lisa came back into the kitchen, carrying her iPad. “The internet still works! I am totally live-tweeting this from here on out, you’ve all been warned.”


    “Too bad you didn’t get a picture of the dragon,” Gil said.


    “Yeah!” Lisa looked around. “Did I miss anything?”


    “It looks like the magic coffeemaker is sex-powered,” Gil said.


    “Really?”


    “No,” Danny said. “Not really. Because that is absurd.”


    “It’s worth a try,” Evan said.


    “Does it have to be Danny and Brian?” Jason said. “If it’s just feeding on the sexual . . . energy, or whatever, then maybe it can be anyone.”


    “I volunteer,” Evan said immediately, “in the name of Science.”


    He raised his eyebrow in Danny’s direction, and she rolled her eyes again and crossed her arms.


    “Well,” Gil said, after a moment of awkward silence. “Given that Jason and I appear to be the only official couple at this happy gathering, I suppose the experiment falls to us.”


    “I’m against it,” Evan said. “What if gay sex makes it explode or something?”


    “Then it has that in common with the brains of some of my relatives,” Gil said. “But I still think it’s worth a shot.”


    “Is it finished brewing?” I said.


    Danny looked the machine over and nodded. “Looks like. The switch flips back up when it’s done.”


    “In that case,” Gil said, “open up another can of beans.” He took Jason’s hand, and Jason blushed under his beard. “And we will do our best.”


    After Gil and Jason were shut in the sex closet and the machine was brewing again, the rest of us retreated to the front room. I showed Lisa, Danny, and Evan the magic sword; Lisa was excited to take pictures for her Twitter, while Danny grumbled that I shouldn’t have gone around slicing up perfectly good furniture. After that we sat around for a while, in silence.


    A thump came from the direction of the kitchen and the closet, and a grunt.


    “Oooookay,” Evan said, shifting awkwardly. “So. How about that local sporting squadron?”


    Anna looked at him quizzically, and Lisa and Danny just ignored him. I gave a weak chuckle, but couldn’t come up with a follow-on.


    “All right,” Evan said. “So Danny, why did you break up with Brian?”


    “Excuse me,” I said, “is that really a subject we ought to be going over in public?”


    “I’m just making conversation, man.”


    “Make it about something else!”


    “I broke up with Brian,” Danny said, “because he doesn’t know how to think more than three months into the future.”


    “Come on,” I said, “that’s unfair. Just because I don’t know what I’m going to do after graduation—”


    “I don’t intend to argue about it,” Danny said.


    “But I still don’t understand what—”


    She got up and walked back toward the counter. Evan gave me a look that said, “Girls, eh?” Lisa frowned at something on her iPad.


    Anna, by the door, said, “Hey! I think something’s happening!”


    We all looked around. Mount Doom was disappearing, fading away into a kind of gray-green static, like a broken TV seen through colored glass. The four of us stared, fascinated, as the static grew and peaked in total silence, then gradually faded away again. It left behind a wall of swirling white mist, so thick the overhead lights only penetrated a few feet.


    After a few moments passed and nothing further occurred, I said, “Whatever was going to happen, I think that was it.”


    “Did it work?” Danny said, from the kitchen. “The coffeemaker didn’t produce any coffee.”


    “I think so,” Lisa called back. “Now we’ve got mist instead of black rocks.”


    “That sounds like a real improvement,” Danny said, emerging behind the counter.


    I had to admit, as brave new worlds went, I’d seen more interesting ones. Tendrils of mist were coming in through the open door and the broken window, tentatively probing the tables and chairs. As hard as I stared, no solid shapes resolved through the silvery curtain of fog.


    “Well,” Danny said, after watching the hypnotic swirling for a while. “Now what?”


    “Wherever this is, it isn’t home,” Evan said.


    “Unless it just relocated us somewhere really foggy,” Lisa said. “We could be in Florida or something.”


    “I’ve been to Florida,” I said, “and I’ve never seen anything like this.”


    “So it’s the Planet of Mists instead of the Planet of Dragons,” Danny said. “Doesn’t matter. What do we do now?”


    “Try again?” Evan said. “There’s plenty of beans left.”


    “I think Gil and Jason may need a bit of a rest,” Anna said.


    “I think we should go out and look around,” Lisa said. “Florida’s a big place. We’d feel really stupid if we turned out to be half a mile from an I-95 rest stop.”


    “I think I speak for everyone when I say there’s no way in hell I’m going out there,” Evan said.


    “You don’t speak for me,” Lisa said. “I’ll go. Even if this is some alien planet, I’d like to actually see it before we leave.”


    “Come on,” Evan said. “You have no idea what’s out there! It could be more dragons, or . . . something awful.”


    “I’ll take a bag of coffee. That’s all Brian had.”


    “Brian’s a brave idiot,” Evan said.


    “Thank you,” I muttered.


    “And you’re not going outside,” he continued. “That’s final.”


    “You don’t get to tell me what to do,” Lisa said.


    “You’re my sister,” Evan snapped. “Mom and Dad—”


    “Lisa’s right,” Danny interrupted. “We ought to have a look around.”


    “That doesn’t mean it has to be her!” Evan said.


    “Are you volunteering?”


    Evan looked to me for support. I looked at Danny, then shrugged.


    “She shouldn’t go alone, anyway,” Evan said. “Maybe Brian—”


    “I’ll go with her,” Danny said.


    “Wait,” I said. “Hang on. Maybe I should go. What if you run into something nasty?”


    “What makes you think you would be more helpful?” Danny said. “Besides, I’ll take the magic sword.”


    She lifted the blade from where I’d left it on a table. It crackled faintly.


    “Be careful with that,” I said weakly. “You could cut your own arm off.”


    “Awesome,” Lisa said. “Can I have a try with it?”


    “We’ll see.”


    Danny swung the blade, carefully, and took a deep breath. She met my eyes, and for a moment her mask cracked. She was scared, though she wouldn’t have admitted it under torture. My heart lurched.


    “I’ll go,” I said. “I mean, three will be better than two, right?”


    “No,” Danny said. “You guys stay here and mind the shop. We won’t go far.”


    “What if you don’t come back?” Evan said.


    Danny gave him a withering look. “Then I guess you’ll have to come and rescue us.”


    Gil and Jason emerged from the kitchen a few minutes after we watched Danny and Lisa vanish among the swirling clouds. I sat with Anna by the door, a bag of coffee in my lap, feeling thoroughly ridiculous. Evan was in a booth by himself, muttering darkly.


    “What happened?” Gil said. “Did it work?”


    “We think so,” Anna said. “We’ve got mist now. Lisa and Danny went out to see if they could find anything.”


    “By themselves?” Gil said.


    “She took the magic sword,” I said, a bit defensively.


    He frowned. “You still ought to have gone instead. Chivalry and all.”


    “I don’t know,” Jason said. “I think I’d back Danny in a fight over Brian.”


    “Besides,” I said. “You try stopping her once she’s decided something.”


    “True.” Gil pulled a chair of his own beside us and sat down, and Jason followed suit. “So what happens if they don’t find anything?”


    “Then I guess we try again,” I said. “If you and Jason are up for another round.”


    Jason blew out a long breath, and Gil chuckled. “That may take a few minutes. But I suppose we could try, as a sacrifice for the team.” He stared out at the mist. “It still doesn’t feel right, just sitting here and waiting. Maybe we should all have gone.”


    I shook my head. For some reason I couldn’t quite understand, that felt very wrong. “Someone has to stay with the shop.”


    There was silence for a few moments.


    “So,” Gil said. “Do you know why Danny broke up with you?”


    “Why is that what everyone brings up when they want to make conversation?” I said. “Have you people never heard of tact?”


    “I’m just curious!” Gil protested. “I mean, it’s weird, right?”


    “I thought so,” I said.


    “She’s had plenty of time to discover your flaws. So why now?”


    “If you must know,” I said, “she says it’s because I haven’t thought about what I’m doing after graduation.”


    “Huh,” Gil said.


    “It’s all right for her,” I said. “She’s got Apollo’s. My situation is a little bit more complicated.”


    “I guess.” Gil shrugged. “We’ve got another year before I have to think about that one.”


    “I’ve already got an internship lined up for this summer,” Jason said. “At Google.”


    “I hear the food is great there,” Gil said. “And you get free massages.”


    They kept talking, but I stopped paying attention. I watched the mist, strands of silver playing over one another, and thought about Danny.


    Was that what she wanted? Someone like Jason? Obviously not exactly like Jason, but a hypothetical version of Jason who liked girls. Someone who had his shit together, in other words. Who had a job lined up, a future planned, a house picked out. That sure as hell wasn’t me.


    “Brian?” Anna said.


    “Hmm?”


    I looked up at her pretty round face, framed by blond curls. She smiled.


    “I don’t think I ever thanked you. For stopping the dragon.”


    “What? Oh.” I shrugged. “I wasn’t even really thinking properly. If I’d realized what I was doing, I would have run the other way.”


    “That would have been the sensible response,” she agreed. “Instead of trying to take on a mythical beast with a bag of coffee.”


    “You don’t seem . . . worried by all this.” I waved a hand at the mist.


    “I ought to be.” Anna shook her head. “It all seems a bit like a dream.”


    “Hey,” Gil said. “Here they come!”


    Danny emerged from the mist, magic sword in hand, with Lisa following close behind her. They weren’t running, but they were walking quickly.


    “What—” I began.


    “Nope,” Danny said. “Nope, nope, nope. We’re leaving. You two, back in the sex closet. I’ll start the machine up again.”


    Lisa was pale, but her cheeks were flushed. Gil looked from her to Danny and back. “Come on,” he said. “You have to at least tell us what’s out there.”


    “Nope.” Danny laid the magic sword on a table. “Come on.”


    Gil looked pleadingly at Lisa, who stepped closer and beckoned. He bent down, and she whispered in his ear at some length.


    “—shaped like what?” he said, at one point, prompting more urgent whispers. Eventually he straightened up, a faraway look in his eyes.


    “I would have liked to see that,” he said.


    “Gil!” Danny said, standing by the swinging door to the kitchen.


    “All right, all right.” Gil took one last look at the mist, then turned to Jason. “Well, dear, are you ready to do our duty by captain and crew?”


    Jason heaved a mock sigh, and the two of them went behind the counter arm in arm. Danny stepped out of the way and ushered them through. A moment later, I heard the clack of the big switch on the magic coffee machine.


    Lisa was whispering to Anna, who was blushing and hiding her face in her hands. I left them to it, and Evan to his sulking, and went back to talk to Danny.


    She was standing behind the counter by the kitchen door, leaning against the back wall, trying to look relaxed while all four foot eleven and a half inches of her vibrated with tension. When I said hello, she jumped.


    “What?” she said. “What do you want?”


    “I just wanted to talk,” I said. “Are you okay?”


    “Fine,” she said. “I’m fine.”


    “You don’t look fine.”


    “Well, I am.”


    “Danny—” I reached out for her, but she batted my hand away.


    “None of that. You could stand to take this a little more seriously, you know.”


    I blinked. This from the girl who, as far as I could tell, had never taken anything seriously in her entire life. “I am! I get it. This is dangerous.”


    “You don’t get it.” She ran her hand through her blue-and-purple hair. “Look. I don’t mean to be shitty to you in particular, Brian, but obviously I’m a little worked up right now.”


    “It’s all right,” I said. “If you want to talk about it—”


    “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to go home.” She glared at the kitchen door. “Shouldn’t it be working by now?”


    “I wasn’t timing it,” I said, glancing at the front door. There was no static obscuring the mist.


    “I’m going to check the machine.” Danny pushed the swinging door open, and a moment later started swearing.


    “What? What happened?”


    “It’s not fucking working!” she shouted. “It’s just brewing a pot of goddamned coffee!”


    We sat in a circle around one of the larger tables, with the pot of coffee between us. After a long silence, Gil got a styrofoam cup and poured himself some.


    “You’re not really going to drink that?” Evan said. “The magic sex coffee?”


    “It’s not sex coffee,” Gil said. “And it smells good. I’m not going to let it go to waste.”


    He took a drink. We all waited. When he failed to magically transform into a badger or start glowing, everyone relaxed.


    “It’s just coffee,” Gil said. “Not bad, though.”


    Jason helped himself to a cup. After a moment, so did Danny.


    “All right,” she said, sipping. “It didn’t work. Why didn’t it work?”


    “I asked Twitter for opinions,” Lisa said, scrolling her iPad. “So far I’m not getting anything really useful.”


    “Maybe Gil and Jason were too tired?” Evan said. “Maybe they didn’t impress the magic coffeemaker this time.”


    “Wait, so now we’re being judged on our performance?” Gil said. “All of a sudden I’m not comfortable with this. And for the record, Evan, tired or not, I—”


    “Wait,” Jason said, in his quiet voice. “Gil. How did you feel, the first time?”


    “What?” Gil looked around the circle. “I mean, good?”


    “I felt like there was something different,” Jason said. “Like an . . . energy.”


    “Like static electricity,” I said. “I got that too, when me and Danny were—”


    “Yeah,” Danny interrupted. “Okay. So where does that leave us?”


    “I didn’t feel that the second time,” Jason said. “No magic tingle.”


    “Agreed,” Gil said.


    “So, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, maybe Evan is right. Maybe there’s some . . . energy that gets used up.”


    “Each time has to be a new couple?” I said. “That doesn’t leave us many options.”


    Everyone looked at Anna, who blushed furiously and said nothing. Danny coughed.


    “Maybe it doesn’t have to be two new people. It could just want to see a new combination.”


    “So it’s a creepy voyeur magic coffeemaker?” Gil said.


    “It’s a theory,” Danny said. “There’s enough beans left to try it.”


    “So who’s going to be the guinea pigs?” Evan said.


    Another silence, as everyone tried not to meet anyone else’s eye. Danny sighed and got to her feet. “Evan? Come on.”


    “Seriously?” he said, shooting to his feet. “Okay.”


    “I—” I began, then stopped when Danny gave me a look that would have melted glass.


    “Gil, throw the switch once we’re inside,” Danny said.


    “Got it,” Gil said. “Come back out if you don’t feel that special tingle. There might be time to put in a substitute player.”


    I watched Danny and Evan disappear through the swinging door, and tried to keep the anger off my face. Lisa went back to her iPad, and Anna turned her chair around to watch the front door.


    “Sorry,” Jason said. “I know that has to be hard for you.”


    “He doesn’t have to be so enthusiastic about it,” I muttered.


    “He’s always had a crush on Danny.”


    “Really? He never told me.”


    “Would you have told him?” Jason shrugged. “Besides, half the people who come into Apollo’s have a crush on Danny. It comes with the territory.”


    This was a trend I had observed myself, but with my ex-girlfriend and my best friend in the sex closet, it wasn’t what I wanted to hear at the moment. I grunted.


    Jason sighed and scratched his beard. “You know Danny’s story, right? How she ended up here?”


    “As much as she tells anybody,” I said. “Her dad owned this place, and she took over running it when he got sick. When he died a couple of years ago, she ended up owning it.”


    “Yeah. Think about that for a minute. She’s your age, right?”


    “Just about.”


    I twisted my lip. This lent further credence to the “Danny thinks Brian is an irresponsible fuck-up” theory. Here I was at twenty-three, tens of thousands of dollars in debt for a degree I wasn’t sure would get me anywhere, and in the meantime she’d been running a successful business while taking care of a crippled parent.


    “I just don’t know what I can do about it,” I said.


    Jason looked thoughtful. Before he could speak, though, Anna interrupted from the front of the shop.


    “Hey! It’s happening!”


    We got to our feet. The green static was indeed fading in, replacing the mist. Jason, who’d been occupied the last time, watched in fascination as it peaked and faded away, leaving another scene entirely in its place.


    “Well,” Anna said after a moment, “at least it’s a bit more colorful.”


    Lisa’s iPad chirped as she took pictures.


    This time, Apollo’s had apparently landed in the middle of a swamp. Vegetation clung to small, muddy hummocks, with channels of stagnant water in between, covered in floating vines and algae. There were a few trees, but they looked limp and sickly, and other plants sprouted from them like blood-sucking ticks. These parasites bore huge, brilliant flowers: a riot of dark blues, muddy reds, and brilliant yellows. In spite of the bright colors, there was a vaguely unhealthy look to the whole affair, a sense of rot and decay that redoubled as the smell started leaking in. The ever-present aroma of coffee warred with the sick-sweet scent of overripe fruit.


    “I’m not going outside for this one,” Lisa said, lowering her iPad. “Someone else’s turn.”


    “We might need to build a boat,” Jason said.


    Gil, coming out of the kitchen, took one look and made a gagging sound. “Florida again?”


    “Florida’s got nothing on this,” I said.


    “What I don’t understand,” Gil said, “is why we keep landing in such unpleasant places. How come we don’t get cute little towns or something?”


    “Maybe the magic coffee machine hates us and wants us to suffer,” I said.


    The door to the kitchen swung open, revealing Evan. He joined the rest of us, walking with a definite spring in his step, which made me want to punch him very badly. I could hear water running in the bathroom.


    “This one looks interesting,” he said.


    “It’s a dump,” I said.


    “No, it’s fascinating,” Evan said. “Look at the flowers!”


    “You’re just saying that because you got us here.”


    “I have to agree with Brian on this one,” Gil said. “I’m not really feeling the Swamp of Decay myself.”


    “Something’s moving out there,” Anna said.


    We all moved up to the front door, looking out through the fronds and hanging flowers.


    “Where?” Lisa said, iPad at the ready.


    “Somewhere out there,” Anna said, pointing.


    “Like, a big something?” Gil said. “Are we talking crocodiles here?”


    “I don’t . . . think so.” Anna squinted. “It looked like—”


    A new sound reached us—a droning, buzzing sound, like a computer fan with a bad bearing. Now we could all see the movement, a wave of flickering, darting things hovering over the water, homing in on the shop. They were constantly in motion, so it was hard to get a good look at them, but I got the sense of shivering wings and spindly, dangling limbs. It was disturbingly familiar, and Gil got it first.


    “Mosquitoes!” he shouted. “Shut the door, shut the door, shut the door!”


    They were mosquitoes all right, but bigger than any mosquito had a right to be—the size of terriers. I grabbed for the door, but they were on us before I could slam it, a storm of them pushing in through the doorway and flooding through the broken window. I threw all my weight against the door, feeling multiple impacts on the other side as the bugs hurled themselves against the glass. It swung home, bell tinkling, and one of the grotesque creatures crunched as it was caught half in and half out.


    Unfortunately, the hole the dragon had made in the front windows was still available, and the huge insects continued to pour through it, hovering and darting. The room turned into pandemonium, everyone ducking and swinging at the things with whatever heavy object came to hand. Lisa smashed one against a window with her iPad, leaving both glass and tablet stained with cream-colored ichor. Gil had a chair, which he swung wildly, and Jason had retreated to a corner, pulling his jacket over his head. Anna pulled off her coat and wadded it up, swinging it by the sleeves like a makeshift mace.


    I grabbed a heavy cardboard sign advertising today’s roast and swung it at any bug that came close, warding off a couple with glancing blows as I backed toward the counter. Evan stumbled in front of me, clawing at his back, where one of the things had settled. Its long proboscis was embedded in the back of his neck, and as I watched the body of the insect began to bloat and redden.


    “Get it off!” Evan screamed. “Get it off!”


    “Hold still!”


    He ducked, just in front of me, and I took a good swing with the sign. The mosquito crunched, spraying bug guts and blood, and I hammered Evan to the ground for good measure. It’s possible I swung a little harder than strictly necessary.


    “The window!” Danny shouted. She was jumping over the counter, scattering the donation animals, grabbing the magic sword as she came. “Help me get a table up!”


    Anna, closest to the window, ducked underneath one of the big circular tables and lifted it onto its side. Danny made her way across the room, sword flashing out with a crackle any time a mosquito got near her. Severed limbs and wings fell like rain. I fell in behind her, guarding her back with my now-dented sign and feeling exoskeletons crack under my shoes. When we reached the table, I dropped the sign and took hold of one end, and Anna gripped the other. Together, we lifted it up and propped it on the booth against the broken window. With nothing securing it in place, it was a pretty flimsy barricade, but it covered most of the hole. I put my weight against it, feeling it shudder with the battering of more bugs from outside.


    “Right,” Danny said, an odd light in her eyes. She raised the magic sword. “Now we just have to clear the place out.”


    Over the next few minutes, the six of us—minus me, since I was holding the table in place—waged a genocidal war of extermination against the mosquito menace. Even Evan managed to get to his feet and take a few swings at the circling bugs. Fortunately, the electric lights fascinated the insects even more than the prospect of a warm meal, and Danny was able to stand on tables and cut most of them to pieces while they circled. With that accomplished, she ran back to the kitchen—crunch, crunch, crunch over the dead bugs—and came back with two rolls of duct tape, which she and Jason used to affix the table to the wall and make sure the window was completely blocked.


    More mosquitoes hurled themselves against the other windows, mindlessly battering the glass in an attempt to get to the light. I sat down in the booth, adrenaline draining out of me in a flood, and looked over the battleground. Here and there, an insectoid limb still twitched.


    “’Scuse me a sec,” Lisa said. “I’ve just got to go be sick.”


    This she proceeded to do in one corner. Danny sighed.


    “I’d complain about the mess,” she said, “but under the circumstances, I think I’ll let it go.”


    I caught her eye, and we both smiled. Then, as though she’d suddenly realized what she was doing, she frowned and looked away.


    “You’re a dab hand with that magic sword, you know,” said Gil, from the chair he was standing on.


    “Thanks,” Danny said.


    “Have you got a broom?” Anna said, looking over the field of insectoid wreckage. “We ought to . . . tidy up. Or else I may end up joining Lisa.”


    There was a push broom tucked away in the sex closet, along with a bucket and mop. Everyone helped push the tables to the edge of the room, and then we took turns shoving dead mosquitoes into the corner by the door where Lisa had vomited, which Gil charmingly designated the compost pile. Danny filled the bucket with water—the tap still worked, just like the power and Internet—and did a little mopping over the worst of the stains.


    After taking my turn on burial detail, or at least compost detail, I sat down in a booth as far away from the still-drumming windows as possible. Evan, a napkin taped to the back of his neck in place of a bandage, sat down opposite me.


    “I think this shirt has just about had it,” he said, plucking at the gore-and-ichor-encrusted thing. “If I’d known this was going to happen, I would have packed some extra clothes.”


    “If I’d known this was going to happen, I would have stayed home,” I said.


    “Yeah.” Evan watched Lisa, pushing the broom with one hand over her mouth, and shook his head. “I guess I would have too.”


    I still was not feeling exactly charitable, but some amount of sympathy twanged. “Are you all right?”


    “I think so. Lost a little blood, but that seems to be it.” He patted the back of his neck. “Hopefully the damn thing wasn’t carrying demon malaria or something.”


    “Let’s hope. I don’t think Danny’s first aid kit includes holy water.”


    “Thanks, by the way.”


    I shrugged. “It seemed like the thing to do.”


    “I wanted to talk to you about Danny.”


    My residual sympathy evaporated. “Please don’t.”


    “When we were in the closet—”


    “Evan. Seriously.”


    “She gave me a blowjob, since you’re asking.”


    “I am not asking.”


    “But she didn’t seem excited about it. All business, you know?”


    I put my head in my hands. “Why are you still talking?”


    “I’m trying to be reassuring! I think she’s still into you.”


    “You are the absolute worst reassure—reassurer in the history of the world.”


    “I’m pretty sure that’s not a word,” Evan said.


    “Besides,” I said, “all you’re saying is that she’s not into you. Which, I mean, obviously.”


    “Ouch. That hurts, man.”


    “Good.”


    Evan sighed. “I just wanted to say . . . I don’t know.”


    “That you’re sorry for going into the sex closet with my ex-girlfriend literally hours after we broke up in order to power some kind of magical coffee transportation machine?”


    “Yeah. That.”


    “Okay. Apology accepted. Now can we please never talk about this again?”


    “Fair enough.”


    “Guys?” Danny called, from the now-clear center of the room. “We need your input.”


    Once again, everyone gathered in a circle. Everyone looked at Danny, who gave a short sigh before stepping forward.


    “Okay,” she said. “Obviously, we can’t stay here, unless anyone has an oil tanker full of bug spray they’re not telling me about. That means firing up the machine again.”


    “Point of order?” Gil said. “How many cans of magic beans are left?”


    “Three,” Danny said. “If it comes to that, we can try it with regular beans, but we should assume those three are all we’re going to get.”


    “We don’t seem to have any way of controlling where we end up,” Jason said. “I looked the thing over, and there’s no hidden panels or anything.”


    “No manual controls for the warp drive?” Gil said.


    “Not unless you want me to try taking it apart.”


    “Let’s leave that for a last resort,” I said.


    “Agreed,” Danny said. “So we’re going to have to roll the dice again. That means a new pair in the closet.”


    “There are (n(n+1))/2 pairs in a set of n elements,” Jason said. “For seven of us, that’s twenty-eight combinations, of which we’ve used up three.”


    “I’m ruling some of those out, though,” Gil said. “Some of us are in a committed relationship here.”


    “And some of us are brother and sister,” Evan said. “In fact, why don’t you just leave Lisa out of this weird erotic math session entirely?”


    “Evan!” Lisa said.


    “What?” he said. “I don’t want my little sister used for sex to power the warp drive, and that makes me the bad guy?”


    “I would like to do it,” Anna said. Everyone stopped talking to look at her, and she looked down and flushed. “With Brian. If that’s all right.”


    I looked at Anna, who wouldn’t meet my eye, and then at Danny, who locked her gaze onto mine.


    “That works,” she said. “If Brian’s willing.”


    I swallowed. “Sure.”


    For the briefest moment, there was something awful in Danny’s expression, as raw and painful as an exposed nerve. Her businesslike mask slammed back into place an instant later, but that tiny glimpse tore something inside my chest. My heart flip-flopped like a dying goldfish.


    “Great,” Danny said. “Go ahead. I’ll give you a minute or two before I throw the switch.”


    It was a good thing the sex closet was overwhelmingly saturated with the scent of coffee, I reflected, or it would be getting decidedly stuffy from repeated use. I closed the door behind me and Anna, leaving us in near-total darkness, close and warm.


    “Are you sure about this?” I kept my voice to a whisper. “You barely know me.”


    Her hands touched my shoulders, tentatively, as though she expected me to bolt. “Yeah. It’s just . . .” She took a deep breath. “I don’t have a lot of . . . experience. You know?”


    “Oh.”


    “So just . . .”


    I nodded, then realized she couldn’t see me, and said, “Okay.” Groping in the dark, I found her arms and pulled her closer, running one hand up to cup her cheek and guide me to her for a kiss. After a moment, her mouth opened under mine, and she pushed herself against me. Her breasts, larger and fuller than Danny’s under her white sweater, pressed tight against my chest.


    I could see her in my mind’s eye, blushing, half eager, half scared. I put my hand on her side and felt the rapid thumping of her heart. She broke away, gasping for air, and leaned back against the stacks of coffee, pulling me with her. I kissed her, from her cheek down to the hollow of her neck and back again, and let my hand stray down to the soft mound of her breast. She stiffened a little, then relaxed.


    I could see—


    I could see Danny, looking at me, that one instant of honesty on her face. I felt like someone had reached through my ribs, grabbed a handful of viscera, and twisted. My erection, only halfway there, wilted like I’d jumped into ice-cold water.


    “Brian?” Anna whispered in my ear, when I paused. “Is something wrong?”


    “Nothing,” I said, pushing her back against the coffee again and trying to banish Danny from my mind. It was no good. Her face kept sneaking in at odd moments, when I slid my hands under Anna’s shirt and over the sheer fabric of her bra, when she untucked my shirt and ran her nails up my spine. None of it produced the desired response; the patient was flatlined. Dead on arrival. I could feel the magic, the strange, static tingling, but it didn’t make me feel like it had with Danny. It was a strange, crawling sensation, running over my skin, like many-legged insects.


    “I’m sorry,” I said, after what felt like an eternity. “I can’t.”


    “What’s wrong?” Anna was breathing hard. “Is it . . . is there something I should be doing? I don’t—”


    “It’s nothing to do with you. I just . . . can’t.” I groped for the closet door. “We should see if there’s still time to put someone else in here.”


    The outside light was bright enough to dazzle my eyes, so I couldn’t see Danny’s expression when she said, “Already?”


    “I can’t,” I said. “It’s not working.”


    “Not working like you can’t feel the magic?” Danny said.


    “Or not working like you can’t get it up?” Evan chimed in from outside the kitchen.


    “It’s my fault,” I said. “The magic is fine. I just . . .”


    “Christ Almighty,” Danny said. She was standing beside the magic coffee machine, staring at it worriedly. “We’ve still got ten minutes or so left on this. Who else is going to have a go? Evan?”


    Evan, standing in the kitchen doorway, looked uncomfortable. “I’m not sure I can . . . I mean . . . we just—”


    “Gil?” Danny said.


    “I’m not going in there with anyone but Jason,” Gil said firmly.


    “Well—”


    “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Lisa pushed her way into the kitchen and shouldered me aside. “Out of the way.”


    Anna, who had appeared at the door of the sex closet after straightening up her shirt, said, “Wait. I’m not—”


    “Neither am I,” said Lisa, “but this hardly seems like a time to quibble.” She stepped into the closet, and Anna gave a helpless shrug as she closed the door. Then, opening it again, Lisa added, “And no smirking, Evan. You and Brian are next up.”


    The door slammed closed, the kitten calendar flapping briefly.


    Anna, unlike Danny, was not quiet. The rest of us retreated to the front room to get a little distance from the thumps and moans.


    “Well, well,” Gil said. “Little Lisa’s grown up all right after all.”


    “Shut up,” Evan said, hands over his ears.


    “Do you know if she ever . . . you know. With girls?” I said.


    “No. I don’t know anything. I’m not hearing any of this.” Evan stalked off to try and find something to stuff into his ears.


    “I’m more worried about whether it’ll work,” Danny said, watching the swamp through the windows. “The coffee maker was halfway through its cycle.”


    I wanted to talk to Danny, badly, but she hardly spared me a look.


    “What are you doing with Lisa’s iPad, Gil?” Jason said.


    “Just updating her Twitter for her,” Gil said, tapping away. “So it reflects a full and complete record of what’s been going on.”


    There was a particularly loud moan from the kitchen, and a thump as though something had fallen over.


    “It’s working,” I said. “Look.”


    Green static fuzzed the swamp, getting stronger and stronger until the mosquitoes and the rotten flowers disappeared in a mass of flickering pixels. Danny had the magic sword in her lap, clutching the hilt tight enough to turn her knuckles white.


    The landscape that materialized as the static cleared was better than the swamp, but not by much. It put me in mind of some blasted Scottish moor, which I’d never seen except on the better class of BBC programs: an endless sea of grass and small rocky hillocks, with a tree here and there for variety. Clouds, gray with predawn light, scudded past overhead, driven before a wind strong enough to rattle the glass in the windows.


    “Great,” Gil said. “Just great. Looks like a fun place.”


    “I don’t know,” Jason said. “It has a certain charm. Very romantic in the classic sense.”


    “I’m going to see what’s out there,” Danny said. She got to her feet and opened the front door, kicking the corpse of a mosquito out of the way. “If I’m not back in half an hour, avenge my death.”


    “What?” Gil said. But Danny was already letting the door slam behind her. He turned to me. “Was that supposed to be a joke?”


    “A reference, I think,” I said.


    “The Simpsons,” Jason said. “That was a good episode.”


    Lisa emerged from the kitchen, looking extremely satisfied with herself. “Did it work? Did we get somewhere good?”


    I waved at the new landscape. “Somewhere, anyway.”


    “Wow. Watch out for glowing black dogs.”


    “Where’s Anna?” I said. “I need to apologize a few dozen more times.”


    “Getting cleaned up, I think.”


    I went around the counter and back into the kitchen, where I could hear the sound of running water from the bathroom. I sat at the little table and waited. The magic coffeemaker glowered at me from the counter, the two remaining cans of magic beans sitting beside it. Two chances left to get home, or at least somewhere that wasn’t a total dump. Given our progress thus far, I didn’t like the odds.


    Anna came out of the bathroom, looking like she’d just stuck her head under the tap. She tugged at her mass of blond curls for a moment, then gave up and sat down heavily in the chair across from me.


    “It’s going to be a mess no matter what I do,” she said. “My hair, I mean. I need a brush and some conditioner. I think it still has mosquito gook in it.”


    “Yuck.” I looked down at my sweat-stained, ichor-splashed shirt and winced. “Yeah. Look, I just wanted to apologize again. It really wasn’t anything to do with you. You’re beautiful, and you seem great—”


    “I get it,” Anna said, holding up a hand. “Danny, right? You guys just broke up.”


    I nodded. “You’ve probably overheard every other person here asking me about it.”


    “Yeah. I couldn’t really help it.”


    “It’s all right.” I sighed. “Anything to add?”


    To my surprise, she appeared to take this question seriously, cocking her head and putting on a thoughtful expression.


    “You said she was mad because you don’t know what you’re doing after graduation,” she said.


    “Right. I guess I can’t blame her. Who wants to go out with someone who might be living in his parents’ basement in a few months?”


    “Do you know what she’s planning to do? After you graduate, I mean.”


    I blinked. “I don’t . . . no, not really.”


    “She never talked about it?”


    “No.” I shook my head. “I figured she’d go on working here.”


    “I don’t know her,” Anna said, “and I don’t know you. Maybe that makes this easier. But have you thought about whether she wants to spend the rest of her life working in a coffee shop?”


    “I—”


    It was one of those moments where you can feel the world shift around you, crystallize and reform along new, unexpected lines. I thought back to that conversation, the things she’d said. About my future. And the L word, the scary one, the one I hadn’t been willing to commit to.


    She hadn’t been trying to figure out if I’d be making money, or if I had a job lined up. She’d wanted to know if what we had was worth enough to take a risk. And I’d told her, no, it wasn’t.


    “Oh,” I said, out loud. “Fuck.”


    “You should talk to her,” Anna said. “I think there’s more between the two of you than maybe you realize.


    I swallowed. “I think you’re right.”


    It was half an hour before Danny returned, covered in bits of bramble and in extremely poor humor.


    “I was trying to get down a slope, and I ended up in a pricker-bush,” she said, in response to our stares. “There’s nothing out there. Just hills and mountains and grass.”


    “It’s better than the swamp,” Gil said.


    “We’ve still got two sets of beans left,” Evan said.


    “If we use up the last one, and end up somewhere really horrible, we’re going to regret it,” Jason said. “I hate to say this, but this may be as good as we’re going to get.”


    “What are you suggesting?” Danny said.


    “We could load up all the food we can carry from here and start walking. See what we can find.”


    “Give up, you mean,” Evan said flatly. “Give up on going home.”


    “Think about it this way,” Jason said. “What if we try two more worlds, and end up with that swamp full of killer mosquitoes again? Or more dragons?”


    “I don’t know about you,” Evan said, “but I have a life I’m not ready to give up. I have family. I have plans. I’m not going to just abandon everything to . . . to tromp through some wilderness.”


    “You think I don’t?” Jason said. He was quiet but intense, maybe as intense as I’d ever seen him. “I’m saying that maybe we’re not meant to get home, and we ought to accept it.”


    There was an awkward silence.


    “When you say ‘meant,’” Gil said, “are you referring to . . .”


    “I have no idea,” Jason said. “My personal metaphysical model of the world went out the window about the time we figured out that the magic coffee machine slash warp drive was powered by sexual intercourse. But I’m not going to rule out the notion that all this is by design. That we’re here for some kind of purpose.”


    “If that’s true,” Evan said, “I’m going to find whoever planned this and kick his ass.”


    “I’m sure the gods are just quaking in their boots,” said Lisa. “Assuming they exist, and wear boots.”


    “I was raised Unitarian,” said Gil. “Do you think it’s too late to convert to worshipping Thor?”


    Having spent the past few minutes sidling closer to Danny, I edged around the magic sword and whispered in her ear.


    “Do you think we could talk? Alone?”


    She turned to me and narrowed her eyes. “Do you really think you have anything to say?”


    “Yes,” I said. “I really do.”


    After a moment of silence, she nodded. While the others continued arguing, the two of us slipped toward the kitchen. I caught Anna’s eye as we went, and she gave me a covert thumbs-up. Danny led me back through the kitchen to the storeroom, which had a door we could close behind us. It smelled of gasoline instead of coffee. Danny set the magic sword down, carefully, and turned to face me.


    “Okay,” she said. “Talk.”


    “I’ve been doing some thinking.”


    “Startling.”


    “And getting a lot of advice. Most of it bad.”


    “Also not a surprise.”


    “And I think I figured out a few things.”


    She looked quizzical. “Such as?”


    “Such as why you asked me if I love you.” Somehow, the word didn’t carry the terror that it once had.


    “Oh.” She crossed her arms. “This should be good.”


    I took a deep breath. “What are your plans for after graduation? My graduation, I mean.”


    There was a long, strained pause.


    “That,” she said finally, “depends.”


    “You don’t want to stay here at Apollo’s, do you?”


    “Would you?”


    “No,” I said. “I don’t think so.”


    “My father worked behind that counter for almost twenty years,” Danny said. “I’ve been doing it since I was fifteen. I could spend the rest of my life here, doing the same damn thing.”


    “But you don’t want to.”


    “No.” Now she took a deep breath, and I was astonished to see the sparkle of tears in her eyes. “Have you ever felt a future trying to attach itself to you? Like a big silent shark of thing, getting ready to swallow you whole. And if you let it, everything will be smooth, you’ll just be guided along until you get shit out the other end as an old woman and wonder where the hell your life went.” Danny shook her head violently. “Fuck that. I’m not doing it.”


    “I understand,” I said. “At least, I think I understand. So far. Can I ask you something that I genuinely don’t get, though?”


    She nodded, expression once again guarded.


    “Why me? I mean, you like me, or at least you used to, but what do you need me for? If you don’t want to stay at Apollo’s, why not just go?”


    Danny set her jaw. “You haven’t figured that out?”


    “Obviously not. But we both know I’m not that bright.”


    She closed her eyes and rubbed them each in turn with her knuckle, then set her shoulders and looked at me square.


    “Because I’m scared, all right? It’s as simple as that.”


    “You?” I blinked. “You’re not scared of anything. You weren’t scared of the dragon.”


    “The dragon wasn’t my problem.” She waved her arm vaguely at the coffee shop. “Sure, I could leave tomorrow. Maybe it turns out fine. Maybe I can’t find work and end up homeless on a corner giving hand jobs for crack. Maybe I get kidnapped and sold into slavery. But if it goes bad, I just know I’d be thinking, ‘Great job, Danny. You had a perfectly adequate life, and you threw it away because you felt a little bored. You deserve this.’” She swallowed. “That scares me. The dragon wasn’t my decision, I just had to deal with it. But fucking up my own life beyond repair . . .”


    “So where do I come in?”


    She closed her eyes. “I like you, Brian. I like you a lot. And we were lying there that night, and I thought . . . maybe this is it. This is my chance to get out of here without fucking everything up. Because if I like you this much, if I love you, and you love me, how bad could it be?”


    “If I’d said, ‘Oh, yeah, I’ve got something ready—’”


    “It doesn’t matter if you’ve got a job lined up or not. I just wanted to know what you were thinking, because—”


    “—because if I wasn’t thinking about it, it means that I’m a colossal fuck-up.”


    “No. It probably means you’re normal. But it means I shouldn’t hang my life up next to yours when you haven’t got yours figured out yet.” She opened her eyes, expression sharpening a little. “Also, I thought you might at least have considered whether you were moving away, and what effect that might have on our relationship.”


    “I get it.”


    She blew out a long breath and looked me over. “You know what?” she said, sounding a little surprised. “I really think you do.”


    “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”


    “It’s not your fault. You gave me an honest answer. It just wasn’t the one I wanted.”


    “One more question.”


    Danny sighed. “Go ahead.”


    “Why didn’t you just tell me all this?”


    “Try and imagine,” she said, “if I’d told you that I was considering quitting my job and going with you to who-knows-where to figure out a new life. How would you have reacted?”


    I sighed. “I would have freaked out, wouldn’t I?”


    “Probably. I figured breaking up with you would be easier for both of us in the long run.”


    “Fair enough.”


    Danny shook her head. “So we’ve got all that figured out, now that it no longer makes the tiniest bit of difference.”


    “Actually,” I said, “I’m not sure that’s true.”


    Danny paused, watching me closely. “What do you mean? Have you figured something out?”


    “No. Well, nothing important. Not how to work the warp drive or anything. But Jason was talking about whether we were really meant to find our way home, and I was thinking about all of this, and . . . maybe this is what you wanted?”


    “You think I caused all of this? Like I have subconscious magic powers and all this madness is a result of my lust for adventure?”


    “No,” I said, “I hadn’t actually thought of that one. I doubt it’s so straightforward.”


    “Pity,” Danny said. “Because that would be awesome. I would be okay with the world arranging itself to suit me.”


    “I just meant . . . this is an opportunity, right? A chance for a life that’s at least different from anything we could have gotten back home. Maybe that’s what we’re meant to find here.”


    “We?”


    “Yeah.” My heart trip-hammered, sending blood thundering past my ears. “That’s the other thing I was thinking about.”


    Danny just raised one eyebrow, like a tiny, tomboyish Mr. Spock.


    “I love you,” I said, and managed not to stutter. “And whatever we end up doing, here or in any other universe, I would like to do it together. If you’ll have me.”


    “You don’t get to say that,” Danny said. Her eyes were filling with tears again. “You don’t get a do over on this one.”


    I watched her in silence. She set her jaw.


    “And what if I fuck it up? What if I fuck everything up? Are you going to end up regretting this?”


    I shook my head.


    “You . . .”


    Danny lowered her head and took a step toward me, then another. A third step, and she was pressed against me, my arms wrapping automatically around her shoulders. She was shaking, sobbing, and I could feel her tears soaking my shirt. I squeezed tight and didn’t let go.


    Eventually, when the tears had run dry, she tipped her head back, and I bent down to kiss her. It went on for some time.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, when she finally pulled away, “that I went into the sex closet with Evan.”


    “You had every right to. And someone had to volunteer.”


    “It was still a shitty thing to do.”


    I kissed her again, and she sighed and pressed herself against me. As she did, I felt something spreading over us, a strange, tingling energy a little bit like static electricity.


    “Do you feel—” she managed.


    “Uh-huh.” I nuzzled her cheek. “I think the magic coffeemaker approves.”


    We somehow managed to get the door to the kitchen open without ever quite losing touch with one another, stumbling toward the sex closet with arms intertwined.


    “Gil!” Danny shouted. “Put a can of beans in the machine and pull the switch.”


    “What?” Gil said. “Are you sure?”


    “Trust me!”


    I pulled the door to the sex closet closed, and we were wrapped in darkness.


    The magic was definitely back. It crawled over the hairs on my arm from where her hand rested, and crackled over my fingers when I put my hand on her hip. When we kissed, tiny sparks snapped and popped, and I felt my eyebrows frizzle. Her hands were busy, yanking my shirt loose and pushing it up to my shoulders. I broke away from her to pull it off, and she fumbled the buttons on her flannel free, leaving it hanging open and loose. We came back together like a pair of magnets, too hard and too fast, and our feet got tangled up.


    I half fell, half sat against the bags of coffee, and she settled into my lap, the top of her head resting against my chin. I pressed my face into her hair; she smelled of coffee and sweat and dead mosquitoes, but it didn’t make any difference. She twisted her head, and I bent down to kiss her again, while my hands slid up the smooth skin of her stomach and over her slender breasts, rolling my thumbs across her nipples. We stayed like that for a long time, barely moving, her lips hot against mine, my hands sliding up and down as her hips moved, gently, rubbing herself up and down the length of me.


    Her hands slid up the sides of my leg, then around to her waist, and I heard the pop as she undid the button on her jeans. Then her fingers slipped over mine, guiding my hand down, past her navel, pressing under the elastic of her panties. I curled my fingers in the soft thatch of her pubic hair, slipping bit by bit between her legs. When I touched her, warm and wet, she went as stiff as if she’d been struck by lightning. She moved her hips, and I pressed my hand against her. Danny broke off the kiss and leaned her head against my shoulder, eyes closed and lips slightly parted, grinding herself against my fingers as I worked them on her sex.


    We stayed like that a long time too, just the slightest swaying motion, our hips moving in time. She pressed herself harder against me, legs tangling and straining against mine, her back arching like a bow. Her breath came in gasps, faster and faster, until she turned her head and pressed her mouth against my neck, smothering an animal sound from deep in her throat. Her teeth just barely nipped my skin.


    Then, still shuddering, she rolled off me and onto the coffee bags, her hands fumbling weakly at the front of my pants. I pulled them down, harder than I’d ever been, and she wrapped her legs around my waist, her hands interlocked behind my shoulders. When I entered her, Danny—Danny, who never made noise during sex, not even a moan—whimpered my name into my ear, and I replied in kind.


    It was the best sex we’d ever had, bar none. Breaking all previous records. New high score. I felt as though I should be entering my initials somewhere.


    “Holy shit,” Danny said, all her limbs still wrapped tight around me.


    “Yeah,” was the best I could manage.


    “Did I bite you?”


    “Just a little.”


    “Danny?” It was Gil’s voice, muffled by the door. “Danny, get out here.”


    “Shit,” Danny said. “Now what?”


    “We’d better go see.”


    There was a certain amount of confusion as we disengaged and sorted out our various bits and pieces in the dark. When we were decent, I opened the door and found Gil in the kitchen, beckoning urgently.


    “Come on!” Gil said. “There’s a . . . a guy.”


    “A person?” Danny ducked back into the storeroom and picked up the magic sword, then marched out through the swinging doors with me at her heels.


    The others were all spread out around the edges of the shop. In the center of the room was an old man in a long white robe, with pure, snowy hair and a beard you could lose a mouse in. He carried a gnarled staff, wore a sword at his belt, and was a dead ringer for Ian McKellen. When he saw Danny, he dropped creakily to one knee.


    “Princess!” he said, in an Oxford accent. “So the prophecy is true. You’ve returned to us at last.”


    “Princess?” Danny said. “You mean me?”


    He nodded gravely. “In the time of the eighth sun, the Lord Most Vile will be denied his final victory by a princess from another world and her companions. She will have hair the color of rainbows and come bearing the Sword of Heroes. Her trials will be great, but her strength will be greater.” He let his head droop until he was looking at the floor. “I never thought to witness your coming.”


    Danny looked at me and smiled. I smiled back.


    “Okay,” she said, setting down the magic sword. “Hold that thought. Guys, can we have a huddle?”


    Everyone packed back into the kitchen.


    “What did you guys do?” Gil said.


    “Oh,” I said, elbowing Evan in the ribs. “This and that.”


    “This is where I’m supposed to be,” Danny said. “You were right, Jason. This is my stop, and I’m getting off.”


    “I’m going with you,” I said.


    “The old guy said companions,” Danny said. “So the door is open to anyone else who wants to come with.”


    Gil and Jason looked at one another. Then Gil said, slowly, “What’s the alternative?”


    “There’s one can of beans left,” I said. “I’m suddenly very certain that if you use it, it’ll take you home.”


    Gil looked from me to the magic coffeemaker, and nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. Speaking only for myself, while it might be fun to hang out with a princess, I’m going to get back to real life.” He looked over at Jason again, and his voice cracked a little. “I understand if you want to stay though.”


    “Don’t be stupid,” Jason said.


    “Haven’t you always wanted to live in Fantasyland?” Gil said.


    “It’s a nice place to visit,” Jason said. “But I wouldn’t want to stay. And I’ve got that internship at Google to think of.”


    “That’s two staying,” Danny said. “I don’t want to hurry you, but let’s not keep the old guy waiting.”


    “I’d like to come with you,” said Anna. “If you’ll have me.”


    “Of course,” Danny said. “Are you sure that’s what you want?”


    She nodded. Something seemed to pass between the two of them that I wasn’t privy to, and Danny grinned.


    “Lisa and I will be going home,” Evan said. “Obviously.”


    “Obviously yourself,” Lisa said. “I’m going with Danny.”


    “You can’t do that,” Evan said. “It—”


    “Enough,” Danny said. “I’m the princess around here, and I say Lisa gets to decide for herself. Lisa, are you certain?”


    Lisa took a deep breath and nodded. She handed her iPad to Evan, who accepted it numbly.


    “Take this,” she said. “I doubt I’ll need it.”


    “That does leave the question of how we get back,” Gil said. “Since Jason and I have already gone.”


    “Oh, that’s easy,” Danny said. “Just squeeze all three of you into the closet.”


    “Hrm,” Jason said. “We never tried three-element solutions. That would open the space up quite a bit.”


    “Wait a minute,” said Evan. “I’m not—”


    “Is that really something to quibble over at this point?” I said.


    Gil put his arm around Evan’s shoulders. “Come on,” he said. “What’s the worst that could happen?”


    “Right,” Danny said. “Princess crew, fall in!”


    She led the three of us back out into the front room, where the old man had gotten to his feet. Danny picked up the magic sword and spun it through the air with a flourish and a crackle of power. Her blue-and-purple hair stuck up in unkempt spikes, her skin was grimed with sweat, her clothes sticky with mosquito ichor. Her green eyes were sparkling and brilliant. I thought she must be the most beautiful girl in all the worlds.


    “Okay, Dumbledore,” she said. “Let’s get to work.”
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    “The Hedgewitch” is about a character you first meet in The Queen of Blood—the first book in my new epic fantasy series, The Queens of Renthia—and I wrote this story shortly after finishing revisions on book two.


    I wrote it because I couldn’t say goodbye.


    When I finish writing a book, I know I’m supposed to celebrate—break out the champagne, release the flying monkeys, and collapse in a relieved yet pleased heap—but after living so long in an imagined world, I’m always sad when I wrestle that final bit of punctuation into place. It’s such an immersive thing, living inside a story, falling in love with fictional people, that it’s hard to leave.


    So even though I’ll be able to return to Renthia for the next book, this story was a chance to sneak back into the forests of Aratay early and see again the towering trees and the light that filters through the canopy. . . . It was also a way to see what made one of my favorite characters tick.


    I always want to know the why of people. Why are you the way you are? I wish it weren’t considered rude to walk up to strangers and say, “Tell me your story. What makes you you?” Luckily, fictional people can’t object to your manners when you do that.


    And so, here is Hanna’s story, set before the events of The Queen of Blood, in the beautiful and dangerous world of Renthia . . .
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The Hedgewitch
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    “Remember, Hanna, the world wants to kill you,” Daddy had liked to say, when she was a child. “It’s not personal. The world simply hates that you exist.” Now that she was older, Hanna knew that instilling that kind of fear in a small child qualified as terrible parenting. But that didn’t mean Daddy was wrong. Especially given the way he’d died.


    She huddled beneath the window. The lace curtains, stained yellow, fluttered in the breeze, and she knew she had to shut the window before they came in. Stupid, Hanna told herself. She should have forced herself out of the house and into town to buy fresh charms weeks ago, but she’d put it off day after day, always with an excuse: the laundry had to be washed, the floor had to be swept, a sock darned, or a leak fixed, and now the charms that repelled the spirits had crumbled into dusty lumps of herbs.


    Stand up, she ordered herself.


    Hanna shot to her feet, slammed the window shut, and backed up until she thumped against a rocking chair. It creaked as it rocked, loud as a shriek, and she froze. She knew better than to scream. She hadn’t screamed since the day earth spirits tore apart their next door neighbor, while her mother made her watch, because it was better to know what they were capable of.


    Renthia had six kinds of spirits: air, earth, water, wood, ice, and fire, and all of them were deadly. And without charms, I’m no safer from them inside than out, Hanna thought, so I might as well go now.


    She took a knife, the one she kept sharp for skinning squirrels, as well as her wood ax. And she didn’t leave. Not yet. For a solid ten minutes, Hanna stared at the door to the outside. She’d walked out it plenty of times, but each time, it felt harder and harder. Someday, they’ll find my body, hidden under my bed, safe from spirits but half-eaten by rats. Move, coward!


    Calling herself names didn’t particularly help. Nor did conjuring up an image of her half-eaten corpse. Instead it was the wind that did it. She heard the window rattle and the loose shingles on the roof clap together, and she bolted out the door. Outside on the narrow porch, she looked out over the forest, her heart thumping hard.


    Her home—her family home, before her parents died—was at midforest, budded from an oak tree so massive that it could have supported several homes but didn’t, because her parents had trusted people only slightly more than they trusted spirits. Below, the forest floor was invisible, hidden by interwoven branches and thick scrub brush. Above, the sky was pinpricks of blue between the leaves of the canopy. “I hate this,” she informed the forest.


    The forest didn’t care.


    Town was two miles east, across rope bridges that straddled the tree trunks. Squeezing the handle of her knife, she set off across the bridge. The wind danced around her, and the bridge swayed with creaks and groans that made it sound as if the ropes were about to snap any moment. She had to let go of the knife hilt to hold onto the ropes on either side. Her sweaty palms kept slipping off, but she maintained her balance, with her eyes fixed on the trees around her.


    She spotted two tree spirits, little ones with crunched-up faces that looked like knots of wood and smooth gray bodies that reminded her of hornet nests. Up in the canopy was an air spirit, with a white-furred body and translucent wings that shimmered in the shafts of light. None of them had killed her by the time she reached the other side of the bridge, which was nice. Of course, they weren’t supposed to kill anyone—the Queen of Aratay was supposed to keep them in check—but out here, they were far from the queen, and the spirits sometimes adopted a “dismember first, apologize later” policy. Certainly the queen hadn’t noticed or cared when the spirits murdered Daddy by causing a branch to break above him.


    No one had cared—it was deemed an accident. But Hanna had heard the spirit laugh. And she still woke at night, the laugh rattling through the nightmares that always came.


    Soon, she saw the village of Fawnbrook. Centered around a platform midway up the tree, the village sprawled both up and down the trunk, with houses that clung to the branches like pinecones, as well as houses that budded out of the tree like hers. Stalls with bright awnings were clustered on the platform, and people milled between them, chatting with one another. Approaching them, Hanna nodded to everyone politely, fielded a few questions about the ripeness of blueberries in her part of the forest, and made her way across the platform to the hedgewitch’s shop.


    Oddly, the door was shut. Hanna knocked on it. She didn’t want to think about what she’d do if the shop was closed and she had to return home without any charms. She knocked louder. “Mistress Rowell? Please, I need to make a purchase!”


    “Go away!” a voice called from within. “I’m dying!”


    The woman sounded more irritated than mortally injured. Pressing her ear against the door, Hanna tried to listen for other sounds. “Do you need a healer?”


    “Doing a bang-up job dying on my own without one, thank you very much.”


    Hanna hesitated. She considered herself a polite person who respected other people’s privacy in the way she wanted them to respect hers, but this was an unusual situation. She tried the doorknob—it felt more stuck than locked. “Are you trapped inside? I have an ax. I could break through, if you’d like.”


    “Oh, yes, please, because holes in my perfectly fine door would cheer me up. Why won’t you leave me alone?” It was definitely Mistress Rowell, the old hedgewitch—she’d come closer to the door, and Hanna could hear her better.


    “I need more charms,” Hanna said. “Mine are . . . well, I waited far too long, and my home is unprotected. I can’t return without charms.”


    “Bah! Foolish little mouse. Hanna, isn’t it?” A scraping sound, like a chair being dragged across a wooden floor, shrieked just inside, and then the door opened a crack. Rowell stuck her face through the gap and squinted at Hanna. “Get in, mouse.”


    Hanna squeezed inside—the hedgewitch wouldn’t open the door all the way, and she shut it immediately after Hanna was inside. She then blocked the door again with a barrel.


    It took Hanna’s eyes a few moments to adjust to the candlelight. Only one candle was lit, on the mantle above the ash-filled fireplace, and it shed a soft amber glow across the shop, creating thick shadows everywhere. Other than the dim light, everything looked the same: dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, baskets of charms on the shelves . . . and a spirit in a cage in the corner?


    Rowell waved at it. “I’m training it. As soon as it’s ready, I’ll release it to slaughter my enemies and lay waste to their homes. Hah! Kidding. Caught it in my pantry last night.”


    “You can’t keep it!” Hanna said.


    “Why? Because that’s crazy? Actually, I do plan to free it—it’s bad for the forest to keep them caged—but first it’s going to help me find my successor, because, as I said, I’m dying, and this town will need a new hedgewitch when I’m worm food.”


    “If you’re dying, you need a healer,” Hanna said firmly. She’d always known the hedgewitch was eccentric, but this was taking it too far. You didn’t trap spirits, and if you were dying, you did something to prevent it. “I don’t wish to offend you, but—”


    “But you will anyway because no one begins a statement like that unless they’re gearing up for a real doozy of an insult. Go on, bring it on, my ego can take it. You think I’m insane? You believe I’ve looped the loop? Dived off a tall tree? Eaten the mushrooms, so to speak?


    “You realize none of those are real expressions.”


    The hedgewitch scurried up to her and stopped, her nose only an inch from Hanna’s nose. Rowell narrowed her eyes, staring at Hanna. “Tell me what kind of spirit I have trapped.”


    Hanna glanced over at the cage. It was tucked into the shadows, and she could only see its shape: approximately the size of a cat, it was writhing as if it had many arms . . . or wings. Its tail trailed out of the cage like a length of rope. She couldn’t tell what kind it was, just that it was angry. She could feel its anger like sand in the wind, scraping against her skin. “I can’t see it well enough—”


    “Feel it.”


    “I don’t have any power—”


    “You might. Feel it, with your mind.”


    “Again, I don’t mean to be rude, but you are being remarkably creepy. Could I please buy as many charms as two bronze pieces will purchase, and then I’ll leave? You can continue dying, or whatever you’re doing, on your own.” She tried to keep her tone light, but her heart was beating fast and hard against her ribs. Her palms were sweating again, and she wiped them on her skirt.


    “You knew it was a spirit right away. How?”


    “It had that look,” Hanna said.


    “It had that feel,” Rowell corrected. “Come on, girl, I’ve seen you before, when you’ve come into my shop. I’ve watched you. Asked about you. You’re a hermit, they say, but not by choice, by fear. Because you can sense them, can’t you? You can feel their hatred, their bloodlust, and it scares you in ways you can’t even name.”


    “I think my fear of them is quite reasonable, and every rational person—”


    “But they aren’t. They go about their lives.” Rowell whipped back a curtain that blocked a smudged-with-dirt window. Daylight seeped inside, and the caged spirit let out a half growl, half moan that sent shivers up Hanna’s spine. “See? Happy little idiots, buying their flour and fruits, chatting about how their little tykes did on their end-of-school tests or how the harvests look for the fall. Tell me, when you greeted them, did they worry about spirits, or did they ask about blueberries?”


    Hanna didn’t answer.


    “What kind of spirit do I have in the cage?” Rowell asked again.


    Hanna began to turn, but the old woman caught her arm, hard, the bones of her fingers digging in to Hanna’s skin. “Don’t look.”


    Might as well guess. If I satisfy her, maybe she’ll sell me the charms. Hanna thought for a moment, tried to “feel” around her, and felt only a breeze and smelled sun-warmed pine . . . “Air.”


    Rowell released her.


    Hanna massaged her arm and turned to see the spirit in the light from the window. I was right. The air spirit was a mass of blue and green feathers, with several sets of wings that lay down its snaky back, and a scale-covered blue-and-green tail that ended in a black barb, as if a peacock had mated with a python, sort of.


    “You felt a breeze?” Rowell asked.


    She had.


    “The windows and door are closed. There’s no breeze. It was in your mind.” Rowell clapped her hands together. “Hah, I knew it!”


    “So what? It means nothing.”


    “It means everything! You, my frightened mouse, will be my successor!” She did a little dance, whooping as she skipped between the barrels and bags.


    Hanna began to back toward the door. Perhaps she could buy charms from someone else—a neighbor might have extra, enough to tide her over until a peddler came through with other charms for sale. She could even travel to the next village, Threefork. She hated that idea, but at least it was an alternative.


    “Think of it, Hanna: I could teach you how to keep people safe.”


    Hanna stopped. If she could keep them safe, then no one would ever have to hear that laugh again.


    Now that was an interesting thought.


    Becoming the hedgewitch’s apprentice was simple. Armed with Rowell’s best charms, Hanna traveled home, packed her most precious belongings, and then moved into the loft above the hedgewitch’s shop. Over the next few days, she fielded many congratulations from the many neighbors who stopped by, mostly with pie and casseroles, to greet the new apprentice. None of them seemed to mind that Hanna was older than most apprentices—they were simply happy that Rowell had finally chosen someone, since everyone seemed to accept that the old woman was dying.


    A few times, Hanna tried to ask Rowell why she was so convinced she was dying, when the hedgewitch was spry enough to dance around the shop, lug barrels from room to room, and wrestle the ladder to the loft into position.


    “Because I’m old,” she’d answered once.


    “Because I’m reckless” was another answer.


    “Because I say so” was her third.


    “If you’re sick, there could be medicines,” Hanna said. “Are you in pain?”


    Rowell smiled sweetly. “Shut up.”


    And so Hanna left the topic alone and instead focused on learning whatever Rowell wanted to teach her, which was primarily about the properties of various herbs, as well as how to prepare them and how to mix them for greatest effect. She spent her days in the back workroom of the shop, bent over bowls filled with dried herbs and desiccated animal parts. At night, she’d emerge, with her eyes feeling as if they were gunked with cobwebs and her hands feeling as coated in spices as a baked turkey, and she’d crawl into her cot above the shop and sleep.


    It wasn’t a bad life, and for the first time in years, she wasn’t lonely.


    The only true flaw was that Rowell refused to free the air spirit, and so Hanna was stuck knowing that one of them was inside the walls while she slept. She’d stuffed charms in every crevasse of the loft and laced them all the way up the ladder. She even slept with one in her hands, like a child sleeps with a doll.


    After a few weeks in the back room, Rowell invited her into the shop to try her hand at tending to customers, selling them charms in exchange for food and more fresh herbs. By this point, Hanna knew all the charms in the shop by sight, having made most kinds herself. She discovered she rather liked guiding people to purchase the right charm—the charms varied by potency, types of spirits they repelled, and radius they protected. Some were better for carrying in your pocket. Others were designed to be tucked into the tiles on your roof. Still others warded doors and windows, while a few were last-resort defensive charms, meant to be thrown into the mouth of a rogue spirit who was defying the queen and about to chomp on you or someone you loved.


    After the third child had come into the shop with wide scared eyes and deep circles from lack of sleep, Hanna had the idea to incorporate charms inside of dolls. She sewed little felt cats and bears and squirrels and then stuffed them with potent powders, as well as a pinch of lavender to soothe a sleepless child. Those sold very well.


    “You like to help children?” Rowell observed, after Hanna had sold the fifth stuffed squirrel of the morning. “You know, you could help them even more if you learned to control the spirits.”


    Shivers ran up and down Hanna’s back. “No, thank you.”


    “Are you afraid?”


    “Obviously,” Hanna said. She’d heard plenty of stories of women with the affinity for spirits who had lost control or summoned too many, or simply caught the spirits’ attention—most tended not to live long. “I’m not an idiot.”


    “You could be powerful,” Rowell said. “For all you know, you could be powerful enough to become queen, or at least a candidate for heir.” A queen had the power to control all kinds of spirits. Hanna was certain she couldn’t do that. “Let me test you.”


    “No! You can’t—”


    And that was the moment that the old hedgewitch set the air spirit free.


    After being caged for so many weeks, the spirit was frenzied: it shot out with a high-pitched shriek that Hanna felt echo through her bones. Its eyes looked as though they held storms—colors swirled like cyclones around its pupils—and its jaws were open, saliva shimmering on its many rows of teeth. She saw all of this in less time than it took her to draw a breath that she would not scream. Stretching its wings out, the spirit flew directly at Rowell.


    But Rowell was ready: she threw two charms in the air in front of her. Hitting each other, they exploded in a cloud of powder, and the spirit veered away—toward Hanna, who was not ready.


    Hanna froze.


    Her muscles locked.


    Her thoughts . . . They raced, in tight circles like a trapped rat, and then instinct kicked in, and Hanna dived behind one of the barrels as the spirit impacted on the table just behind where she’d been standing. The force of the impact flipped the table backward, and it crashed onto the floor—herbs and powders spilling across the shop—and the spirit pivoted to again target Hanna.


    Charms! Need charms! She reached blindly around her and began throwing. The charms hit, but they were earth charms, water charms, ice, fire . . . Where was air? She needed air! Her hand plunged into a basket that she knew held—


    It was empty.


    She looked across the shop.


    Rowell was smiling at her.


    I’m going to die, Hanna thought.


    And then she thought: No! Her mind screamed it, so loud that she felt as if the thought was bursting out of her, through her skin.


    The air spirit jerked backward.


    Flapping its wings, it hovered in midair. It clapped its beak-like jaws open and shut, and it pumped its wings harder, preparing to attack again.


    “Command it, Hanna. Force it to leave.”


    Go! Hanna thought at it.


    “Tell it to never come back.”


    Go! she thought. Go, go, go!


    Switching direction, the air spirit flew for the window. It crashed into it, shattering the glass, and then it soared upward, past the houses, toward the canopy, and then punched through the leaves to disappear against the sky. Hanna ran to the broken window, the shards of glass crackling beneath her shoes, and stared upward.


    “I didn’t die,” Hanna said, her voice full of shock and wonder.


    “Told you,” Rowell said calmly. “I’m the one who’s dying.”


    Three weeks later, Rowell was dying, her internal organs shutting down. The healer that Hanna had summoned told her, in hushed tones, that nothing could be done. “Sometimes the body can’t keep going,” he said. “Sometimes it’s too hurt to heal.” And then he’d patted Hanna on the shoulder, as if that would make her feel better.


    When the healer left, Rowell beckoned to Hanna to come closer, and Hanna crossed the room to sit on the side of her bed. She held her master’s wrinkled hand. It felt like bones covered in stretched dry fabric. “I’m going to tell you all of my wisdom now,” Rowell said. Her voice was a whisper, crackling like leaves in the fall.


    Hanna leaned closer.


    “Hah! I have no wisdom.” Her chest shaking, Rowell laughed in short, painful jerks. “Oh, wait, yes, I do: When the world hits you, it’s all right if you can’t hit back. Sometimes pain, loneliness, sorrow can make you stronger. But sometimes it just plain hurts. And that’s all right. You can be strong after you heal. And I think . . . I think you are almost healed.” She closed her eyes.


    Silence spread through the shop.


    Hanna choked back a sob. “Rowell?”


    Rowell’s eyes popped open. “What? I’m sleeping. Can’t you let an old woman sleep? Honestly, you’re worse than a spirit. Go do some chores.”


    It was late that night when the old hedgewitch finally passed, in her sleep, and Hanna stood in the center of the shop, alone, while two of her neighbors carried Rowell’s body out and brought it to be buried on the forest floor. While the villagers planted the traditional white flowers of mourning, Hanna planted several of Rowell’s favorite herbs at the foot of her grave. It seemed appropriate.


    She then shut herself in the shop and threw herself into her charmwork, and when the shop seemed quiet and empty, she worked harder, and when nighttime came, she surrounded herself with as many charms as could reasonably fit around her cot.


    And she didn’t sleep, until at last . . . she did, because that’s what you do, even when you’re alone again.


    The knock on the shop door was so soft that Hanna thought it was a squirrel breaking a nut on a nearby branch. She ignored it at first, intent on weaving a charm shaped to drape around a door handle, and then she heard it again: rap, rap-rap-rap.


    Getting up, she answered it.


    “Mistress Hedgewitch?” It was a child, a girl about six or seven, with brown and orange hair in braids and a smock that was streaked with paints.


    “Can I help you?” The shop wasn’t open today until afternoon—she’d planned to spend the morning on charmwork and cleaning, and then open when the woodsmen and woodswomen came in from the forest for lunch.


    “You’re the hedgewitch? But you’re . . .”


    Hanna didn’t know which word the little girl was going to pick. Young maybe? She was younger than the prior hedgewitch, but not as young as the boy who made baskets in the market every day. She was also plain-looking, with a narrow face, too-sharp nose, and hair that she kept pinned back so it didn’t fall into her mixtures. “Ordinary?” she supplied.


    “Not scary,” the child said, her eyes as wide as an owl’s. “My mommy just had a baby.”


    Those seemed like two unrelated statements, but Hanna smiled anyway. “That’s nice. You must be happy to have a baby brother or sister.”


    “Sister,” the child clarified. “She screams a lot. I don’t really like her very much.”


    “Okay.” Hanna hadn’t talked directly to many children. She felt a bit as though they weren’t speaking the same language.


    “But I don’t want her to die. If she keeps screaming so much, the spirits will come. Mommy said she doesn’t know any better. She doesn’t know anything. She doesn’t even know how to hold her own head up. It flops back if you aren’t careful. Mommy says I’m not allowed to hold her because I’m not careful and I dropped the cat once, but the cat didn’t mind. So can I have a charm, please, for my sister?” Shoving her hand into her pocket, the child pulled out a glob of dried resin. “This is all I have. It’s a little sticky, and I got some crumbs on it. But I like it. There’s a bug stuck inside.”


    So Hanna traded a charm shaped like a little cat for the resin and told the child to tie the charm beneath her sister’s crib.


    It was like that the rest of the day, though not precisely the same. Villagers would come, wanting her help, trusting her to sell them what they needed to keep their loved ones safe. And the next day, others came. And on.


    She’d tended to customers before, for Rowell, but this was different. They were coming to her, and slowly she got to know them, by face and by name, and they came to know her.


    And that would have been her life, as the new hedgewitch of Fawnbrook, deep in the forests of Aratay. Except that the world did want to kill her. It wanted to kill everyone.


    She heard the screaming at the same time as she felt the spirits.


    Air spirits—her best affinity, the only kind of spirit she reliably sensed.


    Their hatred and anger rolled over her, driving her to her knees. She wrapped her arms around herself as she moaned, trying to push their feelings out of her mind, feeling them like knives jabbing into her brain.


    Six of them, wild with rage.


    In Fawnbrook.


    Climbing to her feet, she pulled back the curtain on the window. In the marketplace, people—her people—were running and screaming, scooping their children into their arms, as the spirits swept through the village. Hanna saw a spirit pin a man—Jerl, who liked honey bread and was courting a woodsman’s daughter—against a stall and tear with its claws into his chest, ripping at him like a cat with yarn. She saw his face as he died.


    Dropping down below the windowsill, she shook. Please don’t find me. Please don’t—


    More screams. From children. She pictured the little girl with her baby sister, as well as the others who had come through her shop door. Those weren’t strangers out there, not anymore. This was her town, and she was their hedgewitch.


    No, she thought. This can’t happen. Not here. Not while I am here.


    Hanna stood and crossed, shakily, to the baskets that held the air charms. Grabbing them, she shoved them in her pockets until her pockets were straining at the seams. Then she took as many in each hand as she could hold.


    For a moment, Hanna stared at the door to the outside.


    And then, hands full, she kicked at the latch with her foot, then knocked the door open with her hip. She flung her thoughts outward: Go! Leave, and never come back!


    As she strode outside, she hurled charms at the spirits. Powder exploded as it hit their bodies, the trunk, and the market stalls.


    Go and never come back!


    Some of the spirits veered away, hacking as they breathed in her powders, screaming their rage as they flew. But one . . . one aimed straight for her.


    She recognized it both from the green and blue feathers and from the feel of its mind: it was the air spirit that the old hedgewitch had trapped. It had incited the other spirits, and it had led them here. All its hate was focused on Hanna—a wild, suicidal hate, fueled by the knowledge that the queen would punish the spirit for this defiance . . . but not, it believed, before it killed Hanna.


    Hanna stood her ground.


    She battered it with her mind, and when it drew closer, she threw charm after charm at it, until it was coated in herbs. Closer still, and she thrust her mind into the swirling chaos of its thoughts. This is my town, these are my people, and you will not harm them! Go! NOW!


    And never return!


    Shrieking, it soared up, away. She felt its mind retreating as it fled, and she sank onto her knees. Slowly, the villagers emerged from where they’d hidden in houses, shops, and behind stalls. They gathered around their dead, and they gathered around her.


    A little girl—the same one or a different one? she didn’t know—touched her shoulder lightly and asked, “Are you all right, Mistress Hanna?”


    Hanna looked at her, at the people around her, at the damage in the town, at the blood and the bodies, and then back at the child. The child was staring at her with wide, luminous eyes, and clutching a bird-shaped charm that Hanna herself had made, while her mother cleaned a gash on the child’s arm. The blood was already beginning to dry.


    “Yes,” Hanna said. “I am.”


    After the dead were buried, Hanna planted flowers by their graves—far fewer than would have died without her, the villagers kept telling her, though it still felt like far too many—and then helped with the cleanup of the marketplace. Side by side with her neighbors, she hammered stalls back together, swept up shattered window glass, and patched holes in the platform. At night, when it was too dark to work outside anymore, everyone shared food, coming together as if they were all one family, and then everyone returned to their homes to hold their children close until they fell asleep.


    Hanna returned to her shop, but she didn’t sleep. She went to her workroom and made charms until her fingers felt numb.


    At dawn, she opened her shop and sold every single charm she’d made.


    So she made more.


    And when those sold, she thought, It’s not enough. Even if she made enough charms for every villager to wrap around their entire house, it wouldn’t be enough. She saw it in the eyes of the children: they were still afraid.


    She watched them as they tiptoed around her shop, stroking the charms and staring in wide-eyed wonder at her, as if she wasn’t real, wasn’t ordinary, wasn’t just like them.


    And she had an idea, one of those thoughts that blossoms inside you, like a flower that has finally found fertile soil and enough sunlight.


    She started small, talking to the mothers and fathers who came into her shop. At first, they were confused: hedgewitches only ever took on apprentices, one magically gifted child per witch. That was how it was done. No one ever taught the unmagical, and certainly no one ever did what she proposed: a class for any child who wanted it.


    But then she asked the children themselves.


    Her first student was the little girl who had wanted a charm for her baby sister. She brought three of her friends, two boys and a girl, who all crowded into Hanna’s workroom. By the end of the first month, she had twenty children, all of them bent over little tables that she’d set up outside in front of her shop, because they couldn’t all fit inside, all of them weaving herbs into charms.


    A few of them could feel spirits—those she singled out for extra lessons.


    Eventually, she’d choose one to be her apprentice. But she wouldn’t stop teaching the others. After two years, she had children coming from several of the surrounding towns, and the villagers had built her a schoolroom beside the shop.


    And every day, after the shop closed and after the children were finished with their regular school, they’d come to her and look at her with their wide eyes. And she’d stand in front of them and say, “The world may want to kill you. But you can learn to fight back.”


Scott Sigler










    Most of the fantasy I’ve read echoes European feudalism, even when the world is completely made up. The stories are steeped in kings and queens, their kingdoms, the knights that roam the land, the serfs that till the soil, and the quests of the chosen ones.


    I’ve been dwelling on the idea of a fantasy world based instead on American sensibilities, a feudal state that arises originally from people who have never lived under royalty, people who have always been free. And a place without that ubiquitous staple of fantasy fiction: the steel sword.


    What would happen in the Americas if all metal quickly and unexpectedly broke down, perhaps in only a month or two—not enough time for people to reinvent tech before civilization as we know it collapses. What would happen if the 565 million people living there found themselves almost instantly reduced to the preindustrial age?


    And for the purposes of this setting, what would North America be like two thousand years after that fall?


    The concept of a fantasy setting with no iron, no ringing steel . . . it seems damn near blasphemous, doesn’t it? Welcome to a San Francisco of a possible far future, one where Old West sensibilities rule far more than those of medieval Europe.


    Scott Sigler
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Victim with a Capital V





    Scott Sigler








    “Miss, did you just wet yourself?”


    Lisa heard the man’s voice, and didn’t hear it.


    She felt the instantly cooling warmth spreading through her jeans, and she didn’t feel it.


    That laugh.


    That laugh, the day everything changed.


    “Miss? Are you all right?”


    Lisa fought to come back to the moment.


    The laugh, somewhere behind her.


    The man speaking, in front of her. Bartender. Probably owned the place. She hadn’t had time to order a beer. So many people, three deep at the bar, it had taken her fifteen minutes of waiting just to get a stool. The bartender was leaning toward her, one hand palm-flat on the worn, warped wood of the ancient bar top that was rumored to be seven centuries old, the other palm resting on the handle of a wood club laid flat. The end of the club was rough, barely ground down from the oak branch it had once been. The handle, though, was worn smooth—Lisa wondered if the bartender spent a minute without this weapon in his hand.


    “I’m fine,” she said.


    “Mmm-hmm.”


    She couldn’t see his lips through his thick beard. Shaggy mop of black hair. A little bit of hay in it. Eyebrows with a few hairs growing crazy in every direction. Nose hairs just as hectic. A big man—the kind Lisa usually didn’t let come this close to her.


    Not that she let any man get close.


    He spoke quietly. A rare act of kindness, perhaps, in a room packed full of screaming, laughing, reveling people who looked like they were not very kind at all.


    “Well, you pissed yourself,” he said. “I can smell it already. In here, that’s saying something. I’ll get a mop. You clean up, come back. Or don’t come back, but right now you need to go. Okay?”


    That laugh, that day, when everything changed . . .


    She noticed the bartender’s fingers curl close to a full grip on the worn-smooth club handle. A big man—big beard, big head, big hand, big arms, big gut. She had no doubt that club had connected with many a head. Blood splatters dotted his whitish apron. From making lunch, not from enforcing calm. Pork chop special: 5 Bowens, said the message written in chalk on the rough piece of black slate mounted on the wall. Not that most of the people in here could read, probably.


    People around her, starting to sniff the air. To her left, a redheaded woman in a skimpy yellow dress looked up from a book, her nose wrinkling.


    “Disgusting,” she said, then went back to her book.


    Lisa couldn’t think. The memories of the past, clouded and mixed with the overwhelming sensations of the bar: the crackling fire, the heat of burning wood and packed bodies, the out-of-tune harp and the more out-of-tune harpist singing the one about the naked man in the convent, drunken voices screaming along with lyrics that were more wrong than right. A cavalcade of sight and sound and scent all muddled by a rapidly growing feeling of shame and humiliation.


    Then, for the second time, she heard that laugh.


    A cutting, horrid noise.


    The sound of fear.


    The sound of pain.


    If she’d had any piss left in her, she might have let that go as well.


    “Your name,” she said to the bartender, her voice even quieter than his, the little voice of a little girl and not a twenty-year-old woman.


    “You’re in Ziggy’s Place,” the bartender said. “I’m Ziggy. Now go—last time I ask nice.”


    Lisa didn’t bother turning around to look across the dark bar, through the light of the hanging oil lamps. She knew who had made that laugh, that glass-grinding-against-granite bit of harshness which contained only malice, not humor or joy. The kind of laugh drawn out at the expense of others, like when someone tripped and fell.


    Ten years since she’d heard that laugh, yet she knew exactly who it was.


    “I’m sorry,” she said to Ziggy. She slipped off the wooden stool.


    Lisa walked to the door, focusing all her energy on just putting one foot in front of the other, slipping past the people packed into the place. Her wet jeans clung to her thighs. She hid her head in the hood of her gray-brown cloak, pulled the sides tight around her to hide the damp spot at her crotch, the streaks down her legs.


    Why was she leaving? He was there. There, with her.


    Her training was no training. She wasn’t twenty, she was ten, she was helpless.


    She was a victim—the kind with a lower-case “v.”


    Someone thumped her shoulder, spun her half around. No, she’d walked into the door’s thick wooden frame. Maybe others were laughing at her now. She slid the wooden bolt back and opened the door to blinding late-afternoon sun. Southern-facing doorway. A counselor had taught her that once, taught her that in an afternoon fight she needed to put her back to the south, position her attacker so the sun would be in his eyes.


    But she wasn’t fighting—she was running. A man behind her, dangerous, and she couldn’t even turn to face him.


    That laugh, that day, when everything changed . . .


    Lisa stumbled outside. Eyes watering from the setting sun. Onslaught of city noise, a wave of people. Horns and shouts and laughter. The taste of dust.


    How many times had she dreamed of a random encounter like this? All the years of training. The pain. The sacrifice. The cuts and bruises and scrapes and broken bones. The first hundred thousand throws. The second hundred thousand. She’d pushed herself, dreaming of a moment when she might track that man down, slice his cock and balls from his body, maybe stuff them in that mouth that had forced itself upon hers. She’d dreamed of meeting him again, of being ready, being armed, being a full-grown woman and not a helpless little girl.


    And now, by random chance, it had finally happened. Had she put a sliver in his throat? Sliced his Achilles to watch him crawl? Lured him in close to spike his groin or armpits or wrists?


    No. She’d pissed herself. Without ever laying eyes on him. From nothing more than the sound of his laugh.


    “The fuck out of the way,” said a hunched old woman wearing moth-eaten black robes. Basket of bread. Did she sell to the patrons, or deliver to Ziggy?


    Lisa realized she was still standing in the bar’s doorway.


    “Sorry,” she said, and walked out onto Frisco’s brick streets, letting the woman into Ziggy’s Place. The woman slammed the door shut behind her, cutting off the sound of the horrible harpist and the drunken singing.


    And the man’s laugh.


    Lisa had come into Frisco hours earlier. She’d walked for weeks, but only a few hours outside of the city walls she’d hitched a ride on a wagon train full of wrestlers shouting at people to come watch the matches at Presidio Arena. Brightly colored canvas wagons, each bearing the painted image of one of the wrestlers: Don the Destroyer, Evil Linny, Kanyon Kid, and more.


    Riding in on the back of El Tornado’s wagon, the city of Frisco had been a wonder. Buildings of wood and stone, some as high as four stories tall. More people than she’d ever seen in one place. Wobbly carts pulled by cows, oxen, and buffalo. People on horseback. Dray horses struggling against the weight of huge, rattling transport wagons.


    Now, standing on the street—Lumbard, I think they called it—the city was all just too much, an attack on her ears and eyes. And her nose. Shit, everywhere: horse shit, buffalo shit, cow shit, pig shit, people shit. Noise, mooing and braying and shouting and bone trumpets and laughter and talking, so damn much talking.


    The sun blazed down, but it wasn’t hot. The mist from the ocean, or the bay. Always foggy at night, she’d been told. Summers here colder than most winters everywhere else. At least that’s what she’d heard. But the people who said that hadn’t seen a real winter. Lisa had.


    Ten of them, to be exact.


    At the Hovel. In the mountains. Where Counselor Kwandre had taken her after finding her bloody and crying.


    And now she had come here, to Frisco, capital of the Redwood Empire, because there would be only one moment in her life where the millennia changed, when the year flipped from 3,999 to 4,000, and she wanted to spend it in a big city, not holed up in the icy mountains with the same fifty people she saw every goddamn day.


    December 31.


    New Year’s Eve.


    The sun, just beginning to set.


    And she reeked of piss.


    What had she been thinking? The Hovel was safe. She should have stayed home. She should have stayed hidden away from the world.


    A bump from behind, making her stumble.


    Balance first, there is nothing without balance . . .


    Muscle memory kicked in: feet wide, knees bent. She turned only enough to see who had hit her.


    Not the Laughing Man. A couple. Drunk. Giggling. Stumbling out of the bar. His hand in her shirt. Her hand down his pants. How do people walk like that?


    People. So many people. She wasn’t used to it.


    Her jeans, growing colder. Were people staring at her? She could smell her own piss. She hadn’t drank enough water. Counselors always told her to drink water whenever she could.


    The crack of a whip.


    Her feet moved her out of the way of a pair of Belgian draft horses pulling a wheeled beer keg bigger than her whole room back in the Hovel. Her head didn’t even reach the top of the horses’ shoulders. Huge animals. Horses, keg, and driver—wearing a red vest and yellow felt hat, sitting on a buckboard attached to the keg, whip in hand, glaring down at her—rode past.


    “Fucking tourists,” he said. “Think you own the fucking streets.”


    She needed to get out of this crowd. Just a few minutes alone, to think.


    Lisa moved to the stone wall of Ziggy’s Place. Having her back to the rough blocks made her feel a little better. Rumor was the stones were from the original Peninsula Wall, breached a thousand years ago by the Wyoming hordes, before Goddess Chanterelle dug the Trench.


    Lisa was breathing hard, like the untrained. Like a little girl.


    Breathing second, you can’t fight if you don’t breathe . . .


    “Shut up,” she said to no one, to those goddamned mantras the counselors made her say a million times, that they’d drilled into her head over and over again.


    The Six Facets.


    Balance. Breathing. Avoidance. Warning. Disabling.


    And the last facet: Killing.


    Was that what she wanted to do to the Laughing Man?


    Yes. A billion-trillion times yes.


    The smell of piss.


    Oh sure, she was sooooo tough. A real killing machine. She was such a danger, wasn’t she? Pants soaked with her own instinctive fear, she was a deadly little warrior.


    Lisa slid her hands into her wide sleeves, felt her fingers brush against the familiar slivers in their little leather sheathes before she gently held her own elbows. Her hands shook. Her breath rattled. She dipped her head, letting the heavy hood hide her face a little more.


    Turning with the crowd, she walked down the street, eyes looking out from under her brows. So many buildings. People everywhere. An open door . . . no, just another bar. She needed a moment alone. There, an alley. That would do.


    She turned right, into the narrow alley. Two bums, sleeping, covered in mud and filth and shit. Even if they weren’t asleep, they were clearly little threat.


    Everyone is a threat—those who underestimate the lowliest wind up being six feet lower than they.


    “Shut up,” Lisa hissed.


    What did her counselors know, anyway? All that training and this is how she reacted?


    She walked to the back of the alley. A dead end. High stone walls on two sides, brick at the back. Counselors screamed from somewhere in her mind, told her to get out of there. Avoidance: harder to avoid if there’s only one way to run.


    Lisa didn’t care. Everything they’d taught her was a lie, obviously. She walked to the end wall, put her back to it, slid down to squat on boot heels. Her heavy gray-brown cloak rested on the muddy ground, soaking up water. So what? She didn’t care. She had to clean everything anyway.


    Ziggy. An ugly man, fat and swollen, but he’d been nice to her. He hadn’t laughed. Lisa wanted to go back. The ocean was close to here, just a bit to the north. She could see Alcatraz Castle rising up impossibly high above the skyline. How did they make such buildings? Maybe she could walk to the ocean, clean her clothes, and go back to Ziggy’s Place . . .


    What was she thinking? Laughing Man had been in there. She couldn’t go back. Not ever.


    She needed to get out of Frisco. Stupid to come here. The counselors had warned her. She hadn’t listened.


    Time to leave the way she’d come, just walk out of the city and down the peninsula. Even if she could have afforded a ferry to Oakland, she didn’t want to be stuck on a little boat with so many people. With so many men. On a boat, there was nowhere to run. The only avoidance was jumping into the water, and people didn’t live long there, not with the sharks and the orcas and the wolf seals. Maybe her counselors were wrong about much, but when it came to being eaten alive in the ocean she wasn’t going to second-guess them.


    Lisa felt like an idiot. She felt useless. She felt weak.


    Ten years, wasted.


    Nothing going to change here. Time to get the hell out of the city. Get out and never come back. Just walk South, the way she’d come in. Swing wide of Daly City, where the Cintophiles dominated regardless of who sat in the Redwood throne.


    She stood, hands never coming out of her sleeves. Back to the mountains. Back to the Hovel.


    Two months of walking to get here.


    Two months of walking to return.


    Lisa took one step away from the wall, then stopped cold when two men entered the alley.


    Laughing. Swaying slightly. Already drunk, perhaps. They wore dusters, one the deep green common among travelers from the Pacific Northwest, the other a dark gray, both thick with road filth. Cattleman hats that had seen better days. The look of men used to violence.


    Lisa didn’t move. She was half in shadow. Maybe they’d be drunk enough to do their business and leave without noticing her.


    Each man took a side of the alley, leaning against the wall with one hand, reaching into their pants with the other.


    “Better pace yourself, Fishy,” said the one in dark gray. “Keep drinking this hard you’ll be passed out before ten.”


    “When I want—” said the one in green, who shivered once, then shook himself, then grunted as his piss began to flow, “—oh, Sweet Buddha, that’s better.” He tilted his head back, stared up at the darkening sky and let out a sound of pure relief. “When I want your opinion, Jimmy, I’ll beat it out of you.”


    His accent was thick, but she could understand him clearly enough. Northern Cusa tribes, maybe? She didn’t have a lot of experience with the Washington dialects, but it might be that, too.


    The green-dustered man turned slightly, started pissing on one of the sleeping bums. The man woke suddenly, face scrunched, hand coming up to block the stream.


    “Asshole,” the bum said, obviously well practiced at going from passed out to wide awake. A survival skill for someone who lived on the street. “I’ll kill you!”


    The man in green kicked out a black boot. The heel smashed into the bum’s mouth. The bum sagged back into a shapeless heap.


    “Doubt it,” the man in green said. “Aw, goddammit, I pissed all over myself. Should have finished before I kicked him.”


    The man in gray laughed as he put his cock back in his pants. The laugh didn’t last long—one glare from the man in green silenced it.


    Then the man in green looked to the end of the alley, stared Lisa in the eyes.


    “What have we here,” the man said. “Hello, little lady.”


    The man in dark gray saw her as well.


    Lisa said nothing. She wished herself invisible. She wished she’d never come to San Francisco. She wished, most of all, that she hadn’t been so stupid as to walk into a dead-end alley.


    “Dark meat,” the man in green said. “My favorite. Name’s Fish. This here is my traveling partner, James.”


    The man in the dark-gray duster nodded, alternating his glance between Lisa and Fish.


    “How do,” James said. He sounded nervous. He sounded like he’d been in scenes like this before, with Fish, and didn’t like how those scenes had turned out.


    Still Lisa said nothing. She just nodded. She wanted to walk past them, had to walk past them, but to do so would be to get close enough for them to touch her. Just walk away, just go, please. She’d heard enough stories from others at the Hovel about what could happen in alleys, in the dark places of any city—the same things that happened in the dark places of small towns like Twin Falls, things she knew all too well.


    “Let’s get to the next bar,” James said. “You gotta see McIntyre’s Place. They got dancing girls in cages. Nipple tassels and everything.”


    Fish smiled a crinkly-eyed smile. Top front teeth, missing.


    “I think I’d rather have a piece of this one right here.”


    That smile reeked of entitlement. A man that thought he could take what he wanted, whenever he wanted. He couldn’t be denied. What woman would want to deny him?


    Lisa heard a ghost-echo of the Laughing Man’s grinding giggle, an echo that faded. In its place, she felt something strange happen. The training she’d disparaged, the mantras she’d said ceaselessly over the last ten years, those things spread through her, both calming her and making her nerves jingle and tingle and sing with excitement.


    “Leave me alone,” she said.


    Fish puffed out his lower lip.


    “Awww, darkie don’t want a drink with two nice fellas? I bet you got some friends around here, don’t you, doll? Me and Jimmy been riding with Highwayman Pitrelli. We just got paid. You heard of Highwayman Pitrelli, right?”


    She had heard of him. Everyone had. She shook her head anyway.


    “I’m not from here,” she said.


    “All the more reason to let us show you a good time,” Fish said. “Jimmy’s from here, he knows this town. Why not celebrate New Year’s Eve with us?”


    “Fish,” James said, glancing back to the street, “she said she don’t wanna. Let’s get to getting.”


    “Shut the fuck up, Jimmy.”


    The man in the green duster took a step toward her.


    So stupid to walk down here!


    “You’re pretty, girlie. Real pretty.”


    Lisa said nothing. She took him all in, her training guiding her to observe the details. The deep-green duster. Thread holes on the left breast in the shape of a Celtic cross. Beaverton Brigade? Kicked out, maybe, some sinful behavior or another. Deer antler knife in scabbard, right hip. A lefty? Three sliver holsters just left of a ceramic belt buckle in the shape of a leaping trout. Billy club through a ceramic loop on his left hip. Boots, black button-down shirt, torn jeans, all coated with the mud and dirt of a long ride. A strap across his chest, holding a weapon holster on his back. Thick handle jutting up past his right shoulder. Sandsword? Macanna?


    Fish took another step closer, stumbled slightly, recovered.


    “You know, when a man pays you a compliment, you should smile. You’d be even prettier with a smile on your face.”


    Close enough for her to smell him now. Beer. Whiskey. Sweat and stink, the smell of smoke and meat, like he’d just come from a barbecue.


    The man seemed to fill the alley. No way around him without getting close enough for him to grab, to touch, to hit.


    She couldn’t avoid, not anymore. Now she had to warn.


    Lisa put one foot forward, one back, dropped into a fighting stance. She reached into her shirt and pulled her necklace free. She gave it a practiced shake; the rattlesnake tail gave off its dry, rasping sound. Familiar to many, but not all. That was why the necklace had a second talisman: the fanged skull of the same snake.


    Lisa let the two talismans drop. They hung in front of her shirt now, suspended by the leather cord around her neck.


    “Fuck off, mister,” she said. “I ain’t worth the trouble.”


    Her stance seemed to delight him. Fish smiled wider—the front teeth weren’t the only ones missing.


    “A baby rattle,” Fish said. “Ain’t that sweet?”


    Lisa had hoped the man knew what it meant. Sometimes people did. Those times were better than when they didn’t.


    Fish took a step toward her, but James moved faster, grabbing Fish’s shoulder.


    “Hold on, Fishy, she’s a Victim.”


    Fish looked at the hand holding his shoulder, then up at his friend.


    “Better for you if you take your paw off me, Jimmy.”


    James did, and quickly.


    “You don’t understand,” he said. “Leave this girl be. She’s a Victim, with a capital V.”


    Fish looked from his friend to Lisa.


    “That supposed to mean something?”


    Lisa nodded. “Does if you’re smart.”


    “It’s a cult,” James said. “Assassins and shit. Killers.”


    Fish considered this.


    “So you’re a bad-ass,” he said to Lisa. “Is that it?”


    Lisa’s body itched with the need to be out of there. She didn’t know the right answers.


    “Not a bad-ass. Just not worth the trouble.”


    Fish spread his hands.


    “Now you got me all curious,” he said. “You going to whip my hide if I touch you? Little ol’ you going to whoop big ol’ me? Like them karate motherfuckers from St. Louis, is that it?”


    He remained planted in the middle of the alley.


    “I heard things,” James said. “They supposed to be real fast on the draw.”


    Fish picked his nose, flicked a booger away.


    “I’m pretty fast, myself,” he says. “People all say it all around. Fastest in the Northwest. Maybe we should find out which one of us is faster.”


    Still aggressive, still carrying the promise of pain and dominance, but his demeanor had changed slightly. Fish was intrigued. Lisa couldn’t put her finger on it. It was almost like he wanted James’s claims to be true, like Fish heard of legends his whole life and always found them to be false.


    “You’re drunk,” Lisa said. “Trust me, mister, you don’t want to find out how fast I am.”


    Fish rolled his eyes.


    “Yappity yap-yap-yap. Everyone’s a barking doggie. Bark, bark, bark. Tell you what, darkmeat—” Fish widened his stance “—why don’t we just see what you’ve got. You got two choices—draw, or give me a nice, long kiss.”


    Fish’s fingers wiggled near the sliver holsters on his belt. Three of them. Each little leather pocket hid a two-inch-long glass throwing knife, thin wood handles sticking up, ready to be grabbed.


    How had this happened? She didn’t want trouble. She hadn’t when she’d been a ten-year-old either, but trouble had found her.


    “Fish, come on,” James said. “You ain’t from here. Frisco cops are a mean sort.”


    Fish nodded. “I’m sure they are. And I’m sure they don’t give a fuck what happens in some piss-stinking alley when the streets are full of New Year’s delight. Besides, darkie ain’t going to draw. She wants to give old Fishie a kiss. Don’t you, doll?”


    The man puckered his lips, made three kissing sounds, then smiled.


    Kissing.


    Like the Laughing Man had done.


    Never again . . . never again . . .


    Ten years of training became a spirit that possessed her, took her over, controlled her from head to toe. The training was a bent branch held back by a hundred thousand throws, a taut bowstring waiting to snap.


    She waited for Fish to blink.


    When he did, the first sliver was out of her hand before he opened his eyes.


    It knocked his cattleman hat from his head, sent it tumbling.


    The second sliver flashed out and the hat spun a different way.


    Just before it hit the ground, the third sliver slapped it backward.


    She slid her hands back into her sleeves an instant before the hat landed on top of the unconscious piss-soaked bum. Her fingers gripped the handles of two more slivers, ready to throw again if Fish made a move, already locking in on her next target—the base of the neck, just below his windpipe.


    Because if warning didn’t work, she had no choice but to move to killing.


    “Holy shit,” James said.


    Fish stared. He blinked—for only the second time in the short encounter—and his expression shifted from entitlement to drunken amazement.


    “Jimmy, did that just happen?”


    James stepped to the bum and picked up the hat. He walked to Fish, held it up for all to see. A thumb sticking through a hole in the brim, fingers through two other holes in the crown. He wiggled all three digits.


    “Yep,” he said.


    “I didn’t even clear leather,” Fish said to Lisa. “I mean . . . you could have killed me.”


    She focused on containing the tremble that desperately wanted escape, wanted to shake her body around.


    “Like I said, mister—just leave me be.”


    Fish took the hat from James. She thought he was going to put it on his head, but instead he held it to his chest with both hands.


    “Ma’am, I ain’t ever seen throwing like that. I’d sure like to buy you a drink. I might have been a bit of an asshole there—I’m told that’ll happen when I drink. I’d like to apologize.”


    James snapped a glance at Fish so fast Lisa thought the man might fall over. She got the instant and unmistakable impression that James had never heard Fish apologize before.


    “Get out of my way,” she said. “I mean it.”


    James scooted backward, palms out toward her.


    “We’re going, miss,” he says. “Ain’t we going, Fishy?”


    Fish affected a gentleman’s bow, left hand holding his hat to his chest, right hand reaching out dramatically until it hit the alley wall, throwing him off balance. He stumbled, stood, swayed drunkenly.


    “I’m a bit tipsy, little lady. Will you be going to the matches? Everyone is going. Duke Chesterton supposed to wrestle El Tornado.”


    How drunk was he? She could have killed him, he knew it, and he was asking her out on a date?


    “Just go,” Lisa said.


    James pulled at Fish’s duster, and this time Fish didn’t seem upset at all. He smiled his missing-tooth smile, kept trying to bow, almost fell over every time he did.


    “Until we meet again, ma’am!”


    The two men left the alley, and like dry logs thrown into a river they were washed away by the passing crowd.


    Lisa stood still for a moment, hands still in her sleeves, fingertips touching the wood handles of her slivers. She waited, expecting Fish to come back, wondering if she would put a sliver in his throat if he did.


    And then, it all caught up with her.


    Her body shuddered, a shiver worse than any she’d suffered in a mountain winter. It wracked her so hard she had to put a hand on the wall to stay upright. All the fear she’d felt facing those two men, it had bottled up inside of her, been held down by pressure—the pressure of her training, she had to admit—and now it was bubbling up like a shaken beer.


    More people out in the street now. More animals, more noise. Music, too—she heard a marching band. Shredding fiddles, strumming guitars, big bass drums, snappy snares, ceramic horns and bone flutes. The crowd, marching along with the wrestlers’ wagons. In those wagons stood fighters, flexing their muscles, screaming obscenities at each other while the people roared in delight. Many of the people sang along with the band. Lisa recognized the song.


    Stand, stand and face your foe.


    Forward, forward, the only way to go.


    Never turn your back.


    Always on the attack.


    Fight fight fight to the final blow.


    The wagon train was rolling toward the arena.


    Everyone is going to the matches.


    Would the Laughing Man be there?


    Lisa walked past the two bums and stood at the mouth of the alley, watching the crowd flow past.


    She realized, suddenly, that the sun had set. Lamps everywhere, flames flicking inside colored glass, making the streets jump with reds and greens and yellows and blues. Were any of those lamps witchglass? Did they hold spellfire? Maybe. Frisco was rich enough for something like that. She wasn’t about to touch any of the lamps to find out.


    She moved across the street, careful to avoid a blue-skirted buffalo with a monkey on its back wearing a suit of blue that matched the buffalo’s skirt. No person leading the pair. The monkey did flips, held out its little paw. Some of the drunken revelers would hand it coins, which the monkey put inside its little coat.


    A dancing bear, toothless and old. Some asshole with a whip, cracking it at the bear’s face, making the beast stand up on two wobbly rear legs. Sacrilege. She could only imagine what people from the Grizzly Coast would do to that man. But in Redwood, no one seemed to give a shit about religion.


    What a twister of emotions. She’d come into the city on the back of a wrestler’s wagon, feet dangling above the brick road, eyes wide at the wonder of the Redwood Empire’s wealth—the buildings, the statues of granite and witchglass, the bright clothing of the rich people. Witchglass weapons of so many colors. Then that instant in the bar, when she’d been dragged back to the worst moment of her life. She’d wet herself, rushed out of the bar like a coward carrying the awful weight that she’d wasted her life with worthless training. And finally the alley, facing down Fish, three slivers to his hat—the kind of shooting that even her counselors couldn’t do. She had stood up to two full-grown men—two men that rode with a living legend—and kept them from putting their hands on her.


    If Fish hadn’t been drunk, maybe it would have gone differently. No way to know. And it doesn’t matter, because it went the way it went. Lisa couldn’t explain the feeling inside of her. She wasn’t a bad-ass, she knew that. Not a highwayman, not a ranger, not a puma-warrior, not a slinger or an outrider or anything like that. She was just a small woman, yes, but she had defended herself. And with that knowledge, she knew she had the gravel to step up to the Laughing Man.


    Was it her job to kill him? No. That was the work for some sheriff, some judge. But what was she going to do, report a ten-year-old crime? No one would believe her, especially not in a city this busy. His word against hers. Was it her job to kill him? No.


    Was it her duty?


    Yes.


    Because if she didn’t, what the Laughing Man had done to her he would do to some other family, some other little girl.


    That was part of the Victim creed: Never again. It didn’t just apply to her . . . it applied to anyone else the Laughing Man might hurt.


    If she let him live, she was complicit in anything he did from here on out.


    Would he be at the matches? Might be a thousand people there. Maybe more. Would she even recognize him in that crowd?


    The matches would go on for hours. She could always check there after.


    After she went to the one place she knew he had been.


    Lisa stepped out of the alley and walked upstream against the crowd.


    As she walked, she pulled slivers from hidden padded pockets and slid them into the three empty holsters inside her sleeves.


    This was the opposite of avoidance.


    Yes. Because it was time for killing.


    Could she do it? She’d never killed before.


    She reached the door to Ziggy’s Place. Lisa waited a few seconds. She let the mantras flash through her thoughts. A decade of training whipped by like wind scraping across the wastes.


    Could she do this?


    Never again.


    Time to find out.


    She slid the wooden bolt, pulled the door open and stepped inside.


    The smell of stale beer, roasted meat, puke.


    The bar was almost empty. The bread lady, eating pork chops, one arm curled protectively in front of her wooden plate. An old man face-down on a table wet with his own vomit. The woman in the skimpy yellow dress, still sitting at the bar reading her book. Ziggy wasn’t there. Maybe he was in whatever room lay past a black curtain behind the bar.


    Lisa felt a wash of relief.


    The Laughing Man was gone.


    Relief, follow by guilt—this was her duty, she shouldn’t feel happiness at not being able to do her duty.


    Wait . . . a small orange glow from table in the back, almost fully in shadow, half-obscured by the flickering light of the hanging oil lamps.


    Two men.


    One holding a cigar.


    Lisa shuffled forward, then jumped when the bread lady shouted at her.


    “The fucking door! Born in a barn, were ya?”


    Lisa realized everyone in the bar was looking at her—including the two men at the back table. She pulled the door closed and slid shut the slide bolt.


    If it was the Laughing Man at that table, he’d surely recognized her. No, of course not, her face was hidden in the hood. And she’d been a little girl then.


    “Fucking tourists,” the bread lady said, then went back to hacking at her pork chops with a knife and fork.


    Ziggy pushed through the curtained doorway behind the bar, apron a little bloodier, beard a little dirtier, oak club in his hand.


    “You,” he said to Lisa. “You clean up?”


    She nodded. She hadn’t, and Ziggy would smell that soon enough, maybe, if the stench of spilled beer and vomit and unwashed bodies didn’t cover it up.


    It didn’t matter—she wouldn’t be here that long.


    Step after step, she walked toward the back table. With each hanging lamp she passed, the men were a little less obscured. The one on the right, twenty-something, with the thick frame of a lifelong farm hand, body as big as the cows he probably tended, wide as the hay bales be probably threw. She had no idea who that man was and she didn’t care.


    She didn’t care, because she did recognize the man on the left.


    It was him.


    The Laughing Man.


    She could never forget that face, that face that had pressed against hers, the smell of him then.


    —clean, like fresh soap, which was wrong somehow because he should have stank but he smelled clean and that made it even worse—


    He’d gained weight. He’d seemed so muscular before, the barrel chest of a man, arms of solid iron, hands like dull claws. Now his gut pushed the sides of his leather vest apart like a pig pushing through swinging doors, strained the buttons of his white shirt. The face she would never forget had sagged, cheeks drooping to jowls, sharp eyes underlined with wrinkles and folds. His black hair had once been so thick you could have whitewashed a fence with it—now it was thinned out, bits of graying grass pushing up through a mottled pink desert.


    This couldn’t be him.


    This was him.


    He took a drag from his cigar, then blew it sideways, so as not to blow it right in her face.


    “Help you?” he said.


    Lisa jolted back to reality. She was standing at the edge of their table. She’d walked right up to it, like a wasteland deader in a trance.


    The Laughing Man and the big cowhand looked at her, expectantly. Not with hate. Not with lust. With . . . Jesus, was that helpfulness on their faces? Like two country gentlemen ready to lend a hand to anyone who passed by.


    “Um,” Lisa said.


    The two men looked at her, half-smiling, half-waiting.


    —say something you ignorant idiot, tell him you’re here to kill him for what he’s done, so he can’t do it anymore, so—


    “Miss, you’re trying my patience,” Ziggy called out. He shook the club at her. “If I gotta kick you outta here a second time you’re going out the hard way.”


    The Laughing Man held up a hand toward Ziggy.


    “She ain’t bothering us none, Zig. Looks like she wants to say something but can’t quite get it out.”


    The cowhand, elbows on the table, leaned a little closer.


    “Miss, you all right?”


    —Jesus save me they are trying to help me what the fuck am I doing I’m no killer it was ten years ago get the hell out of here just go and—


    “Miss,” the Laughing Man said. “This is getting a little odd.”


    “Sorry,” Lisa said. “Sorry. I . . . sorry.”


    She turned and walked quickly away from the table, heading for the door.


    “Fucking tourists,” said the lady in the yellow dress, peering over the top of her book. She shook her head, then went back to reading.


    Before Lisa reached the door, the latch slid sideways and the door opened.


    There stood Fish and James.


    Lisa froze in place. Trapped between the one who had hurt her and the one who wanted to hurt her.


    Fish touched the brim of his hat.


    “Ma’am,” he said. “Sure is nice to see you again.”


    “You . . . followed me?”


    James dipped his head, more to hide his eyes than anything else.


    “Sorry about this, ma’am—once Fishy gets an idea in his head, ain’t no getting it out of there. He’s quite keen on you all the sudden.”


    “The fuck,” the bread lady shouted, knife in one hand, fork in the other. “Close the godfuckingdamn door you piece of shit hillbillies!”


    Fish stepped toward her, glared down, towered over her.


    “How about you shut your old nasty bitch mouth when there is a proper belle standing right there?”


    The bread lady shrank down over her plate, which had nothing but bone and grease, yet still she protected it like it was her last meal.


    “A proper belle,” said the woman in yellow. “That’s hellish sweet of you, sir.”


    Fish glared at her.


    “Wasn’t talking about you, whore.”


    The lady in yellow made a hmph noise, returned to her reading.


    Lisa wanted to scream at Fish, wanted to go back to the alley and plant all three slivers in his throat, watch him bleed out onto the piss-mud.


    Ziggy came around the bar, one hand on the warped surface, the other waggling his well-used club.


    “You cocksuckers don’t come into my place and start flinging cow shit, you hear me?”


    Fish’s hands dropped to his belt. His fingers twitched. He seemed more steady now, more sober, and Lisa knew he was about to throw a sliver at Ziggy.


    “Stop,” she screamed. “All of you, just stop!”


    Ziggy did. Fish did. James did. The bread lady gnawed on her bone. The lady in yellow turned a page.


    Lisa almost breathed a sigh of relief that she had stopped this before it got started . . .


    . . . and then she heard that laugh.


    Her body clenched.


    Her mind shut down.


    Lisa Tryon turned.


    Turned to face him.


    Him.


    The man who had hurt her.


    The man who had changed everything.


    Smiling at her. Laughing at her.


    The sliver left her hand before she even knew she’d touched it. Sharp glass flew into the open mouth, the laughing mouth. The man coughed, just once. His eyes went wide. His left hand came up, slowly, cigar still wedged between pointer and middle finger. Came up, hovered, the hand as slow and confused as Lisa’s thoughts.


    Then the blood came.


    Pouring out, a red geyser, splashing on the table, making the cowhand push back in his chair, shocked and surprised, as if the blood was poison that might kill him at the touch of a single droplet, pushed back so hard the chair collapsed under him, dropping his wide ass to the floor with the sound of snapping wood.


    “Agah,” the Laughing Man said, then he coughed again. More blood shot out, a red wave splashing off the table and down to the dirty floor.


    Movement.


    Ziggy, coming fully around the bar toward her, eyes narrow, club raised. Turned out he did have teeth, and lips—she could see both where the snarl parted his matted, dirty beard.


    Lisa heard the hiss of a weapon sliding out of leather. She turned, saw Fish with a blue sword in his hand, point inches from Ziggy’s throat. A translucent sword, the perfect crystal of magically fused sand melded into one smooth bit of hardness. Witchglass. How did some drunken outrider have a weapon like that? Blue? East Coast magic?


    Ziggy, his hands up, club dangling by a leather loop from his right wrist, eyes staring down at a blue point of death that caught each flicker of lamplight.


    “Thaaaaaat’s it, mister,” Fish said. “Stay right where you are. This ain’t your business.”


    Fish, smiling. Missing teeth. A smile of delight, a smile of hope, that this shit might go further south than it already had and he’d get to use that blue blade against tan flesh, red blood, white bone.


    The Laughing Man coughed for the last time. He pitched forward. His head hit the table, kicking up splatters of blood that splashed against the cowhand still ass-down on the floor.


    The Laughing Man twitched.


    The cowhand stared at him.


    “I didn’t see nothing,” the lady in yellow said. Her book was closed, held tight to her chest. “Didn’t see a goddamn thing. I swear I didn’t. I was reading.”


    She seemed to remember her book. She quickly opened it, hid her face behind it, oblivious to the fact that it was now upside down.


    The cowhand stood. He reached out a shaking hand, touched the Laughing Man’s head.


    “Pa?”


    At that word, that single syllable, the strength and courage gushed out of Lisa like a waterskin sliced clean through.


    The cowhand slowly reached his hands to his hips, to holsters there Lisa hadn’t noticed. Each came up with a bone-handled, foot-long flint blade, edges chipped jagged and sharp enough to slice horsehair. His head slowly turned. He stared at Lisa, so much hate in those eyes she thought why is he mad at me before she remembered she’d just thrown a sliver twenty-five feet into a human being’s open mouth and he’d coughed blood all to hell and highwater over the place.


    “Jimmy,” Fish said, “you want to take care of that big-ass redneck for me?”


    James reached into his gray duster, came out with a sliver in each hand.


    “Dammit,” he said. “Dammit I just wanted to do the New Year. Buddha’s sake, lady, why’d you have to kill that man?”


    Nervous. James’s hand shook, and Lisa knew he couldn’t hit a buffalo in the ass if he was close enough to have his hair blown back by its farts.


    Why’d you have to kill that man, he’d said.


    Dead.


    The Laughing Man was dead.


    She had killed him.


    And she hadn’t even gotten the satisfaction of telling him why, telling him who she was, who her family had been.


    Fish took a half-step forward, gingerly forcing Ziggy backward until the big bartender bumped into the redhead who was busy reading an upside-down book.


    “The whore got it right,” Fish said. “She didn’t see nothing. You seen anything, bartender?”


    Ziggy’s eyes were still fixed on the blue sword’s point, so focused his eyes were almost crossed beneath his bushy eyebrows.


    “Not a thing,” Ziggy said. “I was in the back room, cutting up pork chops. They’re on special.”


    Fish took a step back, nodding. He kept the sword pointed at Ziggy, but looked at Lisa.


    “Girlie, you never told me your name. Feels like someone can handle their business like you shouldn’t just be called darkie.”


    The respect in his voice. He was on her side? What the hell was happening?


    “Lisa,” she said, the name coming out almost as fast as the sliver that killed the Laughing Man.


    “Lisa,” Fish said, nodding. “You know we should kill all these fuckers, right?”


    The words stunned her, even though somewhere inside she knew they were coming, maybe even had wanted them said. If these people lived, what came next? A posse on her tail? Trackers hunting her?


    “Coming for you,” the cowhand said, his voice cold as mountain ice. “Coming for you, and bringing hell with me.”


    “Bark-bark-bark,” Fish said. “Everyone’s a yapping dog.”


    The bread woman stood.


    “Had enough of this fuckery. Goddamn tourists.”


    She stepped to the door. James stood there, frozen. Without a pause, the old woman slid the bolt aside, stepped out and shut the door behind her.


    Fish sighed. “Well, shit. Way to fucking go, Jimmy.”


    “Me?” James shook his head. “You crazy asshole, what did you want me to do? Kill an old woman?”


    Fish shrugged.


    The cowhand took a step forward.


    Lisa’s hands shot into her sleeves, came out with slivers, but somehow she stopped the instinctive reaction bred by a two hundred thousand draws and throws, a decade of repetition. Instead of throwing, she brandished, holding the slivers up for the cowhand to see.


    That stopped him short.


    He didn’t move. He just glared. So much hate.


    “Better use them,” he said. “Better use them right fucking now.”


    Fish nodded. “A damn good idea. Let’s make sure Jimmy doesn’t let these people walk out the door as well.”


    So casual, so matter-of-fact. Fish had killed innocents before. Lisa could only wonder how many.


    “We’re not killing anyone.”


    “You sure about that, Miss Lisa?” Fish said. “Because Jimmy and I are riding with you—ain’t that right, Jimmy?”


    “Like I got a fucking choice now,” Jimmy said. “Goddammit, goddammit.”


    Fish nodded again. “Jimmy and I are riding with you, Miss Lisa. But if you don’t kill these people and we don’t find that foul-mouthed old hag and finish her off real quiet, then we need to get out of town like we needed to do it yesterday. Hearing me?”


    Lisa stared at the Laughing Man. Not laughing anymore. Dead. As dead as the glass in his throat.


    She’d never killed anyone before. It wasn’t like the stories. It wasn’t heroic. It wasn’t grand. It was just life, ending. Ending at her hand.


    Maybe she’d have to kill again, someday. Maybe. But not these people. Not tonight.


    Not at the turn of the millennium.


    “No,” she said. “They live.”


    The woman in yellow nodded eagerly. “Good idea. Listen to her. She might have pissed her pants but I can tell she’s smart.”


    With a practiced flourish, Fish raised his sword and slid it into the sheath strapped to his back.


    “Here’s the deal, people,” he said. “If I’m going down, I guaranfuckingtee you I will kill each and every one you assholes before I die. We’re letting you live, so you all stay put here for the next hour. Deal?”


    “Deal,” the woman in yellow said. Now the book was sideways. “Great deal. I accept. And thank you.”


    Ziggy tilted his head toward the door. “Just get. An hour’s fair enough.”


    Fish smiled at the cowhand.


    “How about you, big boy? You put those pig-stickers aside and sit your country ass down for an hour, or I kill you right here, no matter what my new friend Miss Lisa says.”


    Everything hung still and motionless. No movement but the flickering lamps.


    Lisa had an instant to try and process what had happened. She’d used a trick shot to knock off a man’s hat, and because of that, the man—and his unwilling friend—was backing her up in a murder, threatening to take more lives. The only reason he hadn’t was because she’d told him not to. It was insanity. It was rabies and flux and Night People Fever and waste zombies and every mad thing she’d ever seen or heard of, armed with a blue witchglass sword and smiling a missing-toothed smile.


    And she had no choice but to accept his help.


    “Decide,” Fish said to the cowhand. “Right now.”


    The cowhand’s fists gripped his knives with shaking, white-knuckled frustration, then he forced his fingers open and let the flint blades fall to the floor.


    “Deal,” he said. “One hour. Got my word.”


    Fish stared at the wide young man for a bit, and in that bit Lisa realized that she wasn’t really in charge at all. This was Fish’s game. Fish’s play. She was just the spark that lit the tinder—Fish fueled the fire, let it burn as he saw fit.


    “Deal,” Fish said to the cowhand. Then, to her: “Miss Lisa, we should be going now.”


    Her thoughts roiled, a muddy, raging river swollen by floodwater. One thought rose above all others, a bobbing pinecone that rode the rapids.


    I should have stayed home.


    “Let’s go,” she said, not even knowing if Fish knew where to go, hoping—praying—that he did.


    “Jimmy, the door,” Fish said.


    James slid the bolt open and stepped out.


    Fish—crazy Fish, missing-toothed Fish, Fish-with-a-crush-on-a-girl-he’d-just-met stood at the door and swept an arm out graciously, like this was some county formal or goddamn square dance.


    “After you, Miss Lisa.”


    The cowhand nodded. “Be seeing you, Miss Lisa.”


    She couldn’t take anymore.


    Lisa left Ziggy’s Place.


    Fish stepped out and shut the door behind him.


    She could hear the echoing roar of the crowd—the matches. Had El Tornado won?


    “Jimmy and I got horses at the edge of town,” Fish said. “We’ll steal one for you. This is gonna be fun.”


    He smiled.


    She wished with all her heart that he wouldn’t smile, not ever again.
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A Duel of Evils or The Fall of Kethia


    Anthony Ryan








    Being a true and unbiased account of the destruction of that city compiled at the order of Emperor Aluran Maxtor Selsus (blessed by the Gods for all the ages) by Lord Verniers Alishe Someren, Imperial Chronicler and First of the Learned.


    In preparing this history I have been honoured to follow My Emperor’s wise instruction to compose an account free from the vagaries of myth and legend, those cursed twins destined to forever obstruct the path of the rational scholar in his quest for truth. However, as you will see, all surviving sources relating to the events described below are riven, one might say sullied, by references to the bizarre and outright impossible. It is a singular mystery why an event of such import to the Volarian Empire, a culture renowned for promoting rationality with a vigour bordering on mania, should produce witnesses so lacking in that very quality. It is, of course, probable that these witnesses were delusional, the extremes of war having been known to strip reason from even the most stable mind. However, I have chosen not to exclude their more outlandish reportage, as it has ever been my contention that the perception of an event is at least as important as its true substance.


    In considering how and why the once mighty city-state of Kethia came to its dreadful end, we must first understand its origins. The bulk of early Volarian history exists as a melange of legend and folklore, largely revolving around the deeds of various improbably mighty heroes, their myriad battles and betrayals performed in service to the now extinct Volarian pantheon. Much of the physical evidence to emerge from this period is limited to indecipherable tablet inscriptions and somewhat lurid illustrations from the few artifacts to survive, mostly pottery fragments and incomplete mosaics. The one unifying theme to these disparate images is that of destruction; cities burn, hordes of people are put to the sword by inhuman armies clad in blood-red armour, and beasts of unlikely configuration spring from the bowels of the earth to wreak all manner of havoc. Whilst these images are most certainly exaggerations or complete inventions, taken as a whole they do indicate that the landmass which now comprises the bulk of the Volarian Empire was once witness to a struggle of near genocidal proportions, a struggle that can only be said to have abated when recognisable settlements begin to reappear, generating trade and correspondence in the process.


    The earliest reference to employ the modern name for Kethia dates back some sixteen hundred years, a full century in fact before the birth of our own (glorious and surely eternal) Empire. My prolonged sojourn through the imperial archives unearthed several ancient cargo manifests relating to the purchase and exchange of goods with a settlement situated on the western coast of what is now the Volarian province of Eskethia. The record of trade with this settlement increases in volume over successive centuries to the point where they attain sufficient wealth and sophistication to secure a formal treaty with Emperor Rahlun, the tenth chosen to sit on the Alpiran throne. The details of the treaty are fairly standard; an agreement to maintain existing tariffs and mutual protection of vessels from piracy. But it is clear from the preamble that by this point the Kethians were already engaged in a bitter rivalry with the port of Volar, situated over three hundred miles to the northeast.


    A brief glance at any map of the north Volarian coast provides ample explanation as to why these two cities might come into conflict. Volar sits at the end of a long, narrow estuary known as the Cut of Lokar. A relatively easy waterway to navigate according to my seafaring sources, but providing markedly less ease of access to the Boraelin trade routes than that offered by Kethia, which also benefited from rich surrounding farmlands producing wine and cotton in substantial quantities. The decades preceding the Kethian treaty with Alpira had seen numerous border skirmishes and at least one major battle as the two ports competed for trade and prestige. However, events were to take a decidedly more serious turn with the advent of Volarian hegemony over much of the continent, a period known to history as The Forging Age. Aided by a sophisticated military doctrine, and a ruthlessly practical approach to both diplomacy and warfare, the nascent Volarian Empire had become a recognisable entity some eight centuries ago, at which point our tale begins in earnest.


    To understand the subsequent course of events requires a certain appreciation of both the differences and similarities between Kethian and Volarian culture. It is not my intention to laud one as superior to the other, as it will become clear to My Emperor that both peoples appear somewhat bestial in comparison to the unmatched excellence of Alpiran society. For example, each culture employed a code of justice that can only be described as barbaric; every crime, regardless of pettiness, was (and remains so in modern Volaria) punishable by execution, more serious criminals being required to undergo a series of prescribed tortures before receiving the, no doubt, blessed release of death. However, similar brutality between the two adversaries was not matched by similar governance. I will spare you, Sire, a recounting of the long and ugly history of the peculiar Volarian institution of slavery, except to relate that by the dawn of its ascendancy, slavery sat at the heart of all aspects of Volarian society.


    Volaria, as My Emperor knows, is ruled by a council drawn from the wealthiest citizens in the empire. In modern times the path to Council-man status is a mysterious one, wreathed in labyrinthine intrigue and a complex system of patronage. In fact, it is never clear to outsiders who sits on the council, as it appears some families have occupied their seats for generations without troubling themselves to change the name to match the current occupant. But, in its earlier incarnation entry to the council was simply a matter of amassing wealth equivalent to the value of one hundred thousand slaves. The number of council seats throughout the ages is therefore a useful indicator of the overall size of the empire, or at least its slave population. By the advent of unrestricted war against Kethia, the council consisted of ten members and its control over the growing Volarian dominions was near absolute.


    Kethia, by contrast, had no need of councils. For, like the savages inhabiting the damp land to the north, Kethia had a king. However, unlike the north-men, the king of Kethia did not ascend by virtue of birth but at the whim of his people. Every four years all men over the age of thirty, owning house or livestock, would gather at an impressive structure in the city’s centre. The name of this building has been lost but, if the illustrations of Kethia’s ruins are to be believed, it would have been a remarkable sight, standing thirty feet tall and ringed by marble columns some five feet in diameter. Every man would be given a single black stone and a vase would be placed before each of the candidates aspiring to kingship. Each man would come forward and reach his hand into every vase, keeping his fist closed when he drew it out, so none would know into which vase he had dropped his stone. Once all the gathered men had cast their stones, each vase would be emptied and the stones counted in full view of the assembly. The candidate whose vase contained the most stones would ascend to the throne.


    Any man of suitable age and property could present himself for kingship, though the Kethian scholar and diplomat Karvalev provides an insight into the kind of individual who stood the best chance of success:


    No farmer ever won the throne. Nor a drover, nor a smith, nor a wheelwright. Our kings have ever been merchants, or the sons of merchants. Or warriors of great renown, or the sons of warriors of great renown. And none have ever known poverty. Kethian mothers wishing to shame indolent sons will often resort to an old saying, ‘Keep on like this and there’ll never be a stone in your vase.’


    Karvalev was fated, or cursed, to witness much of what follows, so naturally his account forms a principal source for this history. Many of his works have been lost to the ages but he appears to have been widely read in his lifetime, ensuring a considerable portion of his writings were copied and distributed, apparently to his great annoyance: ‘The whole world benefits from the art of this poor scholar who must bargain for ink.’


    Volarian sources for this period are sparse and those that survive often biased to the point of uselessness, except to illustrate the depth of hatred many felt towards Kethia. They are thieves, one Volarian merchant wrote to a trading partner in far off Verehl. Every chance for profit is stolen by guile and graft. A Kethian will sell at a loss if it means denying profit to a Volarian.


    However, it is Karvalev who provides the clearest illustration of Volarian antipathy to their wealthy neighbours at this time. The author of several fruitless missions to Volar in search of some form of peaceful accommodation, his final attempt produced this enlightening account of a brief meeting with an unnamed Council-man:


    He stood regarding me with eyes of ice and face of stone, clad in robes of red silk and flanked on either side by guards with drawn swords. His every aspect seemed to convey the sense of a man suffering the worst indignity. Intent on my mission, I began to relate my message whereupon he spoke: ‘The dagger-tooth does not bargain with the goat.’


    Karvalev goes on to describe being seized by the Council-man’s guards and marched back to his ship, his every step assailed by a baying mob crammed into the streets to spit their bile at the hated Kethian. Clearly, war with Volaria was becoming inevitable.


    It should not be surmised, however, that trade was the only cause for antagonism between these rivals. Whilst they spoke much the same language and shared the same pantheon of gods, they pursued wildly differing modes of worship. As My Emperor will no doubt recall from my earlier treatise, The Land of Nightmares—A Portrait of Pre-Imperial Volaria, the long-vanished Volarian pantheon remains one of the most aggravating points of inquiry for the modern scholar, for only the priesthood were permitted to know the names of the gods. The common worshipper would look to the heroes of legend, quasi-godlike figures themselves, for inspiration and guidance, but direct appeals for divine intervention required the assistance of the priesthood, on payment of an offering of suitable value. Kethia, however, stood alone among the cultures to share this pantheon in having divested itself of a priesthood a century before its destruction. The Kethians, it is said, had committed the ultimate blasphemy in actually naming the gods and allowing any citizen, even women, to appeal to them directly. It is unsurprising, therefore, that the loudest Volarian voices to call for war came from the priesthood.


    One of the few Volarian sources to offer a remotely unbiased account of the war comes from one Sevarik Entril, a junior officer at the war’s commencement, set to rise to battalion commander by its end. Entril wrote a series of letters to his wife throughout the conflict, unwittingly providing a valuable narrative of the campaign. It seems he entrusted these missives to a neutral sea captain who was in fact a spy in Alpiran service, hence the presence of copies in the Imperial Archives. Entril records his entire division being paraded at the base of one of the tall towers common to the long since destroyed Volarian temple complexes:


    A priest stood atop the tower, calling out in the language of the gods, his words translated by one of his brothers who stood before us. His brother had been blessed, he told us, by a vision from not one, but every god in the heavens: ‘Kethia will tumble in flame and Volaria rise on its ashes!’ As was custom the priest then cast himself from the tower, his life’s work being complete and the gods sure to catch his soul as he fell. We raised our swords and cheered ourselves hoarse as his empty body shattered on the ground in bloody homage.


    An additional point of particular odium to the Volarians was the Kethian practice of child sacrifice. As already noted, these cultures were evenly matched in their barbarity but this facet of Kethian society does make it difficult to express much sympathy for their eventual fate. That such a practice took place, and is not a figment of Volarian prejudice, is confirmed by Karvalev and several other contemporary sources. It appears sacrifices occurred only on the ascension of a new king, Karvalev’s account of one ceremony conveying a chilling sense of normalcy:


    As the king took his throne he reached into a great glass bowl filled with wooden pegs onto which the name of every child in Kethia had been inscribed. No child was excluded, regardless of station, for what parent could forgo such an honour? Having chosen, the king stood and called out the name of the blessed child. On this occasion it was a boy of perhaps eight years, the son of a shipwright who proudly carried him forward, the boy bouncing on his father’s shoulders, laughing happily. The king greeted the boy with a kiss to the forehead before leading him, knife in hand, to the font from which the gods would drink come the moon-rise. The gods have ever blessed us, but they are also ever hungry.


    It was the ascension of this particular king that provided the spark to war, for this king was a warrior, known to history as Tavurek and described by Karvalev as the apex of Kethia. His stature and prowess in battle matched by a mind keener than the sharpest blade. It seemed as if the gods saw our need and sent Tavurek from a prior age, for he was not made as other men. The Volarians were very thorough in destroying all images and statues of Tavurek, so the accuracy of Karvalev’s description cannot be judged, although Entril’s portrait of the doomed warrior king is in broad agreement with most Volarian sources:


    He towered over his men as they advanced on us, unhelmed and arms bared, wielding a great two-bladed axe as if it weighed no more than a twig. A fury of muscle and steel, inspiring those that followed him to unhesitant sacrifice.


    We know little of Tavurek’s early life, though Karvalev intimates he was born to a wealthy trading family and spent much of his boyhood at sea. There are various garish and frankly absurd legends surrounding Tavurek’s seafaring days, from abduction and seduction at the hands of exotic island queens, to savage battles with pirates where it’s said he learned his deadly skills. Surely the most outlandish of these fables is the future king’s epic battle with a giant, many-tentacled monstrosity from the ocean depths. Naturally, he emerged the victor but with wounds so severe he lay near death for several days. Whatever the truth of these tales, it is clear that by the time Tavurek rose to prominence he was both widely travelled and physically formidable. To the Kethians, however, his most important virtue was not his martial prowess but his passionate hatred of the Volarians.


    Karvalev has left us a record of Tavurek’s first public address to the Kethian populace. Allowing for some poetic phrasing which can almost certainly be ascribed to the scholar’s hand, the speech provides an unambiguous insight into Tavurek’s virulent anti-Volarian stance:


    Can they even be called men? These beasts, these curs, these wretches? Where is their honour, I ask you? Where is their courage? Where is their religion? They call us blasphemers. They say we dishonour the gods whilst their every act is an abomination. There is more religion in my dog!


    References to the gods abound in Tavurek’s speeches. A Kethian ambassador to Alpira named him as the most devout man ever to sit on the throne, and we can say with some certainty that the new king considered his mission to be a divine one. They have called to me, my friend, Karvalev has him saying one evening as they shared a sparse meal of berries and water, it being the custom for Kethian kings to live frugally. The gods . . . I have heard their voice, and they name me their instrument on earth. The Volarian filth must be wiped away.


    This does, of course, raise the possibility that Tavurek may have been insane, or at least partly delusional. If so, it was a shared delusion, for his people never wavered in their support, even unto death.


    The first serious clash came barely two months after Tavurek’s ascension to the throne when he led a fleet of warships directly into the Cut of Lokar. The king’s express intention was to choke off Volarian commerce, weakening the city in advance of an invasion. This proved a wildly ambitious notion. It appears the Volarians may have had some forewarning of Tavurek’s intentions, for his fleet soon found itself attacked in front and rear. A Verehlan sailor was witness to the subsequent debacle and gave the following account to an Alpiran associate several months later:


    It all happened at night and at first I thought the gods had set both sky and sea afire. I saw many men tumbling from burning ships, alight and screaming as the Volarian mangonels did their work, the fireballs falling like a fiery rain. The Cut is rich in white-nosed sharks, small but vicious buggers they are, like to swarm on you in packs. There was so much for them to feed on it seemed the sea was boiling. By morning the shore was thick with wrecks, some Volarian but mostly Kethian, and the sharks were still busy feeding.


    Tavurek somehow managed to survive the calamity and return to Kethia with the remnants of his fleet. Oddly, for a king who had authored such a calamity he was greeted with universal acclaim and there is no record of any dissent among the Kethian populace. He has a way about him, Karvalev said of Tavurek in the aftermath of the disaster. A means of capturing the souls of all men. I have never truly understood it, but even I find no room for doubt in my heart. I have never been more certain; this man is meant to lead us.


    After such naked aggression it was inevitable that the Volarian counterblow would be swift. Kethia was soon blockaded, the Volarian fleet forcing all ships to seek harbour elsewhere regardless of flag, even sinking a dozen neutral vessels when their captains proved deaf to intimidation. However, the main blow would be delivered by land rather than sea. There are various estimates of the size of the Volarian army that marched into Kethian territory barely three months later, from Karvalev’s surely exaggerated half a million to Entril’s more restrained but still barely credible two hundred thousand. However, it was surely a formidable force, possibly the largest army to take the field during the Forging Age, and certainly the most experienced.


    The vile practice of employing slaves in Volarian armies would not take root for another four centuries, so their soldiers of this period were all free men. The basic Volarian military unit consisted of the infantry battalion with an official complement of one thousand men, though many would remain under strength in the field as battle and sickness inevitably took a toll. Most soldiers were conscripts aged between sixteen and twenty-five, their numbers swelled for the Kethian campaign by reservists called back to the army by emergency Council decree. Most battalions were a mix of youthful conscripts and veterans who had chosen a career in the army in preference to the often dire uncertainties of Volarian civilian life; the practice of enslaving impoverished debtors had been enshrined in law by this point, and life for those without wealthy family connections could be highly unpleasant. At the very least the army offered some measure of security. Three meals a day, a whore twice a week and a battle every now and then to sate the belly and fill the purse with loot, Entril records his senior sergeant saying. The recipe for a happy soldier, Honoured Commander.


    Although life in the army may have been preferable to poverty, standards of discipline were so rigid as to border on sadism. The most lenient punishment prescribed by the Volarian military code consisted of ten strokes of a barbed whip, usually meted out for such crimes as an unpolished breastplate or tarnished belt buckle. Unauthorised drunkenness earned fifteen strokes, and disrespect to an officer twenty, which may well have been fatal for many recipients. The harshest punishment was reserved for deserters, who could expect to have their hands and feet cut off and the stumps coated in pitch before being set upon by a pack of slave-hounds. A particularly cruel, but undoubtedly effective disciplinary measure took the form of collective punishment for battalions deemed to have acted in a cowardly fashion. One hundred men would be chosen by lot and obliged to lead the charge in the next engagement, completely naked and armed only with a single sword. It is scarcely surprising, therefore, that those who fought the Volarians often spoke of their unmatched bravery.


    In addition to the standard battalions the Volarians also maintained a number of elite, all-veteran formations, each with a long list of battle honours and bearing a name rather than the bland number afforded other units. These names were mostly derived from the heroes of legend, ‘Livella’s Blades’ and ‘The Sons of Korsev’ being perhaps the most celebrated, having fought in every major engagement of the Forging Age without ever tasting defeat. In the struggle that followed, however, even such formidable soldiers would come to learn that invincibility in war is a myth.


    Whilst the bulk of the Volarian army consisted of infantry, they did maintain strong cavalry contingents, mostly drawn from the sons of the wealthy merchant class, and a highly effective, perhaps crucial corps of military engineers. Via a remarkably swift series of bridging operations, it was these engineers that enabled the Volarians to cover more than one hundred miles of Kethian territory within the first five days of the campaign, all without meeting serious opposition or word of the invasion reaching Tavurek, now licking his wounds in Kethia. Once word arrived, however, the king lost no time in responding.


    Kethia had a small standing army of perhaps twenty thousand men, though its strength had been severely denuded by the Battle of the Cut. To augment this meagre force Kethia had instituted a long-standing tradition of hiring mercenaries from far and wide, a practice that had increased tenfold with the advent of war. So it is unsurprising that the picture Karvalev paints of the force that marched out to confront the Volarians is a cosmopolitan one, as well as shedding more light on Tavurek’s uncanny ability to inspire loyalty in even the most hardened heart:


    Archers from the shores of the Jarven Sea took their place alongside dark-skinned slingers from Vehrel. Lancers from Atethia called ‘brother’ to savage pale-skinned axe-men from the northern mountains. And all bowed low to mighty Tavurek, giving solemn oath to follow him to the fire pit and fight the Dermos themselves should he so ask. That this oath was truly spoken, none can doubt, for these men no longer received pay. They came to us as mercenaries but stayed as loyal Kethians, and as such they died.


    As ever, sources vary in estimating the size of the Kethian force, but it was almost certainly outnumbered by at least two to one. Despite the disparity in strength, the clash that followed four days later was anything but one-sided. The two armies met at a point some thirty miles from Kethia and barely a mile inland from the southern bank of the Cut of Lokar. The Volarians had wisely opted to keep close to the shore in order to enable constant resupply by their fleet, another factor in the swiftness of their march. Entril describes the battlefield as:


    . . . merely rolling farmland, devoid of hill or landmark that might afford it a name. The Kethians came on in a solid mass, eschewing manoeuvre or feint for a charge aimed straight at the centre of our line. When the day was done we had a name for the field, The Spoiled Land, for what could grow on such corrupted earth?


    Entril’s own account of the fighting is a confused morass of close-quarters encounters with men he describes as maddened beasts, void of reason or fear. Therefore, we are obliged to refer to the report of the overall Volarian commander, one General Derilev, for a description of the battle as a whole. Derilev appears to have been an experienced officer of some renown, though his handling of the campaign speaks more of basic competence than inspired leadership. His account must be treated with considerable caution, conveying as it does the sense of a long-serving officer employing outlandish claims to avoid responsibility for near disaster:


    There are several unquestionable reports from my most seasoned veterans firmly asserting that they saw Kethian soldiers continuing to fight on after suffering mortal wounds. Clearly, we have underestimated the vileness of our enemy, for it is my belief that they could only have effected a penetration of our centre through unnatural means. When the dead are seen to fight there can be only one conclusion: the Dermos are risen anew and now make their home in Kethia.


    The Dermos, My Emperor will surely recall from Land of Nightmares, are the legendary enemies of both gods and men, said to reside in a fiery pit beneath the earth. Derilev goes on to describe how the Kethian breakthrough was stemmed by the vaunted Sons of Korsev who threw themselves into the breach at the last moment, sacrificing two-thirds of their number but fighting with such ferocity that the Volarian line had time to reorganise. Derilev expends considerable ink in describing his deftly executed counterstroke, pulling back the battalions in the centre whilst reinforcing his flanks and sending his cavalry against the Kethian rear, thereby inflicting a crushing defeat. This must all be considered at best an exaggeration and at worst a desperate lie, for Karvalev describes the Kethian army retreating to the city in good order, albeit badly mauled. The length of the subsequent siege is also evidence that, regardless of Derilev’s claims, Tavurek retained considerable military strength in the aftermath of defeat. It is also significant that Derilev would soon find himself replaced by a new commander. I searched in vain for further mention of him in any history, although the Council’s notorious treatment of unsuccessful generals is probably ample explanation for his absence.


    Entril wrote to his wife shortly after the battle, relating that he had lost a third of his men most to battle, a few to madness, and found himself elevated to battalion commander as all the officers senior to him were now dead. If losses on such a scale were typical it must have been a badly shaken army that laid siege to Kethia, but lay siege they did.


    The Volarians were no strangers to siegecraft, the Forging Age being rich in tales of their expertise and patience in reducing enemy fortresses and cities. Initially, it appeared Kethia would be little different. Entril relates how the newly appointed Volarian commander gave a rousing speech to the assembled army soon after the siege began:


    ‘A month of spadework, men,’ he promised us, ‘to earn a lifetime’s worth of loot.’


    This new commander emerges as an even more obscure figure than the unfortunate Derilev, known to history only by the less-than-flattering title Entril has his men affording him when his optimistic speeches became tiresome—‘The Lying Ape.’ In fact it was more than two months before the first direct assault, The Ape having grown impatient at the meagre progress made by Volarian engineers as they inched their trenches closer to the walls. Over ten thousand men were ordered into the attack, charging forward with scaling ladders at three different places in the hope of dividing the defence sufficiently to allow a breakthrough. It proved an unmitigated disaster, barely three thousand men straggling back come nightfall. Entril described the survivors as:


    Wide-eyed and black with soot. Babbling of unkillable enemies and the Kethian king appearing at will in their midst, wielding an axe that cut through armour as if it was rice paper. The Ape gave the coward’s punishment to one in every ten, but the fear provoked by their rantings took root, and fear is the worst plague for any army.


    Clearly possessed of a stubborn streak, The Ape tried again three days later, doubling the size of the assault force and placing his elite battalions in the vanguard. Entril’s men were ordered to support an assault on the main gate by the Spears of Morivek, one of the most celebrated formations in Volarian history. A palpable sense of shock, not to mention mystification at his own survival, is discernible in his next letter home:


    Assailed from above by a ceaseless rain of arrow and rock, the Spears clawed their way onto the battlements on either side of the gate. How they fought, my dear—I do not have the words—it seemed as if I gazed upon men fashioned into rock, the Kethians breaking on them like a storm-driven tide. As ordered, we charged forward with our great iron-headed ram, pounding and pounding at the gate as the Spears held the wall above. All for nothing.


    Entril describes his men breaking through the gate but finding their way blocked by a deep pit filled with what appeared to be water, revealed in fact as oil when a single torch fell from above and soon all was flame. Entril tried to rally his men but their waning courage shattered completely when the Kethians on the battlements above began to throw bodies into their midst:


    . . . bodies in Volarian armour each bearing the crest of the Spears of Morivek, and every one was headless. The men ran, heedless of my exhortations, and soon I stood alone at the shattered gate. Knowing death would come swiftly, I straightened my back and resolved to meet my end with the dignity due my rank. On emerging from the gatehouse I forced myself to pause and raise a defiant gaze to the Kethians on the walls. I saw only one man, face lost to the gloom of gathering night, though I knew him by now. He looked at me for a long time, hands resting on the haft of his great axe, then raised his arm and pointed a finger at our own lines.


    Curiously, Entril appears to have suffered no punishment as a result of his men’s cowardice. This is perhaps due to the fact that The Ape was found dead by his own hand the following morning. This, of course, necessitated the appointment of a new commander, and he proved to be a man with a surfeit of patience.


    Vartek Lovril remains the most celebrated figure of the Forging Age, and one of the few luminaries of the pre-imperial period not to be largely expunged from the visual and historical record during the Great Cleansing. His reputation had already begun to grow by the advent of the final Kethian war, but it was a renown built entirely on personal courage and fighting skill rather than command. Vartek had spent his early years in the northern port of Varral, until recently an independent city state. Vartek’s father had been one of the principal conspirators in the coup which had unseated the previous regime and opened the way for Volarian annexation.


    Being a third son, and therefore unlikely to receive more than a paltry inheritance, Vartek had enlisted in the Volarian army at an early age. This appears to have been done without his father’s approval, for Vartek entered the ranks as a common soldier whereas his social standing should have been sufficient to secure a junior officer’s commission. However, the myriad opportunities for distinction offered by the Forging Age soon saw Vartek’s courage and skill vaunted throughout the empire, ensuring swift promotion. I’m sure My Emperor would find a complete list of all the battles and feats of martial prowess ascribed to Vartek somewhat tedious, so suffice it to say that he was quite possibly the most dangerous man to ever wear a Volarian uniform.


    By the time of the Kethian war we find him commanding an elite battalion of amphibious troops, The Sea Eagles. He is known to have won considerable acclaim in the Battle of the Cut but seems to have played little part in the land campaign until the demise of The Ape. His exact age at this time is not known but can be reasonably estimated at thirty to thirty-three, the youngest officer ever to hold General rank.


    For a man of such fearsome reputation, it seems odd that many contemporary descriptions of Vartek paint a surprising picture; A more kindly soul I never met, Entril says of him. To win his friendship was to know brotherhood and generosity for all your days, for he never forsook a friend. Entril’s opinion may well be coloured by the fact that his subsequent fortunes were greatly improved by Vartek’s patronage, but this remains a curious portrait of a man believed to have dispatched over a hundred enemies in personal combat. However, it appears Entril’s admiration was far from unique, for all accounts are unanimous is recording the extraordinary loyalty and affection he enjoyed amongst his men, something Karvalev dolefully recorded in one of his last missives to escape the city: They have their own Tavurek now. Our fate is surely sealed.


    Vartek is also unique in the ranks of notable Volarians in owning no more than one slave throughout his life, a woman captured during one of his campaigns against the northern mountain tribes. Her name has been lost but Entril describes her as:


    . . . pale of skin and long of limb, with a pleasant aspect showing little of her savage origins. My General would allow no harshness to her, and his few private moments were always spent in her company, from which he seemed to draw considerable fortitude. Some even said he took counsel from her, but that is, of course, an absurdity.


    Vartek’s first act was to pardon all soldiers condemned to the coward’s punishment before embarking upon a wholesale reorganisation of the army. Ineffective commanders were dismissed and given a chance to redeem their failure via service in the ranks. The fact that most chose to do so is a measure of the opprobrium Volarian society affords to military disgrace. Understrength battalions were merged and placed under the control of officers promoted on merit alone. Hence, former commanders found themselves taking orders from their sergeants. Entril in particular profited from the changes in winning promotion to the post of General’s Eye, a highly influential role which saw him take charge of the army’s intelligence apparatus and enjoy first place in the ranks of Vartek’s advisors.


    Vartek’s most important changes, however, were tactical in nature. The naval blockade was strengthened yet further as some Kethian ships still continued to slip past the cordon. The siege lines were placed under sole control of the army’s chief of engineers and new engines were shipped in from Volaria. Vartek also forbade any further frontal assaults, Volarian offensive action now consisting of digging thirty yards of trench a day whilst their ballista discouraged interference from Kethian archers. Every siege is an epic tale, Vartek said to Entril as they toured the entrenchments, and this has been but the opening verse.


    For six long months the Volarians dug away at the loose red soil of the Eskethian plane, weaving a network of trenches around the low rise on which the city sat. In modern times the Volarians are strict in their control of foreign visitors, forbidding them to venture from the confines of their port of arrival unless under close escort, and then only with special permission from a Council-man. Due to such constraints My Emperor will, I’m sure, forgive my failure to undertake a personal inspection of the ruins of Old Kethia. However, I was able to pay a Volarian of some artistic skill to provide sketches of the site, duly appended for your perusal. My Emperor will no doubt perceive the fact that the siege lines remain visible today as shallow depressions in the earth, deepening into gullies where they meet the now vanished walls, for it was here that Vartek’s patience bore fruit.


    The Volarian engineers eschewed the traditional approach to siegecraft, whereby the engines would cast stones at the walls until a breach of sufficient width had been achieved, in favour of undermining their foundations. Unwilling to risk an assault at a single point, Vartek ordered the construction of four such tunnels, two in the south and two in the north. This necessitated extending the siege by another two months, engineers and slaves working to exhaustion as they chipped away at the foundations, replacing ancient stone with timber and close-packed bundles of oil-soaked cotton.


    The great attack came on a day normally reserved to commemorate the final demise of the legendary warrior-maiden Livella. The Volarians continue to celebrate this day under its modern guise of a late summer festival of typically bloody spectacles and sword races. In antiquity, however, it was an uncharacteristic day of peace where all men would name each other brothers and all women sisters. Throughout their dreadful history, no Volarian had ever fought a battle on Livella’s Day, a fact Vartek no doubt hoped would count in his favour.


    Entril relates how, come the midnight hour, the general had the camp-followers and slaves caper about and raise their voices in song, giving all appearance of a festival in full swing. Meanwhile, the assault battalions gathered in silence to the north and south and the engineers crept through the tunnels with torches in hand. Entril provides the following account of the subsequent assault:


    Vartek took his place at the head of The Sea Eagles who had threatened mutiny if not permitted to attack at the general’s side. The engineers could be seen running from the tunnels as plumes of black smoke were now rising. Then, with a guttural roar, flame vomited from the tunnel mouths and a great tremor shifted the earth beneath our feet. Every man drew breath, eyes locked on the walls as countless prayers ascended to the gods. For a second it seemed all had been in vain, for the walls stood, as whole and unmoving as ever. But then the gods saw fit to answer us, two great breaches, each twenty feet wide, appearing in an instant of tumbled stone and rising dust. My General won his name that night, the Spear-point, for he charged the breach with such speed the Sea Eagles had to sprint to keep up. A great cry arose as the remaining battalions surged forward, fierce and hungry, for who now could doubt victory would be won this night? Surely the city, and all its spoils, would be ours come the dawn.


    It appears likely the Volarians were expecting the conclusion of this siege to conform to prior experience; a furious final battle to eliminate the remaining defenders followed by an extended period of loot, rapine, and wholesale slaughter. If so, it was an expectation quickly dispelled, for on clearing the breaches, Vartek’s men found no Kethians waiting to sell their lives in a valiant last stand. Instead they found only more walls.


    Tavurek has not been idle, Entril wrote to his wife the next day, a weary bitterness evident in his words. Whilst we tunnelled he built, thick walls confront our men at every turn. These are more a maze than a barrier, their course winding and their height varied. Men become confused when attempting to navigate them, and when an assault is made at one point it is invariably overlooked by another. The Kethian archers have grown skilled with ceaseless practice and their slingers are surely descended from the Dermos. Today I saw a man take a lead shot through the eye from over forty paces.


    This ‘Battle of the Maze,’ as it became known, seems to have dragged on for several days, the Volarians achieving some breakthroughs at considerable cost only to find another set of walls confronting them a few streets on. As General’s Eye, Entril had the task of attempting to find Tavurek amongst the chaos of continuing battle, compiling numerous reports, each one seemingly more outlandish than the other:


    He leaped into our ranks, sliced the heads from four men then turned to mist before we could cut him down . . . He moved from rooftop to rooftop, leaping farther than any man could and loosing arrows at us in mid-flight . . . I saw him turn our own sergeant against us, just reached out and touched him, and this man began hacking down soldiers he had served with for years . . .


    On the fourth day Vartek seems to have suffered an uncharacteristic loss of military ardour, perhaps due to the growing butcher’s bill—Entril estimates Volarian losses to date at some three thousand men—or simple fatigue. In any case, he ordered a halt to further attacks and retired to his tent with only his slave woman for company. There is a certain discomfort in Entril’s tone as he tells of raised voices in the General’s tent, the woman heard to be pleading with him, both angry and tearful. ‘You know what must be done here. You know what commands that thing. Falter now and watch the world burn!’


    Whether the words of a mere slave had any effect on Vartek is a matter of conjecture, but it appears he emerged from his tent the following morning with a renewed spirit. Fresh troops were sent into the maze, attacking any identified weak spots, all battalion commanders being ordered to maintain pressure without pause. Vartek himself then mustered the surviving Sea Eagles and took to ship along with some five thousand men, every vessel so laden with troops the waves threatened to swamp the rails according to Entril. As battle raged in the city, Vartek sailed out to rendezvous with the blockading Volarian fleet, calling all ships into close order and launching an immediate attack on the Kethian harbour. It appears Tavurek may have anticipated such a move for, on clearing the harbour wall, the oncoming ships found themselves assailed by continuous volleys of fire arrows and missiles launched from newly constructed trebuchet and mangonels. Smoke choked every breath, one Volarian sea captain wrote in his log shortly after. The ships became so closely packed the masts were like a forest, bobbing in the swell as the fire raged.


    Undaunted, Vartek led The Sea Eagles across the decks of the massed fleet and onto the quayside where they were met by the well-ordered ranks of the Kethian regular army. It is clear a furious and bloody encounter then ensued, Vartek in the thick of it as always. Although outnumbered, Vartek’s Eagles managed to hold the quay long enough for reinforcing Volarian troops to clamber across the smoke-shrouded decks and join the battle. By nightfall the docks were firmly in Volarian hands and a steady stream of reinforcements was being conveyed to the city by sea. Kethia’s fate was sealed, although, as Entril testifies, her people showed scant awareness of the fact:


    The entire city is raised against us. The old, the young, the infirm, all stirred to inhuman efforts by some unnatural means. Children leap at us from windows and doorways; skinny, ragged wretches, screaming hate as they stab, scratch, and bite, often urged on by their mothers who display little hesitation in joining them in death. I saw an old man cast pots filled with lamp oil at an advancing company, then set himself alight before leaping into their midst. Streets are battlegrounds and houses fortresses. In one case it cost an elite battalion fifty men to conquer one merchant’s house, counting only twenty bodies among the rubble, none of them soldiers. There is truly something vile at work in this city.


    It took another five days, street by street and house by house, until the centre was reached. The unnamed building where the Kethians once chose their kings had become a stout fortress, ringed with barricades, the gaps between the mighty columns filled with brick and the roof crowded with archers and slingers. The more florid Volarian accounts have Vartek pause at this point to deliver a rousing and eloquent speech to his exhausted troops, full of passionate invective on the inherent superiority of Volarian society and the well-deserved fate of the Kethians. There are various versions of the speech, none of which I have chosen to include for the simple reason that, according to Entril and other contemporary accounts, Vartek never spoke a single word of it. Instead, he reordered his ranks to fully encircle the building, ensured all wounded were conveyed to the healers, saw to the distribution of food and water, then called up the siege engines to clear the archers from the roof and blast holes in the Kethian barricades.


    When it came time for the final assault, naturally Vartek was the first through the breach, although he can hardly have been expecting the spectacle that confronted him, as later described by Entril:


    We found only death. They lay entwined—men, women, and children—their faces serene, a single deep cut on every throat. We counted over four thousand and every one dead by their own hand, and willingly, smiling as their blood seeped away. This was the only occasion on which I saw my General truly enraged. He tore through the Kethian temple, his voice echoing as he called for Tavurek to face him, a challenge met only by the laughter of a madman. We found him on his throne, laughing and free of fear, his great axe cast aside and his hands empty. My General picked up the axe and tossed it at the feet of this mad king, commanding him to pick it up, do some honour to his people with a courageous end. But Tavurek only laughed harder. My General stepped closer to him, drawing his sword back, and I heard him ask, ‘What are you?’


    The king’s laughter faded slowly and he shrugged before replying, ‘I am . . . very patient. And this has all been highly diverting.’


    My General killed him then, a single thrust to the heart, a far greater mercy than he deserved.


    Of the Kethian population, only some three thousand survived the siege and all seem to have been rendered mad by the experience. In accordance with custom, the menfolk were executed and the women and children sold into slavery, although it seems unlikely a maddened slave would fetch more than the most meagre price. Karvalev’s fate is not recorded, though some have sought to ascribe the later writings of an Atethian scholar to him as evidence that he survived the city’s fall. These works do display a notable stylistic similarity to Karvalev, but their subject matter—a treatise on the most effective methods of growing cabbages, for example—seems far too mundane to have occupied such a mind.


    Entril’s letters cease at the conclusion of the Kethian campaign, but he is known to have stayed at Vartek’s side for much of his subsequent career. They fought together in over twenty separate campaigns as Volaria consolidated its gains and the Forging Age drew to a close. Entril achieved Council-man status shortly before his death, having founded a dynasty which continues to occupy a council seat to this day.


    Vartek refused a seat on the council, offered in spite of the fact that he still owned but one slave, and retired to a coastal villa near Varral. He is known to have fathered several children, all being declared free at time of birth by special decree of the council. He died at the age of sixty-nine, his will ordering the mother of his children be freed upon his death and all his property be rendered to her care. His four sons all entered the army but none ever ascended to the same heights of renown, for what son could ever hope to escape such a shadow? The Vartek dynasty was not fated to last, the name disappearing from the records during the Great Cleansing, presumably the result of an unfortunate religious adherence. However, some scholars have contended his descendants were among the exiles who fled to the damp land north of the Erinean Sea, so it is possible his blood still lingers in some illiterate and unwashed vessel.


    Kethia is now but a ruin on a hill overlooking a thriving port built by those who ruined her, adding further insult by stealing her name: New Kethia. It is said that when the city fell the Volarians salted the earth so nothing would ever again grow on such hated ground. However, My Emperor will note the illustrations provided by my Volarian hireling show copious weeds sprouting among the weathered stone, so this may well be another mythic aspect to a tale already rich in improbabilities.


    I remain, Sire, your most humble and loyal servant,


    Lord Verniers Alishe Someren


Erin Lindsey










    I’ve always been fascinated by villains. What makes them tick; why they make the choices they do. Especially the sort who aren’t really Bad Guys at all, but are merely flawed people making ethically dubious choices. Nudge the needle of their moral compasses only a little and they’re antiheroes. Put a few more options at their disposal and they could work alongside the hero, or even become a hero themselves. Tomald “the Raven” White, the principal antagonist in The Bloodbound, is one such—so when the opportunity to contribute a tale to Unfettered II came around, I knew exactly which one I wanted to tell.


    “The Raven” is the origin story of a villain. It’s also a tale of two brothers, both of whom were raised to be good leaders but end up with very different ideas about what that means. Those differing interpretations lead directly to Tom’s choice in the final scene—which is also the opening scene of the Bloodbound trilogy, told from a different perspective.


    When we meet Tom in The Bloodbound, the judgment against him has already been rendered. He never gets the chance to plead his case, but it’s a good one. A defensible one. Maybe even the “right” one. I’ll let the reader decide.


    Erin Lindsey
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The Raven
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    Winter, 427 PE





    The wind darting up from the valley carries the sting of ice. His horse dances restlessly, chain mail jingling, breath clouding in the chill. She tosses her bridle, urging her rider to back away from the precipice. It’s not the cold she objects to, however, but the sounds. The sounds and the smells—steel and blood and the agony of broken men. Even from his vantage high on the bluff, Tom can hear the screaming.


    So can his knights. They stir too, as restless as their horses, tense with fear and deferred battle lust. Tom can feel their eyes on his back. He should have ordered the charge by now. The men know this, but the White Wolves are the most elite battalion in the Kingswords; they won’t question their prince. Not yet.


    He scans the battlefield. His brother’s cavalry is all but spent, shattered against the wall of enemy pikes, but there is no turning back now. The armies continue to flow into one another, two glimmering rivers of steel pouring into a boiling cauldron of men and horseflesh. Chaos, but a readable one, the cold and inexorable geometry of failure. Tom can see their defeat unfolding before him as clearly as if he were a playwright watching his own work brought to life. The realisation brings no discernible emotion. He’s been expecting it for too long. Whatever he might once have felt—dread, rage, despair—those feelings have long since been exhausted. All that remains is a kind of white noise, the roar of blood in his ears.


    The White banner is nowhere to be seen. The king, his brother, is lost amid the tumult. Perhaps he has already fallen. You should have listened to me, Erik. I told you it would come to this. It could only ever have come to this.


    His destrier inches backward, whether of her own accord or in response to some unconscious signal of her rider, Tom isn’t sure. His limbs feel numb. Everything feels numb. Still the White Wolves hold their position, waiting on their prince’s command. If he doesn’t order the charge soon, it will be too late.


    “Your Highness!”


    He doesn’t turn at first, transfixed by the grim scene playing out below. But the scout won’t be ignored; he scrambles along the edge of the bluff until he stands directly in Tom’s line of sight.


    “Your Highness, the signal! The enemy is in position. It’s time!” He’s a small man, ash blond, green eyes wide with fear. There’s something almost pleading in his gaze, as though he can read the indecision in his prince’s soul. Don’t do this, those eyes say. Please don’t do this.


    Tom scowls and looks away. He’s being foolish. The scout has no special powers of perception. He cannot possibly know what’s going through his prince’s mind, cannot understand that the precipice they’re standing on is not this bluff, but something much more significant.


    Movement on the far side of the valley. Arran Green’s men are pouring down the eastern slope, driving like a spear into the enemy’s side. The crimson flank opens up, and for a moment, Tom can’t help but feel a flare of triumph. The Kingswords’ attack has caught the enemy off guard. There’s still time for the plan to work, for Tom and the Wolves to mirror the attack from the west.


    Strike, a voice inside him urges. Do it now and we may yet survive this.


    Survive it, perhaps, but to what end? They will only find themselves on another battlefield, facing another defeat. Erik will never stand down. He would rather sacrifice his kingdom on the altar of his principles than break an oath. Tom is sure of that. He’s been sure of it since they were children.


    It could only ever have come to this.
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    “You’ll get us both whipped,” Tom said.


    Erik rolled his eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous, nobody whips a prince. Father just threatens you with that because he knows it scares you.” He tried another key on the ring, and another after that, but none of them fit. The door to the Red Tower remained firmly, stubbornly locked.


    Tom threw an anxious glance behind him, painfully aware of how crowded the palace courtyard was. So far, nobody had taken any notice of the boys, too absorbed in their duties to wonder whether the young princes had any business being there. But if one of the guards should come along . . . “Whipping or no, Father will be furious.”


    Erik ignored him, moving systematically through the keys he’d filched from the steward until at last one of them slid into the lock and clicked. He grinned over his shoulder, blue eyes flashing with mischief. “Here we go,” he said, and opened the door.


    Tom hesitated on the threshold. “I don’t want to.”


    Erik eyed his little brother shrewdly. “Is it Father you’re afraid of, or the tower?” He didn’t wait for an answer, slipping into the darkness within.


    Tom wasn’t stupid. He knew his brother was baiting him. But if he didn’t follow, he’d never hear the end of it, and besides—he really did want to know what was inside the Red Tower. How could he not, when it was the only part of the palace expressly forbidden to them? With a final furtive look over his shoulder, he screwed up his courage and plunged inside.


    “It stinks in here.” Erik’s voice echoed strangely in the darkness.


    Tom knuckled his eyes and blinked, but he could see nothing in the sudden gloom. He had the unsettling impression of something vast looming over him—vast and vaguely sinister, though that was probably his imagination. Even so, he was grateful when his brother struck a flint and lit a table lamp.


    The room was smaller than Tom had expected, and colder. It was awfully barren too, boasting nothing more interesting than a table and a few chairs for the guards. “Are you sure there’s a dungeon in here?” he asked sceptically. He didn’t know if he was disappointed or relieved. Both, maybe.


    “It must be up there,” Erik said, pointing.


    Tom craned his neck. The lamplight didn’t reach very far, but he could make out the first few loops of a stairway receding into blackness. “How will we find our way up in the dark?”


    “With our hands, if we have to.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    “Afraid of the dark? You’re eight years old, for pity’s sake.”


    Tom scowled. “I’m not afraid of the dark, Erik. I just don’t want to fall and break my neck because I can’t see where I’m going.”


    Erik hummed thoughtfully. “Maybe you’re right. Let’s look around—there must be something we can use . . .”


    A brief search turned up the remains of an old torch. Tom watched in amazement as his brother tore a strip of fabric from his own shirt and doused it in lamp oil. Father will kill him when he sees that, Tom thought, but he held his tongue; he’d had enough of being called a coward for one day.


    They mounted the steps cautiously, Erik leading the way with the torch. Tom kept his hand braced against the wall as they climbed, its cool, sturdy surface making him feel a little steadier. He knew better than to look down.


    “The Erromanians kept the worst prisoners here,” Erik said. “Spies and assassins and such.”


    Tom swallowed. “Are you sure there’s nobody here now?”


    His brother nodded confidently, but that wasn’t very reassuring. Erik was confident about everything, even when he was wrong.


    “If it’s empty, then why aren’t we allowed to see it?”


    “That’s what we’re here to find out. There must be something interesting or Father wouldn’t mind if we played here.”


    Unless he’s just worried we’ll tumble to our deaths from these stairs. Tom kept that to himself too, pretending not to notice how the lamplight below had dwindled into a faint glow.


    They came to a landing marked by a thick door banded in iron. “Look at that,” his brother whispered. “You could keep a dragon locked behind a door like that!”


    “There’s no such thing,” Tom said, earning another eye roll.


    Erik heaved on the door. He managed to force it open a crack, but it got stuck on the uneven floor and wouldn’t budge farther. “Help me.”


    Tom hesitated, but he’d come too far to back out now; he put his shoulder against the rough wood and leaned into it. The door barked open, spilling the boys inside. Erik lost his footing and dropped the torch; it clattered to the floor in a shower of sparks. The flame snuffed out.


    Blackness swallowed them.


    Tom froze. He couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face. He listened, heart pounding, but all he could hear was their breathing.


    “Smell that?”


    Tom sniffed. A sharp, metallic scent bit at his nose.


    “Blood,” Erik said dramatically.


    “Iron,” Tom retorted, mainly for his own benefit.


    Erik sighed. “You have no imagination.” He struck his flint, and with a little encouragement the torch flared back to life.


    Strange figures leapt out of the darkness. For a terrifying instant the room seemed to be filled with glowing eyes and wicked claws, a crowd of fiery demons reaching for them from the walls, the floor, the ceiling . . . Tom sucked in a breath, and even Erik took an involuntary step back. But then Tom recognised what looked like manacles dangling from the ceiling, and behind them, the unmistakable outline of a cage. Gradually, the supernatural horrors around them began to assume vaguely familiar shapes. Flaming claws faded into dull iron spikes; a gaping maw full of teeth proved to be a spring-loaded trap. What he’d taken for eyes were actually small iron spheres piled neatly on top of one another.


    “What in the Virtues . . . ?” Erik waved the torch in a slow arc, revealing a clutter of strange instruments. Tom recognised some of them—hammers, chisels, chains. The spheres looked like oversized versions of the lead weights Lord Ashford placed on the scales during Tom’s lessons. But the bed—that was unlike anything Tom had ever seen.


    “Let me have that a moment,” he said, reaching for the torch. Erik looked surprised, but he handed it over.


    Tom approached the bed warily. It was barely big enough for a grown man, and obviously not designed for sleeping, for it was studded with spikes. Torchlight picked out row after row of cruel points, some of them bent slightly at the tips as though they’d met with a powerful blow. In each of the four corners, an iron shackle sat open on its hinge, awaiting wrist or ankle. Down the centre of the bed ran a seam, and on the right side stood a large crank. Tom wondered if the crank made the bedframe longer, the way a tanner stretches a hide.


    No wonder Father didn’t want us in here. This place is the stuff of nightmares.


    “Is that what I think it is?” Erik looked pale, but maybe that was just the torchlight. “This must be where the Erromanians tortured dissidents.”


    “What’s a dissident?”


    “Someone who doesn’t support the emperor.”


    “Oh,” Tom said. “You mean a traitor.”


    Erik shuddered. “Barbaric, isn’t it?”


    “I don’t know. It’s strict, maybe, but treason is treason.”


    There was a stretch of silence; Tom glanced over to find his brother giving him a strange look. “What?”


    Erik pointed at the spike bed. “Can you imagine what it’s like to be pinned to that thing?”


    Tom couldn’t, at least not if he planned on sleeping tonight. But that wasn’t the point. “A traitor is the worst thing in the world.”


    “Nobody deserves that.”


    “You don’t think Father punishes his enemies?”


    “Father doesn’t have enemies.”


    Now it was Tom’s turn to roll his eyes. “Everyone has enemies.”


    “I don’t.”


    Tom opened his mouth to deny it, but he couldn’t. Everyone adored Erik, at least as far as Tom could tell. “You will one day, though, when you’re king.”


    “If I do, I won’t deal with them like this.”


    “How, then?”


    Erik made a dismissive gesture. “I don’t know. I’ll throw them in the dungeons, or banish them, or—”


    “Exiles can come back. Prisoners can escape.” Tom shook his head firmly. “You have to execute them, at least.”


    “If I executed someone, I’d do it quickly. Mercifully.” Erik put on his Crown Prince Face, the one he always wore when he was quoting Father, and said, gravely, “Vengeance is not a Holy Virtue.”


    Tom frowned. Was his brother being deliberately stoneheaded? “It’s not about vengeance, it’s about sending a message. Like with the servants. If one of them steals something, you make an example of him. That way, you don’t have to worry about the rest; they’ll remember what happened to the thief and know better than to make the same mistake.” Surely Erik understood that? He was two years older, and besides, he was going to be king someday.


    But Erik just stared at him, brow creased, bathed in torchlight and the glow of his own righteousness. “Let’s go,” he said. “I’ve seen enough.”


    You haven’t seen anything.


    Tom kept that thought, like so many others, to himself.
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    “Will there be much blood?” Erik asked as they approached the smithy.


    Tom gave his brother a wry look. “Not worried about a little blood, are you?”


    “Enough,” Father admonished them in an undertone. “You are nearly men now, and princes of the realm. You must conduct yourselves with dignity, especially in public.” His footfalls echoed coldly off the stone walls, more than compensating for the soft tone.


    Tom felt himself flush, knowing the rebuke was meant for him. “Apologies, Father—” he began, but Osrik wasn’t listening; his attention was all Erik’s. As usual.


    “To answer your question, there will be quite a bit of blood. You may feel faint, but it will pass. It is perfectly normal and nothing to be ashamed of.” His glance slid to his younger son, reproaching Tom for a remark he hadn’t even made. Tom didn’t bother pointing out the injustice of that; he’d learned from experience that it would only earn him further reproof.


    The royal bloodbinder was waiting for them by the forge. “Welcome, Your Majesty, Your Highnesses.” He bestowed a benevolent smile on Erik. “Your first bloodforged weapon, Highness. An important rite of passage for a young man.”


    Erik grinned, unable to conceal his excitement. Tom felt an instinctive twinge of envy. It would be another two years before he held a bloodblade of his own—an eternity to a twelve-year-old.


    “Please take a seat,” Cavell said.


    Erik eyed the bloodbinder’s implements warily: a shallow silver bowl, clean white bandages, needle and thread for stitching. Most ominously, a curved silver dagger etched with runes. Tom cut a sympathetic glance at his brother, regretting his earlier remark.


    “How long will it take?” Erik asked.


    “The bleeding itself will not take long, Highness,” Cavell said. “The forging is a separate process. It will be a few days before the sword is ready, but don’t worry—your patience will be rewarded. It will be a work of art, I promise you.”


    Erik flashed him a winning smile. “I have no doubt, Cavell. I only hope to prove worthy of the weapon.”


    It was a bit over the top in Tom’s estimation, but the bloodbinder lapped it up. “Why, thank you, Highness.”


    “Speaking of art.” Father reached into his pocket and withdrew a huge gemstone, a garnet the size of a peach pit. “What do you think of that, my son? Splendid, isn’t it?” He and Erik beamed at each other. It was as if Tom wasn’t even there.


    “For the pommel or the crossguard?” Cavell asked.


    “The pommel, I think. It’s traditional.”


    “How does it work?” Tom asked. “The bloodbinding, I mean?”


    Cavell sighed, as if he’d been asked this question many times before and did not much enjoy discussing it. “It’s a difficult process to explain, Highness. It is a matter of preparing the blood properly and blending it with liquid metal.”


    It was about as evasive an answer as Tom had ever heard. “But what is the bloodbond, really? How does melting your blood into a sword make it magical? It’s only blood.”


    Cavell raised his eyebrows. “Only blood? Dear me . . .”


    “Blood is everything, my son,” the king said gravely. “It is the very essence of who you are, the wellspring of your strength and the river of your soul. There is nothing more powerful in this world.”


    Cavell inclined his head solemnly. “I could not have said it better, sire.”


    “Remember that, both of you,” Osrik told his sons, putting a hand on each of their shoulders. “Your blood is mine, the same blood that has run through our family since Aldrich the White founded this kingdom. It is what defines us. You will grow into different men, but you will always be bound to each other at the most elemental level. Let that be your anchor in all things, now and forever.”


    “Yes, Father,” the boys intoned together.


    Cavell motioned for his assistant to approach. “And now, Highness, if you will kindly roll up your sleeve . . .”


    Erik stared at the floor as the curved blade glided across the back of his forearm, unleashing a ribbon of blood. It dripped noisily into Cavell’s silver bowl, ran in spidery veins along the runes etched into its surface. Tom watched, fascinated, as Cavell slowly pivoted the bowl, taking care to cover each symbol with Erik’s blood. There really was a lot of it, enough to fill a flagon, but Erik never flinched, his golden head bowed in determination. Tom was proud of him.


    When the bowl was full, Cavell poured the blood out carefully into the mould. The molten metal hissed, filling the smithy with a foul smell. Tom’s eyes watered, but he leaned in closer all the same, unable to tear his gaze away from the searing glow that would become his brother’s bloodblade. By the time he turned around, Erik was getting stitches. Now he did flinch, but he was grinning too, in between grimaces of pain.


    “I can’t wait to hold it,” Erik said as they headed back to the keep.


    Tom sighed. “Another two years for me.”


    “Soon enough, my little raven,” Father said, tousling Tom’s black hair. “You will be a man grown before you know it, and then you will have your fill of swords.”


    The brothers exchanged a glance, and Tom knew they shared the same thought: How could any man possibly have his fill of swords?
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    The blade sang through its target, cleaving the melon in two at precisely the midpoint. Tom leaned right in the saddle until he’d cleared the dummy, then left as he neared the next target, guiding the horse through a winding S until he’d split the fruity skulls of every enemy in his path. He was about to swing round for another pass when he spied the king observing from the rails. He drew up in surprise. Osrik had never come to see him train before.


    Slipping his bloodblade into its scabbard, Tom dismounted. “Did you see, Father? I got them all.”


    “Indeed. Well struck, my son.”


    Tom flushed with pleasure. “I think I’m finally getting used to the enchantment,” he said, gesturing at the jewelled hilt of his sword. “It felt strange at first, but now . . .”


    “Now you have learned to trust your weapon, and your horse too.” Osrik paused, eying Tom’s gelding with a frown. “Though how you can trust those new-fangled Harrami saddles, I’ve no idea.”


    “I quite like them. Much more manoeuvrable than the old design. The Harrami know a thing or two about fighting on horseback.”


    Osrik grunted, plainly unconvinced.


    “You’ll see, Father—by the time I’m old enough to command the White Wolves, every knight in the realm will be using them.”


    The king narrowed his eyes. “You are resolved on that, then? To command the Wolves? You are only fourteen, Tom. You needn’t make up your mind just yet.”


    “What’s to decide? I’m a born soldier. Everyone says so.”


    “Indeed, but you are also a prince of the realm, and your brother will have need of your counsel.”


    “Erik? He never listens to me about anything.”


    “You are young, both of you, and very different.” Osrik smiled fondly. “My golden sun and my little raven, day and night. I know that has brought its frustrations, but when you are both older and wiser, you will recognise those differences as a great strength.”


    Now it was Tom’s turn to grunt, unconvinced.


    “It may be difficult for you to credit now, but one day yours will be the most important voice in Erik’s life.”


    “Politics . . .” Tom shook his head. “I’ve no interest in courtly games.”


    “Politics is not a game, my son. It is deadly serious.”


    Tom paused, wary now. “Is something wrong?” And then, feeling suddenly defensive: “You needn’t fear for Erik. He’ll be a great king.”


    “Your brother is a strong and principled young man. But it takes more than principles to rule a kingdom. Pragmatism. Compromise. These may not be Holy Virtues, but they are essential to kingship. Erik sees the good in every man, and that is a gift. But you, my raven, see shades of grey that are invisible to your brother. And from time to time, it will fall to you to show him. He may not always welcome your advice, but he will have need of it, whether he realises it or not. Together, you will protect the realm. That is your most solemn duty, my son: to protect the kingdom at all costs. Do you understand?”


    “I understand, Father.”


    Tom had never felt so valued as he did in that moment. So important.


    It was, in hindsight, the conversation that changed everything.
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Erik held his hand under the mare’s velvety muzzle, letting the animal take his scent. She snuffled at him cautiously but otherwise gave him a pass. She even let him touch the bright white star between her eyes, her famous namesake. Erik smiled, well pleased with himself.


    Typical. Only moments ago, the mare had jerked away from Tom’s touch, flattening her ears and showing the whites of her eyes. But Erik literally had the animal eating out of his hand, crunching contentedly on a carrot.


    “You have a way with beasts, Erik White,” said the Darish prince. “My father’s horse does not suffer strange hands lightly.”


    “Nor does your father suffer strange hands on his horse, Your Highness,” the Darish groom said stiffly. “With greatest respect, I would be more comfortable if—”


    “Your comfort is not my concern, Alis,” Prince Borlan said coolly.


    There was an awkward pause. Then Erik smiled. “Thank you for letting me see her, Borlan. She lives up to her reputation and more. And now this great lady deserves her rest. Please.” He gestured at the door. Tom didn’t miss the relieved look on the groom’s face, nor the wink Erik flashed at the servant as they withdrew.


    “Impudent churl,” Borlan growled. “I should have him tossed into the streets.”


    Tom was inclined to agree. After all, the man had embarrassed his prince in front of their hosts.


    Erik saw it differently, of course. “But then who would look after your father’s pride and joy? A horse that high-strung must be terribly choosy about her servants.”


    Borlan sighed. “It’s true, unfortunately. The only reason she tolerates Alis is because he reared her from a filly.”


    “Not easily replaced, then,” Erik said, sounding thoughtful.


    Tom rolled his eyes. His brother was so transparent.


    To him, at any rate, but the Darish prince swallowed it whole. “Alas,” Borlan said, “I daresay he is not.”


    They headed back to the keep to wash up before the banquet, parting ways at the entrance to the visitor’s wing. When their guest was well out of earshot, Tom said, “You shouldn’t interfere, Erik. How he deals with his groom is not your business, and it could come back to haunt you.”


    Erik gave him a bemused look. “You think it reasonable that he dismiss the man for doing his job?”


    “It doesn’t matter what I think. It’s not my concern, nor is it yours. You can’t protect another man’s servants, and besides—the last thing you want is to make an enemy of the Prince of Dar.”


    Erik laughed. “Is that what you think I was doing? You have a low threshold for enmity, Brother.”


    Tom let it go. It wasn’t worth arguing over, and the matter wasn’t likely to come up again.


    Or so he thought. But he hadn’t counted on Riggard Black.


    “I simply must see this legendary animal,” Rig said later that evening, lounging against the deserted banquet table. With the meal long since concluded, the kingdom’s youngest banner lord was well into his cups, but that seemed only to ingratiate him further to the Darish prince. The two had met only a few hours ago but already they were fast friends.


    Even so, friendship had its limits. “I think not, Lord Black,” Borlan said archly. “I risked my father’s wrath once today, and that is enough.”


    Rig snorted good-naturedly. “Coward.”


    The crowd of lordlings gathered around them laughed as though this were a witticism for the ages. Bootlicks, Tom thought. It made him ill.


    “Insults will get you nowhere, Lord Black,” Erik said. “Bribery, however . . .”


    Borlan narrowed his eyes. “You have something in mind?”


    Erik glanced meaningfully across the oratorium to the gaggle of young women watching them from a respectable distance. Predictably, this triggered a paroxysm of blushing and giggling.


    Prince Borlan grunted appreciatively. “I’m listening.”


    “In exchange for another look at the legendary Gilene, greatest of the Darish steeds, I shall provide a suitably flattering introduction to a young lady of your choice.”


    “An introduction from the crown prince,” Rig said, whistling. “That ought to get your foot in the door, at least.”


    Feeling someone’s gaze on him, Tom looked to the far side of the room; a familiar pair of blue eyes locked with his. As always, it sent a shock of warmth through his limbs. Sirin Grey looked away quickly, a fierce blush colouring her cheeks. Unlike her peers, however, she didn’t succumb to a fit of giggling. She was far too poised for such nonsense.


    “So many worthy young ladies,” Prince Borlan said, making a great show of inspecting the women from afar. “What about that one, the beauty with the dark braids?”


    “Sirin Grey.” Rig hefted his wine cup. “Excellent choice!”


    “Not her.” They were the first words Tom had spoken in a long while, and every head swivelled in his direction. Heat spread over his face. “Choose someone else,” he said roughly.


    “What’s this?” Rig ducked his head to catch Tom’s downcast glance. “Does our young Raven carry a candle for Lady Sirin?”


    The mob’s laughter carried an edge of malice, as it always did when it came at Tom’s expense. Mock if you like, Tom thought fiercely. None of you will ever know a love like ours. Even so, he could feel himself flushing in earnest now, his breath growing tight and strained.


    Erik’s smooth voice cut across the laughter. “Tom is quite right, I’m afraid. Lady Sirin is far too reserved. You won’t get anywhere with her. Might I suggest Lady Adalia? Or perhaps Lady Haria . . .”


    And just like that, Tom was invisible again. The predators had been distracted with raw flesh, leaving him to lick his wounds in peace.


    Within the hour, the deal was duly brokered, and they were slinking across the bailey, their drunken group augmented by half a dozen young ladies of more adventurous disposition—including Sirin, who’d come along to be near Tom. As the eldest among them, Riggard Black assumed the role of commander, leading their little army stealthily to the stables. It was late enough that the servants would be asleep by now, and they stood a good chance of their clandestine mission going undetected.


    “Here she is,” Borlan said smugly. “The legendary Gilene, jewel of the great stables of Dar.” The Darish king’s mare danced restlessly at the back of her stall, the whites of her eyes showing in the moonlight.


    “Magnificent,” Rig said. “I’ve never seen her like.”


    “Is she fast?” one of the young ladies whispered.


    “The fastest horse ever born,” Borlan declared. And then, inevitably: “I can show you.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Tom said, daring a second sentence in as many hours.


    “Whyever not?”


    Because it’s dark, you’re drunk, and by all accounts your father loves that horse more than his own heir.


    “Our Raven is a cautious creature,” Rig said, smiling apologetically.


    “You call it caution,” Tom snapped, “I call it sense.”


    “As do I,” Sirin put in. “You could hurt yourself, Highness, or the horse.”


    No one paid either of them any heed.


    Borlan dragged himself over the fence and proceeded to trail the nervous mare about the stall with a saddle blanket. It was a ridiculous sight, but the more the girls giggled, the more determined Borlan became. His pride was on the line now, and he pursued the horse doggedly until he’d cornered her. Tom was sure he’d take a hoof in the gut for his troubles, but somehow, the prince managed to wrestle his father’s anxious steed into her riding tack. “Open the gate,” he said as he slung himself into the saddle.


    He trotted grandly around the courtyard awhile, showing the mare to best advantage. She truly was a magnificent creature: tail high, muscles rippling, glossy coat gleaming silver-black in the moonlight. Watching her made Tom feel lighter. He even dared to lace his fingers through Sirin’s in the dark.


    But the onlookers had been promised more. “Let her go,” Lady Adalia called. “I want to see her run!”


    Tom threw an urgent look at his brother, and for once, he saw his own unease reflected in Erik’s eyes. “Perhaps it would be better—” Erik began.


    But it was too late. Drunk on liquor and the attention of young women, Borlan was beyond reason. He kicked Gilene to a gallop.


    Tom watched the tragedy unfold exactly as he had known it would. Borlan rode straight at the well, not realising it was there, and by the time the obstacle materialised out of the dark, there was nothing to be done. The mare tried to jump, but her unprepared rider threw her off-balance. Tom heard a sickening crack, and horse and rider tumbled to the flagstones.


    Tom fought back tears as he watched his brother and Riggard Black pull Borlan out from under the horse. The Darish prince was howling about his leg, but Tom didn’t care a whit for him; Borlan had reaped the rewards of his own foolishness. Poor Gilene, meanwhile, had had no say in her fate, and now it was sealed. Even in the dark, Tom could see that her foreleg was broken. Such a beautiful creature, he thought. What a waste.


    “Rig, take the others and go,” Erik said. “Borlan and I will answer for this.” Even as he spoke, lights were flaring around the bailey, servants roused by the noise.


    Rig shook his head. “This is my fault as much as yours. I’m staying, but I’ll get rid of the others.” He didn’t wait for a reply, rounding up the shaken group and herding them off before judgement descended on them all.


    Tom sent Sirin off with the others. Then he knelt by the broken horse, stroking her mane and trying his best to calm her while Erik and Rig helped the prince to sit.


    “My father,” Borlan choked, as though the consequences of his actions had only just occurred to him. “Dear gods, he’ll disown me.”


    “He’ll be relieved that you’re safe,” Erik said.


    “No, you don’t understand.” Borlan’s voice grew shrill with panic. “He’ll be furious. Worse than furious! You have to help me!”


    “How?”


    “The horse—we’ll say she wasn’t shod properly! Then it isn’t really my fault—it’s the groom’s!”


    Tom looked up from the mare, watching his brother closely now.


    “That won’t go well for the groom,” Erik said.


    “Who gives a damn? He’s just a servant! Will you help me or not?”


    Erik hesitated. He glanced at Rig, but the latter shrugged and shook his head. He had no advice.


    “Erik.” Tom motioned his brother aside. “I know what you’re thinking, but don’t. Just do as he asks.”


    “Let him blame the groom?” Erik scowled. “If Borlan is so afraid of what his father will do to him, what do you suppose will happen to a servant?”


    “You have more important things to worry about.”


    “Such as? That groom has a family to feed, and—”


    “Don’t you see? This isn’t just some drunken mishap among village youths. If you expose Borlan now, he will not forget it. Dar is an important ally, and one day he will be its king.”


    “So I should lie for him?”


    Tom almost shouted in his exasperation. “Yes, Erik, you should lie for him! It’s the lesser of evils!”


    Erik opened his mouth to argue, but there was no time—if they were going to tamper with a horseshoe, they needed to do it now. Already, someone was stirring on the far side of the courtyard.


    Rig didn’t wait for Erik’s decision; he fetched a chisel and pulloff from the stables and set to work. Tom helped, the two of them moving with swift, practiced movements while the light on the far side of the courtyard drew nearer. Erik watched it all with an unreadable frown.


    They had just finished hiding the ferrier tools when Arran Green arrived. Tom cursed their luck. Green was his father’s most trusted knight—and the sternest man Tom had ever known. He eyed the scene grimly, no doubt understanding the lay of it at a glance.


    “The horse threw a shoe,” Borlan blurted.


    “Is that so?” Perhaps Green sensed the lie, or perhaps the question was merely rhetorical. Either way, when he shone his light on Erik, Tom knew it was over. His brother might have lied to another, but not to Arran Green.


    Erik drew himself up and looked his father’s man squarely in the eye.


    And so the Prince of Dar became Erik’s first true enemy.





    Spring, 427 PE


    


“It has happened, Your Majesty,” First Counsel Highmount informed them gravely. “The Oridians have invaded Andithyri.”


    Erik closed his eyes. A moment’s pause, jaw twitching, features contracted as if in pain. Then his fist came down on the desk, hard enough to send an inkbottle leaping into the air. Arran Green was fortunate not to have it land in his lap. The old knight pushed it away from the edge of the desk but did not otherwise react. His stoic gaze remained trained on Erik. He knew what was coming. They all did. That didn’t stop Tom from saying a prayer in his mind—a last, desperate plea to the gods to make his brother see reason.


    Alas.


    “We have no choice, then. We must declare war.”


    Albern Highmount made a steeple of his fingers. Arran Green thumbed his beard. They regarded their king in grim silence.


    Say something, damn you! He’ll listen to you! He wouldn’t listen to Tom—he’d made that clear. But Highmount was Erik’s top political advisor, Green his best military commander. If anyone could steer the king from this madness, it was they.


    “I know you feel obligated to support our ally—” Highmount began.


    “Obligated.” Erik shook his head. “It’s more than that. We stood by when the Trionate of Oridia swallowed Kerain, and again when they swallowed Dar. This time is different. I am treaty-bound.”


    Tom could restrain himself no longer; he leaned forward, hands gripping the edge of Erik’s desk until the colour fled from his knuckles. “That treaty was folly. Father was a fool to make such promises. Put our own country in jeopardy to save the Andithyrians? No one in his right mind would expect us to honour that!”


    “Though I would certainly choose different language,” Highmount said, “I concur with the sentiment. The commitments enshrined in the Treaty of Imran were deeply unwise. I advised His Majesty, your father, strenuously against them.”


    “He should have listened,” Tom said. “He never should have signed it.”


    “But he did,” Erik said. “Whatever his reasons, the thing was done before you were born. We cannot simply pretend it doesn’t exist.”


    “Why not?” Tom could feel his colour rising along with his volume, but he couldn’t help himself. “You are king! You can do whatever you like!”


    Arran Green frowned at that. As always, Tom felt a flash of shame at having earned the old knight’s displeasure. Since Osrik’s passing, Green was the only man in the world still capable of making him feeling like a child—one forever in search of his father’s approval.


    Tom took a breath, recalibrated. “That is to say, you can do whatever is necessary to protect the realm. Indeed, brother, you must.”


    “It is the highest duty of a king,” Highmount added ponderously.


    That was a mistake. Erik’s gaze iced over. “I will thank you not to lecture me on the duties of a king.”


    The first counsel bowed his head, but it was more a gesture of acknowledgement than genuine contrition. He was on thin ice, Tom knew. One day soon, he would tax Erik’s patience beyond the breaking point and earn himself a dismissal. When that happened, one of the most sensible voices in the land would no longer have the king’s ear—and Erik was desperately in need of sensible voices, especially now. Just as Father foresaw, Tom thought grimly.


    Pragmatism, Osrik had said. Compromise. He’d known Erik lacked these qualities, looked to Tom to compensate. He may not always welcome your advice, but he will have need of it, whether he realises it or not.


    Tom tried again. “If we declare war on the Trionate, it could spell the end of this kingdom. No treaty is worth that.”


    “A treaty is not merely a piece of parchment,” Erik said. “It is a solemn vow. Were I to break it, I would not only dishonour myself, but call into question every agreement the crown has entered into or will enter into in future. A king whose word cannot be trusted is a king without allies.”


    “There is wisdom in that, Your Majesty,” Highmount acknowledged. “But the vow is not yours. It was your late father’s, made in a time of peace. He did not foresee circumstances such as these.”


    “I do not deny this is a test,” Erik said, “but it is only when tested that honour has meaning.”


    Tom’s mouth twisted in bitter admiration. Clever, Erik. He was paraphrasing a favourite saying of Arran Green’s, disguising it just enough that the old knight was unlikely to spot the manipulation. Green’s commitment to honour, his utter devotion to that most uncompromising of the Holy Virtues, was the man’s single most defining trait. By invoking it, Erik was sure of winning Green to his cause. Well struck, Brother. And now for the death blow . . .


    Erik aimed his next words directly at his target. “What say you, Commander? Can we win this fight?”


    Green’s stern features knotted meditatively, his thumb trailing along his closely trimmed beard. “Not easily, sire. Perhaps not at all.” Whatever his views, the old knight would not lie, nor even varnish the truth. Tom could be grateful for that, at least. “Even so, I am inclined to agree that we must try. We have done everything we can to avert war, but the Oridians have forced our hand. Win or lose, we have no choice now. We are honour-bound.”


    Erik sat back in his chair, vindicated.


    And so your charm carries the day again. If only you possessed in wisdom a fraction of what you possess in the other Holy Virtues, Brother.


    Highmount sighed. “If Alden’s greatest military commander speaks thus, I fear there is little I can say to sway you, sire.”


    “Nor I, apparently,” Tom said, “though that comes as no surprise.”


    Erik ignored that last. “Very well, my lords. I will begin writing our allies immediately.” His so-called advisors took their cue, rising from their seats and preparing to leave. But Erik said, “Stay, Brother. I would have a word.”


    Tom could guess what that word would be. He lowered himself back down stiffly.


    Erik waited until the door came to a close behind Arran Green. Then: “You could at least pretend to support me in front of others.” There was no anger in his voice, just the same weary exasperation that had come to characterise everything that passed between them. “I daresay you won’t fool anyone, but for the dignity of my office and yours, you might try.”


    “The dignity of your office?” Tom laughed humourlessly. “Since when does that concern you?”


    Erik sighed. “Both of us have the well-being of this kingdom at heart. Surely we can find common ground there, if nowhere else?”


    “Desires are of no account. Actions are what signify, and actions have consequences.”


    It sounded far more condescending than he’d intended, and of course his brother took it badly. “Inaction has consequences of its own,” Erik snapped, “and there are more ways to be destroyed than by the sword. If we hold ourselves to no higher standard than our own survival, what separates us from our enemy?”


    Pretty words. Tom had heard them all before. “You’re a good man, Erik. Alas, that is not what this kingdom needs right now.”


    “You’re wrong.”


    Tom growled under his breath. This was pointless. “Is that all?”


    “No.” Erik folded his hands on the desk, all traces of anger vanished. He had something even more unpleasant to say, apparently, and for both of their sakes, he was keeping himself in check. Another of his gifts.


    “Spit it out,” Tom said. “I have a great many preparations to make for our glorious war.”


    Erik didn’t rise to the bait. “I will ride with our armies. You will command the White Wolves. That will leave a dangerous vacuum in the capital.”


    “Quite. And how do you intend to fill it?”


    “In the short term, a council will be appointed, as we discussed. But I have no doubt I will come under pressure to finalise”—Erik glanced away uncomfortably—“other arrangements.”


    A cold fist clamped around Tom’s guts. His throat felt suddenly dry, but somehow, he managed to keep his voice even. “You refer to your marriage.”


    “Highmount will insist, and he will not be alone. If I should fall on the battlefield, they will want . . . For the sake of stability, they will demand that I . . .”


    For the first time in his adult life, Tom had the perverse pleasure of watching his brother struggle for words.


    He put Erik out of his misery. “They will want you to leave behind a queen. With child.”


    Silence settled over them like a dusting of ash. Tom could taste it on his tongue, feel it in the pit of his stomach. He was sick with it.


    “I won’t,” Erik said, meeting Tom’s eye at last. “I swear to you, nothing has changed. I bring it up only to forewarn you of the talk you’ll hear in the days to come. The pressure will be extreme, not least from the Greys themselves, but I will not bow to it. I will never marry Sirin. She is yours, now as ever. I just need more time. I dare not alienate her family by breaking our betrothal now, but when the war is done—”


    Tom couldn’t help it; he started laughing. Softly at first, building until he was nearly doubled over with it, his head cradled in his hands. He laughed until he thought he would weep. Until he thought he would rip apart at the seams.


    Desires are of no account. So he’d said moments ago, and many times before. Now came the test. Do I have the strength to live by my own words, or shall I reveal myself a hypocrite? What a fool you are, Tomald White, to let yourself be trapped thus.


    When the spasm finally subsided, Tom looked up to find his brother regarding him with such a pitying expression that he nearly came undone all over again. “It’s over, Erik,” he said roughly. “You did your best to find an honourable way out of Father’s arrangement, and for that I thank you, but you have no choice.”


    “There is always a choice.”


    Tom’s features twitched in barely restrained fury. “Don’t be an ass. The kingdom needs this marriage. If you fall without leaving an heir, Alden could crumble.”


    “If I fall,” Erik said, “Alden has you.”


    “And if I should fall as well?”


    “We mustn’t let that happen.”


    “Gods’ blood, Erik . . .”


    “Enough.” The king’s eyes grew cold, his temper coming unspooled at last. “I am not a fool, Tom. Do you honestly suppose that I haven’t thought this through?”


    “I don’t know what is going through your mind!”


    “Evidently, but that doesn’t stop you from presuming you know better. Your whole life, you’ve thought that. Held your philosophies above my own, as though there were but one brand of wisdom in the world and you alone can see it. Where does this intolerable pride come from?”


    “Pride?” Tom’s voice skirled upward. “You would hold your own precious honour above the survival of this kingdom and you talk to me of pride?”


    “I hold certain things above safety, it’s true. Honour is one of them. Family is another.”


    Tom snorted. “Spare me. I am not such an easy mark as Arran Green. Marry your betrothed, Erik. Don’t think of her as Sirin Grey. Don’t think of her as—”


    “My brother’s lover?” Erik threw his hands in the air.


    “No. She is your future queen, and that’s all that matters. The rest—my feelings, hers—they don’t enter into it.”


    “You don’t mean that. You want to mean it, but you don’t, and if I acted on that advice, you would never forgive me.”


    “Perhaps not, but it doesn’t matter. Don’t you see? Ordinary men might worry about such frivolities, but we don’t have that luxury, you and I. Our duty demands sacrifices. You are the king and I am the prince!”


    “I am more than that, and so are you.”


    “No, Brother,” Tom said wearily, rising. “Right now, you are less.”





    Spring, 427 PE


    


Three weeks after the Kingdom of Alden declared war on the Trionate of Oridia, Tom received the letter.


    Amid the rationalisations and outright lies, it contained only one paragraph of any real meaning—a proposal so vile, so nakedly cynical, that he could scarcely credit it:


    It pains us to suggest such a drastic measure, but we trust you agree there is no longer an alternative if we are to have peace between our nations. In exchange for this service, the Holy Trionate of Oridia will be the first nation to recognise your rightful place as King of Alden. All hostilities will immediately cease. Moreover, we commit to no further expansion beyond the territories we currently occupy. We can, in short, coexist peacefully, and Alden continue to prosper under your reign.


    I offer my word as the Holy Incarnate of the God of Life.


    Long live the Raven, King Tomald.


    Varad, Trion of Oridia


    Tom tasted bile at the back of his throat. Did the enemy truly think he could be bought? That he would betray his country, deliver his own brother’s head, for the price of a crown? They had grossly misread him.


    Varad, Trion of Oridia, you can rot in all Nine Hells. Tom crumpled the parchment and tossed it into the hearth.


    He spoke of the letter to no one. He put it from his mind and vowed never to think of it again.
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The air smelled of snow. Tom flexed his hands inside his gauntlets, wishing he had worn warmer gloves beneath his armour. Strange, the trivial things that worried the mind before battle.


    “Remember,” Erik said, “wait for the signal. No heroics, either of you.”


    Tom glanced instinctively at Arran Green and saw his own thoughts reflected in the old knight’s eyes. If any man here fancied himself a hero, it was Erik.


    “You have nothing to fear on that score, Your Majesty,” Green said, “though I wish you would reconsider and let me remain at your side.”


    “My personal guard will suffice,” Erik said. “I need a man of your experience leading that charge.”


    Green had said his piece; he would not argue further. He inclined his head gravely. “May Rahl be your sign, Your Majesty. And if we do not meet again, it has been an honour.” So saying, he guided his horse away, signalling to his men to follow him along the spine of the bluff.


    Tom yanked on his own reins, but Erik called his name. Checking a sigh, Tom turned.


    “I know you think this is a mistake—”


    “Please, Erik. We have rehashed this enough for two lifetimes. The thing is done.”


    “I only wanted to say that whatever happens here today, we must find a way to forgive each other. We are still brothers, after all.”


    The words sparked a conflagration in Tom’s breast, a white-hot flare of conflicting emotions that threatened to consume him. He wanted to scream. To weep. To shake his brother until he saw sense.


    He did none of those things. “Yes, Erik,” he said numbly. “We are still brothers.”


    It was only then, as he turned away to take his position on the bluff, that he remembered the letter.


    Now, as he watches the massacre unfolding below, the letter is all he can think of. The words come back to him as vividly as if he held the parchment before his eyes. They whisper in his ear like the tongue of a venomous snake, urging him to the unthinkable. Except it isn’t unthinkable, not anymore. Here on this bluff, in the bleak light of winter, the unthinkable looks remarkably like wisdom.


    Peace between our nations.


    Another voice in his ear now, that of an eight-year-old boy: A traitor is the worst thing in the world.


    He squeezes his eyes shut, trying to banish the hateful bargain from his mind, focusing instead on the image of the letter withering in the flames. He tries to summon the feelings he had then, the indignation and the fierce blaze of loyalty. But the hearth has gone cold. In the ashes of his outrage, he sees his duty.


    Damn you, Erik. For bringing them to this, and for so much more. For being everything he is, kind and steadfast and just, everyone’s golden son. A good man. A disastrous king.


    And what of the man who betrays him? What is he?


    A traitor is the worst thing in the world.


    Tom glances at the sky. Snow drifts down in thick, swirling flakes. Blessed Eldora, grant me wisdom. Blessed Rahl, lend me strength.


    Someone is calling him. He’s not sure who, and it doesn’t matter anyway. He will have no counsel from these men. None of them sees what he sees. They weren’t there at the beginning. They haven’t watched the signs and portents along the way, haven’t been dragged kicking and thrashing to this precipice of blood and snow.


    His ears ring with the screams of the dying. Tom opens his eyes, forces himself to look. The enemy flank is closing around Arran Green’s forces like flesh healing over a splinter. Soon the Kingswords will be little more than a nuisance. The Wolves could save them, perhaps. There is still time. Tom could throw good blood after bad and maybe some of them would escape. But the armies of Alden would be weaker still, and the only path to peace closed forever.


    A flash of metal in the distance. Tom squints through the veil of snow. A pair of Kingsword scouts race along the edge of the southern ridge, as if to get a better view of the battle. One of them starts down the slope, but the other grabs her arm. Even from this distance, Tom can tell they’re arguing.


    Stop her, he wills the reluctant scout. Nothing awaits her down there but death. Make her see reason.


    The first scout pulls away. She’s going, with or without her partner. The reluctant scout hesitates a moment longer. Then they plunge down the slope together.


    Madness, Tom thinks. But there is a certain beauty in their doomed charge. At least they will die together.


    He feels something break inside him then, but he sweeps the fragments aside. There is no point in mourning now. It’s too late for that.


    “Goodbye, Brother.” The words leak out in a ribbon of ghostly vapour, as if a scrap of his soul were leaving him.


    He turns away from the bluff, walking his horse back through the ranks. Some of his men will follow him off the field, others not. It doesn’t matter. The battle is lost. Erik is lost. All that’s left is for Tom to pick up the pieces, just as he’d always known he would have to someday.


    It could only ever have come to this.


Mark Lawrence










    The only “weird western” I’ve read is Stephen King’s Dark Tower series, which I loved. I’ve always liked the concept of fantasy and gunslingers together, but it wasn’t until reading Dark Tower that I thought I would have my own crack at it. I come from a generation that had just three TV channels to watch as kids, and no computer games to play. For every fantasy or knights in armour offering on the TV there were thirty Westerns, and so I grew up watching the hero draw down on the badies rather than take an axe to them.


    Just as with the idea of chivalry with medieval knights, there is a wholly false conceit that moral right is somehow bound with the gunfighter’s prowess and victory. In the larger story, of which this short work is part, I nibble at the edges of that concept by having an outside power effectively hold mankind to those ideals.
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    “Scram, kid.”


    Mikeos danced away from the minotaur’s lazy swing. He ducked beneath a busboy’s arm, nearly taking out a tray of ales, and fetched up amid the tatter-robes of a hunska sex-woman.


    “Not for you, boy,” she husked.


    A quick struggle saw him clear of soft breasts and musk-laced velvet. He pressed on, through the throng, making for the bar.


    A hand, huge as a chair, took him about the shoulders, lifting him from the floor.


    “You looking to get ate?”


    Mikeos dangled six inches from the wet snout of another minotaur, a clansman in bull hides sewn with iron plates.


    “Hey Grum!” Mikeos grinned; he liked the big warrior, except when he got to drinking his whiskey by the bucket of course. Taurs make for roaring drunks—it’s the woodkin that get maudlin.


    “You’ve come for the gunslinger,” Grum said. He didn’t have to raise his voice above the hubbub. He spoke so deep it just rumbled through a man.


    He set the boy on his shoulder. From his perch, across a sea of heads, Mikeos could see the hearth and the tables set around it. The Frostral had yet to blow in earnest and the hearth lay cold, but the people who counted sat around the fireplace. No elbowing for space there.


    Grum was half right. Mikeos had been looking for the gunslinger’s arrival every day for a week. Today, however, he’d actually been running from trouble. Even so, now he really was here to catch sight of the gunman.


    “Which one is he?” Mikeos felt a twinge of disappointment. He should be able to tell. The fastest hand under gun-law should look like something. Something important.


    “The dude in the black hat,” Grum said. He buried his snout in his tankard and seemed to inhale about a gallon of beer.


    Mikeos could see him now. He had missed the man at first, a dark figure at the table to the left of the hearth, his back to the wall. Beside him the stairs, leading up to Miss Kitty’s room and the Kitty girls behind their doors along the long corridor.


    “He doesn’t look so much.” Mikeos heard the whine in his voice and hated it.


    Grum snorted out beer foam and grunted an aside to the girl with him. He had to lean over so far that Mikeos nearly lost his seat.


    “Who’s that with him?” A child of six, maybe seven, had the seat to the gunslinger’s left, and a robed figure sat opposite, back facing Mikeos.


    “Some hex-witch from Ansos.”


    Grum shrugged Mikeos to the floor and ran a hand over his girl, a blonde from Kitty’s collection. Grum liked blondes. Mikeos hoped he wouldn’t break this one.


    “What about the little girl?” Mikeos asked.


    No reply. From knee height it’s hard to command a taur’s attention, especially when the competition is alcohol and women.


    Mikeos fought a path toward the fireplace, squeezing through a tight knot of prospectors, burly men in hemp and cheap hats. They smelled worse than the dogmen by the bar. Something wet spilled down Mikeos’ neck. He hoped it was just beer.


    He won free of the crush as the hex-witch rose from the gunslinger’s table. She had the bloodless beauty of her kind, and the crimson hex sliced across her forehead. Mikeos didn’t want to look at that. The symbol made him cold inside his bones, but it hooked his eyes.


    “You should deal with us, gunman.” She watched Mikeos while speaking. “You can’t win this time. Not alone.”


    And she was gone. The crowd opened for her, and shut behind.


    The gunslinger sat with the child, his eyes flicking over Mikeos, just the once. His companion looked to be a girl, but with hair cut short like a street-boy. She studied Mikeos with open interest. At ten he was by far the closest to her age of any in the tavern.


    Mikeos ignored the girl. He had come to see the gunslinger, Remos Jax. Legends didn’t blow into the Five-Oh-Seven every day, or even every decade, and Mikeos was damned if he’d let this one slip through the outpost without a look-see.


    Close in, Remos Jax looked a more like a fast hand should. Mikeos had thought he might be a bit younger, but leather-skinned and flint-eyed would do. His gear was still a disappointment, but at least all that black-skin and mole-hide drew attention to the revolvers at his hips. Colt 45s. Silver-handled seven shooters. Mikeos knew it all from the ’Oh-Seven Herald. He had the newsprint folded into a neat square in his back pocket.


    “How come you’re in here?” The little girl had gotten beside him somehow. “You’re just a kid.”


    “I’m ten,” Mikeos said. “Besides, my mother—” He bit the words off and shot a quick glance up the stairs. “How old are you anyhow?”


    The girl smiled. “Old enough.” She had strange eyes, pale, with a draw to them. “Why’re you here?”


    Mikeos looked back at Remos. “Is it true he’s going to fight? They say the sect are sending a champion.”


    “He always fights.” The girl smiled again. She turned back to the gunslinger. “Here, Remos! You’ve got an admirer. Aren’t you the hero of men!”


    She didn’t sound like a kid. Mikeos looked down, feeling the blood rising in his cheeks. Before he could turn away, something cold seized him from behind, lifting him by the neck.


    “Hello Mikey.” A dry voice hissed into his ear.


    Shit. He’d forgotten about the corpser. He hadn’t thought it would follow him into the tavern. He stopped kicking and tried to think. The grip on his neck hurt like hell.


    “Hi.” His flesh crawled under the corpser’s fingers. He wondered how quick the rot set in.


    “I chased you halfway across the Oh-Seven, little boy. Did you think I was just going to stop?”


    Around them the conversation had muted but the tavern still bubbled with chatter. It would take more than a corpser to put a damper on the evening.


    “I’ve got the dust.” Mikeos tried to reach for the pouch under his shirt. His arms wouldn’t work. “You can have it back.”


    “I’m going to need a little . . . interest on the loan, boy.” The corpser stank worse than the dogmen and prospectors both. Mikeos felt his stomach heave.


    “Look, she just needs a bit more.”


    “She can pay a bit more then,” the corpser said. “She can whore a bit more. Can’t she? Boy?”


    Mikeos couldn’t answer. His lips felt numb. His mother would be upstairs. Working, or sleeping off the last of the dust. During the day she lay with whoever or whatever had the money and the inclination. By night the dust took her off to the deadlands and she’d lie with his father. At least that’s what she said. She saw his father in the dryland and they’d do the things they did back when Mikeos was just a babe. And every day she’d wake a little more grey, a little more thin.


    “Put him down.” Grum’s deep rumble reached into his daze. Grum had been sweet on his mother once upon a time.


    The corpser let him drop. He drew a long white knife from within his trench coat, the blade as narrow as a finger. Hush spread across the tavern fast as a gunshot.


    “Go play with your human, Bull-boy.”


    Grum frowned, his face rucking up into ridges and folds. The corpser might not be able to reach from one of his horn tips to the other, but it doesn’t pay to mess with dead-kind.


    Mikeos managed to sit, sensation making a slow return to his limbs.


    “Leave him be.” Grum opened his cape to reveal the axe at his side.


    The corpser flung out his empty hand, quicker than any dead thing should move. A scatter of dust hit the taur’s snout.


    “Eich.” The corpser spoke the death-rune as Grum reached for his axe. The taur fell, like a mountain falling, and the iron plates on his robe clashed when he hit the ground.


    He didn’t move. No one moved. Death-runes aren’t spoken lightly and the corpser had the room’s attention.


    Grum’s girl screamed once into the silence, then shut her mouth.


    “Now, Mikey, we can settle our account. A tongue or an eye will suffice. Both make good voodoo. Child blood is always sweet. You can keep the dust, your mother’s slate will be clear, and we’ll be even for the chase.”


    Mikeos tried to scramble away but his legs were still uncoordinated and he got tangled in a chair. He’d never had a day go so spectacularly wrong so fast. The corpser bent toward him, the skin around its mouth cracking into a grin over yellow teeth. An animal horror filled him and he felt his bladder go as he howled.


    “Don’t do that.” The little girl stepped between them.


    “What?” The corpser straightened. “What are you?”


    “I’m older than you, thing that was Elver Samms,” the girl said. “And I’m meaner than you. Better run now.”


    And to Mikeos’s amazement, it did.


    Mikeos scrambled up the stairs to his mother’s room. He crashed in, forgetting to listen first for a client. She lay under a heap of covers on the bed, alone and sprawled out in the death-sleep. A bar of dusty light from the gap in the drapes crossed her arms and face.


    He went to the clothes chest and rummaged for his other pair of leggings. The wet pair he threw into a corner. The room stunk of sweat and old sex; a bit of piss wouldn’t make much difference.


    “Mikey? That you?”


    He jerked upright at her voice, still jumpy from the business downstairs.


    “Yes, Ma.” Mikeos tied off the laces at the front and turned to the bed.


    She watched him in a half daze, blinking, not lifting her head from the bed. “Is it nighttime?”


    “Three past noon.”


    “I . . . I dreamed about your father,” she said. “He told me you were in trouble.”


    “No trouble, Ma.” He put his fingers to the back of his neck. The skin there felt dry and blistered.


    Her eyes found sudden focus. “Did you get it?”


    Mikeos sighed. “I got it.” He tossed her the little pouch. He wouldn’t tell her about Grum. She probably didn’t even remember him.


    She sat up, cross-legged, and took the pouch from the bed. White fingers fumbled at the tie. “You’re a good boy, Mikey.” She didn’t look up from her work.


    “I gotta go, Ma.” She looked so old, grey in the blonde, hair thin on her scalp. “The gunslinger’s in the bar.” He remembered her strong and laughing, a time when she could throw him in the air. And catch him. But that was . . . how long? Two years? Before Jim Bright put a bullet through his father. Before his Ma found her comfort in dead dreams and the dust that gave them.


    “I gotta go.”


    She didn’t hear him.


    Mikeos came down the stairs one slow step at a time. Grum had been removed. The crowd was as packed as ever.


    Take someone away and they don’t leave a hole, not in the Bullet and Rye. Not anywhere maybe.


    The gunslinger sat where he had been before, the child with him. Mikeos looked away when she turned toward him. She left her table and met him at the bottom of the stairs. He tried to walk past.


    “The clan took your friend away.”


    “He wasn’t my friend.”


    “He died for you,” she said. “They’ll put his skull up by the pillar. A warrior’s right.”


    “He died because he was a bull-head. A stupid cow-brain that never backed down, ever.” He pressed his hands into his eyes, hard, and looked away from her.


    “Maybe he knew when to back down. Maybe he just knew that this wasn’t the time to do it.”


    Mikeos sniffed and watched the crowd for a moment. He turned to answer, but the girl had gone back to the table. All of a sudden he wanted to be out of the heat and the noise, out of it all. He dived into the crowd and fought a path toward the street doors.


    The street lay empty save for a lone cart heaped with barrels, and a few prospectors straggling in, dust grey and trailing picks.


    “Move it!” The carter lashed at his straining mule. It looked too small for the cart, and the cart looked too small for the load.


    “Pesh!” Hemar sat with his back to the saloon wall and his legs stretched out across the boards of the raised sidewalk. “Man doesn’t know mules from mutton.”


    The dogman had an empty whiskey bottle clutched protectively to his chest. A long line of slobber ran from his jowls down into the matted fur of his stomach.


    “Hey, Hemar.” Mikeos had time for Hemar, when he wasn’t too drunk. Most of the dogmen were vicious and best avoided, but Hemar was OK.


    “Heyah. I saw them pulling Grum out. Bad business, that.”


    “Yeah.” Mikeos looked toward the pillar, towering over the roof of the Grand Hotel at the end of the street. It looked close, like you could hit it with a stone.


    “Bad business. He was alright, Grum was.” Hemar gave out a little howl of misery that showed several dozen big yellow teeth in jagged array along pink gums. “A good taur. Free with a drink for an old friend. Always free with a drink.” He gave Mikeos a sideways look. “You’re not packing a bottle there are you, Mikey boy?”


    Mikeos shook his head. “No.”


    “Never mind.” Hemar slumped back against the wall. “Never mind.”


    Mikeos stepped down into the street. “I’ll see you later, Hemar.”


    The dogman leaned forward, resting on his knuckles. “Hey, wait up. Where you off to, little man?”


    Mikeos nodded toward the pillar. “Guess I’ll see where they put him.”


    “Hey, hey, that’s quite a walk. Couple of miles outta town. Be dark before you get back, Mikey.”


    Mikeos shrugged. “I feel like a walk.”


    Hemar sniffed the air. “Me too.” He growled to himself and rolled up to his feet. He looked to be just bone and gristle under all that lank and greasy hair. “Guess I could do with a stroll too.”


    Mikeos shrugged, and they walked on together. He kept two steps ahead; Hemar smelled rank.


    They walked in silence, past the Grand Hotel, past Gore’s Smithy, past the stockades and the lowing steers.


    Hemar paused at Jonan’s Lodgings on the corner of West Way. “That’s where the trouble came from.” A yellowed claw picked out the window of the room where Parker Hale, the Oh-Seven’s much loved gunslinger, bled out three weeks earlier. “Heard she slit him from gut to gills with a letter-opener.”


    Mikeos nodded. Sharra Leo did the cutting they said. A lover’s tiff taking on too sharp an edge. Rumour put Sharra on a southbound train, outpacing the law. That was rumour—“fact” left the Oh-Seven without a gunslinger, an open town where anyone with the price of a ticket, or legs enough to arrive under their own steam, could show up to challenge for the slinger title.


    Homesteads gave way to dusty scrub and grey shale. The dogman paused, sniffed the air with suspicion, and moved on.


    “I never go to the pillar,” Hemar said.


    Mikeos shrugged. “I’ve been. It’s big.”


    “The pack talk about it,” Hemar said. “Out on the plains. We meet under the full moon, you know?”


    Mikeos knew. How could you not know, with the howling rolling in off the plains every month?


    The dogman looked over his shoulder, sniffing and sniffing again, harder. “There’s a hundred of them pillars, a thousand. You know that?”


    “Sure.”


    Mikeos’s mother used to say the pillars were there before man, before the taur and hunska, before dogmen or corpsers. Even before the woodkin. She said they met in the middle of the world, made by whoever shaped the lands and set the gun-law above all magics.


    “You know what else?”


    “What?” Mikeos asked.


    “Remos Jax is going to meet the sect’s champion there, tomorrow noon.”


    “They’re going to have their showdown by the pillar?” Mikeos remember the gunslinger’s eyes. Flint. He almost felt sorry for the sect man.


    Hemar woofed in agreement. Adding, “He’s going to lose.”


    “Jax? No way.” Mikeos shook his head.


    “Oh yes.”


    “No one’s ever beaten Jax,” Mikeos said.


    “Duh!” Hemar snorted. “That’s why he’s not dead.”


    The dogman ran his tongue over his teeth. “This sect champion is something new. Locust-born. He’s not flesh and blood. It’s all chitin and acid-reflex. It draws its gun and you hear the crack, like a whip breaking the air. A man can’t measure against that. You didn’t wonder why only Jax showed up to the challenge?”


    “So why would he go, if he can’t win?” Mikeos asked.


    “Why did I fight the pack leader ten moons back? Why does a taur make a stand? Sometimes, right or wrong, you know it’s time.”


    The sun hovered above the horizon as they drew up to the first of the boneyards. The last light reached them across the wild plains, rippled by the dust-laden wind. It shimmered crimson across acres of clean-picked bones. The black finger of the Oh-Seven pillar loomed ahead, huge though still a quarter mile off, its shadow reaching to the east.


    Mikeos stopped by the picket fence and looked out over the confusion of bleached skulls, ribs reaching like claws, leg bones half covered by windblown sand.


    “Hunskas. They just leave them for the vultures.” Hemar panted and lolled his tongue. “They don’t care. A dogman can crack a bone or two, suck the marrow, the hunska don’t care.”


    “If they don’t care, why do they bring them out here?” Mikeos asked. “It’s a long way to haul a body.”


    Hemar licked his teeth. “Maybe they think the corpsers won’t come this near the pillar. Who knows with them? The hunska look like men, but they smell different.”


    Mikeos looked up. The pillar stood black against a paling sky. “It’s just so damn big.”


    Hemar nodded.


    “But it is,” Mikeos said. “It makes me feel . . . like nothing.”


    “The world is big.” Hemar filched an arm bone from the hunska yard. “But you don’t see it all at once. The pillars, well they’re just there in front of you. A billion tons of stone piled up to make you feel small. To show you that the Old Ones could do anything.”


    “And what they chose to do was leave?”


    “I guess.”


    “My father left.”


    “Everyone leaves in the end.” Hemar put the bone between his teeth and strained to crack it. “One way or the other.”


    Mikeos looked away. Old corruption hung on the air, a sick sweet smell that turned his stomach. Back among the long shadows on the path to town he glimpsed something, something moving. Tumbleweed, probably.


    The wind felt cold now. “Let’s keep going,” he said.


    They found Grum’s skull as the very last of the sun’s rays skimmed the plains. The clan had worked fast. It sat on a flat rock less than two hundred yards from the base of the pillar. Dust clung to the damp white bone, but the polished horns were unsullied.


    “They honoured him,” Hemar said.


    The minotaurs framed their cemetery as a wedge, narrowing to a point that almost reached the pillar. Mikeos had thought to hunt for Grum in the wide expanse of the far end, but they had placed him close in, where the yard narrowed so that ten skull stones could span the wedge. Grum had been more important to his kind than Mikeos ever guessed.


    “A corpser’s out there.” Hemar nodded back along their path. “Reckon I know which one, too. Been shadowing us a while.”


    They turned and watched the path together. For a few minutes the Frostral wind made the only sound, whispering through the forest of horns. At last the corpser stepped into view, emerging from the shadow of a crypt.


    The dogman made a soft growl in his throat. “Elver.”


    She’d called it Elver Samms. The thing that had been Elver Samms. How long ago had that been, Mikeos wondered.


    The corpser moved toward them as if wading through a deepening mire. Some said the pillars held a magic that kept corpsers from ever reaching them, and it seemed to be true. But Elver looked ready to try anyway.


    “They knew he’d come for the skull,” Hemar said. “That’s why they put it so far in.”


    Mikeos glanced over at Grum’s skull. He imagined Elver crouched over it, scraping and cutting. The corpsers took from the dead, particular parts to match their needs. What would he have taken from Grum?


    “That dust your mother snorts—ever wonder what the corpsers make it from?” Hemar asked.


    Mikeos shook his head. He didn’t want to know.


    “At least whiskey is clean,” Hemar said.


    Elver came closer, taking each step as if held in the jaws of a gale. Mikeos could see the hollows of his eyes now, the motley flesh of his cheeks, rectangles stitched in a dry patchwork, pale here, dark there.


    “You owe me, boy.”


    Mikeos could hear the strain in the corpser’s voice.


    “You owe me.” Ten yards separated them. The corpser struggled to take another step and failed.


    The same terror that had run through Mikeos at the bar raced in his veins again. He felt the ache of the corpser’s touch on his neck. Hemar couldn’t save him. A cur like Hemar couldn’t even save himself.


    “I can pay you.” Mikeos sounded like a frightened child, even to himself. “If you give me time, I can pay.”


    Elver shook his head. Dust fell from the grey straggles of his hair. “Bring me bull-boy’s skull.” He pointed at it. “Pass it to me, and we’ll be quits. I’ll even discount your next bag of the good stuff.”


    Frayed lips scraped back over dead teeth, and Mikeos realized Elver was smiling.


    Mikeos woke to a persistent grinding sound. He had a crick in his back and felt cold in every limb. It took several moments to get his bearings. Morning light reached him down a set of stone stairs. His feet rested against iron gates barring the way into a crypt.


    “Will he still be waiting?” he asked.


    The grinding noise stopped as Hemar abandoned his bone to consider the question.


    “Yes.”


    Mikeos groaned and sat up. He felt like he’d been awake all night. Even out of the wind it was cold, and just as he fell asleep at last, it was morning.


    “I should have given him the skull.”


    “You did right, Mikey.” Hemar growled. “Besides, I didn’t believe him. He wanted more than that. He wouldn’t chase you into the Bullet, kill a bull taur, just for a dust-debt.”


    Mikeos hugged himself, staring into the shadow. There had been a hunger about the corpser, something more than rage when he refused Samms the skull, refused to go near. “This is you and me now, boy,” the corpse had said. “Fuck the Walker and his master. I’m doing this for me.”


    Mikeos didn’t know any Walker. Didn’t want to either. He went up the steps on his hands and knees, blinking at the dawn as he emerged. The crypt lay almost at the pillar’s base, one of hundreds, some elaborate, some plain, dozens of different styles, most housing some forgotten gunman from yesteryear.


    “You’re sure he’s coming?” Mikeos asked.


    “Yes.” The grinding started up again, back in the gloom down the steps.


    When Remos Jax and that girl came, Mikeos and Hemar would have a chance to leave in safety. Even if the sect champion killed Jax, they could go back to town with the girl. She seemed to have some kind of hold over the corpser.


    “Damned if I’d come to draw on someone if I knew they were faster than me,” Mikeos said.


    He walked away from the crypt, hugging himself against the cold. At least the wind carried the boneyards’ stench away from him. He watched as a flock of ravens took flight from some high niche on the pillar.


    Mikeos found a place by the path and waited, crouched, his face in his knees. It didn’t take long. The sun hadn’t yet cleared the horizon when two figures showed in the distance. One tall, one short.


    Mikeos waited until they drew level.


    “Hello,” he said.


    Remos Jax looked at him. The girl kept her eyes on the pillar.


    “Here for the showdown?” Remos asked. He had a gentle voice. Mellow.


    Mikeos shrugged. “I guess.” He stood up.


    “There’ll be a crowd by noon,” the girl said. “Everyone from town, and some from around and about.”


    Mikeos frowned. He looked Remos up and down. Dust didn’t seem to find a hold on all that black like it should.


    “So how fast are you, mister?” Mikeos asked.


    Remos gave a slow smile. “Fast as I need to be.” And Mikeos found himself looking down the black eye of a Colt 45. There hadn’t been an in between. One moment the gun had sat in its holster on Remos’s hip. The next moment it had been an inch from Mikeos’s nose.


    “Damn!” Mikeos shook his head. “Hemar says the sect slinger is faster’n you.”


    Remos put the gun away. “Hemar might be right.”


    “So why did you come?”


    Remos started walking again. Mikeos fell in beside him and the girl followed. “Sometimes you have to make a stand.”


    “You’re not worried you’ll get killed?” Mikeos cast a glance at the crypts.


    Remos smiled again. “When you make the right stand, you’re bulletproof. Fast or slow, that bullet won’t harm you.”


    Mikeos stopped walking. “You can’t be killed?” He felt betrayed. The gun-law could never allow such a thing.


    “I didn’t say that,” Remos said. He holstered his gun with a spin. “When you pull a gun for the right reason, that reason remains right whether you live or die, that choice remains justified. That’s what a gunfighter is. He’s a set of ideas, he’s a list of things worth dying for, and the will to do just that if need be. That’s the gun-law, son.”


    Mikeos almost rolled his eyes; Remos sounded like a preacher from the Church of the Three. He looked back at the girl. “Can we go back to town with you after? Me and my friend, Hemar?”


    “Sure,” she said.


    She took his hand and stopped walking. “Stay with me. Remos likes to see the ground where he’s going to fight and wait there until it’s time.”


    They watched the gunslinger go on ahead, tiny against the bulk of the pillar.


    Mikeos remembered his hand and pulled it back from hers. “What’s your name?”


    “Lilly.”


    “How old are you?” he asked.


    “Very.”


    “Th . . .” Mikeos broke off, then started again. “Thanks for, you know, back in the Bullet.”


    “That’s OK.”


    “Why did you do it?” he asked.


    “I don’t like corpsers.” She grinned. “A thing should know when to die.”


    “Remos had better hope the sect gunman does,” Mikeos said.


    “What time is it?” Mikeos asked.


    Hemar patted his legs. “Do I look like I own a pocket watch? I ain’t even got pockets.”


    “It’s about eleven,” Lilly said.


    The three of them sat atop a marble sepulchre with a good view of the “high street,” a strip of clear ground running between the tombs closest to the pillar. People from town packed the way, more coming by the minute, some in their holiday best, bonnets and morning suits.


    “Looks like the sect man’s here.” Hemar pointed to a disturbance in the crowd back along the road to town.


    Mikeos looked out across the hats and horns, and squinted. He couldn’t make it out.


    “Yes,” Lilly said.


    “Ever seen a sect man, Mikey?” Hemar asked.


    “Saw one once when Ma took me to the fair in Oh-One.”


    “Scary fellas,” Hemar said. “Armour all over, like those old taur knights, only it ain’t ironwork, it’s part of them, like a beetle. Sect been breeding them up, tryin’ to get something that can hold a gun.”


    “I remember the eyes,” Mikeos said. “Bug eyes, like a fly. Hundreds of little windows.”


    He could see the black gleam of the sect man now, the crowd surging around it. “What about you, Lilly?” he asked. “You seen a sect man?”


    “I’ve seen sect worlds.” She said it softly.


    “What?” Hemar seemed to notice her for the first time.


    “The sect hold worlds by the score,” she said. “Only the gun-law keeps them from swarming this world too. Something to thank the Old Ones for.”


    “And if Remos loses?” Hemar asked.


    “The sect get their first toehold here. The sect fighter becomes the Five-Oh-Seven’s gunslinger and controls who comes in on the world rails. All of a sudden you’ll have sect swarming in, along with as many fighters as they can breed, and the trains will take them to any other pillar they like, long as they’ve got the fare.”


    “Hey! There’s Remos!” Mikeos pointed to the far end of the high street.


    Remos strode out into the center, a lone black figure. Somebody followed him from the crowd. A woman in a red cape, her skin too pale for the midday sun.


    “That’s the hex-witch from the bar,” Mikeos said.


    “Yes.” Lilly got up and started to climb down from the tomb. “She’s Jenna Crossard.”


    “Hey, wait up, where’re you going?” Mikeos followed, scraping his chest while he slid down to the ground.


    He tried to keep up as Lilly slipped between legs and twisted through any gap that presented itself. “Wait up!”


    “She wants Remos to take her help,” Lilly said.


    Mikeos dodged an elbow. Panting. “That’s good? If he wins it keeps the sect out.”


    “If he cheats the gun-law won’t hold.”


    “Why would she want that?”


    “Jenna thinks her magic will fool the gun-law.”


    “Will it?” Mikeos squeezed between two prospectors and suddenly he was out in the clear, stumbling into the high street.


    “No,” Lilly shouted over her shoulder, and ran for Remos.


    Mikeos ran after her, glancing back at the far end of the high street where the crowd had parted to let the sect man pass.


    They reached Remos and the hex-witch together.


    The hex-witch inclined her head. “Lilliana, you honour us.” Her voice cold.


    “Remos—”


    “Let her finish, Lilly,” Remos said.


    “When the sect champion prevails, it won’t negotiate like gunslingers do,” the witch said. “The gun-law won’t save us from war. With the sect the gun-law will only keep us from defending what’s ours.”


    The witch kept her eyes on Remos. Mikeos could feel a cold energy flow from her. His teeth and sinuses ached as if he stood naked against the winter might of the Frostral. What would it be like standing dead center of that stare?


    “Besides,” the witch continued, “the gun-law will remain intact. I’ve walked the deep places, visited the foundations of the pillars where dark-wurms gnaw, and read the oldest runes. My hex will pass unseen. Only the sect man will feel it.”


    “Sounds tempting.” Remos pursed his lips.


    “Remos!” Lilly snapped.


    “But, as we say in the trade, I’ll stick to my guns.” He patted his seven shooters.


    “You’re a fool, Remos Jax.” The hex-witch seemed to go paler. Mikeos hadn’t thought that possible. “You’ll die here.”


    The murmur of the crowd rose to a roar as the sect man advanced along the high street. He moved with quick steps, a flurry of them, then stopping, then another flurry, as if any kind of slow were anathema to him. His knees bent the wrong way on ball joints that clicked as he went.


    The fight-master elect stepped out between the gunmen, an ancient woodkin in barkskin robes edged with dry moss.


    “Clear the street. Clear the street.” The woodkin issued the order and the crowd took it up.


    Mikeos and Lilly moved to the edge of the onlookers. The hex-witch hung at Remos’s side for a moment, still arguing.


    “What will happen if Remos loses?” Mikeos had to shout into Lilly’s ear to be heard.


    “The sect gunslinger will be the high-law in the Five-Oh-Seven,” Lilly said. “He’ll have the right to evict folk, and to move sect in from off-world.”


    Mikeos had a sudden vision of his mother, lying weak on her bed. He tried to imagine leading her across the dust plains with the Frostral icy howl all around them. They hadn’t the money for the train. And if they reached the Oh-Six, would they find a place there? And how long ’til the sect followed?


    Remos strode away from the hex-witch, one hand tugging down the brim of his hat. She stared at his back and then took her place among the onlookers. A space cleared around her.


    “I hope he did agree,” Mikeos said. “I hope she does help him.”


    A hush fell as the gunmen approached each other.


    “If Remos Jax doesn’t hold to the gun-law then who else will?” Lilly said. “If his honour fails then the gun-law is broken. After centuries it would be broken.”


    “You don’t think she can fool the law? Like she said she could?”


    “She can’t,” Lilly said. She sounded sad.


    The silence became complete. Remos and the sect man faced each other across fifty yards of dirt. The fight master bowed his head and backed toward the platform from where he would observe.


    He found his place. It was time.


    Mikeos wondered if it would be like the free fights he’d seen out on the fringes. Would they stare each other down for—


    The shot rang out. He blinked. Neither gunman had seemed to move, but both now had their gun in hand, aimed at the other, smoking.


    Mikeos’s heart pounded, but it felt like a slow beat, like the boxers’ countdown.


    One.


    Two.


    Three. Remos half turned.


    Four. And started to fall.


    Five. A groan rose from the depths of the crowd.


    Six. He crumpled in the dust. One hand out, reaching.


    Seven. The groan became a roar.


    Eight. And the sect man toppled.


    They were close to the Oh-Seven before any of them spoke.


    “What happens now?” Mikeos asked.


    “Will the sect come?” Hemar asked. He growled. “The pack will fight them if they do.”


    “The sect won’t come,” Lilly said. “Not yet at least. The gun-law is unbroken. The Old Ones’ protection remains. There will be no war.”


    “But what happens now?” Mikeos asked. He shook away the memory of Remos being carried from the street, grey and limp. Nobody had wanted to touch the sect man, lying there in the dust at broken angles with black ichor leaking from a shattered head.


    Lilly stopped and looked at him. “Another gunslinger will take Remos’s place, one will be appointed from the free-fighters or several will come and there will be challenges. The wild sect will breed more champions out in the dry lands but it will take them time and they will have to reach this place on foot. No journey is easy out in the empty spaces, nor safe. But in time the sect will return to make more challenges, as is their right under the gun-law. And life will carry on.”


    Mikeos’s eyes prickled. “I’m sorry about Remos.” He wanted to say more but his voice wavered.


    Lilly nodded. “I know.”


    She reached into her skirts. “Remos asked me to give you something. He said you would know what to do with it. He said he knew your father, and thought you had his spirit.”


    She pulled out a silver-handled revolver, a seven shooter. Loaded. A shiver of recognition ran through him.


    “How did you know the hex-witch couldn’t fool the Old Ones?” Mikeos asked. He took the gun—heavier than he had imagined. He knew this gun, twin to one his mother hung in the closet the day his father died. The one she didn’t hang high enough. “How did you know?”


    “Call it a hunch,” she said.


    “Come, Hemar.” A touch of command entered Lilly’s voice and the dogman followed her without a word.


    “How old are you?” Mikeos called after her.


    “Very.” She didn’t turn around.


    Mikeos watched them go, until they vanished against the houses of the Oh-Seven. He looked at the people straggling back toward home. The column stretched from the pillar. Weary and silent men, dogmen, taurs, the occasional hunska woman. All the creatures under gun-law, making for home, or for a glass at the Bullet and Rye.


    His gaze wandered out among the crags to the west, following the tumbleweed. The corpser waited out there. Grinding bones, fermenting ichors, making the death dust, and other poisons less subtle.


    He thought of his mother, turned the gun over in his hand, and over again. A thing of gleaming precision. They say twins share a mind. The gun held no mark to set it apart from his father’s. It weighed the same in his grip. More heavy than it looked. He’d taken that gun, still a child, unknowing, wrapped in a hot grief, and turned it on the world. His mother had smith Hallum break it on his anvil and Mikeos had thought never to see another. The last link to his father gone, the final nail hammered into his coffin lid. And without that link, that tie, they’d slipped, Mikeos and his ma, slipped from their old life, slipped from each other.


    Mikeos lifted the gun and sighted along it at the top of the pillar, dark against a bright sky. Remos had said . . . he’d said a lot of things. About when to use a gun, about when not to. Mikeos couldn’t properly remember the words. He remembered the man. A good man. He shrugged, pressed the gun into his belt, and set off.


    “Ma?”


    “Ma?”


    Mikeos pushed into the room, trembling.


    “Ma?” He found the oil lamp by the bed and pulled off its hood. A turn on the wick-twist and the light came up.


    She lay curled around herself, like a dogman sleeping, one hand stretched out. The hand reminded him of Remos, sprawled after the sect man’s shot.


    “Ma?”


    He pried her fingers open, one by one, as white as the witch’s. The dust pouch she had been gripping felt little more than half full.


    The place stunk. Mikeos went to the window and hauled the sash up half a foot.


    “Mikey?” Her voice sounded so weak.


    He turned and she uncoiled, slow like an old man.


    “Mikey? Are you alright? I dreamed of your father. He said you were in trouble.”


    “No trouble, Ma. I’m fine.”


    “You’ve been to Elver? Got me some more dust? Have you Mikey?”


    “No Ma. Elver’s not mine to fight. Not today. He ain’t the real problem.”


    She frowned. “Your father said—”


    “That’s not my father. That’s not my father you speak to when you take this.” He held up the pouch.


    “W-what’re you doing, Mikey?”


    Mikeos held the pouch at window.


    “I’m making a stand, Ma.” He shook the dust out into the sunlight. “I’m making the right stand.”
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The Gunnie
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    An hour before dark, I left my shack, boots on, gun slung on my back. I was on my way to work. The other people who lived on the steep sides of the gulch were still out in their yards, enjoying the evening; they were cooking, or visiting, or drinking. They all spoke to me as I passed. “Lizbeth, go strong.” “Hope your gun stays in the holster.” “Get ’em there safe.” I nodded back, but I didn’t smile. It was not a smiling night.


    I stopped by my mother’s, since it was on the way. She and her man, Jackson, had a three-room place, since Jackson is a hard worker and a hard man. Lots of people are scared of him, but not me, and not Mom, who’d become his woman after I’d turned ten. My mother, Candle, worked hard too. She is a teacher.


    I knocked at the wooden door, and my mother’s voice called for me to come in. The kitchen/living area is really large, plenty of room for them both to bang around in without getting on each other’s nerves. My mother, as I would expect at this hour, was cooking. Jackson was sitting in an easy chair, reading the Central Texoma News, which came out every two weeks.


    Jackson gave me a casual hello and went back to reading. While Mom was breading the beef to fry, I went over to my favorite decoration.


    My mom had an antique map from 1925. It shows the United States of America, which began to crumble ten years after that. Without touching the glass of the frame around the map, I traced the shape of what was once Texas with my finger. We live in the northern part. And farther north of us are the fertile grasslands.


    According to my mother, this huge country was led by elected officials. The chief one, the president named Franklin Roosevelt, got shot. Then there was an economic collapse. The United States fell apart like an overdone roast. It was encroached on by Mexico to the south and Canada to the north. Russia grabbed a lot of the west coast.


    In the past five years, a lot of the farmers who went south to Mexico for the long growing season had begun trying to go north. Trouble’s brewing in Mexico in a big way. That’s where I come in.


    “You about to leave?” my mom said. She wiped off her floury hands and came over to me. She patted my shoulder. We don’t look alike; she’s got a sharp nose and a narrow face and light hair. I’m all blunt features and width, and I didn’t have hair anymore. “What the hell did you do to your head?” She ran her hand over my scalp.


    “Got rid of it. Yeah, we got a run to the grasslands,” I told her.


    “People, then,” my mother said. She turned to put the meat in the skillet, trying not to look worried.


    “Yeah.” People were the most valuable cargo, and the most vulnerable.


    “Shoot first,” Jackson said, which is the standard farewell to a gunnie like me. He nearly smiled. “By the way, I like the haircut.”


    I nodded. I hugged my mother for a second, breathing in her scent of school and woman. She was only in her thirties, taller and prettier than I’ll ever be.


    “Come back,” she whispered in my ear just before I let her go. I knew she didn’t mean right this minute. She meant, “Don’t get killed.” I’ve lasted five years, since I left school. A good long while for a gunnie.


    Then I was out the door and in the dusty street, walking the few blocks to Martin’s house. He lived on the outskirts of town. The town of Mexias isn’t much—dirt streets for the most part, wooden houses, tin roofs, chickens, carefully tended gardens.


    I passed the hotel that Jackson owned, and then his hardware store. People asked me all the time why I didn’t work in one of his businesses. It had to be safer.


    But this was the way I looked at it. Jackson had taken to my mom, and he’d been good to me. Fair. No cause for him to love me, but he’d stood by me and made sure I got through school and had clothes and food and some fun, which was more than most stepdads would’ve done. When school was over, it was time for me earn my way, and the thing I was best at was shooting. Took me a while, but I was able to make a living at it. Let Mom and Jackson have their privacy. She’d had a crappy experience with my dad; she deserved happiness.


    I got to Martin’s house in plenty of time, meeting Galilee along the way. We grinned at each other. We walked into the yard of the bare small lot—all pounded dirt and machine parts—to see Martin and Tarken were checking out the truck, obsessively. We knew better than to interrupt them.


    Our payload for the night was huddled on the porch, waiting for the signal to load up. There were eleven of them, and they were our responsibility. We were being paid to protect them while we ran the gauntlet of bandits up to the grasslands. I didn’t speak to them. It was best not to get to know them. I could feel their scared eyes watching as Galilee and I checked out our weapons. Galilee had a hunting rifle, old but beautiful and working like a charm. She and I had been gunnies for Tarken for three years now. Both taller and older than I, Galilee was a dark woman with a huge blossom of black hair. She was such a good shot she was almost a legend in our town.


    I have what’s called a jackhammer, which is like a shotgun. It puts men down, but you need to be a little closer than with the rifle. To the huddled group on the porch, the jackhammer was a grim reminder we weren’t going hunting or target shooting.


    I felt them flinch. Good. They’d mind me better.


    When Galilee and I were ready, we still had to wait on the men. Martin was the mechanic and the driver, and he’d nursed that old truck for years. Vehicles were hard to come by. If you wanted to have a car or truck, you had to learn to be a mechanic and a scavenger. Martin was good at both.


    Tarken was the boss. He’d taught me everything I knew about the protection business, and plenty else besides. Tarken was tall and dark and tough, and a good twenty years older than me. He’d taken a chance on me, and I wanted to make sure he never regretted it.


    Martin and Tarken were finally satisfied with the truck, and they signaled the two farm families to load up. The group stood. Galilee nodded at me. It was time for the speech.


    “Listen up,” I said, and they froze in place. You could tell they didn’t know what to make of me, a small woman with a big gun and no hair. “When we start moving, you start looking. You crouch down low and look between the slats. You see movement, you tell us, and tell us what direction, or it’s no good knowing, get it? Say left or right, so we’ll know what to shoot at.” I looked from one scared face to another. They all nodded, even the children.


    “Up you go,” Galilee said to them, and they moved toward the truck. We stood on either side to help them get in. They scrambled into the flatbed with their bundles and baskets and babies, and then Galilee and I climbed on. We would stand for the whole journey, ready to shoot, leaning on the high sides of the truck bed. The back of the truck was open. We needed it that way.


    “Like the haircut, girl,” Galilee said as we took our places, she on the right and me on the left. I ran my hand over the smooth surface of my skull. My head felt clean and cool as the air whooshed over it, and I was pleased—though Tarken had sworn something fierce after I’d gotten it done the day before. I told Galilee this; her teeth flashed white when she laughed.


    Then the engine rumbled, and the laughing time was over. The two families—two dads, two moms, seven kids—crouched down, looking out between the slats that formed the sides, just like I’d told ’em to. Helping us keep a look out. Giving them something to do besides be afraid.


    The road north to the grasslands of New America was pretty rough—they all are—but that’s not the biggest problem. Texoma is a poor country. We got bandits and thieves and little law to catch ’em. All the bandits want to catch a group like ours. They can rape the women or the men or the children, then sell the survivors as slaves or whores, they can sell the group’s goods, and they can take our own weapons and our vehicles. That’s a rich haul.


    It was dark when we set out, as always. New America runs patrols designed to prevent immigrants like our cargo—they claim they like their country just the way it is. In actuality, most of the population has relatives down in Mexico, and they want to be reunited. But we have to avoid the NA militia.


    Often we can leave on a full moon night so we won’t need the lights, which pinpoint our location. But tonight the clouds came, and after a few miles, Martin switched the lights on. Galilee and I would have a much harder time spotting movement. No help for it. After two hours, Mexias was not even a glow in the south. There was only the rutted road and scrubby vegetation and rocks. Occasionally, the clouds would part and we would see the landscape. It was April, so the temperature was moderate, which was a blessing.


    About half the time, we saw no one on our trips. Sometimes, the cargo would even ask for part of its money back, claiming that there’d been no danger to protect it from. Sometimes, the bandits were drunk and incompetent, and they’d start yelling to scare us, or they’d blockade the road, presenting a good silhouette to shoot at. Usually, we’d see movement or catch a glimpse of the moon or our headlights reflecting off metal. Something.


    Not tonight.


    The firing came out of nowhere. I saw a blossom of light out of the corner of my eye and swung to face it. As the noise came, I yelled “Down!” as if the civvies needed to be told, and then I fired back. I’d marked the flash pretty accurately. A scream told me I’d got the shooter, and I heard Galilee fire twice to the right.


    “Left!” yelled one of the farmers, just as I saw a shadow on the road. Though I swung and fired and hit the shadow, he didn’t die fast enough to prevent him from putting a bullet through the cab.


    That shot killed Martin instantly, I figure. The truck started veering all over, and it was all I could do to keep standing, much less return fire. Galilee, closer to the rear of the truck than I was, was thrown out directly. She just vanished.


    Tarken must have reached over to grab the wheel to try to keep us going, because we straightened out for a few seconds. That was long enough for me to get my balance and fire a shot to let the bandits know we were still fighting. I saw Martin’s body hit the remnants of pavement, and I knew Tarken had shoved him out of the cab to take his place at the wheel.


    I glanced back, saw no sign of Galilee. Shit. Looked forward again, saw movement, a figure scrambling through the scrubby trees to keep up with the careening truck, and as I fired again I saw that figure stop and aim, and the world came to an end.


    Temporarily.


    When I came to, it was on the verge of dawn but pretty dark. I was between two large rocks screened a bit by bushes. I had a bitch of a headache; someone was playing drums and bugles in my head. I wanted to groan, but I knew I had to make not a scritch or a screech until I got the lay of the land. So I didn’t move, kept my eyes shut, listening as best I could. At first I heard nothing but the wind. Then it seemed to me I heard a sigh, a human sigh. Repeated. Repeated.


    When I heard nothing else, and I felt able to defend myself with the knife still in my belt, I crawled out of my little hiding place. Being slow, being cautious. I’d been in the dark long enough to develop my night sight, and there was the faint glow of dawn to help. First body was only a few feet away.


    It was one of the farm girls. She’d been in her teens. There must have been more gunfire after I’d gone unconscious, or maybe she’d tried to run. Lots of families had taught their girls to run, figuring that a bullet in the back was quicker than what waited for them. They were probably right.


    Be that as it may, she was dead; yes, from a wound in her back. She’d bled out by the side of the road. Maybe twenty feet away, jammed up against some trees, lay the wreckage of the truck, tires blown out and all smashed up. Far back, I could see a dark line by the road. That would be Galilee, most likely. Finally, I made out Martin’s body lying in a sprawl, where Tarken had shoved him out. From the way the two lay, it was clear they were dead. When I could walk, I would go to them. Now I was crawling toward the truck, trying to find the source of the sighing.


    After a minute or two I found Tarken; it was him making the noise. He’d taken a bullet high in the leg and one in the shoulder, smaller caliber, that’s why he was still alive. I got to him on my hands and knees.


    “Tarken,” I said, just to let him know I was there.


    “Lizbeth,” he said. “You alive.” He sounded pleased, but he sounded like he was dying. The wreck seemed to have broken something in him. He clearly couldn’t move.


    “Yeah,” I said, my voice hoarse.


    “They took the cargo.”


    “One girl, she’s dead.” I turned my head just a bit to see the body.


    “Her mom told her to run,” Tarken said. He took a deep breath, let it out. The sighing.


    “Her mom was smart.”


    “She screamed a bit though, when the girl died.” Tarken’s mouth turned up a little, almost smiling at the silliness of human nature. I knew him well.


    “Yeah. Can’t help it, sometimes.” I had to put my head down then and wait for the nausea to subside.


    “Galilee and Martin gone?”


    “Looks like it.”


    “Glad you made it,” Tarken said, in a fainter voice. “You know what you got to do.” And then he gasped and died.


    Tarken’s water bottle was still in his bag, and his bag was still partially under his shoulder. I was grateful for that, and prayed to the goddess of water when I drank it. I felt better after I’d had something to drink. But it was still some hours, all told, before I was able to be on my way. I’d searched around a little bit, but I hadn’t found my weapon, which had flown out of my hand when we hit the trees. The bandits had found it and taken it, of course. Jackhammers, those are good things to have. I did find Martin’s gun, which was a big wonderful present. In the dark they’d missed it, thrown clear of the truck and landing under some bushes. It had seven bullets in it. I couldn’t find any more ammo.


    The truck wouldn’t move, or they wouldn’t have left it. So I set out on foot. They’d been on foot too. I’d found their footprints, easy, in the dust on the side of the road. They must not have counted the people who should have been in the truck crew, which was stupid. They should have found me and shot me. I’d been conscious enough, I guess, to crawl between the rocks, and in the darkness they’d missed me.


    As Tarken had said, I knew what to do as the surviving member of the crew. I began tracking. I had the water, and I had some packages of dried meat and dried fruit in Tarken’s bag; that would have to do.


    Dammit, we’d been bested by a scraggly ass gang, not even a group of real pirates. They were probably moving as fast as they could to get out of Texoma, heading toward Dixie to get rid of the cargo. Good shot, though, one of them. He needed killing mighty bad.


    I was damn slow. My head ached fiercely, and my whole body was sore from the impact of the wreck. But I’d operated under worse conditions.


    Lucky for me that the kids slowed the bandits’ progress, too. At the first campfire, there was a pitiful wrapped bundle. It was the baby; it was dead. I checked. I don’t know why it died. I didn’t unwrap it or nothing, because why made no difference. I put the little body in a dip in the earth and covered it with rocks as best I could. I’d had to leave my whole crew lying out in the road, but the baby I could cover.


    The ashes were still faintly warm at the center. I told myself I was going to catch them in good time and trudged on, trying not to think about my head, which hurt as much as two. They were on foot; I was on foot. It was even, if only I could keep going. If only they weren’t disciplined enough to keep their captives hustling along in the direction of Dixie.


    They weren’t.


    After a day and a half of travelling roughly east, I caught up with them. The assholes had decided to rape the women and couldn’t wait.


    Even through the pounding in my head, I could hear them from far away because the women were screaming and so were the children. I was able to stop before I blundered into the middle of them. I crouched down in some bushes that fringed a small clearing, which had been used before as a camp; there was a rudimentary shelter and the area had been cleared of rocks.


    I counted from my hidden place. The odds were about what I’d thought. There were four of the attackers left out of the original six. I’d killed two of them at the ambush. One of the survivors had his arm in a sling; that would be Galilee’s doing.


    The burliest man was intent on his pleasure, and he had no weapon. So I’d kill him last. They’d left a man on guard, but he was focused on watching the husbands, who were cutting up a ruckus. One of them was shrieking and trying to lunge at the man fucking, and the other one was holding him back. The guard was the man I shot first.


    Then I took down a bearded bandit watching the rape who’d swung around to aim at me with my own jackhammer; I had to put him down quick. By that time the one in the saddle had pulled out and was getting to his feet, so I shot him. It wasn’t a killing wound, but he was hurt enough. And the fourth man, the one with his arm in a sling, had had his dick in his other hand, so I got him easily and he was on the ground. All down in seconds.


    Not bad, I thought, just before the first guard got up on one elbow to get off a shot in my direction, which came pretty damn close. I fired again, and he was out of the picture.


    All dead but the rapist, who was stirring a bit, trying to crawl.


    The cargo was screaming and crying and carrying on. I wished they would just shut up and sit down because my head was hurting like crazy. I had to finish off the rapist, which would only leave me one bullet. So I started toward him.


    But the husband, the one whose wife was on the ground, took care of the rapist with his boots and a rock. Then he knelt by the woman and held her. The other man went over to the children and gathered them up. They were all crying and goggle-eyed to see me.


    “Thank you,” the man with the kids said. “Thank you. I thought you were dead.”


    “The others are,” I said.


    He hesitated. “There was no way to tell the attack would come there,” he said slowly. There’s a question in his voice, just a hint of one.


    And I understood he was asking, almost, why we didn’t prevent the ambush.


    “If they hadn’t killed Martin, we would have done okay,” I said. I’d thought about it plenty. “Now I got to get you to Corbin. That was our contract.”


    “How’s your head?” he asked. He was eyeing me dubiously, so I knew I didn’t look good.


    “Better. We need to move out of here.”


    “Our daughter?” his wife asked, moving up behind him. It took me a minute to think what she was talking about. Oh, yeah. The back-shot girl.


    “Died instantly,” I said.


    Incredibly, she asked, “Did you bury her?”


    I had to wait a moment before I answered. “Not having a shovel, and wanting to save the living, I didn’t.”


    I could tell this was crushing news to her but that she understood what I was saying.


    “Thanks for coming after us,” the husband said. “My name is Daniel, and this is Jerusha.”


    Farming names. “I’m Lizbeth,” I said. “Lizbeth Rose.” Their two remaining kids came up, a teenage girl about thirteen, another boy about eleven. The older one was named Martha, the younger one Jonathan. They were exhausted and gray with shock, but the girl had some spark in her.


    “We need to be moving out,” I said again. “You all got to search the bodies.” They flinched and opened their mouths to protest. “We need all the food and water they got, and I claim their firearms,” I said. “I might need ’em before we get to Corbin.”


    They stood there stiffly, looking at me like I spoke Greek. “Go!” I said. They scattered to do as I’d bid them.


    Next, I made myself go over to the other family, forming a little huddle on the ground. The raped woman and her husband had been joined by three young ones: a girl about ten, a boy about eight, a girl about six. The baby had been theirs.


    “Listen to me,” I said, and they turned their faces to me, almost relieved to be distracted from the woman’s distress. “We must leave now. I made a lot of noise, and someone may have heard. Someone along the lines of these men.” I nodded my head toward the corpses. “So we need to gather up our stuff and walk out of here.”


    The woman was the sticking point. If she could rally, they would do what I said. She had to pull herself together. She’d lost her baby in the past two days. She’d just been raped in front of her husband and children. But.


    I went to a knee in front of her, wondering if I’d ever be able to get up. “With a lot of respect for what you been through . . .” I paused, and her husband said, “This is Sheba. I’m Matthew.”


    God Almighty. “Sheba, just right now, you got to get yourself together and we got to get this group away from this spot. I’m Lizbeth Rose, and I’m going to get you to Corbin to your new home. No one there will know, and you can start off clean and new.”


    That was a shot in the dark that paid off. Sheba took some deep, shuddering breaths, and then allowed her husband Matthew to lift her to her feet. She had fixed her garments. Her face was bruised, one eye almost shut. Matthew was pretty beaten up too. Their kids were all wide-eyed with shock. They looked better when their mom got up and quit crying, though.


    Not as fast as I would wish, but sooner than I’d feared, we stripped the bodies and the campsite of everything useful that we could carry. They’d been too damn poor to even have horses, which had enabled me to catch up with them, sure, but it would have been wonderful to have a pack animal. The two youngest kids could have ridden it.


    We got a working rifle, Galilee’s rifle, my jackhammer, and a good pistol off the bandits. I was so glad to retrieve the jackhammer I almost cried, and I felt like myself once more when the holder was slung on my back. The families were able to collect a lot of their stuff again, but looking at the bulk of the bundles and their weight, I knew we couldn’t take it with us.


    “We got to move out of this campsite, and then we got to build a cache,” I told the adults. “We can’t carry you all’s clothing and so on with us. We got to travel light and fast. When you get to Corbin, you can come back with a large party and retrieve your things.”


    The adults saw the sense of that.


    We managed to haul their gear a mile away, by which time it was late in the afternoon and we had to stop. Everyone was exhausted. Including me, sadly. There was not a lot of cover around. The vegetation was low. We couldn’t take the time to dig, and I doubted we had the energy. Casting around, I found a hull of an old wagon. The wood was almost hollow, and the metal was mostly rust. Probably abandoned during the resettlement of forty years ago. It was resting mostly on one corner, that wheel being off. We piled their stuff in the space below it, disturbing the ground around it as little as possible.


    “Best we can do,” I said, and Daniel and Jerusha nodded. We made camp a little distance away. The night was just warm enough that we didn’t need fires for heat; while it was still light, I let them make a cooking fire to heat food and water. After that, we put the fire out. Letting the smoke rise up during the day was better than having the flames acting as a beacon in darkness.


    There was a trickle of a stream nearby, and after the food was eaten—which did everyone good—Jerusha and Sheba took the kids to the trickle and cleaned them up. Sheba stayed behind, to do some private scrubbing. I kept an eye out until she returned. If she was going to break down, it might be while she was alone. But back she came, though she looked like death. She was hanging on by a fingernail, but she was hanging.


    I sat alone, staring ahead of me, calculating our odds. Assuming no one had noticed the smoke and become curious enough to find out who was responsible, there were other dangers. I was mostly worried about wild dogs. When everything had crumbled and people had died all over from lack of food or the fact that they weren’t strong enough to fight off illness, dogs had thrived, especially the bigger breeds, since the smaller ones tended to get picked off by the larger. Mom had said there were all different kinds at first. Now they all looked the same, mean and yellow. There were packs of varying sizes wandering throughout Texoma and New America as far north as the colonies of Canada.


    Dogs and bandits.


    When the exhausted party had settled down—the little ones were already asleep—I chose Matthew to take first watch. “I’ll take second,” I said. Matthew looked surprised for a moment—maybe he’d expected me to stay up all night? But he nodded.


    I stretched out with one of the bandits’ raggedy blankets under my head. And I fell into a pit of sleep instantly.


    When Matthew shook my shoulder some hours later, it was all I could do to sit upright. It was chilly, and I unfolded the blanket and put it about my shoulders. The farmer lay down beside his wife and closed his eyes, and then I was alone with my thoughts. I tried to put them to good use. Now that I had found these folks alive, I was bound to get them to Corbin.


    This wasn’t a streak of nobility, you understand? It was a reputation thing. The Tarken Gang had always delivered, always. That was why we charged a little more. We would never leave a cargo unless we were all dead. And I was left alive.


    I’d have to spare some time the next day to clean and evaluate the weapons. I was calculating how much farther we had to go, how fast the party could move, how to divide the remaining food. It was hard to get my head to work, but I got a little ways forward with the planning.


    The girl Martha came to sit by me, her blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


    “Can you not sleep?” she whispered.


    “I did. Now I’m on watch.”


    “What you watching against? You killed them all.”


    “They ain’t the only thing out here to fear, Martha.” I hated to break the news to her.


    “What else?” she breathed.


    Had she been raised in a bubble? “Wild dogs,” I said. “More bandits.”


    “More. Like them.” This was a very dark revelation to Martha. Had she imagined she’d encountered the only bandits between Mexias and Corbin?


    “Maybe worse.” I’d heard of cannibalism among these groups. If you didn’t have anything to trade or land to grow stuff on, food could be hard to come by. The dogs took care of a lot of the game. Some people ate the dogs. My head hurt.


    “Are you all right?” Martha asked, which was the last thing I expected.


    “Yeah,” I said. “You?”


    “You killed a lot of men today,” she said. “Didn’t know if that would bother you or not.”


    I tried not to snort. “That comes with the job,” I said.


    “Can you teach me to shoot?”


    “That’s a big task,” I said. “And a lot of shooting draws attention, makes noise. We want to keep moving fast as possible, quiet as possible. Plus, I don’t have enough ammo.”


    She seemed to see the sense in that. “They all deserve killing,” she said.


    “Yes,” I said. “Go back to sleep, Martha.”


    “All right. Lizbeth.” We were big buddies now. Bonded.


    In truth, in the days that followed it helped to have an ally. Martha was quick to do what I said, always listening. She helped get the little kids going, kept herding them. The woman Sheba tried to keep the younger ones in line, but she had moments when I could tell from the bleak, blank look on her face that she was back getting raped again in her head. Her husband wasn’t much help in that respect. He treated her like a lunatic who was liable to be set off by any wrong word.


    With this uncertain crew, I started the final leg of the trip to Corbin. Walking, it took a week, what with the kids and having to forage for water. One of the confiscated rifles turned out to be in good shape and fine for shooting small game. I brought down some rabbits along the way so we had some meat. Though I regretted the way gunshots carried over the rolling terrain, I knew they had to have meat to keep going. So did I.


    At first all of them but Martha were pretty nervous around me, which suited me just fine, but in a day that had vanished. Dammit.


    They all talked to me about what had happened to them and how the bandits had mistreated them, and praised me to the skies for doing what I was supposed to do. They didn’t ask anything about Tarken, Martin, or Galilee.


    At first, I had occasional problems with the men, Daniel and Matthew. They were feeling small and ineffectual because they hadn’t been able to save their families. So they threw their weight around. Finally I took them aside and told them they had bigger dicks than I did, which shocked them, and I also told them that they were going to lead the hell out of their families when we got to Corbin. But right now, I had to be the big dog. They both knew how to shoot, because they had to kill marauding animals on the farm, and I gave each of them a rifle; one of them got the use of Galilee’s and one of them got the bandit’s hunting rifle, but I told ’em I’d need ’em back at the end of the road.


    They didn’t sulk so much after that. The wives were cautious around me, but I didn’t care as long as they cooperated. They were used to obedience, though Jerusha had a will of her own.


    In the weird way of children, having watched me shoot four men the kids decided they were fond of me, after a day of uncertainty. At first, their shrill voices were like fingernails in my brain, but as my head got better I became used to it. “Lizbeth! Look at this!” Or “Lizbeth! Can I carry your gun?” Martha followed me like a shadow, to the point where Jerusha was obviously concerned about my bad influence on the girl. It was strange to realize I was closer in age to Martha than to anyone else in the group.


    We travelled during the day. The bandits had taken the party east, so I had to cast around for the trail Tarken and Martin had picked out some years before, but I found it. We had to correct—go west and then due north.


    My little party was in a barren area, uninhabited. Crossing this no-man’s-land was like walking through a time machine. Evidence of the past lay all around us, from rusting cars to derelict homes that had once been farms, to lonely graveyards and desolate towns. Every now and then we saw a skeleton from the last war (which Mom said was not a true real war, but really a big skirmish) fought over this land.


    I tried not to let my vigilance wane. It helped that this landscape creeped everyone out, and the adults and older children were always looking side to side. But for three days, our biggest problem was snakes. On the fourth day, we had a worse one.


    As we passed through an old abandoned settlement—a faded sign said it had been Rolling Hill—the dogs attacked. They’d been taking shelter in a teetering building, which at least offered protection from the constant wind. Thanks to that wind, they didn’t smell us until we were on them. We had no warning.


    They swarmed out of the door, maybe ten of them, all good sized and lean with hunger. Martha, who was closest, went down immediately. The jackhammer would have taken out the girl as well from where I stood, so I fired at the lead dog and took him down and then leaped on the dog biting the girl and clenched my hands together under its jaw. It let go of Martha, twisted around in my grip and snapped at my face. I had to let go with one hand to pull out my knife, and I stabbed it in the neck. The animal collapsed right away, and I knelt beside it and swiveled my head, looking for more trouble. I’d heard the other rifles speak. Three other dogs were down and the rest had run. The younger kids were safe but screaming. Sheba and Jerusha were white as sheets. Jerusha dashed over to check on her daughter. I got up and wiped off my knife and my hand.


    Martha was bit pretty bad on the shoulder. Her mom took charge of her and poured whisky (hadn’t known Jerusha had any) over her wound after letting it bleed a bit to get the germs out. The girl was covered in blood, her own and the dog’s. There was an old well in the town that still had water; needed boiling, but after that we were able to use it. Martha was in pain.


    “Why not give her a shot of the whisky?” I suggest to Jerusha, very quietly. She looked a bit shocked, but she nodded, so Martha had what I guess was her first liquor. She gasped and her eyes watered, but after two swigs she relaxed perceptibly and Jerusha was able to bandage her shoulder.


    It was hard for me to tax my brain into telling me what we should do next. We could shelter in one of the ramshackle buildings for the night, which would mean if the pack tried again, we’d be guarded from a few directions. We could leave the town and try to make it a little farther, in which case if the pack returned to their haunts, we’d be gone. In the end, Martha’s condition made the decision. We stayed in the old hardware store, which didn’t have a roof, so we could light a fire. We ate roast dogs. It’s not good meat, but it was fresh, and I think Martha kind of enjoyed the idea.


    We made Corbin at sunup on the seventh day.


    Matthew and Daniel, I had learned, were brothers, and they had another brother in Corbin, a guy named Jeremiah. As it turned out, Jeremiah had given up hope a few days before, but he’d lingered in Corbin in case there was a telegram or letter to let him know what had happened to his kin. He was overjoyed to see his brothers and their families. Jeremiah, a wealthy widower, was the one who’d put up the money for their transport.


    “I’d like to shake Tarken’s hand,” he said, after the greeting and screeching and hugging was over.


    “I hope you have to wait a long time to do that,” I said, and after a moment he got it.


    “What will you do?” he asked me.


    “Go back to Mexias,” I said. “See what other gang I can join up with.”


    “You could stay here,” he said. “Get a job that isn’t so dangerous.” I could tell from the way he looked at me that he was wondering if I’d make a good farm wife. Maybe for him.


    “I got family in Mexias,” I said. “I’ll be getting on back.” I gave him a small smile to soften my words, thanked him for his patronage, and went to sit under a tree. Jerusha and Sheba came over to give me hugs, and Martha wrapped her skinny arms around me, though she winced as she did so.


    “I don’t want you to leave,” she said against my chest. “I want to be a gunnie like you someday.”


    “Bite your tongue,” I said. “Stay here and be happy.”


    When I could tell the families were all so involved in reuniting, other relatives having arrived to rejoice, I was able to get away quiet. I did not want any long goodbye with the other kids, and I hoped I never saw them again. For their sakes, if nothing else.


    Jeremiah had completed his payment in cash, so I had to be extra careful on my way back to Mexias, for all the people of Corbin knew I’d left with money. One man followed. He came to the end he deserved.


    After that, all I encountered were snakes and a glimpse of a pack of dogs two hills away. I saw an Indian woman with a basket on her back, and we passed each other at a safe distance.


    Though I was laden down with all the stuff we’d taken off the bandits (six water bottles, the two rifles—one Galilee’s, two pistols, a newish pair of boots too big for me but worth money) and my pouch of money and my jackhammer, I still made better time going back than I had with the two families on the way north. After the first few miles, I wished I’d sold all the extra stuff in Corbin; carrying it home was a burden. But I had wanted to get away quick.


    By the time I reached Mexias, five days later, I felt better, despite the occasional headache. I still hadn’t seen my face in a mirror, but I was fairly sure I was going to have a scar on my forehead from the knock I’d taken in the wreck; well, add that to the sum total.


    I’d stopped at the ambush site. As I’d hoped, it had been discovered. To my relief, the bodies had been removed and the truck had been hauled away too. It no longer blocked the remnants of the road. Someone was using the parts.


    That was all good. If the bodies had still been there, now that I’d carried out our mission I’d have had to deal with them, somehow.


    Following a cool night, it was early morning, warming up to be a nice spring day, when I walked into town. I went directly to Trader Army. He was regretful, seeing me come in by myself. He’d heard the news.


    “Jackson told me he’d found Tarken and Martin on the Corbin road,” Army said. “Galilee too. Didn’t find you, so I figured where you were.”


    “Jackson buried ’em?”


    “Aye.”


    “Okay.” The funerals were long over. My shoulders relaxed.


    “What did you bring me?” Army asked abruptly, maybe scared I’d get all teary.


    “I got a pistol and a rifle and boots and four water bottles,” I said, laying them out. I regretted the bandit rifle, but I was keeping Galilee’s. If she’d had a young kid, it would have gone to the kid, but her son was grown. I was keeping one of the bandit pistols, selling another.


    We haggled for a while, in a subdued kind of way. I needed every penny I could get. I would be out of work for a while. Ended up the way most haggling does: neither side totally satisfied, but on the whole feeling all right.


    “Who’s hiring?” I was putting money in my pocket, looking forward to getting home.


    “Since her gunnie got put down two weeks ago, Lavender needs someone,” Army said. His eyebrow, about the size of a small caterpillar, was hiked up, showing what he thought of that.


    “I’d sooner work for Big Balls,” I said. Army laughed. Big Balls was the pig owned by Butcher Frank. Everyone was waiting for the day Frank put Big Balls down. That was one mean pig.


    When I left Army’s store, there were people waiting outside, including my mom and Jackson. I was startled at first, then I realized they all knew. “Good on you, Lizbeth,” said Jackson approvingly. “You did right,” said my mother, and her voice was steady. She’d saved worry and tears for private.


    Person after person I met said, “Good job, Lizbeth,” or “Welcome back.” Hands patted me as I went by, but no one expected me to stop.


    But Tarken’s former woman and their son stepped into my path, and it was not possible to bypass them. The boy was about eight, and he looked a lot like Tarken. I was too tired to remember his name. Tarken had had an on-again, off-again relationship with the boy’s mother, whose name was Liesel, but he’d always supported the boy. I took Liesel’s hand and told her exactly what had happened. There was a collective sigh when I’d finished. Martin and Tarken had been well liked and well respected, and Galilee had been known far and wide. I could see her son on the edge of the crowd, and tears were glistening on his face.


    “Tarken stayed alive to give me my charge,” I said. “When he could tell I’d finish the job, he passed.” Liesel stared at me, not consoled or mollified by the best story I could tell. “He left a gun, and it saved the cargo,” I said. I handed her Tarken’s gun. “For the boy.”


    But in a movement that took me by surprise, she threw the gun down on the dirt. “I never want my son to hold a gun,” she said, her voice quivering. “I never want him to risk his life, job after job, for people who don’t care! Those bandits who’d kill him as soon as look at him! The shooting!”


    The crowd took in a collective breath. This was high drama.


    I stood straight. I knew she was grieving, and I didn’t want to call her a fool, but I had to stand up for us . . . and the boy should hear the truth. “Tarken kept you and the boy in food and clothes by taking people where they wanted to go,” I said. “He was the best at what he did. He died with honor.”


    “Liesel,” said my mother, gentling her voice as much as she could. “Don’t insult my girl.”


    But Liesel was too bitter to mind my mother. “My boy will never do that,” she said, pointing down at the gun. She shoved her way through the crowd, towing the boy by his hand.


    I bent to pick up the pistol, and I tucked it in my waistband. There was a long moment of silence.


    “She’ll want it later,” said Galilee’s son, and we all went our own ways.


    After a couple of days, one of my neighbors told me that Liesel had gotten a job at the Cantina, a bar run by Pedro Montoya and his brother, Francisco. The Montoyas had a fair reputation. I was relieved. A woman with no man and a little kid—like my mom and Liesel—could have a real hard time of it in Mexias. At least my mom had been trained for something, and she was real smart.


    “What’s Liesel doing with the boy while she’s at work?” I asked my mother. She would know. She always thought of the children.


    “He’s in school most of the time,” Mom said. “Then he goes home to the house till she gets off her shift.”


    “Not bad, just a couple of hours,” I said.


    “Yeah. He’s no baby. Only thing is, the McKeon boy.”


    Jeter Paul McKeon was only ten, but most of us in the ravine were of the opinion it would be a waste of air to let him reach adulthood. Jeter Paul was a bully, and he was sly, persistent, and resourceful. Unless he had a true come-to-Jehovah moment, the world would not benefit from his presence. Ever. Even his doting parents had stopped calling him high-spirited and misunderstood.


    “He’s got it in for the kid?”


    “Yeah,” my mom said. We were sitting in the sunshine outside my cabin, and she lit one of her rare cigarettes. I never smoked. The smell would give you away.


    “What’s the kid’s name?” I asked.


    “Robroy.” My mom made a face.


    I laughed. She was named Candle, and she never got over it. She was all in favor of plain names.


    My hair was growing back thick and black, and it felt like a dog’s coat when I ran my hands over it. “I’ll think on that,” I said. “I got to do something for the boy.”


    “Because of you and Tarken?” she asked.


    I nodded. “We were getting pretty steady.” I stopped, took a deep breath. “But course he was always clear that taking care of Liesel and the boy was the number one thing. He couldn’t live with her, though.”


    “She’s drastic,” Mom said, and we nodded at the same moment. I couldn’t look less like my mother, but you can tell we’re kin.


    Next day, I was standing outside the schoolhouse when the kids ran out. The older girls were already on their dignity, and trying to look like women, but the other kids were still kids, and full of excitement. School was out! Weather was good! Time to go home and do chores and play!


    Tarken’s son Robroy was the next to last one out. The one behind him was Jeter Paul McKeon. He was poking the much smaller Robroy in the back, repeatedly. “So go home, little twerp,” he said. Jab! “Your mama is giving drunks something to look at.” Jab! “They pay her to bend over for them.” Jab!


    I could feel my jaw harden. Robroy was keeping his face, but just barely.


    “Robroy,” I said, and the boy looked up, hoping against hope that something was going to get this asshole off his back.


    I stepped between the boy and his tormentor. “Jeter Paul McKeon,” I said. “You know who I am?” I didn’t have to look down very far to meet his eyes.


    “Gunnie Lizbeth Rose,” the boy said, looking off to the side.


    “Gunnie,” I repeated. “What does that mean to you?”


    “I dunno,” he blurted, squirming and wiggling. I seized his shoulder. He was a big boy, but I was a strong woman, and I made my grip hurt.


    “Ow, let go!” he said. “I’ll tell my dad!”


    “Oh, I’m scared,” I said, my face not changing. I was doing McKeon a favor, way I looked at it.


    “What you want?” he asked, torn between pain, fear, and indignation.


    “Leave Robroy alone,” I said. “He’s the son of my friend. That makes him my friend now that his dad’s dead. Wonder what kind of job your mom would get if your dad passed?” Leaving Jeter Paul to his own thoughts, I stepped away and said to Robroy, “We’ll be going now.”


    He was smart enough to keep silent until we’d gotten out of Jeter Paul’s hearing. When we were on the path up to the ravine, he said, “Why’d you do that?”


    He didn’t sound grateful, which was okay.


    “What’s it to you?”


    Robroy was taken aback. Finally, he shrugged. “Maybe he won’t bother me a while,” he said. “But he’ll think of something worse.”


    “He may,” I agreed.


    “You always going to be around?”


    “No.”


    “Then what?”


    “Then you learn how to fight and shoot.”


    “My mom’s going to be mad.” There was a ghost of a smile on his face. The boy was a little angry at his mom for going to work, leaving him alone, when his dad had just left him alone forever.


    “I’ll talk to Liesel about it,” I said.


    “You want me to shoot Jeter Paul?”


    “No,” I said. “I want you to be confident. He’ll leave you alone. Let someone else kill him, because it’s going to happen sooner or later.”


    Robroy looked really surprised I’d said that. “You’re serious,” he said. “You mean it.”


    “Not given to saying things I don’t mean.”


    “You think . . .” he paused, trying to figure how to put something. “You think Mr. McKeon’s gonna be mad at you?”


    McKeon owned the stables. He was a big guy.


    “More afraid of Mrs. McKeon,” I said, smiling.


    Robroy laughed out loud.


    “You’re a gunnie, you can shoot her,” he said jokingly.


    I stopped, so he stopped with me. I squatted down to talk to him. “You listen here,” I said. “Killing people’s like killing a deer. You don’t go shooting a deer and leave it lying there. You use it, all of it. Right?”


    I’d made him nervous now, which was good. He nodded.


    “Likewise with a person,” I said. “You don’t shoot a person for fun. You got to have a good reason. You don’t say, ‘Hey, I’ll just pick off a couple before I go to bed.’ Right?”


    He looked even more nervous now, and his nod got jerky. “But you kill people all the time,” he said weakly.


    “Yeah, but I don’t squander the death I got to give.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “There’s a reason McKeon’s called Stable McKeon, and my mom’s Teacher Rose, and if anybody gave you a title you’d be Student Robroy.”


    “That’s what we do,” he said, to show he was following me.


    “I’m Gunnie Lizbeth. I protect, with a gun. That’s my job.”


    “Killing people.”


    “If they attack, yes. Otherwise I’m not doing my job.”


    He wrestled a little with the reason I was giving him this set-down.


    Finally, I said, “I take my job serious, and I don’t make jokes about it, Robroy. Your dad didn’t either. What do you think of those people who hang around the public buildings all day? The ones who smell?”


    He made a face. “They’re drunk,” he said. “All the time.”


    “Right. They’re wasting their lives, huh?”


    He knew the answer to this one. He nodded vigorously.


    “See,” I said. “Wasting life is bad. So is wasting death. You don’t deal it out just because you feel like it.”


    He struggled with that. After a moment, he gave up. It was a hard idea. He’d think on it. “So where are we going now?” he said.


    “We’re going to my place,” I said. “And you’re going to learn how to clean your dad’s gun.”


    Just in case.
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    In my series, The Riyria Revelations, there is a reoccurring reference to a fairy-tale character: an evil dwarf named Gronbach, the Rumpelstiltskin of Elan. My new series, Legends of the First Empire, explores the truth behind many of Riyria’s legends and myths. As with all history, the tales have been twisted and inflated and yet still hold a kernel of truth. The reality behind Gronbach is revealed in Age of Swords (the second book of the Legends series, which releases in June 2017), but I never had the opportunity to present any of the fables that made his name infamous and synonymous with evil—until now.
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    The Book of Brin is believed to have been a collection of myths, stories, and poems explaining the origin of the world. No copies of the work are known to survive. We are aware of its existence only through ancient texts that name it as source material. The loss of the Brin masterwork is incalculable as it laid the foundations of modern thought, religious beliefs, and many of our most sacred traditions. The loss is an unfathomable tragedy.


    Still, a few snippets have come down to us, surviving the generations through oral tradition. “Little Wren and the Big Forest” is one of these. This simple and charming fable, which is so popular around campfires and as a bedtime story, has endured into modern times. Clearly a morality tale, “Little Wren,” is also an excellent insight into the superstitious nature of our ancestors in the dark days before the coming of Novron.


    —Princess Farilane, Migration of Peoples


    


The sheep stared at her.


    The wooly puffballs spent most of their days eating grass—eyes down, focused on their task. When the animals paused to look up, they did so while chewing. The sheep staring at Wren wasn’t doing that. Motionless as a mountain, it just stood there, watching.


    Wren wasn’t about to be intimidated by one of her own sheep, so she stared back. Being eight years old and small for her age, she stood only a bit taller, which made it easy to lock eyes with the wether. At least Wren thought that’s what it was—didn’t look like a ewe. The animal had a dangling tuft of fur on its chin that appeared like some sort of a beard.


    Definitely a wether, Wren concluded from her less-than-incontrovertible belief that the gods would never curse a female anything with such unsightly chin hair. Not much to base a conclusion on, especially when Wren wasn’t familiar with each sheep in her family’s extensive flock.


    Wren could reckon all the way up to twelve, and she was proud of that ability. The herd was bigger than that. Her family owned exactly two twelves, but it wasn’t the size of the flock that prevented her from knowing each animal on an individual basis. The reason was she didn’t want to; her older brother had warned Wren about getting too friendly with their animals.


    “They’re food,” he’d said more than once. Lee always repeated himself. Maybe he thought Wren was too young to remember what he’d said only the day before, or the one before that. He’d said it so many times that Wren had tried to keep count. Lee mentioned it more than twelve times, even more than three twelves—which, incidentally, was the same number of stars in the night sky. “When they get old, Pa’s gonna slit their throats, drain their blood into the bucket near the woodpile, and chop ’em up with his big cleaver. Then Ma will roast ’em. We’ll all sit down and eat, see? You don’t want to be chewing on a Gertrude or an Emily, do you? So don’t go naming ’em, Wren. And don’t talk to ’em. They aren’t pets . . . they’re food. Got it? When you look at ’em, you should see bits of meat. Like those in a nice hot stew.”


    Wren didn’t want to see chunks of stew meat, so she did her best not to look at all, which was a problem given she was there to watch the sheep. That was all she had to do. Wren wasn’t responsible for chasing off wolves or anything. That was Lee’s job. He was fifteen—a man, and her brother had the spear to prove it. Wren held only a stick and was nothing more than an extra pair of eyes to ensure the mounds of wool didn’t wander off the hillside and get into trouble. The sheep possessed all the brains of a sprig of clover. If Wren wasn’t vigilant, they’d drift away after greener grass and end up miles away by the time darkness fell.


    Maybe it’s sick, she thought, breaking the staring contest. Maybe that’s why it’s not eating.


    Curious, she took a step toward the animal.


    The sheep darted away.


    This wasn’t all that unusual, but it was something that puzzled Wren. She and her brother had spent every day with the flock, so they ought to know she wasn’t gonna hurt them.


    Why run away?


    Then she recalled Lee’s words about slit throats and draining blood into buckets. Maybe the sheep could smell their friends on her breath. That could be why they were so skittish, why they ran. Most of the time, they only went partway to the bottom of the hill, but the sheep with the little beard ran off toward the forest.


    “By the Grand Mother of All!” Lee shouted, slapping his thigh as the sheep disappeared inside the eaves of the wood. “You spooked him.”


    “I just—”


    “Get the rest of them down and into the pen.” Lee threw the words at her in a rush, but he didn’t move either foot. He stood there, leaning on the haft of his spear with both hands.


    “Why? What are you going to do?”


    Lee was having his own staring match, but this one with the wall of trees—their scary neighbor. Pa was the only one who ever went into the forest, and he went just far enough to gather wood and only did so in winter after the leaves fell. That’s when the forest slept. Safer then.


    Her brother turned and looked down the slope at their home. Smoke was rising from the pit outside their thatch roundhouse, the only one for miles, the only one so close to the forest. There used to be more. Lee had told Wren about the other houses at least twelve times and always while pointing to the bare spots where they had supposedly been.


    Ma was hauling a pot of water to the fire, setting up for their midday meal, but Lee wasn’t looking at her. Wren knew he was thinking of Pa, of what he’d say, and do, if they came back a sheep short. In the end, Lee must have determined a beating from Pa was worse than the potential dangers of the forest because he cursed under his breath and chased after the sheep.


    Wren watched him go, saw Lee get smaller and smaller until he vanished in the dark leaves and shadows of the wood. The forest swallowed him whole. She waited a moment, watching to see if he’d reappear. He didn’t. A cloud moved in front of the sun and gave Wren a chill.


    She started shooing the flock down the hill. If left to graze, Wren couldn’t hope to keep them all together without help. By themselves, sheep wandered—often into trouble. But she would be able to get them to the pen, as they always moved as a group. She caught hold of the leader, the one with the bell tied around its neck. Silently, she dubbed him Bell, and cursed herself for doing so.


    Don’t go naming ’em, Wren.


    Wherever the bellwether went, the rest followed. The flock of sheep bleated their way down the slope and neatly trotted into the pen of split logs where the wind had decided to blow the smoke from Ma’s fire. Wren hoped she wasn’t cooking lamb or anything, especially not until Wren got the gate closed.


    Once the latch was thrown, she counted. She did so three times, and after each tally, she got the same answer: two twelves—exactly two twelves. Not a single sheep was missing.


    Wren gave only a moment’s glance at the forest before running to the house.


    Pa was coming out with his leigh mor pinned over his shoulder, sandals on, and stone-tipped spear in hand. He was wearing his angry look, and Wren stopped short.


    “What happened?” Pa asked. “I saw Lee go into the trees. Lose a sheep?”


    “We thought we lost one,” Wren said.


    Pa bent down to retie one sandal. They had straps that wrapped all the way up his calves. The left one was always coming undone because the cord was too short. “What do you mean thought?”


    “We saw a sheep bolt into the forest, but . . .” Wren hesitated. He’ll think I’m lying and punish me. She saw his big hands then looked past him at the house, wondering about the switch. He hadn’t used it on her in months, but she could still remember the sting. Pa had cut the switch from a birch. Wren used to like birch trees, but not since the last time.


    “But what? Out with it girl!” His voice was angry, but not a shout—not yet—just a nasty growl.


    Too late now. Hiding what I know will only get him madder, Wren thought. Then she said, “I just counted. None are missing.”


    “Counted wrong,” he grumbled, as he jerked the leather strap of his sandals hard, tightening the knot.


    Any relief she might have experienced when he didn’t get angry was squelched by the instant dismissal. Wren stood up straight and declared in a clear voice, “Counted thrice, Pa.”


    The old man fixed her with a withering glare. “Counted wrong three times, then.”


    Pa stood up and took two strides in the direction of the wood when Ma caught hold of his arm.


    “What if she counted correctly?” Ma asked.


    Wren smiled. At least someone believed in her. But Ma’s tone wasn’t the same as when she usually defended Wren. None of the warm pleading was there. Instead, Ma spoke with a troubled intensity.


    Pa glanced at his wife, then at the pen where the flock bounced against each other, bleating because they didn’t like the smoke. “All the more reason to hurry.”


    “I can’t lose another,” Ma told him, shaking her head. The pleading was in her words that time.


    Pa nodded, lifted his spear, and then trotted through the high grass, sending grasshoppers and bumblebees into the air. Both Wren and her mother watched him go.


    “Ma, is Lee gonna be all right?” Wren asked.


    Ma didn’t answer. She watched Pa until he, too, disappeared into the black shadows of the forest. When they could no longer see him, she turned back to the fire and the pot of water hanging above it.


    As far as Wren knew, Ma and Pa had had eight kids, but now there was only herself and Lee. Wren remembered her brother Dale, or thought she could. He was older than Lee and used to carry her on his shoulders and take her to watch the carrion birds—crows mostly. The noisy creatures made a racket, warning others away from their quarry of death.


    Dale had died when Wren was too young to remember much. No one ever mentioned how he had died. No one talked about Dale at all. For that matter, nothing was ever said about her other brothers or sisters either. Wren had never met them, and to her they were all just names—like heroes in ancient stories. Wren liked to think they had gone on a grand adventure to a wonderful world on the other side of the forest where there was plenty to eat, and it was always summer. Upon hearing her theory, Pa had accused her of being naive, whatever that was, and Ma had called her innocent. Lee said she was dumb. He’d said that way more then twelve times. Maybe it wasn’t because she couldn’t remember things—maybe Lee was the forgetful one.


    I can’t lose another.


    Ma’s words had made Wren wonder if perhaps her brothers and sisters hadn’t just walked through the forest but each had been eaten by it. Maybe that’s why no one but her ever talked about them. Maybe they wouldn’t talk about Lee now that he was gone.


    They’re food. When they get old, they go into the forest and it eats them. So don’t go remembering their names. Don’t talk about ’em. They aren’t brothers and sisters—they’re food. Got it?


    A whole day had passed since Pa went into the forest. Ma had made the two of them porridge for supper, and they ate in silence. Ma had never made porridge for supper before. Ever since Pa left, Ma’s eyes had been on the woods. When neither Pa nor Lee had returned by midday, Ma filled a sack with bread and beans.


    “If I don’t come back in two days, you have to go to Dahl Rhen where the clan chieftain lives. You know where that is, right?”


    Wren nodded, but Ma told her anyway. “You leave right after sunrise on the third day. You go there and tell them what happened. Someone will take care of you. It’s what a clan does. We’re all family. Understand?”


    “What do you mean someone will—”


    “Just do as I say.” Ma’s face was tight. There were deep folds across her forehead that had gotten deeper each year. The lines looked like canyons that afternoon.


    “And you’ll come get me after you find Pa and Lee?”


    Ma wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffled like she had a cold. “Just . . . oh, Wren . . . just do as I say. Just do it, okay? You hear me?” She was yelling, sorta like she was angry but not really. Then Ma grabbed Wren hard and hugged her tight, tighter than ever before, so tight Wren couldn’t breathe. Ma was shaking like she was cold, but Wren knew she wasn’t. When Ma let go, she didn’t look at her. She kept her face turned away.


    When you look at ’em, you should see bits of meat.


    “Do as I tell you, Wren.”


    That was the last thing her mother said before she, too, was swallowed by the forest.


    Two days went by. Neither Ma, nor Pa, nor Lee came back.


    On the third morning, Wren sat in the dirt between the house and the sheep’s pen, looking at the forest. A golden sun had risen into a fine blue sky. Sparrows flew overhead. Honeybees flitted from one purple clover to the next, and crickets were still playing the same tune from the night before. The forest loomed at the edge of her sight. Wren shivered and stepped back.


    Just do as I say!


    Wren looked down the trail that led to the road, the way to Dahl Rhen.


    I can’t lose another.


    She turned back and stared at the forest.


    No one knew how big the Crescent Forest was. It curled around all the villages of Clan Rhen like the sliver of a new moon. “It’s a knife we cut our food with, but it’s always at our throats,” Pa always said. Wren never understood what that meant before, but that morning she thought she did. The whole clan used the forest to survive. It provided wood and game, and yet even so the Crescent wasn’t a friend. Farmers tamed the fields, but not the forest—the forest was wild.


    Wren got a grass basket and filled it with important things: the sharp stone Lee had given her because he had found a better one; the sheep’s bladder that she’d filled with water at the creek; the last three biscuits from the clay jar in the house; Pa’s sheep shears. The shears were two joined blades made from real copper. She had to get a stool to climb to the top shelf to take them off the peg. Pa didn’t like anyone touching them, and he’d switch her good when he found out. She didn’t care. A good beating would be welcomed if Pa were there to do it. She’d cut him a new switch herself, prune it up good and hand it over with a smile if it meant she could have them all back.


    Wren held up the dual copper blades. They were heavy and hissed dangerously when she squeezed the handle and the sharp edges came together. Like a pair of knives, the ends were pointed and sharp. They could do real damage if she jabbed with them, and she hoped that wouldn’t be necessary. Still, she felt better having the shears along.


    She folded her breckon mor lengthwise—summer style, so that the green, black, and blue plaid rode on one shoulder and the skirt was up to her knees. Then she hoisted the basket on her back, looping the leather straps over her arms. Wren started to follow the trail toward the rising sun like her mother had instructed. She took seven strides beyond their yard and stopped.


    In front of her on the trail was a sheep, just standing and staring. She looked at the pen. The gate was closed, and she didn’t understand how one had gotten out.


    How—


    A chill ran through her as she spotted the little tuft of hair on its chin.


    It’s back.


    “What did you do to my family?”


    The sheep just continued its stare.


    What are you? she wondered. Looking at those eyes that didn’t blink, didn’t look away. This wasn’t a ewe nor a wether. This is the forest come to visit.


    “What do you want?” she asked.


    The sheep’s sight shifted toward the trees and then without so much as a baa it began walking that way. It took a few steps, paused, and looked back at her. As it did, she saw it grin.


    I might be naive, innocent, and dumb, but I know that sheep don’t smile.


    Going to Dahl Rhen was the sensible thing to do, and it was what her mother had wanted. After all, she was only eight. What could she do? She didn’t have a tall stone spear like Pa and Lee. All she had were sheep clippers. They were made of metal, but they were small and so was she. Wren didn’t have anything else except a sharp stone and a tiny bit of food. But right in front of her was a smiling sheep that had lured her brother to . . . to . . . Wren didn’t know where, but she wanted to find out.


    Her family wasn’t going to come back. Wren knew this as certainly as she knew her front two baby teeth were long gone. She also knew that bad things happened for no reason, and good things rarely occurred at all. Good things needed an excuse, an effort, a payment. Balls rolled downhill but only went up if pushed. Wren was certain that if she went to Dhal Rhen she would live, but she’d never see Ma, Pa, or Lee again. They would disappear like all the others. Apparently that was the nature of the forest. Things went in and never came out. Even if people from Dahl Rhen came to look. No one would ever find her family because the forest was too big, and no one knew where they went. No one but that creepy, grinning sheep. Wren was the only one who had a chance of finding them. She had an invitation from the forest.


    Naive. Innocent. Dumb.


    Maybe, Wren thought as she followed the sheep, but I’m not a coward.


    Wren left behind the sunny summer’s day the moment she entered the forest. Inside, the world was dark, cool, and still. The whisper of the breeze and drone of the bees faded, replaced with a groaning chorus of creaking tree limbs. No grass grew there. The floor was a spongy mat of deep-green moss.


    Ahead, the sheep scampered and Wren chased.


    Fallen trees, shattered branches, shafts of sunlight, splashes of colors, they all begged for her attention. Wren spotted pathways that ran off in all directions, made by who knew what. Patches of flowers she’d never seen before grew in low wet gullies. Wren wanted to stop, to look, to listen, but the sheep kept a rapid pace. When it hopped over a small creek, Wren was forced to splash through, getting her legs wet to the knees. Then she had to bound over a deadfall. Wren was terrified that she had lost the sheep as she struggled over the logs and rotted branches. Without the wooly beast, she’d no hope of finding her family. Thinking about that made her realize something else. She was completely and utterly lost. During the merry chase the sheep had led her so quickly that Wren hadn’t had time to look for landmarks or note her bearing. Wren was doomed, the bearded sheep her only lifeline.


    Heart pounding with fear, Wren scratched her way through the remaining portion of the deadfall, and discovered she needn’t have worried. The sheep had waited for her on a slope of last year’s leaves. Together they climbed and then slid, curving left and right. They skirted trees thicker than her home was round. They had roots like old hands clutching rocks and dipped giant fingertips into streams.


    Before long, Wren had lost the sun. The golden god’s warm face was blocked by a canopy of leaves that grew so dense that the world beneath was dark and ominous. Soon she found mushrooms and great conk plates growing on trees. Darker and darker the wood became as the sheep led her in and down, circling into a great basin. Walls of natural rock dressed in yellow lichen rose around a small pool. The tiny pond was black with dirty, stagnant water. A fractured log protruded from its center. Upon that branch, a great crow perched. Its round glassy eyes blinked twice, then the bird cawed loudly but didn’t fly away.


    The sheep pranced to the darkest section of the cliff and entered a crevice. Wren paused at the pool’s edge, looking into the hole where the sheep had disappeared. It didn’t look like a pleasant place. Roots and ivy vines dangled down from overhead like a spidery curtain, a drape hiding the interior.


    Witch’s hair, Wren thought.


    The way onward was anything but inviting, but she didn’t have a choice. As dark, wet, and narrow as the cave appeared, she had to follow the sheep.


    It’s not a sheep. She knew that just as certainly as she knew entering the cave was a trap of some kind. Despite what Lee had said, she wasn’t dumb.


    This is where things will get bad. This is where everyone went and never came back. The real question is, are they alive in there? Will I be able to see them again?


    The hole in the rock looked a bit like a sideways mouth. This is where I get eaten.


    Caw! Caw!


    Wren looked back, and the crow flashed its wings and cawed once more.


    Holding onto the straps of her basket, Wren bit her lip and ducked her head under the vines and roots, creeping into the cave.


    Wren was too young to remember much about most of her older brothers and sisters, but she had been old enough to recall the day Autumn was buried. Autumn was her mother’s sister who had lived with Wren and her family after her aunt’s husband had died. Autumn had more gray hair and less teeth than Ma, and the older woman used to cry more than she laughed. Still, Wren had liked her. Her aunt had patiently taught Wren to spin wool even after Ma had thrown up her hands in frustration. Autumn wasn’t as hurried as Ma, and she would sit quietly and smile or frown depending on how well Wren was doing.


    They buried Autumn on the hill in the shade of a hawthorn tree. This happened after she’d gotten sick during the long winter. Pa and Lee dug the hole. Wren helped Ma wrap Autumn in a big cloth with her arms tucked up on her chest. Then they put her in the hole and Pa covered her in dirt. Wren remembered how the baskets of dark soil, leaves, roots, rocks, and worms had fallen on Autumn’s face, slowly covering it up.


    What if Autumn had only been sleeping? No worse way to die, she thought. Being buried, being swallowed up, trapped beneath the ground.


    Wren had had nightmares after that.


    There’s no way Aunt Autumn could have clawed her way out. Not with her arms wrapped up on her chest like that.


    The dark ceiling of the cave glistened with a damp sheen, and Wren looked back at the diminishing light of the opening and felt her stomach quiver. Moving in, going deeper, the sounds of rustling leaves faded. Birdsong, and the noise of crickets, became muffled until, along with the light, they abandoned her. The cave became silent as a grave. No worse way to die.


    Wren began running the tips of her fingers on the walls, feeling her way forward. Dirt, damp and cold, met her touch. Long, dangling roots—more witch’s hair—tickled her arms and made her shiver. She imagined worms, grubs, ants, and hairy-legged spiders. Wren couldn’t see them, but her fingers whispered of their gruesome presence. Snatching her hands back, she viciously swept her arms and neck, scrubbing off what she imagined to be hundreds of tiny unseen legs. With a grimace, she sucked in a shaking breath then forced her hands out once more. In that awful dark, Wren couldn’t see the sheep but had no trouble guessing where it went. The tunnel lacked any side passages and was too narrow for it to double back and escape past her.


    Eventually the damp soil she brushed with her fingers turned dry. At the same time, she reached the end of the dangly roots and gave a muttered thank-you to whichever god or spirit was responsible for the reprieve. Before long, her hands trailed over hard stone, rough at first then smoother. The rock was cold, mostly dry, but wet in some places. Wren didn’t like the wetness. She tried to convince herself it was only water.


    A light appeared ahead. The color of green pond scum, and dim like a weak candle, the glow was too steady to be fire, and it illuminated a large round room. Not a natural cavern, this place had been hewn out of the rock. The circular room had straight walls with decorative molding at the bottom and top. Inching closer and looking up, Wren saw the ceiling was vaulted and carved to look like the open petals of a flower. In the center of that ceiling, where there ought to be the daisy’s yellow heart or Susan’s black eye, a large green crystal glowed. Wren had never seen a rock that gave off light before. It wasn’t bright, but in that horrible dark it might as well have been the sun god, Eton.


    Beneath the green crystal was a cleared space, and leaning against the far wall were an assortment of tools: three buckets, two shovels, a pick, and a mattock. These weren’t made of stone like the ones Pa and Lee used. These were created from a shiny gray metal made dull with the stain of dirt. The dirt was mounded right beside them. There was another tool, a strange one like a woven screen. The dirt looked to have sifted through it.


    Are there people down here? Who has been digging with those tools? Not even a grinning sheep could manage that with its cloven hooves.


    Even more amazing than the tools was the presence of a round wooden door on the far side of the room, which was partially open. From behind it, more green light shone. She took another step closer and discovered a workbench with a stool in one of the darkened corners. The tabletop was covered with all sorts of tiny wooden spatulas, chisels, and hammers. Muddy, child-sized handprints with stubby fingers covered everything as if a youngster had been playing in red mud and had forgotten to wash.


    Another step closer and Wren came upon a ladder next to something big and draped by a large cloth. Taller than she was, taller even than Pa, it stood between a muddy barrel and the workbench. The coarse cloth was a mess of fingerprints and larger stains, and it covered what was underneath so completely that Wren had no idea what it might be. She walked to where the draped thing stood and planned to lift the bottom of the cloth and take a quick peek. As she bent over and started reaching out, the door at the far side opened wide.


    “You’re slow.” A little man entered the room. He was bald but had a mustache and beard so long that the tip trailed on the ground. “The others were much quicker. Nearly lost you a few times.”


    Wren jumped back a step, pulling her hands to her chest as if she’d been caught stealing. Of all the terrors she’d imagined to find, a little man in a red cap was not on the list. With wrinkles around his eyes, he looked to be older than Pa, but he was only as tall as Wren. He wore a long loose shirt pulled tight around his waist by a thick belt. In addition to the red cap he wore tall boots and a blue vest with four silver buttons.


    No, not a man, Wren realized. He’s a Dherg! She didn’t even know there were any of his kind around those parts. Her father had told a story about meeting one once, but that was when he was away in the south. When he had been gone for many months.


    The Dherg walked past her to the workbench. He shuffled through the clutter and gleefully grabbed a small wooden bowl stained with dark tears running down the outside. He held it up triumphantly. “I’m not going to be stupid this time. Oh no, this time we’re going to do it right.” He pulled a long needle from a box and held both items out to her. “Just fill the bowl for now. No more than that, understand?”


    Wren looked at the bowl and pin, then back at the Dherg. “Who are you?”


    He scowled and shook his head, making his beard wag across the floor. “You don’t need to know that. Just prick your finger. Squeeze me out a cup. Hurry up, I’ve waited a long time for this.”


    “You want my blood?”


    He rolled his eyes. “Have something else in your finger, do you? Of course, I want your blood. But not too much. Like I said just a cup. Don’t do anymore or . . .” He glanced at the door. “Well, never you mind. Now go on. Get to it.”


    “No!” Wren stumbled backward, knocking over one of the shovels, which clanged to the floor.


    The Dherg scowled so that his facial hair bristled. He shook a finger at her. “Don’t you be chirping back at me, Little Cricket! I’ve waited far too long for this. You have no idea what I’ve gone through. Running out of patience is what I am. Oh, yes. It’s nearly all gone, trust me about that, Missy.” He held up a pair of his fingers next to his face, measuring out a pinch. “Not even this much left—not even that much. And I’m tired of listening to you crickets whining all the time. The knife looks dirty. I’ll die if I slit my wrist,” the Dherg spoke in a whining tone. “It hurts too much. I’m dizzy and lightheaded. Boo-hoo-hoo.” He glared at her. “I’m not interested in your problems. I have my own. Just give me the blood!”


    Terrified, Wren turned to run. She took a step but couldn’t see the way out. The tunnel she’d traveled through was gone. The only thing behind her was a wall.


    I’m trapped. Swallowed. I knew it! I knew this would happen!


    She spun and expected the Dherg coming at her. Instead, he was climbing a stepladder.


    “Where’s the tunnel?” she asked.


    “Gone.” The Dherg reached up and began to pull the cloth away. “And it won’t be back until I get my bowl full.”


    The cloth fell to the floor and Wren could finally see what was beneath. At first she thought it was a huge red man with massive shoulders and muscles so pronounced they cast their own shadows, but . . .


    “Just need to make the head,” the Dherg said.


    Wren realized the giant was a clay statue. Ma had made many pots from clay dug from the bank of the river where the blue wildflowers grew. Before using the mud Ma mixed it with water and left it to dry. Does this Dherg use blood instead?


    The Dherg climbed back down and once more held out the cup and needle.


    “Stay away from me!” Wren scuttled backward. “Let me out of here!”


    The Dherg sighed, letting his shoulders slump. He shook his head and growled. “Why does it always have to go this way. Why can’t you just give me what I need? I won’t even take all of it this time. Don’t need to.” He hooked a thumb at the statue. “Just need enough for the head.”


    Wren focused on his beard. “It was you. You were the one-too-many sheep. What did you do to Lee?”


    “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t want him.” The Dherg shrugged. “Well I did, but he was too smart to follow me when he was young, and he’s too old now. Doesn’t take long to grow cynical, to lose that magical innocence, that powerful mix of wonder and naivety.”


    “You killed him?”


    “Didn’t need him.”


    “And my parents?”


    “Didn’t need them either.” He held out the bowl. “Maybe you want to consider making yourself useful.”


    Wren began to cry.


    “If you’re going to do that, at least do it into a cup. I don’t have any immediate need for tears, but you never know when they’ll come in handy.”


    Wren wanted to get away, needed to get away, but with the entrance closed the only way available to her was past the statue and through the open door. She bolted.


    Inside was another room. Smaller, it lacked any ornament or decoration, but it had its own little gem mounted in the ceiling and giving off a green light. Without a tunnel, or other doors, it only took a second for Wren to realize the room was a dead end. The space was filled with bones and smelled of death.


    With wide eyes, Wren realized these weren’t chicken or sheep bones; they were bigger. Rotted cloth that might have once been a shirt draped a ribcage the size of a child. Beside it was a skull whose face was turned, empty sockets staring.


    Dale?


    Wren had thought she was brave to follow the sheep. She had believed she wasn’t a coward, but looking at that little skull she knew otherwise. Her legs went so weak she wavered and nearly collapsed.


    Shoulda gone to the dahl, but I’m stupid . . . dumb, just like Lee said. Maybe that’s not Dale. Maybe that’s Lee right there, looking at me.


    Gonna slit their throats, drain their blood into the bucket near the woodpile, and chop ’em up with his big cleaver. But it’s not Pa doing the chopping, and it’s me, not the sheep, that’s going to do the bleeding this time.


    Before she could turn around, the door shut and she heard the clank of a bar being lowered into place.


    Grumbling about how he hated the sound of crying, the Dherg left her alone in the bone room. She couldn’t hear him and thought he might have left. The door was still barred, but even if it wasn’t, where could she go? That Dherg could turn himself into a sheep, and somehow he managed to open stone walls. Wren couldn’t do that.


    I’m trapped. I knew I would be. She thought bitterly, Yay for me.


    Nightmares worked the same way. The moment you thought of something terrible, that’s exactly what would happen. This was certainly a nightmare. Pa, Ma, and Lee—the unwanted—were dead, and she was alone, trapped, locked up, and buried alive.


    Wren cried, curled up in a ball on the floor. She didn’t know for how long, but after a while she heard him again, the sound of his feet shuffling around the workshop and the occasional clang of something metallic. Wren also heard something else moving; this thing was much closer. The noise came from the bone pile—the pitter-patter of tiny feet.


    She spotted the rat among the bones and shivered. A long black fat body with specks of white in its fur was bigger than most squirrels. She grimaced when she realized he got that way by feasting on so many remains.


    And a new meal has just arrived, she thought bitterly.


    “Tetlin’s pimpled arse!” the Dherg cursed. This was followed by a loud ringing sound in the workshop that sent the rat scurrying out of sight.


    Wren wished she could run and hide too. Instead she sat down and hugged her knees.


    The door opened and the Dherg came in. He held the wooden bowl in one hand and made a fist with his other. He clenched the hand so tightly that the knuckles went pale. “I’m running out of patience!” he yelled at her. “I’m losing more and more every day now.” He opened his hand and three long strands of gray hair fell to the floor. Then he held out the cup. “Fill it! Do it now!”


    Wren shook her head.


    The Dherg glared at her and puffed breaths out of his mouth, making his mustache flutter. “I need blood!”


    “I don’t care! You can’t have mine!” Wren screamed and began to rock. She was terrified and about to start crying again. “I won’t give you anything! I won’t! You killed my family! You killed Ma and Pa and Lee.”


    “No. I didn’t,” the Dherg said, managing to sound insulted. “I told you I only wanted you.”


    “Then where are they? What happened to them?”


    “Lost in the wood.”


    Wren narrowed her eyes. “They didn’t just get lost. You did something—something magic.”


    The Dherg shrugged. “Doesn’t take a whole lot to get you people lost. But I can tell you this, Cricket, they’ll stay lost until I get what I want. And there’s not a lot of berries out there this time of year, so you’d better get to it.”


    They’re alive? Wren stopped rocking. If they lived there was a chance she could go home. A chance everything would be okay. She could wake up from this nightmare. “If I do what you want, will you let me go? Will you let them go?”


    The Dherg smiled. “Of course.”


    “And will you show me how to get home?”


    “Sure. Why not?”


    Wren took a breath, swallowed hard, and took the bowl from him. Inside was the long needle. “Just a cup, yes?”


    He nodded. “Only a cup.”


    Wren picked up the needle.


    The moment she did, the Dherg shook his hands, waving her off. “Wait! Wait, for Drome’s sake. Wait until I leave. Call me when you’re done.”


    “Why?”


    “Never mind that.” He fled the room. “Just do as I say.”


    “I’ll do it but on one condition. Tell me your name.”


    The Dherg was already closing the door. “Don’t know why you care, but it’s a simple enough request. I’m Gronbach,” he said as he left.


    Wren held the little bowl on her lap. The inside was black with the residue of previous donors. An uneven cake marked the rim, and she could feel the bumps of tears that had spilled down the outside and dried. The pin in the middle quivered with the shaking of her hands. Made from a silver metal, it was longer than any of her fingers and thicker at one end. The sharp piece of metal had a bend in the center as if it had been folded then straightened out again. Like the bowl, it was covered with dark bloodstains.


    Wren picked up the pin with her right hand then looked at her left apologetically.


    Which finger? she asked herself. Doesn’t really matter, does it?


    She lay the back of her hand on the stone of the floor, spreading all five out like tiny sacrifices.


    One quick stab. That’s what I have to do.


    Her breckon mor felt hot. She was sweating and the pin was slippery in her hand. She clenched her teeth and hovered the pin’s point over the tip of her longest finger. She jabbed.


    “Ahh!” she cried out, and had to fight the urge to suck on her finger the way she would if she’d pricked it on a thorn bush. A bead of blood appeared and she let it drip into the cup. Another two dripped and then they stopped. Wren squeezed her finger and two more fell. She struggled to force out more, but the hole had closed.


    “Grandmother of All!” she cursed.


    Squeeze me out a cup.


    Wren stared at the pitiful stain she’d made in the bottom of the bowl and wanted to cry. Instead, she pricked her forefinger this time and rushed to squeeze out as much as she could. Six drops fell into the cup before that finger also went dry.


    “Gah!”


    “Are you done?” Gronbach called through the door.


    “Ahh . . . yes.”


    The Dherg rushed back in, took one look at the cup and frowned. “Not enough.”


    “It doesn’t come out very easily.” She held up her fingers to show him.


    Gronbach turned away, squeezing his eyes shut. “I don’t want to see it! For Drome’s sake, what’s wrong with you?” Retreating back to the door once more he told her. “I’m running out of time. Fill that cup, or we’ll have to do it the hard way, and you’ll never leave, and your family will die in the forest.”


    The Dherg slammed the door shut on his way out.


    Wren looked down at her throbbing fingers and sobbed.


    Wren realized the pin wasn’t going to get the job done. To get the kind of blood he wanted she’d have to cut off the end of a finger—or worse. Her basket was sitting against the wall where she’d left it. Wren fished around for the shears. They were cold to the touch and shimmered in the green glow. She squeezed the handle and listened to the hiss as the razor-sharp blades scrapped together. She had seen Pa strip a sheep bare in a handful of minutes with them. They would easily take off the tip of a finger.


    How much?


    Would the pad be enough, or would she need to snip off the whole tip?


    I don’t want to have to do this twice, she thought. Losing one finger was going to be terrible, having to snip off three or four would be beyond horrible, and she wasn’t at all sure she could manage such a thing.


    The basket moved, catching her attention. It rocked to the side, and Wren spotted a long naked tail sticking out of the opening.


    Smells my biscuits, she thought.


    Wren grabbed up the basket to save her food and felt the rat fall inside as she lifted. Looking in, Wren saw that the bloated animal didn’t care for being trapped anymore than she did. It thrashed and hissed, trying to climb up the side. Wren yelped and slashed at it with the shears. She’d only meant to knock it away, but she’d caught it with the sharp tips. The rat fell to the floor, motionless. Then she saw the blood.


    As fast as she could, she picked up the rat and held it over the cup. Blood drizzled, spilled, splashed, and sprayed. The rat had to be dead as it didn’t wiggle to get free. She felt a twinge of guilt for having killed it. She’d never killed anything before except the occasional biting bug. She felt like a ghoul as she begged: Please be enough. Please be enough.


    “You aren’t doing anything stupid, are you?” Gronbach called out.


    “No!” she shouted back. I actually think I’m doing something quite clever.


    She heard the Dherg coming toward the door.


    Wren had just enough time to throw the dead rat into the bone pile and hide the shears behind her back before the door opened.


    Gronbach cringed the moment he entered. Blood was all over the ground. More was splattered across her arm and on the front of her breckon mor. She might have had some on her face too, but she couldn’t tell. Her hands were soaked with it, and the cup was dripping.


    “Eww! What did you do?” The Dherg stopped and fused his lips together in revulsion. He held a hand to his mouth, then looked in the wooden bowl. A bushy brow rose and he motioned for her to hold it up. With great delicacy he reached out and took it from her. She watched him nod. “This will do . . . for now.”


    “For now?” Wren’s relief switched sharply to anger. “You said you’d let me go if I did what you asked. You said you’d show me the way—”


    “When I get what I need . . . this might not be enough.”


    “You’re a liar and a cheat! You said a cup and that’s what I gave.”


    “Get some rest. You’re probably feeling very . . . drained. I’ll bring the cup back in the morning so you can fill it again. Just in case.”


    Gronbach walked out, carefully clutching the bowl.


    “Lair!” Wren shouted as he closed the door. She didn’t hear the bar and wanted to rush out and stab him in the back with the shears, but she knew he wouldn’t die as easily as a rat. Wiping her hands on her skirt, Wren looked around the room wondering if there was another rodent to be found. There wasn’t.


    Covered in a cold sweat, and with both of her fingers throbbing, she did feel drained. Her stomach was empty, but she didn’t have any appetite. She knew she could never fill that cup with her own blood, and now she knew Gronbach wouldn’t let her go even if she could.


    In her hand, she felt the shears. They were metal, sharp, and strong. If she could get close enough and catch Gronbach unaware, she’d stab him. Maybe in the neck or an eye.


    I can’t do that.


    Even killing the rat had been an accident, and she knew there was a difference between wishing someone dead, and shoving a pair of sharp wooling shears into them. Even if she did manage to kill him, what then? She would still be trapped.


    I have to do something. Think. Think.


    The only thing that came to her was that no matter what happened, she would need strength. She forced herself to eat one of the biscuits and drink a few mouthfuls of water. She was surprised it stayed down, and it did help. Doing something normal, something familiar, helped to calm her. Exhausted, she curled up on the floor and waited. At some point, worn out and drained, she fell asleep.


    Wren woke up when she heard Gronbach’s voice:


    Clay of Elan, natural and good,


    And blood of innocent children,


    By the hair of my beard, be as you should!


    Hear me oh Golem and awaken!


    Wren didn’t know what a golem was, and didn’t think she wanted to, but figured it had something to do with the big statue. Gronbach must have finished the head.


    The Dherg began laughing after that. A high, scary sort of cackle. Exactly the sort of sound an evil sheep might make, or a Dherg who’d just done something sinister.


    It will happen now.


    Wren didn’t know exactly what it was but didn’t think it would be good. Especially not for her. She grabbed the shears and held them tight. The little pair of blades that had lived most of their lives on a peg beyond her reach had become her best friend and only defense.


    It didn’t take long.


    The door opened and Gronbach came into the bone room, looking for her. He was grinning; his teeth looked green with the gem’s light. His eyes were bright, wider than before, and both brows rode high. He hadn’t come for more blood—not strictly speaking, at least. And he didn’t waste time with explanations, or apologies for his deceit. Gronbach charged and grabbed her by the throat with both hands. His stubby fingers wrapped around her neck. For someone so small, he was incredibly strong. His hands gripped her so tightly she couldn’t breathe. Wren went flat on her back as Gronbach bore down on her, his beard falling in her face.


    He intended to kill her, that much was clear. The Dherg’s revulsion to the sight of blood made him select a course that seemed more vicious and personal than a stabbing or bashing. Wren brought the shears up and aimed for Gronbach’s neck. She had the handle squeezed, the blade pinched closed to make them more like a dagger. She imagined the blades cutting into his throat, but they never got that far. Her forearm collided with his wide shoulders. She tried again but with the same result.


    His hands had closed off more than her breath. Blood was no longer flowing through her neck and pressure was building in her head, making her thoughts fuzzy. She stabbed again, this time aiming for his side, but not being able to see, she had the angle wrong and the point missed. The dull side of the blades clapped harmlessly across his back. The shear twisted and the handle sprang open. Wren lost her grip, and her weapon fell. The sound of it hitting the stone was muffled behind the blood pounding in her ears.


    “Exile me will they? Cast me out? I’ll be king over my people now and your kind will be my slaves!” Gronbach growled at her as he leaned in, using all his weight to hold her steady.


    Wren reached up with her hands trying to pull his fingers away, but they were too strong and too tight to get under. With her right hand, she found the shears again. She was out of time. Her eyesight was going. The green glow faded as her vision darkened. A few more seconds and she’d pass out. A few seconds after that, she’d be dead. In a panic, she stabbed at his throat again. A feeble attempt and once more his shoulder stopped her. Then she remembered she’d forgotten to squeeze the handle to make the blades into a dagger point. She squeezed the handle and the two blades hissed across each other.


    Then she heard a scream. Gronbach’s hands let go of her throat and his weight came off her body.


    Air! Air flooded back into her chest. She coughed, sucked in more air, and coughed again.


    The light returned. Her eyesight cleared, and Wren sat up with her left hand on her bruised neck, her right still holding the shears.


    Gronbach had pushed away from her. He’d retreated to the far side of the room with his hands over his face, screaming.


    I cut him! I must have stabbed him in the neck.


    Only he wasn’t holding his neck. By the position of his hands over his face, she thought she’d cut off his nose, but there wasn’t any blood.


    Wren looked down at the shears. Not a drop on the blades or on the . . .


    On the floor between them lay a pile of long hair. Gronbach’s beard had been sheared off. With tears in wild eyes, he fell to his knees and reached out for the pile of hair. “No . . . no . . . no . . .”


    Wren scuttled backward across the floor, holding the shears before her with both hands.


    “My beard . . . you . . .” Gronbach narrowed his eyes. “I still have my golem! Golem! Golem!”


    Wren felt the floor shake as into the room ducked a giant lumbering figure. What Wren remembered as a statue was now a monster of moving rock. As if a stone cliff had come to life. The golem was a series of boulders in the shape of a man with stones for legs and rocks for hands. The head was a solid block with holes for eyes and a crack for a mouth.


    “Kill her!” Gronbach shouted.


    The stone monstrosity hesitated, looking down at the Dherg.


    “Kill her I command you!”


    The golem turned toward Wren. Taking a thundering step at her, which rained dirt and dust down on all of them, he reached out. Wren cringed, expecting to be crushed by its hands of rock, but she was brushed aside as the golem grabbed her basket. Tipping it over, the monster dumped the contents out on the floor. The remaining two biscuits fell out along with her sharp stone. The golem got down on all fours and crawled to it.


    Gronbach stared, stunned. “Get up! Get up you stupid thing! Kill her! Kill her!”


    The golem turned to face the Dherg, who in a rage rushed at the monster.


    Wren didn’t know what Gronbach had intended to do. Shove it maybe? Or perhaps he just wanted to get closer and yell louder in its face. Either way, by rushing the way he did, Gronbach scared the golem the same way the rat had scared Wren. The rock monster didn’t have a pair of shears, but it did have the mind of a rodent. Despite differences in size, a bee will sting a bear and a rat will bite a person when threatened. And it was the same way with a seven-foot-tall stone golem with a head made from the blood of a rat. The monster’s crack of a mouth opened wide and then snapped down on Gronbach’s head.


    There was a lot more blood then, but luckily for Gronbach, he never saw it.


    With shears still in hand, Wren crept out of the bone room and into the workshop. The moment she did, she noticed the tunnel was back, or maybe it had never really been gone. She made a dash for it and found herself once more in a dark world of musty damp soil and witch’s hair roots. Then she saw it—sunlight! Wren burst out of the crack in the cliff and nearly fell into the stagnant pool with the rotting log.


    Caw! The crow was still there and made a half hop to face her.


    Caw! It sounded again.


    She blinked at it. “You tried to warn me, didn’t you?”


    Caw! The bird threw out its wings, pushed off the log, and flew through the trees.


    Wren quickly moved away from the crack, eager to put distance between herself and the golem. Maybe it was too big to escape without Gronbach’s magic, but maybe not. She didn’t want to wait and find out. She walked around the pool then stopped.


    Which way?


    Caw! The crow was seated on a branch not too far away. Caw! Caw!


    Wren stared at the crow. Completely black, it didn’t look like the sort of bird one ought to trust. But then, the sheep had been adorable with its cute little beard, and that didn’t work out so well. Wren peered very hard at its chin for any signs of a beard. Not the slightest tuft or gathering of feathers was visible. This wasn’t the Dherg come back in another form. The bird was something else, and whatever it was, it wasn’t normal. By this point, Wren was getting a pretty good feel for such things.


    Pa would have called her naive. Ma, being kind, might have said she was too innocent to know better. And Lee most certainly would have called her an idiot. But despite everything, Wren thought that maybe not all magic was bad, and if one game of Follow the Leader got her into the forest, perhaps another would get her out.


    Maybe I am naive and an idiot, but I also don’t have a choice. It’s a big forest.


    Trusting to the magic of innocence, she followed the bird and was the first of her family to find their way home.


Brandon Sanderson










    These chapters, which I’ve named “The Thrill,” are a sequence of flashbacks from one of the main characters of the Stormlight Archive. They’re an excerpt from the upcoming third book in the series, though I feel they read well enough on their own. (In fact, I like them so much on their own, I’ve been doing public readings from them for several years now.)


    They don’t contain much in the way of spoilers, as they happen long before the first book actually takes place. They do, however, present a very different view of a main character in the series. So I’m not sure how they’ll feel in isolation from that.


    In any case, though, I hope you enjoy them! Do know that these are a middle draft, which means though we’ve cleaned them up and they read well, there might still be little continuity tweaks we want to make before publication. So don’t consider anything you read here to be set in proverbial stone. As always, thanks for reading!


    Brandon Sanderson



    [image: sanderson]



The Thrill





    Brandon Sanderson








    Thirty-Six Years Ago


    Rockbuds crunched like skulls beneath Dalinar’s boots as he charged across the burning field. His elites pounded after him, a handpicked force of soldiers both lighteyed and dark. They weren’t an honor guard. Dalinar didn’t need guards. These were simply the men he considered competent enough not to embarrass him.


    Around him, rockbuds smoldered. Moss—dried from the summer heat and long days between storms this time of year—flared up in waves, setting the rockbud shells aflame. Flamespren danced among them. And, like a spren himself, Dalinar charged through the smoke, trusting in his padded armor and thick boots to protect him.


    The enemy—pressed on the north by his armies—had pulled back into this town just ahead. With some difficulty, Dalinar had resisted entering that initial clash. He’d known the real fighting would take place in the town. Now that the enemy had been pushed back inside, he’d brought his elites in to flank them from the south. He hadn’t expected the enemy to fire this plain, a desperate move that meant burning their own crops to block the southern approach.


    Well, no matter. The fires could go to Damnation. Though some of his men were overwhelmed by the smoke or heat, most stayed with him. They’d crash into the enemy from the south, pressing them between his force and the main army.


    Hammer and anvil. His favorite kind of tactic: the type that didn’t allow his enemies to get away from him.


    As Dalinar burst from the smoky air, he found a few lines of spearmen hastily forming ranks on the southern edge of the town, anticipationspren—like red streamers growing from the ground, and whipping in the wind—clustering around them. The town was surrounded by the remnants of a wall, but that had been torn down in a contest a few years back. Dalinar had forgotten the town’s name, but the location was ideal. A large ridge to the east made a natural windbreak against the storms and had allowed this place to sprawl, almost like a real city.


    Dalinar bellowed at the enemy soldiers, beating his sword—just a regular longsword—against his shield. He wore a sturdy breastplate and helm along with iron-reinforced boots. The spearmen ahead of him wavered as his elites roared from amid the smoke and flame, shouting a bloodthirsty cacophony.


    A few of the spearmen dropped their weapons and ran. Dalinar grinned. He didn’t need Shards to intimidate.


    He hit the spearmen like a boulder rolling through a grove of saplings, swinging his sword and sending limbs into the air. A good fight was about momentum. Don’t stop. Don’t think. Drive forward and convince your enemies that they’re as good as dead. That way, they’ll fight you less as you send them to their pyres.


    As he waded among them, the spearmen thrust their spears frantically—less to try to kill him, more to try to push away this madman. Their ranks collapsed. Too many of them turned their attention toward him, away from holding the line against his approaching men.


    Dalinar laughed, slamming aside a pair of spears with his shield, then disemboweling one man with a sword deep in the gut. The stabbed man dropped his spear in agony, trying to grab at his entrails. His neighbors backed away at the horrific sight, and Dalinar came in swinging, catching the two off balance, killing them with a sword that bore their friend’s blood.


    Dalinar’s elites struck the now-broken line, and the real slaughter began. Dalinar pushed forward, keeping momentum, shearing through the ranks until he reached the back, breathing deeply and wiping ashen sweat from his face. A young spearman fell before him, weeping, screaming for his mother as he crawled across the stony ground, trailing blood. Fearspren mixed with orange, sinewy painspren all around. Dalinar shook his head, picked up a fallen spear and, striding after the youth, slammed it down into the boy’s heart as he passed.


    Men often cried for their parents as they died. Didn’t matter how old they were. He’d seen greybeards do it, same as kids like this one. He’s not much younger than me, Dalinar thought. Maybe seventeen. But then, Dalinar had never felt young, regardless of his age.


    His elites filed in behind him, having carved the enemy line in two. Dalinar danced, shaking off his bloodied blade, feeling alert, excited, but not yet alive. Where was it?


    Come on . . .


    A larger group of enemy soldiers was jogging down the street toward him, led by several officers in white and red. From the way they suddenly pulled up, their alarm at finding their spearmen so quickly fallen was obvious.


    Dalinar charged. His elites knew to watch, so he was quickly joined by fifty or sixty men—the rest had to finish off the unfortunate spearmen. Fifty would do. The crowded confines of the town would mean Dalinar shouldn’t need more.


    As he neared the new foes, he focused his attention on the one man riding a horse. The fellow wore plate armor obviously meant to resemble Shardplate, though it was only of common steel. It lacked the beauty, the power, of true Plate. He still looked like he was the most important person around. Hopefully that would mean he was the best.


    The man’s honor guard rushed to engage, and Dalinar felt something stir inside him. Like a thirst, a physical need.


    Challenge. He needed a challenge, storms take him!


    He engaged the first member of the guard, attacking with a swift brutality. Fighting on the battlefield wasn’t like in the dueling arena; Dalinar didn’t dance around the fellow, testing his abilities. Out here, that sort of thing got you stabbed in the back by someone else. Instead, Dalinar slammed his sword down against the enemy, who raised his shield to block. Dalinar struck a series of quick, powerful blows, like a drummer pounding out a furious beat. Bam, bam, bam, bam!


    The enemy soldier didn’t have an opportunity to mount a counterattack. He clutched his shield over his head, leaving Dalinar squarely in control. Dalinar kept striking as he raised his own shield before him and shoved it against the man, forcing him back until he stumbled. The man’s shield shifted, letting Dalinar’s sword come down at an angle and bite him in the upper arm.


    The shield dropped completely. This man didn’t get a chance to cry for his mother.


    Dalinar let his elites handle the others; the way was open to the brightlord. Not old enough to be the highprince. Some other important lighteyes? Or . . . didn’t Dalinar remember hearing something about a son mentioned during Gavilar’s endless planning meetings? Well, this man certainly looked grand on that white mare, watching the battle from within his helm’s visor, cape streaming around him.


    Dalinar pulled up, swiping his sword eagerly, panting in and out. The foe raised his sword to his helm in a sign of challenge accepted.


    Idiot.


    Dalinar raised his shield arm and pointed, counting on at least one of his strikers to have lived and stayed with him. Indeed, Jenin stepped up, unhooked the short bow from his back and—as the brightlord shouted his surprise—shot the horse in the chest.


    “Hate shooting horses,” Jenin grumbled as the beast reared in pain. “Like throwing a thousand broams into the storming ocean, Brightlord.”


    “I’ll buy you two when we finish this,” Dalinar said as the brightlord fell backward, tumbling off his horse. Dalinar dodged forward around flashing hooves and squeals of pain, seeking out the fallen man. He was pleased to find the enemy rising.


    Dalinar came in swinging. The brightlord managed to get his sword up, but Dalinar batted it to the side, then dropped his shield completely and came in with a two-handed power swing, intending to knock the lighteyed soldier back down. Fortunately, the man was good enough to recover his stance and intercept the blow with his shield.


    They probably heard the subsequent crack all the way in Kholinar. Indeed, it vibrated up Dalinar’s arms.


    Momentum. Life was about momentum. Pick a direction and don’t let anything—man or storm—turn you aside. Dalinar battered at the brightlord, driving him backward, furious and persistent. He felt like he was winning the bout, controlling it, right up until the man pulled a feint. Dalinar stumbled, trying to parry a blow that didn’t come. The brightlord instead came in close and rammed Dalinar with his shield.


    Dalinar ducked the blow that followed, but the backhand hit him solidly on the side of the head, sending him stumbling. His helm twisted, metal bent by the blow biting into his scalp, drawing blood. He saw double, his vision swimming.


    The brightlord, smartly, came in for the kill. Dalinar swung his blade up in a lurching, full-shouldered blow, slapping the brightlord’s weapon completely out of his hands.


    The man instead punched Dalinar in the face with a gauntlet, and his nose crunched.


    Dalinar fell to his knees, his vision blurry, the sword slipping from his fingers. His foe was breathing deeply, cursing between breaths, winded by the short, frantic contest. He reached to his belt for a knife.


    An emotion stirred inside Dalinar. A fire that filled the pit within. It washed through him and awakened him, bringing clarity. The sounds of his elites fighting the brightlord’s honor guard faded, metal on metal becoming clinks, grunts becoming merely a distant humming.


    Dalinar smiled. Then the smile became a toothy grin. His vision returned as the brightlord—knife in hand—looked up and started, stumbling back. He seemed horrified.


    Dalinar roared, spitting blood and throwing himself at the enemy. The swing that came at him seemed pitiful and Dalinar ducked it, ramming his shoulder against his foe and shoving him backward. Something thrummed inside Dalinar, the pulse of the battle, the rhythm of killing and dying.


    The Thrill.


    He knocked his opponent off balance, then reached for his sword. Dym, however, hollered Dalinar’s name and tossed him a poleaxe, with a hook on one side and a broad, thin axe blade on the other. Dalinar seized it from the air and spun, ducking the brightlord’s swing. At the same time he hooked the man around the ankle with the axe head, then yanked.


    The brightlord fell in a clatter of steel. Before Dalinar could capitalize on this, the honor guard became a bother. Two had managed to extricate themselves from Dalinar’s men, and came to the defense of their brightlord.


    Dalinar caught their sword strikes on his poleaxe and twisted it around, backing away and burying the axe head into one man’s side. Dalinar ripped it free and spun again—smashing the weapon down on the rising brightlord’s helm and sending him to his knees—before coming back and barely catching the remaining guard’s sword on the haft of the poleaxe.


    Dalinar pushed upward, holding the poleaxe in two hands, sweeping the guard’s blade into the air over his head. He stepped forward until he was face-to-face with the fellow. He could feel the man’s breath.


    Dalinar spat blood from his shattered nose into the guard’s eyes, then kicked him in the stomach. He turned toward the brightlord, who had scrambled—again—to his feet and now was trying to flee. Dalinar growled, full of the Thrill, and swung the poleaxe with one hand, hooking the spike into the brightlord’s side, and yanked, dropping him a third time.


    The brightlord rolled over. He was greeted by the sight of Dalinar slamming his poleaxe down with both hands, driving the spike right through his breastplate and into his chest. It made a satisfying crunch, and Dalinar pulled it out bloodied.


    As if that blow had been a signal, the honor guard and other soldiers finally broke before his elites. Dalinar grinned as he watched them go, gloryspren popping up around him like glowing golden spheres. Damnation, it felt good to best a force larger than your own.


    The Thrill, unfortunately, dwindled. He could never hold on to it as long as he wanted. Nearby, the man he’d felled groaned softly. Dalinar stepped over, curious, kicking at his armored chest.


    “Why . . .” the man said from within his helm. “Why us?”


    “Don’t know,” Dalinar said, tossing the poleaxe back to Dym.


    “You . . . you don’t know?” the dying man said.


    “My brother chooses,” Dalinar said. “I just go where he points me.” He gestured toward the dying man, and Dym rammed a sword into the armored man’s armpit, finishing the job. The fellow had fought reasonably well; no need to extend his suffering.


    Another soldier approached, handing Dalinar his sword. It had a chip the size of a thumb right in the blade. Looked like it had bent as well. “You’re supposed to stick it into the squishy parts, Brightlord,” Dym said, “not pound it against the hard parts.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Dalinar said, tossing the sword aside as one of his men selected a replacement from among the fallen of high enough rank to have one.


    “You . . . all right, Brightlord?” Dym asked.


    “Never been better,” Dalinar said, voice faintly distorted by the clogged nose. Hurt like Damnation itself, and he drew a small flock of painspren—like little sinewy hands—up from the ground.


    His men formed up around him, and Dalinar led the way farther down the street. Before too long, he could make out the bulk of the enemy still fighting ahead, harried by his army.


    He halted his men, considering his options.


    Thakka, captain of the elites, turned to him. “Orders, sir?”


    “Raid those buildings,” Dalinar said, pointing at a line of homes. “Let’s see how well they fight while they see us rounding up their families.”


    “The men will want to loot,” Thakka said.


    “What is there to loot in hovels like these?” Dalinar said with a shrug. “Soggy hogshide and old rockbud bowls?” He pulled off his helm to wipe the blood from his face. “They can loot afterward. Right now I need hostages. There are civilians somewhere in this storming town. Find them.”


    Thakka nodded, shouting the orders. Dalinar reached for some water. He’d need to meet up with Sadeas, and—


    Something slammed into Dalinar’s shoulder. He caught only a brief sight of it, a black blur that hit with the force of a roundhouse kick. It threw him down, and pain flared up from his side.


    “An arrow?” he said, blinking as he found himself lying on the ground. A storming arrow had sprouted from his right shoulder, with a long, thick shaft. It had gone straight through the chain mail, just to the side of where his cuirass met arm.


    “Brightlord!” Thakka said, kneeling, shielding Dalinar with his body. “Kelek! Brightlord, are you—”


    “Who in Damnation shot that?” Dalinar demanded.


    “Up there,” one of his men said, pointing at the ridge above the town.


    “That’s got to be over three hundred yards,” Dalinar said, shoving Thakka aside and standing. “That can’t—”


    He was watching, so he was able to jump out of the way of the next arrow, which dropped a mere foot from him, slamming against the stone ground. Dalinar stared at it, then started shouting. “Horses! Where are the storming horses!” Had the fires delayed them?


    No, fortunately. A small group of soldiers had guided them more carefully across the fields, but had caught up by now. They came trotting forward as Dalinar’s order was passed, bringing all eleven horses. Dalinar had to dodge another arrow as he seized the reins of Fullnight, his black gelding, and heaved himself up into the saddle.


    He galloped back the way they’d come in, trailed by ten of his best men. There had to be a way up that slope . . . There! A rocky set of switchbacks, shallow enough that he didn’t mind running Fullnight up them. No more dangerous than charging into battle had been for Dalinar himself. The horse slipped a few times, but nothing drastic. Dalinar was more worried that by the time he reached the top, his quarry would have escaped.


    He eventually burst onto the top of the ridge; an arrow slammed into his left breast, going straight through the breastplate near the shoulder, nearly throwing him from the saddle.


    Damnation! Dalinar hung on somehow, clenching the reins in one hand, and leaned low, peering ahead as the archer—still a distant figure—stood upon a rocky knob and launched another arrow. And another. Storms, the fellow was quick!


    Dalinar jerked Fullnight to one side, then the other, feeling the thrumming sense of the Thrill return. It drove away the pain, brought him clarity, and returned his vision as he started to fade.


    No. No! Hooves made a clatter on stone as another arrow zipped past his face, dangerously close. Dalinar gritted his teeth, pushing Fullnight forward.


    Ahead, the archer finally seemed to grow alarmed, and leaped from his perch to flee.


    Dalinar charged Fullnight over that knob a moment later, jumping the horse after the fleeing archer, who turned out to be a man in his twenties wearing rugged clothing. Dalinar had the option of running him down, but instead galloped Fullnight right past and kicked the archer in the back, sending him sprawling.


    Dalinar pulled up his horse, then turned it about to approach the groaning archer, who lay in a heap amid spilled black arrows.


    Dalinar’s men caught up as he lurched from the saddle, an arrow sprouting from each shoulder. He seized the archer, who had finally struggled to his feet and, though dazed, was scrabbling for his belt knife.


    Ignoring his own pain, Dalinar turned the fellow about, noting the blue tattoo on his cheek. The archer gasped and stared at Dalinar, covered in soot from the fires, his face a mask of blood from the nose and the cut scalp, stuck with not one but two arrows.


    “You waited until my helm was off,” Dalinar demanded. “You are an assassin. You were set here specifically to watch for me.”


    The man winced as Dalinar gripped him hard—an action that caused pain to flare up Dalinar’s side. The man nodded.


    “Amazing,” Dalinar said, letting go of the fellow. “Show me that shot again. How far is that, Thakka? I’m right, aren’t I? Over three hundred yards?”


    “Almost four,” Thakka said, pulling over his horse. “But with a height advantage.”


    “Still,” Dalinar said, stepping up to the lip of the ridge. He looked back at the befuddled archer. “Well? Grab your bow!”


    “My . . . bow,” the archer said.


    “Are you deaf, man?” Dalinar snapped. “Go get it!”


    The archer regarded the ten armed elites on horseback, grim-faced and dangerous, before wisely deciding to obey. He picked up his bow and a few arrows, then stepped hesitantly over to Dalinar.


    “Went right through my storming armor,” Dalinar muttered, feeling at the arrow that had hit him at the side of the breastplate. He shook his head, shading his eyes, inspecting the battlefield. To his right, the armies clashed down below, and his main body of elites had come up to press at the flank. The rearguard had found some civilians and was shoving them into the street.


    “Pick a corpse,” Dalinar said, pointing toward an empty square where a skirmish had happened. “Stick an arrow in one down there, if you can.”


    The archer licked his lips, still seeming confused. Finally, he took a spyglass off his belt and studied the area. “The one in blue, near the overturned cart.”


    Dalinar squinted, then nodded. Nearby, Thakka had climbed off his horse and had slid out his sword, resting it on his shoulder. A not-so-subtle warning. The archer contemplated this, then drew his bow and launched a single black-fletched arrow. It flew true, sticking into the chosen corpse.


    A single awespren burst around Dalinar, like a ring of blue smoke. “Stormfather,” Dalinar said, lowering his hand. “Thakka, before today, I’d have bet you half the princedom that such a shot wasn’t possible.” He turned to the archer. “What’s your name, assassin?”


    The man raised his chin, but didn’t reply.


    “Well, either way, welcome to my elites,” Dalinar said. “Someone get the fellow a horse.”


    “What?” the archer said. “I tried to kill you!”


    “Yes, from a distance,” Dalinar said, letting one of his men help him up onto his horse. “Which shows remarkably good judgment. I can make good use of someone with your skills.”


    “We’re enemies!”


    Dalinar nodded toward the town below, where the beleaguered enemy army was—at long last—surrendering. “Not anymore. Looks like we’re all allies now!”


    The archer spat to the side. “Slaves beneath your brother, the tyrant.”


    Dalinar leaned forward, turning his horse. “If you’d rather be killed, I can respect that.”


    The archer grew pale as Thakka unsheathed his sword again.


    “Alternatively,” Dalinar said, “you can join me and name your price.”


    “The life of my brightlord Yezriar,” the archer said. “The heir.”


    “Is that the fellow . . . ?” Dalinar said, looking to Thakka.


    “. . . That you just killed down below?” Thakka said. “Yes, sir.”


    “He’s got a hole in his chest,” Dalinar said, looking back to the assassin. “Tough break.”


    “You . . . you monster!” the assassin sputtered. “Couldn’t you have captured him?”


    “Nah. The other princedoms are digging in their heels. Refuse to recognize my brother’s crown. Games of ‘catch me’ with the high lighteyes just encourage people to fight back. If they know we’re out for blood, they’ll think twice.” Dalinar shrugged. “How about this instead? Join with me, and we won’t pillage the town. What’s left of it, anyway.”


    The man blinked, then looked down at the surrendering army.


    “You in or not?” Dalinar said. “I promise not to make you shoot anyone you like.”


    “I . . .”


    “Great!” Dalinar said, turning his horse and trotting it off, not waiting for a further response. The man sputtered, and obviously considered.


    A short time later, when Dalinar’s elites rode up to him, the sullen archer was on a horse with one of the other men. He’d chosen life, and service, as Dalinar had known he would.


    The pain flared in him again as the Thrill faded, but it was manageable. He’d need surgeons to look at the arrow on the right, though the one on the left hadn’t dug deep. It had gone through both breastplate and chain—remarkably—but hadn’t had much punch left after that.


    Once they reached the town again, he sent orders to stop the looting. His men would hate that, but this town wasn’t worth much anyway. The riches would come once they started into the centers of the princedoms.


    He let his horse carry him in a leisurely gait through the town, passing soldiers who had settled down to water themselves and rest from the protracted engagement. His nose still smarted, and he had to forcibly prevent himself from snorting up blood through his nose. If it was well and truly broken, that wouldn’t turn out well for him.


    He rolled his right shoulder, winced, and kept moving, fighting off the dull sense of . . . nothingness that often followed a battle. This was the worst time. He could still remember being alive, but now had to face a return to mundanity.


    He’d missed the executions. Sadeas already had the local highprince’s head—and those of his officers—on spears by the time Dalinar rode up. Such a showman, Sadeas was. Dalinar passed the grim line, shaking his head, and heard a muttered curse from his new archer. He’d have to talk to the man, reinforce that earlier he’d shot an arrow at an enemy. That was to be respected. If he tried something against Dalinar or Sadeas now, it would be different. Thakka would already be searching out the fellow’s family.


    “Dalinar?” a voice called.


    Dalinar stilled his horse, turning toward the sound. Torol Sadeas, resplendent in golden yellow Shardplate that had already been washed clean, pushed through a cluster of officers. The red-faced man looked older than he had a year ago. No longer a youth in his early twenties, despite his age.


    “Dalinar!” Sadeas repeated, looking him up and down. “Are those arrows? Stormfather, man, you look like a thornbush! What happened to your face?”


    “A fist,” Dalinar said, nodding toward the heads on spears. “Nice work.”


    “We lost the crown prince,” Sadeas said. “He’ll mount a resistance.”


    “That would be impressive,” Dalinar said, “considering what I did to him.”


    Sadeas relaxed visibly. “Oh, Dalinar. What would we do without you?”


    “Lose,” Dalinar said, shading his eyes. “Someone get me something to drink and a pair of surgeons. In that order. Also, Sadeas, I promised we wouldn’t pillage the city. No looting, no slaves taken.”


    “You what?” Sadeas demanded. “Who did you promise?”


    Dalinar thumbed over his shoulder at the archer.


    “Another one?” Sadeas said with a groan.


    “He’s got amazing aim,” Dalinar said. “Loyal, too.” He glanced to the side, where Sadeas’s soldiers had rounded up some weeping women for Sadeas to pick from.


    “I was looking forward to tonight,” Sadeas noted.


    “And I was looking forward to breathing through my nose. We’ll live. More than can be said for the kids we fought today.”


    “Fine, fine,” Sadeas said, sighing. “I suppose we could spare one town. A symbol that we are not without mercy.” He looked over Dalinar again. “We need to get you some Shards, my friend.”


    “To protect me?”


    “Protect you? Storms, Dalinar, at this point I’m not certain a rockslide could kill you. No, it just makes the rest of us look bad when you accomplish what you do while practically unarmed!”


    Dalinar shrugged. He didn’t wait for the wine or the surgeons, but instead led his horse back to gather his elites and give them subtle orders to guard the city from looting. Once done, he left the half-burned, bleeding city, walking his horse across smoldering ground to his camp outside.


    He was done living for the day. It would be weeks, maybe months, before he got another opportunity.


    Thirty-Four Years Ago


    Dalinar danced from one foot to the other in the morning mist, feeling a new power, an energy in every step. Shardplate. His own Shardplate.


    The world would never be the same place. They’d all expected he would someday have his own Plate or Blade, but he’d never been able to quiet the whisper of uncertainty from the back of his mind. What if it never happened?


    But it had. Stormfather, it had.


    He was a Shardbearer. Plate only, so far. He couldn’t help but bask in how grand it felt.


    “Calm, Dalinar,” Sadeas said from beside him in the mist. Sadeas wore his own golden Plate. “Patience.”


    “It won’t do any good, Sadeas,” Gavilar—clad in bright blue Plate—said from Dalinar’s other side. All three of them wore their faceplates up for the moment. “The Kholin boys are chained axehounds, and we smell blood. We can’t go into battle breathing calming breaths, centered and serene, as the ardents teach.”


    Dalinar kept his eyes forward, shifting, flexing and unflexing his hand, feeling the cold morning fog on his face. He wanted to dance with the anticipationspren, whipping in the air around him. Behind, the army waited in disciplined ranks; their footsteps, clinkings, coughs, and murmured banter rose from their unseen figures, carrying through the fog, casting phantoms.


    Dalinar almost felt as if he didn’t need that army. He wore a massive hammer on his back, so heavy an unaided man—even the strongest of them—wouldn’t be able to lift it. He barely noticed the weight. Storms, this power. He had never noticed before how much it felt like the Thrill.


    “Have you given thought to my suggestion, Dalinar?” Sadeas asked.


    “No.”


    Sadeas sighed.


    “If Gavilar commands me,” Dalinar said, “I’ll marry.”


    “Don’t bring me into this,” Gavilar said, summoning then dismissing his Shardblade. He did that repeatedly as they talked.


    “Well,” Dalinar said, “until you say something, I’m staying single.” The only woman he’d ever wanted belonged to Gavilar now. And his brother must never know.


    “But think of the benefit, Dalinar,” Sadeas said. “Your wedding could bring us alliances, Shards. Perhaps you could win us a princedom—one we wouldn’t have to storming drive to the brink of collapse before they join with us!”


    After three years of fighting, only four of the ten princedoms had accepted Gavilar’s rule—and two of those, obviously, had been easy. One from Gavilar himself, and one from Sadeas.


    The end result was a united Alethkar—united against house Kholin. The remaining six princedoms had dropped their own perennial squabbles to face the new Kholin threat.


    Gavilar was convinced that he could still play them off one another, that their natural selfishness would lead them to stab one another in the back. Sadeas, in turn, pushed Gavilar toward greater brutality. He claimed that the fiercer their reputation, the more cities would turn to them willingly rather than risk being pillaged and enslaved.


    “Well?” Sadeas asked. “Will you at least consider a union of political necessity?”


    “Storms, you still on that?” Dalinar said. “Let me fight. You and my brother can worry about politics.”


    Sadeas sighed. “You can’t escape this forever, Dalinar. You realize that, right? We’ll have to worry about feeding the darkeyes, about city infrastructure, about ties with other kingdoms. Politics.”


    “You and Gavilar,” Dalinar said.


    “All of us,” Sadeas said. “All three.”


    “Weren’t you trying to get me to relax?” Dalinar snapped. Storms.


    The rising sun finally started to disperse the fog, and that let him see their target: a wall about twelve feet high. And before that, nothing. A flat, rocky expanse, or so it appeared. The chasm was difficult to spot from this direction. They had nicknamed it the Rift, an entire city inside a rip in the ground.


    “Brightlord Tanalan is a Shardbearer, right?” Dalinar asked.


    Sadeas sighed, lowering his faceplate. “We only went over this four times, Dalinar.”


    “I was drunk. Tanalan. Shardbearer?”


    “Blade only, Brother,” Gavilar said.


    “He’s mine,” Dalinar whispered.


    Gavilar laughed. “Only if you find him first! I’ve half a mind to give that Blade to Sadeas. At least he listens in our meetings.”


    “All right,” Sadeas said from behind his faceplate. “Let’s do this carefully. Remember the plan. Prudence must reign here. Gavilar, you—”


    Gavilar gave Dalinar a grin, slammed his faceplate down, then took off running to leave Sadeas mid-sentence. Dalinar whooped and joined him, Plated boots grinding against stone.


    Behind, Sadeas cursed loudly and followed.


    This fortification, around the holding of Rathalas, was supposed to have received reinforcements days ago. They hadn’t come in time, and Gavilar had guessed they would not. He claimed that was a sign of weakness—that the highprinces were more interested in weakening one another than they were in protecting a vital strategic point.


    They might claim to be fighting together, but they were still fractured. Time to make those fissures wider.


    The three Shardbearers charged the field alone, as the rocks started falling. Catapults from behind the wall hurled solitary boulders or sprays of smaller rocks. Chunks slammed down around Dalinar, shaking the ground, causing rockbud vines to curl up in sudden shock.


    A boulder struck just ahead, then bounced, spraying chips of stone. Dalinar skidded past it, the Plate lending a spring to his motions, and raised his arm before his eye slit as a hail of arrows darkened the sky.


    “Watch the ballistas!” Gavilar shouted.


    Atop the wall, soldiers aimed massive crossbowlike devices mounted to the stone. One launched a sleek bolt—the size of a spear—directly at Dalinar, and it proved far more accurate than the catapults. He threw himself to the side, Plate grinding on stone as he rolled out of the way. The bolt hit the stone with such force that the wood shattered on impact.


    Other shafts trailed netting and ropes, hoping to trip a Shardbearer and render him prone for a second shot. Dalinar grinned, feeling the Thrill awaken within him, and recovered his feet. He leaped over a bolt trailing netting.


    Tanalan’s men launched volley after volley. They delivered a storm of wood and stone, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Dalinar took a stone in the shoulder, but though it caused him to lurch in place, he quickly regained his momentum. Arrows were useless against him, the boulders were too random, and the ballistas too slow to reload.


    This was how it should be. He, Gavilar, Sadeas. Together. Other responsibilities didn’t matter. Life was about the fight. A good battle in the day—then at night, a warm hearth, tired muscles, and a good vintage of wine.


    Dalinar reached the wall and leaped, propelling himself in a mighty jump. He gained just enough height to grab one of the crenels of the wall’s top. Men raised hammers to pound his fingers, but he hurled himself over the lip and onto the wall-walk, crashing down amid panicked defenders. He jerked the release rope on his hammer—dropping it behind him, crushing an enemy—then swung out with his fist, sending men broken and screaming before him.


    This was almost too easy! He seized his hammer, then brought it up and swung it in a wide arc, tossing men from the wall like leaves before a gust of wind. Just beyond him, Sadeas kicked over a ballista, destroying the device with a casual blow. Gavilar attacked with his Blade, dropping corpses by the handful, their eyes burning. Up here, the fortification worked against the defenders, leaving them cramped and clumped up—perfect for Shardbearers to destroy.


    Dalinar surged through them, and in a few moments likely killed more men than he had in his entire life. At that, he felt a surprising, yet profound, dissatisfaction. This was not about his skill, his momentum, or even his reputation. You could have replaced him with a toothless gaffer and produced practically the same result.


    He gritted his teeth against that sudden, useless emotion. He dug deeply, and found the Thrill waiting. It surged inside him, filling him, driving away his dissatisfaction. Within moments he was roaring his pleasure. Nothing these men did could touch him. He was a destroyer, a conqueror, a glorious maelstrom of death. A god.


    Sadeas was saying something. The silly man gestured in his blue Shardplate, now stained red. Dalinar blinked, looking out over the wall. He could see the Rift proper from this vantage, a deep chasm in the ground that hid an entire city, mostly built up the sides of either wall.


    “Catapults, Dalinar!” Sadeas said. “Bring down those catapults!”


    Right. Gavilar’s armies had started to charge the walls. Those catapults down below—near the way down into the Rift proper—were still launching stones, and would drop hundreds of men.


    Dalinar leaped for the edge of the wall, passing mangled bodies, and grabbed a rope ladder to swing down. The ropes, of course, immediately snapped, sending him toppling to the ground. He struck with a crash of Plate on stone. It didn’t hurt, but his pride took a serious blow. Above, Sadeas looked at him over the edge. Dalinar could practically hear his voice.


    Always rushing into things. Take some time to think once in a while, won’t you?


    That had been a flat-out greenvine mistake, as if he were some raw recruit who expected enemies to stand still on the battlefield so he could stab them. Dalinar growled and climbed to his feet, searching for his hammer. Storms! He’d bent the handle in his fall, almost snapped it. How had he done that? It wasn’t made of the same strange metal as Blades and Plate, but it was still good steel.


    Soldiers guarding the catapults swarmed toward him while the shadows of boulders passed overhead. Dalinar set his jaw, the Thrill saturating him, and reached for a stout wooden door set into the wall nearby. He ripped it free, the hinges popping, and stumbled. It came off more easily than he’d expected.


    There was more to this armor than he’d ever imagined. Maybe he wasn’t any better with the Plate than some old gaffer, but he would change that. At that moment, he determined that he’d never be surprised again. He’d wear this Plate morning and night—he’d sleep in the storming stuff—until he wasn’t just used to it, but more comfortable in it than out.


    He raised the wooden door and swung it like a bludgeon, sweeping soldiers away and opening a path to the catapults. Then he dashed toward the machines, wishing he had the hammer. As soldiers scattered, he grabbed the side of one catapult and ripped its wheel off, splintering wood and sending the machine teetering. He stepped onto it, grabbing the catapult’s arm itself and ripping it free.


    Only ten more to go. He stood atop the wrecked machine when he heard a distant voice call his name. “Dalinar!”


    He looked back toward the wall, where Sadeas reached back and heaved his Shardbearer’s hammer. It spun in the air before slamming into the catapult next to Dalinar, wedging itself into the broken wood.


    Sadeas raised a hand in salute, and Dalinar waved back in gratitude, then grabbed the hammer. The destruction went a lot faster after that. He pounded the machines, leaving behind shattered wood and equally broken corpses. Engineers—many of them women—scrambled away, screaming, “Blackthorn, Blackthorn!”


    By the time he neared the last catapults, Gavilar had secured the gates and opened them to his soldiers. A flood of men entered, joining those who had scaled the walls. Dalinar kicked the final broken catapult, sending it rolling backward across the stone toward the lip of the Rift.


    It tipped, then fell over. Dalinar stepped forward, walking onto a section of rock with a railing to prevent people from slipping over the side. From this vantage, he could lean out and get his first good look down at the city.


    The Rift. A good name. From a distance, the area seemed like an uninterrupted field, nothing but rockbuds and cremlings. When you approached, however, a wide chasm appeared. He’d have been hard pressed to throw a stone across to the other side, even with Shardplate.


    And below, you found life. Gardens, bobbing with lifespren. Buildings built up, practically on top of one another, and an entire network of stilts, bridges, and wooden walkways. Dalinar let out a deep breath. Even having had it described to him, he was impressed with how the city looked.


    Wide at the top, narrow at the bottom, the enormous chasm made a kind of V shape. The city, as he’d heard, was built up the sides on tiers and networks of stilts. They left the very bottom—the wash—completely clear, to allow rainwaters to pour through and not flood. But the rest of the valley-like chasm was covered in buildings.


    Dalinar turned around and looked back at the wall that ran in a wide circle around the opening of the Rift on all sides except the west, where the canyon continued until it merged with the lake.


    To survive in Alethkar, you had to find shelter from the storms. A wide cleft like this one was perfect for a city. But how did you protect it? Any attacking enemy would have the high ground. Many cities walked a risky line between security from storms and security from men. That wall was barely high enough to be an inconvenience, and was easily breached by Shardbearers. But build it higher, and the winds would knock it flat.


    Dalinar looked down into the Rift again, studying the houses built up the walls. Braced bridges crossed between the sides, hanging free in the air. Most of the place was built of wood; he’d hate to be the ones trying to defend it. Rathalas might be perfectly placed for trade, and sheltered like no other city in the kingdom, but it was obviously a nightmare to protect.


    Dalinar shouldered Sadeas’s hammer as Tanalan’s soldiers to the right and left flooded down from the walls, forming up to flank Gavilar’s army. They’d try to press against the Kholin troops from both sides, but with three Shardbearers to face, they were in trouble. Where was Highlord Tanalan himself? Why hadn’t he been waiting on the wall?


    Dalinar was supposed to fall back at this point and join the other two in protecting the army’s flanks. Instead, he lingered at the edge of the Rift. The city below felt ghostly, bridges abandoned, shutters on buildings closed. The city was undoubtedly still populated—the people were just hiding, hunkering down, hoping and praying.


    Behind, Thakka approached with a small squad of elites, joining him on the stone viewing platform. Thakka put his hands on the railing, whistling softly.


    “Something’s going on in that city,” Dalinar said.


    “What?”


    “I don’t know. . . .” Dalinar might not pay attention to the grand plans Gavilar and Sadeas made, but he was a soldier. He knew battlefields like a woman knew her mother’s recipes: he might not be able to give you measurements, but he could taste when something was off.


    The fighting continued behind him, Kholin soldiers clashing with Tanalan’s defenders. Three Shardbearers, Dalinar thought. Tanalan has to be planning to deal with us somehow.


    Tanalan’s armies didn’t fare well, and Dalinar’s aid wasn’t needed. Demoralized by the advancing Kholin army, the enemy ranks quickly broke and scrambled into a retreat, clogging the ramps down into the city. Gavilar and Sadeas didn’t give chase; they had the high ground now. No need to rush into an ambush.


    Gavilar pulled back from the ranks, then clomped across the stone, Sadeas beside him. They’d want to survey the city and rain arrows upon those below—maybe even use stolen catapults, if Dalinar had left any functional. They’d siege this place until it broke.


    “No!” Dalinar shouted. “Stay back! It’s a—”


    The enemy must have been watching him, for the moment he shouted, the ground fell out from beneath him.


    The ground tipped under their feet. Dalinar caught a glimpse of Gavilar—held back by Sadeas—looking on in horror as Dalinar, Thakka, and a handful of other elites were toppled into the Rift.


    Storms. The entire section of stone where they’d been standing—the lip hanging out over the Rift—had broken free!


    The large section of rock crashed downward, crashing into the first buildings, twisting and tipping. Dalinar and his elites were thrown free. He was tossed to the side, flung into the air above the city. Everything spun around him.


    A moment later, he crashed through a building with an awful crunch. Something hard hit his arm, an impact so powerful he heard his armor there shatter.


    The building failed to stop him. He tore right through it and continued tumbling, helm grinding against stone as he somehow came in contact with the side of the rift.


    The next hit came a heartbeat later, and blessedly, here he finally stopped. He groaned, feeling a sharp pain from his left hand. He shook his head, and found himself staring upward some fifty feet through a shattered section of the tiered city.


    The rim of the edge—the stone lip, with the railing where he’d been standing—had neatly broken off and fallen, crashing down through the city. It had obviously been rigged to fall, and it had been so appealing a position to survey the city. They’d been waiting for the shardbearers to gather there to look down.


    The large wedge of stone had torn a swath down through the city as it tumbled along the steep incline, smashing homes and walkways. Dalinar had been flung just to the north, and he’d gone right through two buildings, and a walkway, like a stone tossed by a catapult.


    He didn’t see signs of his men. Thakka, the other elites. But without Shardplate . . . He growled, angerspren boiling around him, like pools of blood on the wooden walkway. He stood, but the pain in his hand made him wince. His armor all down his left arm had shattered, and in falling, he’d ripped off fingernails, scraped his skin.


    His Shardplate leaked glowing white smoke from a hundred fractures, but the only pieces he’d lost completely were from his left arm and hand.


    He gingerly pried himself from the rooftop, but as soon as he shifted, he broke through and fell into the home. He grunted as he hit, then turned over and climbed to his feet. The Stormlight rising from the cracks in his armor illuminated a small but rich room. Ornate woven rug. Silver cups on the walls. Whoever lived here had been evacuated abruptly; Tanalan hadn’t told the people of his plan to crush a quarter of his own city in a desperate attempt to deal with the enemy Shardbearers.


    Dalinar shoved open the door—breaking it with the strength of his push—and stepped out onto a wooden walkway that ran before the homes on this tier of the city.


    A hail of arrows immediately fell on him. He turned his right shoulder toward them, growling, shielding his eye slit as best he could while he inspected the source of the attack. Fifty archers were set up on a garden platform on the other storming side of the Rift from him. Wonderful.


    He recognized the man leading the archers. Tall, with an imperial bearing and stark white plumes on his helm. Who put chicken feathers on their helms? Looked ridiculous. It was Tanalan though. A fine enough fellow, chicken feathers notwithstanding. Dalinar had beat him once at pawns, and Tanalan had paid the bet with a hundred glowing bits of ruby, each dropped into a corked bottle of wine. Dalinar had always found that amusing.


    Reveling in the Thrill, which rose in him and drove away pain, Dalinar charged along a walkway, ignoring arrows. Above, Sadeas was leading a force down one of the ramps outside the path of the rockfall in an attempt to reach him, but it would be slow going. By the time they arrived, Dalinar intended to have a new Shardblade.


    He charged onto one of the bridges that crossed the Rift. Unfortunately, he knew exactly what he would do if preparing this city for an assault. Sure enough, a pair of soldiers hurried down the other side of the Rift, then used axes to attack the support posts to Dalinar’s walkway. It had soulcast metal ropes holding it up, but if they could get those posts down—dropping the lines—his weight would surely cause the entire thing to drop.


    Though he’d fallen fifty feet, the bottom of the Rift was easily another hundred feet below. Growling, Dalinar made the only choice he could.


    He threw himself over the side of his walkway, dropping a short distance to another one below. This one looked sturdy enough. Even so, one foot smashed through the wooden planks, and he nearly ripped through completely.


    He heaved himself up and continued running across. Two more soldiers made for the posts holding up this one, and they began frantically hacking away.


    The walkway shook beneath Dalinar’s feet. Stormfather. He didn’t have much time, but there were no more walkways within jumping distance.


    Dalinar pushed himself to a run, desperate to reach the other side before the soldiers finished. He roared, footfalls cracking boards.


    A single black arrow fell from above, swooping like a skyeel. It dropped one of the soldiers. Another arrow followed, hitting the second soldier even as he gawked at his fallen ally. The walkway stopped shaking, and Dalinar grinned, pulling to a stop. He turned, spotting a man standing near the sheared-off section of stone above. He lifted a bow toward Dalinar.


    “Teleb, you storming miracle,” Dalinar said, continuing across the walkway. He reached the other side, plucked an axe from the hands of a dead man, then charged up a ramp toward where he’d seen Highlord Tanalan.


    He found the place easily, a wide wooden platform, built up on struts connected to parts of the wall below, draped with vines and blooming rockbuds. Lifespren scattered as Dalinar reached it.


    Centered in the garden stood Tanalan and a force of some fifty soldiers. Puffing inside his helm, Dalinar stepped up to confront them. Tanalan was armored in simple steel, no Shardplate, though a brutal-looking Shardblade—wide, with a hooked tip—appeared in his hand.


    He raised his weapon, barking for his soldiers to stand back and lower their bows. Then he strode forward toward Dalinar, holding the Shardblade with both hands.


    Standing between two squat trees, Dalinar set his stance. Everyone always fixated upon Shardblades. Specific weapons had lore dedicated to them, and people traced which kings or brightlords had carried which sword. If he’d cared more about such things, he could have cited the origins of the very blade Tanalan carried.


    Either way, it was the Blades people cared about. But Dalinar had used both, and if given the choice he’d pick Plate every time. All he needed to do was get in one solid hit on Tanalan, and the fight would be over. The highlord, however, had to contend with a foe who could resist his blows.


    The Thrill thrummed inside Dalinar. He started circling Tanalan, feeling him out. He kept his exposed left arm pointed away from the highlord while gripping the axe in his gauntleted right hand. Though it was a war axe, it felt like a child’s plaything.


    “You should not have come here, Dalinar,” Tanalan said. His voice bore a distinctively nasal accent common to this region. The Rifters always had considered themselves a people apart. “We had no quarrel with you or yours.”


    “You refused to submit to the king,” Dalinar said, armor plates scraping one another as he walked slowly around the highlord, while trying to keep an eye on the soldiers. He wouldn’t put it past them to attack him once he was distracted by the duel. It was what he himself would have done.


    “The king?” Tanalan demanded, angerspren boiling up around him. “There hasn’t been a throne in Alethkar for generations. Even if we were to have a king again, who is to say the Kholins deserve the mantle?”


    “The way I see it,” Dalinar said, “the people of Alethkar deserve a king who is strongest and most capable of leading them in battle. If only there were a way to prove that.” He grinned inside his helm.


    Tanalan made a straining sound, then attacked, sweeping in with his Shardblade and trying to leverage his superior reach. Dalinar danced back, waiting for his moment. The Thrill was a heady rush, a lust to prove himself—prove that Gavilar deserved to rule, that Alethkar deserved to have a king, and that Dalinar deserved Tanalan’s Shardblade.


    Tanalan swung again. Ideally, Dalinar would prolong this fight, relying on his Plate’s superior strength and the stamina it provided. Unfortunately, that Plate was still leaking, and he had all these guards to deal with. Still, he tried to play it as Tanalan would expect, dodging attacks, acting as if he were going to drag out the fight.


    Tanalan growled and came in again. Dalinar blocked the blow with his arm, then made a perfunctory swing with his axe. Tanalan dodged back easily. Stormfather, that Blade was long. Almost as tall as Dalinar was.


    Dalinar maneuvered, holding his unarmored side away from his enemy, brushing against the foliage of the garden. He couldn’t even feel the pain of his broken fingers anymore. The Thrill called to him.


    Wait. Act like you’re drawing this out as long as possible. . . .


    Tanalan advanced again, and Dalinar dodged backward, faster because of his Plate. And then when Tanalan tried his next strike, Dalinar ducked toward him.


    He deflected the Shardblade with his arm again, but this blow hit hard, shattering the arm plate. Still, Dalinar’s surprise rush let him lower his shoulder and slam it against Tanalan. The highlord tripped, but Dalinar was just off-balance enough from his rush to fall alongside the highlord.


    The platform shook as they hit the ground, the wood cracking. Damnation! Dalinar did not want to go to the ground while surrounded by foes. Still, there was no helping it if he wanted to be inside the reach of that Blade.


    Dalinar dropped off his right gauntlet—without the arm piece connecting it to the rest of the armor, it was dead weight—as the two of them twisted in a heap. He rolled, trying to position himself above Tanalan, where the weight of the Shardplate would keep his foe pinned. The highlord battered against Dalinar with the pommel of his sword, to no effect.


    Dalinar pushed his left forearm into Tanalan’s throat, making him gasp and drop his Blade, which puffed away to mist. Dalinar used his right hand to lift his axe, but as he did so, the soldiers rushed him.


    Just like he’d expected. Honorable duels like this—on a battlefield at least—always lasted only until your guy was losing.


    Dalinar rolled free, leaving Tanalan gasping. The soldiers obviously weren’t ready for how quickly he responded. He got to his feet in a blur and lashed out with his axe. The forearms and gauntlets of both arms were gone, but his right arm still had the pauldron down to the elbow brace, and so when he swung, he had power—a strange mix of Shard-enhanced strength and frailty from his exposed arms.


    He completely beheaded one attacker, then advanced through others, dropping three with a flurry of axe slices. Others backed away, blocking him with polearms as their fellows helped Tanalan to his feet.


    “You speak of the people,” Tanalan said hoarsely. “As if this were about them. As if it were for their good that you loot, you pillage, you murder. Our own people, Kholin! You’re an uncivilized brute.”


    “You can’t civilize war,” Dalinar said. “There’s no painting it up and making it pretty. You do what you need to win. That’s what everyone does.”


    “No,” Tanalan said. “You don’t have to pull sorrow behind you like a sled on the stones, scraping and crushing those you pass. You’re a monster.”


    “I’m a soldier,” Dalinar said, eyeing Tanalan’s men, many of whom were preparing their bows.


    Tanalan took a deep breath. “My city is lost. My plan has failed. But I can do Alethkar one last service. I can take you down, you bastard.”


    Dalinar roared as the archers started to loose, throwing himself to the ground, hitting it with the weight of Shardplate. The floor of the platform cracked around him, weakened by the fighting earlier, and he broke through it, shattering struts underneath.


    The entire platform came crashing down around him, and together, they fell toward the tier below. Dalinar heard screams, and he hit the next walkway down hard enough to daze him, even with Shardplate. Fortunately it stopped here, some ten feet below the garden’s previous perch.


    Dalinar shook his head, groaning, finding his helm cracked right down the front, the uncommon vision granted by the armor spoiled. He pulled the helm free, gasping for breath, and glanced at his right arm.


    Splinters pierced his skin, including one shard large enough to look like a dagger. He grimaced, sitting up. Just below, the few remaining soldiers who had been positioned to cut down bridges came charging up toward him.


    Steady, Dalinar. Be ready to fight!


    He got to his feet, dazed, exhausted but the two soldiers didn’t come for him. They huddled around someone nearby: a body that had fallen from the platform when it had fallen.


    Tanalan. The soldiers grabbed him, then fled. Dalinar roared and awkwardly gave pursuit. His Plate moved slowly, and he stumbled through the wreckage of the fallen platform, trying to keep up with the soldiers and their unconscious leader.


    The pain from his arms made him mad with rage. But the Thrill, the Thrill drove him forward. He would not be beaten. He would not stop! Tanalan’s Shardblade had not appeared beside his body. That meant his foe still lived. Dalinar had not yet won.


    Fortunately, he didn’t encounter more resistance. Most of the soldiers in the city had been positioned to fight on the other side, where Sadeas and Gavilar clashed with Rifters. This side was practically empty, save for huddled townspeople—he caught glimpses of them hiding in their homes. Dalinar limped up ramps alongside the wall of the Rift, following the men dragging their brightlord. They weren’t much faster than him, encumbered as they were.


    Near the top of the Rift, the two soldiers stopped, setting their charge down beside an exposed portion of the chasm’s rock wall. They did something that caused a portion of that wall to open inward, revealing a hidden door. They towed their fallen brightlord into it, and two other soldiers—responding to their frantic calls—rushed out to meet Dalinar, who arrived moments later.


    Helmless, Dalinar saw red as he engaged them. They were armed; he was not. They were fresh, and he had wounds nearly incapacitating both arms.


    The two soldiers still ended on the ground, broken and bleeding. Dalinar kicked open the hidden door, Plated legs functioning enough to smash it down.


    He lurched into a small tunnel with diamond spheres glowing on the walls. That door was covered in hardened crem on the outside, making it seem like a part of the wall. If he hadn’t seen them enter, it would have taken days, maybe weeks to locate this place.


    He followed a trail of blood, and at the end of a short walk, found the two soldiers he’d followed. Judging by the blood trail, they’d deposited their Brightlord in the closed room beyond.


    They rushed Dalinar with the fatalistic determination of men who knew they were probably dead. Dalinar ducked forward, getting between them as they attacked. He shoved one against the wall with his still-armored shoulder, crushing the man, who let out a strangled whine. Then he kicked the legs out from beneath the other, before smashing his skull with a booted stomp.


    The pain in Dalinar’s arms and head seemed nothing before the Thrill. He had rarely felt it so strong as he did now, a beautiful clarity, such a wonderful emotion. He kicked open one last door and stepped into a room.


    Tanalan lay on the ground here, blood surrounding him. A beautiful woman lay draped across him, weeping. Only one other person was in the small chamber, a young boy. Six, perhaps seven. Tears streaked down the child’s face, and he struggled to lift his father’s Shardblade in two hands.


    Dalinar loomed in the doorway.


    “You can’t have my daddy,” the boy said, words mangled by his sorrow. Painspren crawled around the floor. “You can’t. You . . . you . . .” His voice fell to a whisper. “Daddy said . . . we fight monsters. And with faith, we will win. . . .”


    A few hours later, Dalinar sat on the edge of the Rift, with his legs swinging over the broken city below. His new Shardblade rested across his lap, his Plate—mangled and broken—in a heap beside him. His arms were bandaged, but he’d chased away the surgeons.


    He stared out at what seemed an empty plain, then flicked his eyes down, at the signs of human life below. Dead bodies in heaps. Broken buildings. Splinters of civilization.


    Gavilar eventually walked up, his pace lethargic. He groaned as he settled down beside Dalinar, removing his helm. Exhaustionspren spun overhead, but Dalinar couldn’t say which of the two had drawn them. Perhaps both.


    Tired or not, though, Gavilar looked thoughtful. With those keen, pale green eyes, he’d always seemed to know so much. Growing up, Dalinar had just assumed that his brother would always be right in whatever he said or did. Aging hadn’t much changed his opinion of the man.


    “Congratulations,” Gavilar said, nodding toward the Blade. “Sadeas is irate it wasn’t his.”


    “He’ll find one of his own eventually,” Dalinar said. “He’s too ambitious for me to believe otherwise.”


    Gavilar nodded, then looked down at the city. “This attack nearly cost us too much. Sadeas is saying we need to be more careful, not risk ourselves and our Shards. He’s probably right; it might be the last time we assault a wall on our own.”


    “Sadeas is smart,” Dalinar said. He reached gingerly with his right hand, the less mangled one, and raised a mug of wine to his lips. It was the only drug he cared about for the pain—and maybe it would help with the shame too. Both feelings seemed stark, now that the Thrill had receded and left him deflated.


    “What do we do with them, Dalinar?” Gavilar asked, waving down toward the crowds of the city’s civilians the soldiers were rounding up. “Tens of thousands of people. They won’t be cowed easily; they won’t like that you killed their highlord and his heir. Those people below, they’ll resist us for years. I can feel it.”


    Dalinar took a drink. “Make soldiers of them,” he said. “Tell them we’ll spare their families if they fight for us. You want to stop doing a Shardbearer rush at the start of battles? Sounds like we’ll need some expendable troops.”


    Gavilar nodded, thoughtful. “Sadeas is right about other things too, you know. About us. And what we’re going to have to become.”


    “Don’t talk to me about that,” Dalinar said, lying back.


    “Dalinar . . .”


    “I lost half my elites today, my captain included. I’ve got enough problems.”


    “Why are we here, fighting? Is it for honor? Is it for Alethkar?”


    Dalinar shrugged.


    “We can’t just keep acting like bunch of thugs,” Gavilar said. “We can’t rob every city we pass, feast every night. We need discipline; we need to hold the land we have. We need bureaucracy, order, laws, politics.”


    Dalinar closed his eyes, distracted by the shame he felt. What if Gavilar found out?


    “We’re going to have to grow up,” Gavilar said softly.


    “And become soft?” Dalinar said. “Like these highlords we kill? That’s why we started, isn’t it? Because they were all lazy, fat, corrupt?”


    “I don’t know anymore. I’m a father now, Dalinar. That makes me wonder about what we do once we have it all. What’s the next step? How do we make a kingdom of this place?”


    Storms. A kingdom. For the first time in his life, Dalinar found that idea horrifying.


    Gavilar eventually stood up, responding to some messengers who were calling for him. “Could you,” he said to Dalinar, “at least try to be a little less foolhardy in future battles?”


    “This coming from you?”


    “A thoughtful me,” Gavilar said. “An . . . exhausted me. Enjoy Oathbringer. You earned it.”


    “Oathbringer?”


    “Your sword,” Gavilar said. “Storms, didn’t you listen to anything last night? That is Sunmaker’s old sword.”


    Sadees, the Sunmaker. He had been the last man to unite Alethkar, centuries ago. Sadeas’s house was named after him.


    Dalinar held the weapon up in his wounded hand, letting the light play off the pristine blade.


    “It’s yours now,” Gavilar said, turning to meet the messengers. “By the time we’re done, I’ll have it so that nobody even thinks of Sunmaker anymore. From here on out, it’s about us and Alethkar.”


    He walked away. Dalinar rammed the Shardblade into the stone and leaned back, closing his eyes again and remembering the sound of a brave boy crying.


    Twenty-Eight Years Ago


    A candle flickered on the table, and Dalinar lit the end of his napkin in it, sending a small braid of pungent smoke into the air. Stupid decorative candles. What was the point? Looking pretty? Didn’t they use spheres because they were better than candles for light?


    At a glare from Gavilar, Dalinar stopped burning his napkin and leaned back, nursing a mug of deep violet wine. The kind you could smell from across the room, potent and flavorful. A feast hall spread before him, dozens of tables set on the floor of the large stone room. The place was far too warm, and sweat prickled on his arms and forehead. Too many candles maybe.


    Outside the feast hall, a storm raged like a madman who’d been locked away, impotent and ignored.


    “But how do you deal with highstorms, Brightlord?” Toh said to Gavilar. The tall, blond-haired westerner sat with them at the high table.


    “Good planning keeps an army from needing to be out during a storm except in rare situations,” Gavilar explained. “Holdings in Alethkar are frequent. If a campaign takes longer than anticipated, we can split the army and retreat back to a number of these towns for shelter.”


    “And if you’re in the middle of a siege?” Toh asked.


    “Sieges are uncommon out here, Brightlord Toh,” Gavilar said, chuckling.


    “Surely there are cities with fortifications,” Toh said. “Your famed Kholinar has majestic walls, does it not?”


    The westerner had a thick accent, and kept drawing out his ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ sounds. Sounded silly.


    “You’re forgetting about Soulcasters,” Gavilar said. “Yes, sieges happen now and then, but it’s very hard to starve out a city’s soldiers while there are Soulcasters and emeralds to make food. Instead we usually break down the walls quickly, or—more commonly—we seize the high ground and use that vantage to pound the city for a while.”


    Toh nodded, seeming fascinated. “Soulcasters,” he said. “We have not these things in Rira or Iri. Fascinating, fascinating . . . And so many Shards here. Perhaps half the world’s wealth of Blades and Plates, all contained in Vorin kingdoms. One wonders if the Heralds themselves favor you.”


    Dalinar took a long pull on his wine. Outside, thunder shook the bunker. The highstorm was in full force now.


    Inside, however, servants brought out slabs of pork and lanka claws for the men, cooked in a savory broth. The women dined elsewhere, including, he’d heard, Toh’s sister. Dalinar hadn’t met her yet. The western lighteyes had arrived barely an hour before the storm hit.


    The hall was soon clogged with the sounds of people chatting. Dalinar tore into his lanka claws, cracking them with the bottom of his mug and biting out the meat. This feast seemed too polite. Where was the music, the laughter? The women? Eating in separate rooms?


    Life had been different these last few years of conquest. More and more of Gavilar’s time was required by the administration of his kingdom—which was half as big as they wanted it to be, but still demanding.


    Politics. Gavilar and Sadeas didn’t make Dalinar play at it too often, but he still had to sit at feasts like this one, rather than dining with his men as he’d have preferred. He sucked on a claw, watching Gavilar talk to the foreigner. Storms. Gavilar actually looked regal, with his beard combed like that, glowing gemstones on his fingers. He wore a uniform of the newer style. Formal, rigid. Dalinar, instead, wore his skirtlike takama and an open overshirt that went down to mid-thigh, his chest bare.


    Sadeas held court with a group of lesser lighteyes at a table across the hall. Every one of that group had been carefully chosen as men with uncertain loyalties. Men that Gavilar and Sadeas thought might be trouble, and whom Sadeas wanted to feel out. If this feast progressed like others, he’d single out individuals to talk to, persuade, convince.


    Others, he’d find ways to eliminate. Not assassins, usually. They all found that sort of thing distasteful; it just wasn’t the Alethi way. Instead, they’d maneuver the man into a duel with Dalinar, or would position them at the front of an assault. Ialai, Sadeas’s wife, spent an impressive amount of time cooking up new schemes for getting rid of problematic allies.


    Dalinar finished the claws, then turned toward his pork, a succulent slab of meat swimming in gravy. The food was better at this feast. He just wished that he didn’t feel so useless here. Gavilar made alliances; Sadeas dealt with problems. Those two could treat a feast hall like a battlefield.


    Dalinar shook his head, reaching to his side for his knife so he could cut his pork. Only, the knife wasn’t there.


    Damnation. He’d lent it to Teleb, hadn’t he? He stared down at the pork, smelling its peppery sauce, and found his mouth watering. He reached to eat with his fingers, then thought to look up. Everyone else was eating primly, with utensils. But the servers had forgotten to bring him a knife.


    Damnation again. He sat back, wagging his mug for more wine. Nearby, Gavilar and that foreigner continued their chat.


    “Your campaign here has been impressive, Brightlord Kholin,” Toh said. “One sees a glint of your ancestor in you, the great Sunmaker.”


    “Hopefully,” Gavilar noted, “my accomplishments won’t be as ephemeral as his.”


    “Ephemeral! He reforged Alethkar, Brightlord! You shouldn’t speak so of one like him. You’re his descendant.”


    The storm rumbled. Dalinar tried to catch a servant to request a dinner knife, but they were too busy scuttling about, seeing to the needs of other demanding feast-goers.


    He sighed, then stood—stretching—and walked to the door, holding his empty mug. Lost in thought, he threw aside the bar on the door, then shoved open the massive wooden construction and stepped outside.


    A sheet of icy rain suddenly washed over his skin, and wind blasted him fiercely enough that he stumbled. The highstorm was at its raging height, lightning blasting down like vengeful attacks from the Heralds.


    Dalinar struck out into the storm, his overshirt whipping about him. Gavilar talked more and more about things like legacy, the kingdom, responsibility. What had happened to the fun of the fight, to riding into battle laughing?


    Thunder crashed, and the periodic strikes of lightning were barely enough to see by. Still, Dalinar knew his way around well enough. This was a highstorm waystop, a place built to house patrolling armies during storms. He and Gavilar had been positioned at this one for a good four months now, drawing tribute from the nearby farms and menacing House Evavakh from just inside its borders.


    Dalinar found the particular bunker he was looking for and pounded on the door. No response. So he summoned his Shardblade, slid the tip right between the double doors and sliced the bar inside. He pushed open the door to find a group of wide-eyed armed men standing in defensive lines, surrounded by fearspren, weapons held in nervous grips.


    “Teleb,” Dalinar said, standing in the doorway. “Did I lend you my belt knife? My favorite one, with the whitespine ivory on the grip?”


    The tall soldier, who stood in the second rank of terrified men, gaped at him. “Uh . . . Your knife, brightlord?”


    “Lost the thing somewhere,” Dalinar said. “I lent it to you, didn’t I?”


    “I gave it back, sir,” Teleb said. “You used it to pry that splinter out of your saddle, remember?”


    “Damnation. You’re right. What did I do with that blasted thing?” Dalinar shook his head, leaving the doorway and striding back out into the storm.


    Perhaps the reason that he was so worried about Gavilar had more to do with himself than it did his brother. Six years at war, and they’d already secured half the kingdom. Their progress was remarkable, yet these last months had been more about what happened off the battlefield than on it. Even their battles were so calculated these days. It all seemed to leave Dalinar behind like the discarded shell of a cremling after it molted.


    An explosive burst of wind drove him against the wall, and he stumbled, then stepped backward, driven by instincts he couldn’t define. A large boulder slammed into the wall, then bounced away. Dalinar glanced and saw something luminous in the distance: a gargantuan figure that moved on spindly glowing legs.


    Dalinar stepped back up to the door into the feast hall, gave the whatever-it-was a rude gesture, then pushed open the door—throwing aside two servants who had been holding it closed—and strode back in. Streaming with water, he walked up to the high table, where he flopped down in his chair, still holding his mug. Wonderful. Now he was wet and he still couldn’t eat his pork.


    Everyone had gone silent. A sea of eyes stared at him.


    “Brother?” Gavilar asked, the only sound in the room. “Is everything . . . all right?”


    “Lost my storming knife,” Dalinar said. “Thought I’d left it in the other bunker.” He raised his mug and took a loud, lazy slurp of rainwater.


    “Excuse me, Brightlord Gavilar,” Toh stammered. “I . . . I find myself in need of refreshment.” The blond-haired westerner stood from his place, bowed, and retreated across the room to where a master servant was administering drinks. His face seemed even paler than those folk normally were.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Dalinar asked, scooting his chair closer to his brother.


    “I assume,” Gavilar said, sounding amused, “that people he knows don’t casually go for strolls in highstorms.”


    “Bah,” Dalinar said. “This is a fortified waystop, with walls and bunkers. We needn’t be scared of a little wind.”


    “Toh thinks differently, I assure you.”


    “You’re grinning.”


    “You may have just proven in one moment, Dalinar, a point I’ve spent a half hour trying to make politically. Toh wonders if we’re strong enough to protect him.”


    “Is that what the conversation was about?”


    “Obliquely, yes.”


    “Glad I could help,” Dalinar said, sucking on the claw. “What does it take to get one of these fancy servants to get me a storming knife?”


    “They’re master servants, Dalinar,” his brother said, making a sign by raising his hand in a particular way. “The sign of need, remember?”


    “No.”


    “You really need to pay better attention,” Gavilar said. “We aren’t living in huts anymore.”


    They’d never lived in “huts.” They were Kholin. He didn’t like that Gavilar was buying into the story the rest of the kingdom told, the one that claimed their branch of the house had until recently been ruffians from the backwaters of their own princedom.


    A gaggle of servants in black and white flocked to Gavilar, and he requested a new dining knife for Dalinar. As they split to run the errand, the doors to the women’s feast hall opened, and a figure slipped in.


    Dalinar’s breath caught. Navani’s hair glowed with the tiny rubies she’d woven into it, a color matched by her pendant and bracelet. Her face a sultry tan, her hair jet Alethi black, her red-lipped smile so knowing and clever. And a figure . . . a figure to make a man weep for desire.


    His brother’s wife.


    Dalinar steeled himself and raised his arm in a gesture like that Gavilar had made. A serving man stepped up with a springy gait. “Brightlord,” he said, “I will see to your desires of course, though you might wish to know that the sign is off. If you’ll allow me to demonstrate—”


    Dalinar made a rude gesture. “Is this better?”


    “Uh . . .”


    “Wine,” Dalinar said, wagging his mug. “Violet. Enough to fill this three times at least.”


    “And what vintage would you like, brightlord?”


    He eyed Navani. “Whichever one is closest.”


    Navani slipped between tables, followed by the squatter form of Ialai Sadeas. Neither seemed to care that they were the only lighteyed women in the room.


    “What happened to the emissary?” Navani said as she arrived. She slid between Dalinar and Gavilar as a servant brought her a chair.


    “Dalinar scared him off,” Gavilar said.


    The scent of her perfume was heady. Dalinar scooted his chair to the side and set his face. Be firm, don’t let her know how she warmed him, brought him to life like nothing else but battle.


    Ialai pulled a chair over for herself, and a servant brought Dalinar’s wine. He took a long, calming drink straight from the jug.


    “We’ve been assessing the sister,” Ialai said, leaning in from Gavilar’s other side. “She’s a touch vapid—”


    “A touch?” Navani asked.


    “—but I’m reasonably sure she’s being honest.”


    “The brother seems the same,” Gavilar said, rubbing his chin and inspecting Toh, who was nursing a drink near the bar. “Innocent, wide-eyed. I think he’s honest though.”


    “He’s a sycophant,” Dalinar said with a grunt.


    “He’s a man without a home, Dalinar,” Ialai said. “No loyalty, at the mercy of those who take him in. And he has only one piece he can play to secure his future.”


    Shardplate.


    Taken from his homeland of Rira and brought east, as far as Toh could get from his kinsmen—who were reportedly outraged to find such a precious heirloom stolen.


    “He doesn’t have the armor with him,” Gavilar said. “He’s at least smart enough not to carry it. He’ll want assurances before giving it to us. Powerful assurances.”


    “Look how he stares at Dalinar,” Navani said. “You impressed him.” She cocked her head. “Are you wet?”


    Dalinar ran his hand through his hair. Storms. He hadn’t been embarrassed for a second to stare down the crowd in the room, but before her he found himself blushing.


    Gavilar laughed. “He went for a stroll.”


    “You’re kidding,” Ialai said, scooting over as Sadeas joined them at the high table. The bulbous-faced man settled down on her chair with her, the two of them sitting half-on, half-off. He dropped a plate on the table, piled with claws in a bright red sauce. Ialai attacked them immediately. She was one of the few women Dalinar knew who liked masculine food.


    “What are we discussing?” Sadeas asked, waving away a master servant with a chair, then draping his arm around his wife’s shoulders.


    “Getting Dalinar married,” Ialai said.


    “What?” Dalinar demanded, choking on a mouthful of wine.


    “That is the point of this, right?” Ialai said. “Toh and his sister, they’ll want more than just asylum. They’ll want to be part of things. Inject their blood into the royal line, so to speak.”


    Dalinar took another long drink.


    “You could try water sometime you know, Dalinar,” Sadeas said.


    “I had some rainwater earlier. Everyone stared at me funny.”


    Navani smiled at him. There wasn’t enough wine in the world to prepare him for the gaze behind the smile, so piercing, so appraising.


    “This could be what we need,” Gavilar said. “It gives us not just the Shard, but the appearance of speaking for Alethkar. If people outside the kingdom start coming to me for refuge and treaties, we might be able to sway the remaining highprinces. We might be able to unite this country not through further war, but through sheer weight of legitimacy.”


    A servant, at long last, arrived with a knife for Dalinar. He took it eagerly, then frowned as the woman walked away.


    “What?” Navani asked.


    “This little thing?” Dalinar asked, pinching the dainty knife between two fingers and dangling it. “How am I supposed to eat a pork steak with this?”


    “Attack it,” Ialai said, making a stabbing motion. “Pretend it’s some thick-necked guy who has been insulting your biceps.”


    “If someone insulted my biceps, I wouldn’t attack him,” Dalinar said. “I’d refer him to a physician, because obviously something is wrong with his eyes.”


    Navani laughed, a musical sound.


    “Oh, Dalinar,” Sadeas said. “I don’t know if there’s another person on Roshar who could have said that with a straight face.”


    Dalinar grunted, then tried to maneuver the little knife into cutting the steak. The meat was growing cold, but still smelled delicious. A single hungerspren started flitting about his head, like a tiny brown fly of the type you saw out in the west near the Purelake.


    “What defeated Sunmaker?” Gavilar suddenly asked.


    “Hmm?” Ialai said.


    “Sunmaker,” Gavilar said, looking from Navani, to Sadeas, to Dalinar. “He united Alethkar. Why did he fail to create a lasting empire?”


    “His kids were too greedy,” Dalinar said, sawing at his steak. “Or too weak maybe.”


    “No, that’s not it,” Navani said. “They might have united, if the Sunmaker himself could have been bothered to settle on an heir. It’s his fault.”


    “He was off in the west,” Gavilar said. “Leading his army to ‘further glory.’ Alethkar and Herdaz weren’t enough for him. He wanted the whole world.”


    “So it was his ambition,” Sadeas said.


    “No, his greed,” Gavilar said quietly. “What’s the point of conquering if you can never sit back and enjoy it? If you’re never going to be satisfied? Shubreth-son-Mashalan, Sunmaker, even the Hierocracy . . . they all stretched farther and farther until they collapsed. In all the history of mankind, has any conqueror decided they had enough? Has any man just said, ‘This is good. This is what I wanted,’ and gone home?”


    “Right now,” Dalinar said, “what I want is to eat my storming steak.” He held up the little knife, which was bent in the middle.


    Navani blinked. “How in the Almighty’s tenth name did you do that?”


    “Dunno.”


    Gavilar stared with that distant, far-off look in his eyes. A look that was becoming more and more common. “Why are we at war, brother?”


    “This again?” Dalinar said. “Look, it’s not so complicated. Can’t you remember how it was back when we started?”


    “Remind me.”


    “Well,” Dalinar said, wagging his bent knife. “We looked at this place here, this kingdom, and we realized, ‘Hey, all these people have stuff.’ And we figured . . . hey, maybe we should have that stuff. So we took it.”


    “Oh Dalinar,” Sadeas said, chuckling. “You are a gem.”


    “Don’t you ever think about what it meant though?” Gavilar asked. “A kingdom? Something grander than yourself?”


    “That’s foolishness, Gavilar. When people fight, it’s about the stuff. That’s it.”


    “Maybe,” Gavilar said. “Maybe. There’s something I want you listen to. The codes of war, from the old days. Back when Alethkar meant something.”


    Dalinar nodded absently as the serving staff entered with teas and fruit to close the meal; one tried to take his steak, and he growled at her. As she backed away, Dalinar caught sight of something. A woman peeking into the room from the other feast hall. She wore a delicate, filmy dress of pale yellow, matched by her blonde hair.


    He leaned forward, curious. She was eighteen, maybe nineteen. She was tall, almost as tall as an Alethi, and small of chest. In fact, there was a certain sense of flimsiness to her, as if she were somehow less real than an Alethi. The same went for her brother, with his slender build.


    But that hair. It made her stand out, like a candle’s glow in a dark room.


    She scampered across the feast hall to her brother, who handed her a drink. She tried to take it with her left hand, which was tied inside a small pouch of yellow cloth. The dress didn’t have sleeves, strangely.


    “She kept trying to eat with her safehand,” Navani said, eyebrow cocked.


    Ialai leaned down the table toward Dalinar, speaking conspiratorially. “They go about half-clothed out in the far west, you know. Rirans, Iriali, the Reshi. They aren’t as inhibited as these prim Alethi women. I bet she’s quite exotic in the bedroom. . . .”


    Dalinar grunted. Then finally spotted a knife.


    In the hand hidden behind the back of a server clearing Gavilar’s plates.


    Dalinar kicked at his brother’s chair, breaking a leg off and sending Gavilar toppling to the ground. The assassin swung at the same moment, clipping Gavilar’s ear, but otherwise missing. The wild swing struck the table, driving the knife into the wood.


    Dalinar leaped to his feet, reaching over Gavilar and grabbing the assassin by the neck. He spun the would-be killer around and slammed him to the ground with a satisfying crunch. Still in motion, Dalinar grabbed the knife from the table and slammed it into the assassin’s chest.


    Puffing, Dalinar stepped back and wiped the rainwater from his eyes. Gavilar sprang to his feet, Shardblade appearing in his hand. He looked down at the assassin, then over at Dalinar.


    Dalinar kicked at the assassin to be sure he was dead. Then he nodded to himself, righted his chair, sat down, then leaned over and yanked the man’s knife from his chest. Good blade.


    He washed it off in his wine, then cut off a piece of his steak and shoved it into his mouth. Finally.


    “Good pork,” Dalinar noted around the bite.


    Across the room, Toh and his sister were staring at Dalinar with looks that mixed awe and terror. He caught a few shockspren around them, like beads of blue light, breaking and reforming. Rare spren, those were.


    Gavilar finally settled down, waving away the guards who—belatedly—rushed to help. Navani clutched his arm, obviously shaken by the attack.


    Again, everyone in the feast was gawking at the high table. Dalinar cut his steak again, shoving another piece into his mouth. What? He wasn’t going to drink the wine he’d washed the blood into. He wasn’t a barbarian.


    “I know I said I wanted you free to make your own choice in regard to a bride,” Gavilar said, leaning in. “But . . .”


    “I’ll do it,” Dalinar said, eyes forward. Navani was lost to him. He needed to just storming accept that.


    “They’re timid and careful,” Navani noted. “It might take more time to persuade them.”


    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Gavilar said, looking back at the corpse. “Dalinar is nothing if not persuasive.”


    Twenty-Five Years Ago


    Incense burned in a brazier, big as a boulder. Dalinar sniffled as his betrothed, Evi, approached and threw a handful of tiny papers—each folded and inscribed with a very small glyph—into the brazier. Fragrant smoke washed over him, then whipped in the other direction as winds ripped through the warcamp, carrying windspren like lines of light that rippled the tents.


    Evi bowed her head before the brazier. Among her people, simple glyphwards weren’t enough. You needed something more pungent to attract the heralds’ attention. This incense could probably be smelled all the way to Jah Keved.


    She had strange beliefs, his betrothed. Oh, the Heralds were sprinkled in: talk of Jezrien and Kelek, though she said their names strangely: Yaysi and Kellai. But of the Almighty, no mention was made—instead she spoke of something called the One, a heretical tradition the priests told him came from Iri.


    Dalinar bowed his head for a prayer. Let me be stronger than those who would kill me. Simple and to the point, the kind he figured the Almighty would prefer. He’d have ordered it written and burned, as was proper, but didn’t feel like having Evi write it out.


    “The One watch you, near-husband,” Evi murmured. “And soften your temper.” Her accent, to which he was now accustomed, was thicker than her brother’s.


    “Soften it? Evi, that’s not really the point of battle.”


    She stepped up to him, picking at a speck on his uniform. “You needn’t kill in anger, Dalinar. If you must fight, do it knowing that each death wounds the One. For we are all people in Yaysi’s sight.”


    “Yeah, all right,” Dalinar said, glancing toward the battlefield. The ardents didn’t seem to mind that he was marrying someone half pagan. “Your wisdom in bringing her to Vorin truth can do only good,” Jevena—Gavilar’s head ardent—had told him. Similar to how she’d spoken of their conquest. “Your sword will bring strength and glory to the Almighty.”


    Idly, he wondered what it would take to actually earn the ardents’ displeasure.


    Evi reached up and turned his head back toward her. “Be a man and not a beast, Dalinar.” Then she pulled close to him, setting her head on his shoulder and encouraging him to wrap his arms around her.


    He did so with a limp gesture. Storms, he could hear the soldiers snicker as they passed by. The Blackthorn, being consoled before battle? Publicly hugging and acting lovey? The thought nauseated him, but this was how Evi was. She always wanted to be touched.


    She turned her head toward him for a kiss, and he presented a chaste one, their lips barely touching. She accepted that, finally prying herself from him. She smiled, and she did have a beautiful smile. Life would have been a lot easier for him if Evi would have just been willing to move along with the marriage. But her traditions demanded a long engagement for a wedding like this, and her brother kept trying to get new provisions for them into the contract.


    Dalinar stomped away. In his pocket he held another glyphward, one provided by Navani. She had made it for him, along with the one for Gavilar, as she was obviously worried about the accuracy of Evi’s foreign script. He felt at the smooth paper, and didn’t burn the prayer.


    The stone ground beneath his feet was pocked with tiny holes—the pinpricks of hiding grass. As he passed the tents he could see it properly, covering the plain outside the camp and waving in the wind. Tall stuff, almost as high as his waist. He’d never seen grass that tall in all of Alethkar.


    Across the plain, another army gathered. An impressive force, larger than any they’d faced during their years of conquest. His heart jumped in anticipation. After two years of political maneuvering, with barely a skirmish to speak of, here they were. A real battle with a real army.


    Win or lose, this was the fight for the kingdom. The sun was on its way up, and the armies had arrayed themselves north and south, so neither would have it in their eyes.


    Dalinar hastened to his armorer’s tent, and emerged a short time later in his Plate. The enhanced strength only added to his eager anticipation, and he practically leaped into the saddle as one of the grooms brought his horse. The large black beast wasn’t fast, but it could carry a man in Shardplate. Dalinar settled into place and guided the horse past ranks of soldiers—spearmen, archers, lighteyed heavy infantry, even a nice group of fifty cavalrymen with hooks and ropes for attacking enemy Shardbearers.


    They shouldn’t be needed. Gavilar’s force now had almost a dozen Shardbearers, and many others in Alethkar had chosen to abstain from this fight, waiting to give their allegiance to the victor.


    Dalinar still smelled incense when he found his brother, geared up and mounted, patrolling down the front lines. Dalinar trotted up beside Gavilar.


    “Your young friend didn’t show for the battle,” Gavilar noted.


    “Sebarial?” Dalinar said. “He’s not my friend.”


    “There’s a hole in the enemy line, still waiting for him,” Gavilar said, pointing. “But reports say he had a problem with his supply lines, delaying him.”


    “Lies,” Dalinar said. “He’s a coward. If he’d arrived, he’d have had to actually pick a side.”


    “He might be a coward, but he’s no idiot,” Gavilar said. “If Kalanor wins the day, Sebarial can claim the delay wasn’t his fault, and that he wanted to help. If we win, Sebarial can claim he delayed intentionally in order to aid us.”


    They rode past Tearim, Gavilar’s captain of the guard, who wore Dalinar’s extra Plate for this battle. Technically that still belonged to Evi. Not Toh, but Evi herself, which was strange. What would a woman do with Shardplate?


    Give it to a husband, apparently. Tearim saluted. He was capable with Shards, having trained, as did many aspiring lighteyes, with borrowed sets.


    “You’ve done well, Dalinar,” Gavilar said as they rode past. “That Plate will serve us today.”


    Dalinar made no reply. Even though Evi and her brother had delayed such a painfully long time to even agree to the betrothal, Dalinar had done his duty. He felt proud of that, proud that he could do something useful off the battlefield.


    He just wished he felt more for the woman. Some passion, some true emotion. He couldn’t laugh around her without her seeming confused by the conversation. He couldn’t boast without her being disappointed in his bloodlust. She always wanted him to hold her, as if being alone for one storming minute would make her wither and blow away in the next stiff breeze. And . . .


    And well, he guessed he did have feelings for Evi. They were simply the wrong kind.


    “Ho!” one of the scouts called from a wooden mobile tower. She pointed, her voice distant. “Ho, there!”


    Dalinar turned, expecting an advance attack from the enemy. But no, Kalanor’s army was still forming up. It wasn’t men that had attracted the scout’s attention, but horses. A small herd of them, eleven or twelve in number, galloping across the battlefield. Proud, majestic. He’d never seen their like in the wild before.


    “Ryshadium,” Gavilar whispered. “It’s rare they roam this far east.”


    Dalinar swallowed an order to round up the beasts. Ryshadium? Yes . . . he could see the spren trailing after them in the air. Music-spren, for some reason. Made no storming sense. Well, no use trying to capture the beasts. They couldn’t be held.


    Dalinar deflated, watching them gallop away past the broken rock formations on the far side of the plain. An incredible wealth in horseflesh, just allowed to run off.


    “I want you to do something for me today, brother,” Gavilar said, tearing his eyes away from the distant horses.


    “If this about those stupid codes again, Gavilar . . .”


    “No. Not today. Today, I suspect I may need more of the Blackthorn than I do of the codes.”


    “Good.”


    “Highprince Kalanor himself needs to fall. As long as he lives, there will be resistance. If he dies, his line goes with him. His cousin, Loradar Vamah, can seize power.”


    “Will Loradar swear to you?”


    “I’m certain of it,” Gavilar said.


    “Then I’ll find Kalanor,” Dalinar said, “and end this.”


    “He won’t join the battle easily, knowing him. But he’s a Shardbearer. And so . . .”


    “So we need to force him to engage.”


    Gavilar smiled.


    “What?” Dalinar said.


    “I’m simply pleased to see you talking of tactics.”


    “I’m not an idiot,” Dalinar growled. He always paid attention to the tactics of a battle; he just wasn’t one for endless meetings and jaw wagging.


    Though . . . even those seemed more tolerable these days. Perhaps it was familiarity. Or maybe it was Gavilar’s talk of forging a dynasty. It was the increasingly obvious truth that this campaign—now stretching over many years—was no quick bash and grab.


    “Well,” Gavilar said, “if you understand that we need to draw out Kalanor, you can see why we need the Blackthorn today.”


    “All you need do is unleash him.”


    “Ha! As if anyone existed who could leash him in the first place.”


    Isn’t that what you’ve been trying to do? Dalinar thought immediately. Marrying me off, talking of “codes” that, by no coincidence, highlight everything I do that you don’t like?


    He bit his tongue, and they finished their ride down the lines. They parted with a nod, and Dalinar rode over to join his elites.


    “Orders, sir?” asked Rien.


    “Stay out of my way,” Dalinar said, lowering his faceplate. The Shardplate helm sealed closed, and a hush fell over the elites. Dalinar summoned Oathbringer, the sword of a fallen king, and waited. The enemy would have to make the first move; they were the ones who had been forced to come and attempt to stop Gavilar’s continued pillage of the countryside.


    Dalinar could see the purpose of these last few months spent attacking isolated, unprotected towns. It had made for unfulfilling battles, but it had also put Kalanor in a terrible position. If he sat back in his strongholds, he allowed more of his vassals to be destroyed. Already those were starting to wonder why they paid Kalanor taxes. A handful had preemptively sent messengers to Gavilar saying they would not resist.


    The region was on the brink of flipping to the Kholins. And so, Highprince Kalanor had been forced to send out his armies—leaving behind his fortifications to engage here, on even terms.


    Dalinar shifted on his horse, waiting, planning. The moment came soon enough; Kalanor’s forces started across the plain in a cautious wave, anticipationspren sprouting from the ground around them, waving like ribbons. The soldiers raised their shields up toward the sky as they advanced, and Gavilar’s archers released flights of arrows. Kalanor’s men were well trained; they maintained their formations beneath the hail of arrows.


    When the enemy arrived, Kholin heavy infantry met them—a block of men so armored that they might as well have been solid stone. At the same time, mobile archer units sprang out to the sides. These men spent no more time training with the bow than they did simply running. Lightly armored, they were fast. If the Kholin won this battle—and Dalinar was confident they would—it was because of the newer battlefield tactics they’d been exploring.


    With this positioning, the enemy army found itself flanked—arrows pounding the sides of their assault blocks. This caused the blocks to stretch out as the infantry tried to reach the archers. That weakened the central block, which suffered a beating from the heavy infantry. Gavilar employed the standard spearmen too, but these engaged enemy units as much to position them as to do them harm.


    This all happened on the scale of the battlefield. Dalinar had to climb off his horse, and send a groom to walk the animal, as he waited. The battle moved slowly, and Dalinar had to fight back the Thrill, which wanted him to ride in and find a contest.


    No, he’d do his duty. He’d find blood soon enough. Eventually, when the time was right, he picked a section of Kholin troops who were faring poorly against the enemy block. Good enough. He remounted, and kicked his horse into a gallop. This was the right moment. He could feel it. He needed to strike now, when the battle was pivoting between victory and loss, to draw out his enemy.


    Frightened grass wriggled and pulled back. This was Alethkar, where storms were strong, and the grass was quick—so as he rode, a wave of it fell before him. Like subjects bowing. This might be the end, his final battle in the conquest of Alethkar. What happened to him after this? Endless feasts with politicians? A brother who refused to look elsewhere for conquest?


    Dalinar opened himself to the Thrill and drove away such worries. This could be his last chance to savor the battle, and he intended to make the most of it.


    He hit the line of enemy troops like a highstorm striking a stack of papers. Soldiers scattered before him, shouting. Dalinar lay about with his Shardblade, killing dozens on one side, then on the other.


    Eyes burned, arms fell limp. Dalinar breathed in the joy of the conquest, the narcotic beauty of destruction. None could stand before him; all were tinder and he the flame. Within the press of the soldier block, they should have been able to band together and rush him, but they were too frightened.


    And why shouldn’t they be? People spoke of common men bringing down a Shardbearer, but he was sure it had never actually happened. Surely that was a fabrication, intended to make men fight back. A conceit to save a Shardbearer from having to work too hard to hunt them down.


    He grinned as his horse stumbled trying to cross the bodies piling around it. Dalinar kicked the beast forward, and it leaped—but as it landed, something gave. The creature screamed and collapsed, dumping him.


    He sighed, shoving aside the horse and standing. He’d broken its back; Shardplate was not meant for such common beasts.


    One group of soldiers tried a counterattack. Brave, but stupid. Dalinar felled them with broad sweeps of his Shardblade, then leaped over their corpses and ran down another group trying to retreat.


    Next, a lighteyed officer with some grit organized his men to come in at Dalinar, to press and try to trap him if not with their skill, then their weight of bodies. He spun among them, Plate lending him energy, Blade granting him precision, and the Thrill . . . the Thrill giving him purpose. In moments like this, he could see why he had been created. He was wasted sitting at a table and listening to men blab. He was wasted doing anything but this: providing the ultimate test of men’s abilities, proving them, demanding their lives at the edge of a sword. He sent them to the Tranquiline Halls primed and ready to fight.


    He was not a man. He was judgment.


    Enthralled in the trance of it, he cut down foe after foe, sensing a strange rhythm to the fighting, as if the blows of his sword needed to fall to the dictates of some unseen beat. A redness grew at the edges of his vision, eventually covering the landscape like a veil. It seemed to shift and move, like the coils of an eel, trembling to the beats of his sword.


    He was furious when a calling voice distracted him from the fight.


    “Dalinar!”


    He’d been hearing it for some time now, and had ignored it.


    “Brightlord Dalinar! Blackthorn!”


    He could ignore it no longer. It was too demanding, too annoying. Like a screeching cremling, playing its song inside his helm. He ignored it, felling a pair of swordsmen. They’d been lighteyed, but their eyes had burned away. You could no longer tell what rank they had been.


    “Blackthorn!”


    Bah! Dalinar spun toward the sound.


    A man stood nearby, wearing Kholin blue. Dalinar raised his Shardblade. The man backed away, raising hands with no weapon, still shouting Dalinar’s name.


    I know him. He’s . . . Kadesh? One of the captains among his elites. Dalinar lowered his sword and shook his head, trying to get the buzzing sound out of his ears. Only then did he see—really see—what surrounded him.


    The dead. Hundreds upon hundreds of them, with shriveled coals for eyes, their armor and weapons sheared but their bodies eerily untouched. Almighty above . . . how many had he killed? He raised his hand to his helm, turning and looking about him. Timid blades of grass crept up among the bodies, pushing between arms, fingers, beside heads. He’d blanketed the plain so thoroughly with corpses that the grass had a difficult time finding places to rise.


    Dalinar grinned in satisfaction, then grew chill. A few of those bodies with burned eyes—three men he could spot—wore blue. His own men, bearing the armband of the elites.


    “Brightlord,” Kadesh said. “Blackthorn, your task is accomplished!” He pointed toward a troop of horsemen charging across the plain. They bore the silver on red flag of his enemy, bearing a glyph in the shape of a mountain. Highprince Kalanor had committed to the battle, left no choice. Dalinar had destroyed several battalions on his own; only another Shardbearer could stop him.


    “Excellent,” Dalinar said. He pulled off his helm and took a cloth from Kadesh, using it to wipe his face. A waterskin followed. Dalinar drank the entire thing.


    Dalinar tossed away the empty skin, his heart racing, the Thrill thrumming within. It pushed him toward the next confrontation, frustrated that he’d stopped. “Pull back the elites,” Dalinar said. “Do not engage unless I fall.” He pulled his helm back on, and felt the comforting tightness as the latches pulled it into place.


    “Yes, Brightlord.”


    “Gather those of us who . . . fell,” Dalinar said, waving toward the Kholin dead. “Make certain they, and theirs, are cared for.”


    “Of course, sir.”


    Dalinar took off running toward the oncoming force, his Shardplate crunching against stones. He actually felt sad to have to engage a Shardbearer, instead of continuing his fight against the ordinary men. No more laying waste; he now had only one man to kill.


    He could vaguely remember a time when facing lesser challenges hadn’t sated him as much as a good fight against someone capable. What had changed?


    His run took him toward one of the rock formations on the eastern side of the field—a group of enormous spires, weathered and jagged, like a row of stone stakes that had been broken in half by the storms. As he entered the shadows, he could hear fighting from the other side of the tall stones. Portions of the armies had broken off and tried to flank each other by rounding the formations.


    In front of him, Kalanor’s honor guard split, revealing Kalanor himself on horseback. His Plate was overlaid with a silver coloring, perhaps steel or silver leaf. Dalinar had ordered his Plate buffed back to its normal slate grey; he’d never understood why people would want to “augment” the natural majesty of Shardplate.


    Kalanor’s horse was a tall, majestic animal, brilliant white with a long mane. It carried the Shardbearer with ease. A Ryshadium. Yet Kalanor dismounted. He patted the animal fondly on the neck, then stepped forward to meet Dalinar, Shardblade appearing in his hand.


    “Blackthorn,” he called. “I hear you’ve been single-handedly destroying my army.”


    “They fight for the Tranquiline Halls now.”


    “Would that you had joined to lead them.”


    “Someday,” Dalinar said. “When I am old and too weak to fight here, I suspect I’ll welcome being sent.”


    “Curious, how quickly tyrants grow religious. It must be convenient to tell yourself that your murders belong to the Almighty instead.”


    “They’d better not belong to him!” Dalinar said. “I worked hard for those kills, Kalanor. The Almighty can’t have them; he can merely credit them to me when weighing my soul!”


    “Then let them weigh you down to Damnation itself.” Kalanor waved back his honor guard, who seemed stupidly eager to throw themselves at Dalinar. He’d have welcomed the clash, something to warm him up a little before fighting Kalanor.


    Alas, the highprince seemed determined to fight on his own. He swiped with his sword, a long, thin weapon with a large crossguard and glyphs down its length. “If I kill you, Blackthorn,” he said, “what then?”


    “Then Sadeas gets a crack at you.”


    Kalanor grunted. “No honor on this battlefield, I see.”


    “Oh, don’t pretend you are any better,” Dalinar said. “I know what you did to rise to the throne of your princedom. You can’t pretend to be a peacemaker now.”


    “Considering what you did to the peacemakers,” Kalanor said, “I’ll count myself lucky. And perhaps I am the old and weak one, as you say. But I certainly don’t welcome being killed, as you claim you someday will.”


    “Then you’ve grown too weak.”


    Dalinar didn’t wait for further invitation, but leaped forward, falling into Bloodstance—a stance for someone who didn’t care if they got hit. He was younger, more agile than his opponent. He counted on being able to swing faster, harder.


    Strangely, Kalanor chose Bloodstance himself. The two clashed, bashing their swords against one another in a pattern that sent them twisting about in a quick shuffle of footings—each trying to hit the same section of Plate repeatedly, to open a hole to flesh.


    Dalinar grunted, battering away his opponent’s Shardblade when he could. Kalanor was old, but skilled. He had an uncanny ability to pull back before Dalinar’s strikes, deflecting away some of the force of the impact, preventing the metal from breaking. After furiously exchanging blows for several minutes, both men stepped back, a web of cracks on the left sides of their Plate leaking Stormlight into the air.


    “It will happen to you too, Blackthorn,” Kalanor growled. “If you do kill me, someone will rise up and take your kingdom from you. It will never last.”


    Dalinar came in for a power swing. One step forward, then a twist all the way about. Kalanor struck him on the right side as he turned—a solid hit, but insignificant, as it was on the wrong side. Dalinar, on the other hand, came in with a sweeping stroke that hummed in the air. Kalanor tried to move with the blow, but this one had too much momentum.


    The Shardblade connected, destroying the section of Plate in an explosion of molten sparks. The blast tossed Kalanor to the side, and the older Shardbearer grunted as he hit stone and rolled, dropping his Blade. The Blade vanished in a puff of white fog that held its form for a moment before dispersing. His honor guard danced away to avoid being crushed by the armored form of their highprince.


    Kalanor caught himself, rolling up onto his hands and knees. Then he stumbled up, gauntleted hand covering the hole in his armor, which continued to leak Stormlight at the edges. Half the breastplate had shattered.


    “You fight like you lead, Kholin,” he growled. “Reckless.”


    Kalanor was trying to buy time to resummon his Blade. Dalinar ignored the taunt and charged instead.


    Kalanor ran away, plowing through his honor guard. That sent them tumbling, bones breaking.


    Dalinar almost caught him, but Kalanor reached the edge of the large rock formations that jutted from the ground. He sprang, grabbing hold of an outcropping, and started to climb.


    Dalinar reached the base of the natural tower moments later; boulders littered the ground nearby. This formation must once have been a tall hill, and probably not that long ago; here in the east you couldn’t have edges that sharp for long, with highstorm winds and cremfall. In the mysterious way of the storms, this hillside had been ripped in half, leaving this unlikely formation poking into the air.


    Dalinar couldn’t climb one-handed. That was probably the point. He dropped his Blade and leapt, snagging an outcropping, his fingers grinding on stone. He dangled before getting a footing, then proceeded up the steep wall after Kalanor. The other Shardbearer tried to kick rocks down, but they bounced off Dalinar harmlessly.


    He was faster than Kalanor, though by the time he caught up they had climbed some fifty feet. Down below, soldiers gathered and stared, pointing.


    Dalinar reached for his opponent’s leg, but Kalanor yanked it out of the way and then—still hanging from the stones—summoned his Blade and began swiping down. After getting battered on the helm a few times, Dalinar growled and let himself slide down out of the way.


    Kalanor gouged a few chunks from the wall to send them clattering at Dalinar, then dismissed his Blade and continued upward.


    Dalinar followed more carefully, now climbing along a parallel route to the side. He eventually reached the top and peeked over the edge. The summit of the formation was some flat-topped, broken peaks that didn’t look terribly sturdy. Kalanor sat on one of them, Blade across one leg, his other foot dangling.


    Dalinar climbed up a safe distance from his enemy, then summoned Oathbringer. Storms. There was barely enough room up here to stand. Wind buffeted him, a windspren zipping around to one side.


    “Nice view,” Kalanor said. Though the forces had started out with equal numbers, below them were far more fallen men in silver and red strewn across the grassland than there were men in blue. “I wonder how many kings get such prime seating to watch their own downfall.”


    “You were never a king,” Dalinar said.


    Kalanor stood and lifted his Blade, extending it in one hand, point toward Dalinar’s chest. “That, Kholin, is all tied up in bearing and assumption. Shall we?”


    Clever, bringing me up here, Dalinar thought. Dalinar had the obvious edge in a fair duel—and so Kalanor brought random chance into the fight. Winds, unsteady footing, a plunge that would kill even a Shardbearer.


    At the very least, this would be a novel challenge. Dalinar stepped forward carefully. Kalanor changed to Windstance, a more flowing, sweeping style of fighting. Dalinar chose Stonestance for the solid footing and straightforward power.


    They traded blows, shuffling back and forth along the line of small peaks. Each step scraped chips off the stones, sending them tumbling down over a hundred feet toward the battlefield below.


    Kalanor obviously wanted to draw out this fight, to maximize the time for Dalinar to make a mistake or slip. Dalinar, fortunately, was the better swordsman. He tested back and forth, letting Kalanor fall into a rhythm, then broke it to strike with everything he had, battering down in overhand blows.


    Each blow fanned something burning inside Dalinar, a thirst that his earlier rampage hadn’t sated. The Thrill wanted more.


    Dalinar scored a series of hits on Kalanor’s helm, backing him away to the farthest of the peaks, one step away from a fall. The last blow destroyed the helm entirely, exposing an aged face, clean-shaven, mostly bald.


    Kalanor growled, teeth clenched, and struck back at Dalinar with unexpected ferocity. Dalinar met it with his own, and stepped forward to turn it into a shoving match—their Blades locked, neither with room to maneuver.


    Dalinar grunted, meeting his enemy’s gaze. In those eyes, he saw something. Excitement, energy. A familiar bloodlust.


    Kalanor felt the Thrill too, of course.


    Dalinar had heard others in the army speak of it, this euphoria of the contest. The secret Alethi edge. But seeing it right there, in the eyes of a man trying to kill him, made Dalinar angry. He couldn’t explain why. It wasn’t betrayal he felt. More . . . that he should not have to share such an intimate feeling with this man.


    He grunted and—in a surge of strength—tossed Kalanor back. The man stumbled, then slipped. A seasoned fighter, he instantly dropped his Shardblade and, in a frantic motion, managed to grab the rock lip of the small, flat-topped peak he’d been standing upon.


    Helmless, Kalanor dangled. The sense of the Thrill in his eyes faded to panic, and fearspren boiled out of the rock wall beside him.


    “Mercy,” he whispered.


    “This is a mercy,” Dalinar said, then struck him straight through the face with his Shardblade.


    He watched Kalanor’s eyes burn as he dropped off the top of the spire trailing twin lines of black smoke. The corpse scraped rock before hitting far below, on the opposite side of the tower from where they’d started climbing.


    Dalinar breathed out, then sank down, wrung out. Shadows stretched long across the land as the sun met the horizon. It had been a fine fight. He’d accomplished what he’d wanted. He’d conquered all who stood before him.


    And yet he felt empty. A voice in him kept saying, “That’s it? Weren’t we promised more?”


    Down below, a group of figures in Kalanor’s colors approached the formation. They immediately made for the fallen body, and Dalinar felt a spike of outrage. That was his kill, his victory. He’d won those Shards!


    He scrambled off the top of the rock formation and started down in a reckless half-climb. The descent was a blur; he was seeing red by the time he hit the ground. The soldiers were trying to pry the Shardplate off Kalanor’s corpse, which was wedged horrifically into some rubble.


    Dalinar attacked, dropping the men too foolish to run. He killed six in moments, then took off running after the others. Unaided, they were slower than he was, and he caught one by the shoulder, whipping him around and smashing him down into the stones. He killed another with sweep of the Shardblade.


    More. Where were more? Dalinar looked around, furious, but saw no men in the red of Kalinor’s army. Only some in blue—a beleaguered set of soldiers who flew no flag. In their center, however, walked a man in Shardplate. Gavilar rested here from the battle, in a place behind the lines to take stock, get something to drink, and give orders.


    The hunger inside of Dalinar grew. The Thrill came upon him in a rush, overwhelming. Shouldn’t the strongest rule? Why should he sit back so often, denying the fight, listening to men chat instead of war?


    There. There was the man who held what he wanted. A throne . . . a throne and more. The woman Dalinar should have been able to claim as his own. A love he’d been forced to abandon, for what reason?


    No, his fighting today was not done. This was not all!


    He started toward the group, his mind fuzzy, his insides feeling a deep ache. Passionspren—like tiny, crystalline flakes—dropped around him.


    Shouldn’t he have passion in his life?


    Shouldn’t he be able to love? Shouldn’t he have a reward for all he had accomplished?


    Gavilar was weak. He intended to give up his momentum and rest upon what Dalinar had won for him. Well, there was one way to make certain the war continued. One way to keep the Thrill alive.


    One way for Dalinar to get everything he deserved.


    He was running. Some of the men in Gavilar’s group raised hands in welcome. Weak. No weapons presented against him! He could slaughter them all before they knew what had happened. They deserved it! Dalinar deserved to—


    Gavilar turned toward him, pulling free his helm and smiling an open, honest grin.


    Dalinar pulled up, stopping with a lurch. He stared at Gavilar, his brother.


    Oh, Stormfather, Dalinar thought. What am I doing?


    He let the Blade slip from his fingers and vanish. Gavilar strode up, unable to read Dalinar’s horrified expression behind his helm. As a blessing, no shamespren appeared, though he should have earned a legion of them in that moment.


    “Brother!” Gavilar said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Have you seen? The day is won! Highprince Ruthar brought down Gallam, winning Shards for his son. And Talanor took a Blade for himself. The fight is complete, even though we have seen no sign of Kalanor.”


    “He . . .” Dalinar licked his lips, breathing in and out. “He is dead.”


    “What!”


    “Dead. By my Blade.” Dalinar pointed toward the fallen form, visible only as a bit of silvery metal shining amid the shadows of the rubble.


    “Dalinar, you wonderful, terrible man!” Gavilar turned toward his soldiers. “Hail the Blackthorn, men. Hail him!” Gloryspren burst around Gavilar, golden orbs that rotated around his head like a crown.


    Dalinar blinked amid their cheering, and suddenly felt a shame so deep, he wanted to crumple up. This time, a single spren—like a falling petal from a blossom—drifted down around him.


    He had to do something. “Blade and Plate,” Dalinar said to Gavilar urgently. “I won them both, but I give them to you. A gift. For your son. For little Elhokar. The heir.”


    “Ha!” Gavilar said. “He’ll be the only baby in the kingdom who is a Shardbearer! No, no. You—”


    “Keep them,” Dalinar pled, grabbing his brother by the arm. “Please.”


    “Very well, if you insist,” Gavilar said. “I suppose you do already have Plate to give your firstborn son.”


    “If I have one.”


    “You will!” Gavilar said, sending some men to recover Kalanor’s Blade and Plate. “Ha! Toh will have to agree, finally, that we can protect his line. I suspect the wedding will happen within the month!”


    As would, likely, the official re-coronation where—for the first time in centuries—all ten highprinces of Alethkar would bow before a single king. Dalinar sat down on a stone, pulling free his helm and accepting water from a young messenger woman.


    Stormfather. Had he really been about to kill his own brother? And . . . if there was no war to lead, what was left for him? Who was he?


    “Gavilar?” he asked, drawing his brother’s attention away from a group of officers. “Where will I find these codes you speak of so often? Let us assume that I wish to hear of them.”


    Gavilar grinned more broadly.
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    I was planning Unfettered II when my mother, Kathy Jane Speakman, was diagnosed with terminal cancer.


    I had already written a short story that would be published in the sequel to Unfettered, a phoenix tale set in my Annwn Cycle series. But when she died, I decided to write something different for Unfettered II. Something that would memorialize her. That would share with the world her kindness. The fondness she had for gardens. Of flowers. And the love she had for her children and new grandchild.


    “The Last Flowers of the Spring Witch” is that short story, a literary memory of her last days. She never had the chance to read it. I think she would have enjoyed meeting Heliwr of the Yn Saith Richard McAllister and his irascible fairy guide Snedeker.


    It is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to write.


    I miss you, Mom.
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The Last Flowers of the Spring Witch
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    The snowflakes stopped falling at the edge of an Eden.


    Heliwr of the Yn Saith Richard McAllister dismounted from Lyrian to stand in slushy snow, the view of the valley below breathtaking after the arduous trip through the Everwinter. Color. A lot of it. A forest as vibrant as any spring could create stretched before him, its breadth wild and alive, the clouds having parted and sunshine striking the greens and browns of fir, alder, and hemlock. Behind him, those same trees were covered in an icy mantle, the knight standing where two seasons met. From the valley, he could hear birds singing and insects buzzing; behind, the dead silence of a frozen land. It was an odd feeling. Richard breathed deep, letting the warm, musky odor of growing life chase away the numb chill in his nose. The valley beckoned and it was easy to accept the invitation, to leave the harsh Everwinter behind.


    He did not forget the warning given before setting out on this quest. Merle had told him the truth. The creature ahead had powers as unnatural as the Everwinter.


    And would likely be just as dangerous.


    “It is about time you got here, Rick,” Snedeker sniped, flying to a perch upon a thick fir branch overhead, his rainbow-hued wings shimmering. The fairy looked down upon him disapprovingly. He always did. “What took you so long?”


    “In case you hadn’t noticed, Lyrian and I do not fly,” Richard growled.


    “No one is perfect.”


    The knight gave the fairy a dark look.


    “By the Lady, this paradise is a welcome surprise,” Snedeker said, the wood and moss of his tiny face turning up to the warm sunshine.


    Richard grunted. “You know how much I hate surprises.”


    “After that child warlock down in Arberth almost killed us, a great deal, I would imagine.” Snedeker stared into the valley. “Where do you think the witch is?”


    “Only one way to find out.”


    At that, Snedeker flew ahead, weaving through the forest, ensuring the way was clear of traps—magical or otherwise. Richard strode after, his mighty steed following. The knight kept alert. Myrddin Emrys, the ancient wizard known to many as Merle, had given instructions to find the witch living in northern Annwn, a woman connected to the land in a way even those of the Seelie and Unseelie Courts were not. Merle wished to know the answer to a simple question—how long would the Everwinter last. Richard wanted to know too. Two years had passed since High King Philip Plantagenet’s death and with him centuries of the unnatural summer he had used to wage war. Nature now corrected the imbalance, the land recovering in a winter longer than usual. If it continued, it endangered all life in Annwn.


    But witches were wily creatures.


    And Merle always had an ulterior motive when he asked Richard to quest, his words never quite what they seemed.


    At least the wizard’s games annoyed Snedeker. A silver lining.


    Beginning to sweat freely, Richard removed his heavy jacket and placed it in Lyrian’s saddlebags, the day too warm for winter garb. Once the steep slope of the upper valley leveled out into gently rolling hills, the Heliwr decided to head toward the center of the wooded dale. The three companions crossed numerous icy-cold streams and the sound of wildlife increased. Snedeker scouted and returned often, the fairy carrying out his duty. No danger presented itself; no evidence of the witch existed. If not for the odd spring day, Richard would have wondered if Merle had sent them to a wrong part of Annwn. He could have used the Dark Thorn to discover the witch but doing so would alert a seasoned magic user. Best he kept his presence a secret.


    Late morning became early afternoon. Richard estimated they were nearing the middle of the valley, the snowy ridges equally far away. The Heliwr and Lyrian crossed a shallow creek, entering a meadow filled with knapweed, cornflowers, yarrow, and buttercups. The sudden color was dizzying.


    Weaving through the air’s buzzing insects, Snedeker returned, the look at the fairy’s face telling Richard all he needed to know.


    “She’s ahead,” the Heliwr said.


    “Maybe. A home is. Simple enough. A man tends animals out front. There is no sign of her. I did not get a look inside though.”


    “Be prepared then,” Richard directed, spying the forest on the other side of the long grasses.


    “And another thing.”


    “Yes?”


    “You will not be prepared for what lies ahead, I will tell you that.”


    Richard frowned. The Heliwr had no idea what the fairy meant. Before he could ask, Snedeker was already speeding back across the glen and upward into the massive fir trees that fronted the witch’s home. He would keep an eye from above.


    If the fairy meant danger, he would have told the knight. Still, Richard called upon the Dark Thorn. His badge of office, the black staff materialized into his hand, bonded to him at the time of his knighthood. Its warmth gave him reassurance; its magic would protect him. Wasting no time, he strode through the meadow and into the stand of ancient fir trees ahead, their trunks wide and thick branches high overhead. He began to see evidence of habitation—a short rhododendron with a circle of rocks around it, several carved wooden benches and chairs, a mound of dirt with pruned flowers planted upon it. They became more frequent the farther Richard went and they indicated land that was well-tended—loved, even.


    When he first spied the home, Richard agreed with Snedeker. It was a simple, single-story structure, able to comfortably fit a family in the Annwn way.


    Surrounding it though was a sight of rare beauty, one Richard had never seen in all of his travels—a garden sanctuary, its vibrancy wild but crafted with loving care. And it was in full bloom, every plant. A ring of ancient rhododendrons grew around the house, tall as the decades had made them, their branches thick with large blooms of red, orange, purple, and yellow. Clematises crawled over lattices, blooming upward. A pair of lilacs fronted the house, permeating the air with sweetness. Scrub jays, pigeons, doves, robins, and other birds—some from the Misty Isles, others elsewhere—frolicked and screeched among one another. Bees and hummingbirds moved from flower to flower, never getting in the way of the other. Several squirrels scampered in the shadows. A haven from the Everwinter, the garden was a peaceful harmony.


    Snedeker landed on his shoulder and shook his leafy head. The guide discerned no danger about the home.


    An older bald man moved into view then, rail thin with a thick mustache. From a sack, he threw seeds and nuts, the birds as well as squirrels taking quick advantage. When he saw Richard, the old man paused briefly. The Heliwr saw past hardship in the other’s pale blue eyes—the kind that usually breaks a person.


    “My wife is inside,” the other said, an edge to his voice.


    Richard nodded his thanks. Also not sensing danger but keeping the Dark Thorn ready anyway, the knight walked beneath the closest rhododendron and up a set of steps to a long porch fronting the house. And through the home’s open door.


    Light from several windows illuminated the interior—a life lived in simple terms and comforts. Functional furniture. Shelves of books, free of dust. A stove, unlit, with wood in a bin. Paintings and trinkets on the walls. Two unfinished quilts draping a couch. A chair in the room’s center where a pipe rested on a side table, the house filled with the odor of long-spent tobacco. Nothing about it suggested witch except a black cat watching from a rocking chair, its lantern eyes staring suspiciously at Richard.


    The Heliwr took it all in with a glance.


    As well as the witch.


    She sat upon the chair closest him, her feet up and an open book upon her lap. Green eyes saw Richard and what he saw there surprised him. Kindness. Honesty. And country wisdom. Nothing about her said threat.


    She closed her book and stood. Not thin and not heavy, the witch had seen her share of hard work in her day, the silver in her blond hair beginning to win the battle. Her smile lit up the room though, the kind that set Richard immediately at ease—until a twinge of pain crossed her face, gone almost as quickly.


    “Heliwr Richard McAllister,” she said, her returned smile lifting rosy cheeks, eyes dancing with life. “I am Kathidell Jayn Oldten. You have already met my husband, Ryk, I believe. Welcome to our home.” She looked at the Dark Thorn. “It is safe here, I assure you, knight and guide.”


    Richard did not relinquish it. He still worried that all of this was some sort of ruse. “You knew we were coming.”


    “No, no, not at all,” Kathidell said, waving the idea aside. “But something known is not always revealed until the moment it is necessary.”


    “I bet you know who sent us.”


    “Myrddin Emrys, of course.” She looked out one of the windows. “There are friendships that cross worlds and centuries.” She paused, thinking. “He has ever been one to hide things. I am sure you know that by now though, don’t you, Heliwr?”


    Richard knew all too well. “Do you know why I am here too?”


    “I know the reason why you think you are here—and the real reason.”


    “Here we go, Rick,” Snedeker snorted, having followed Richard into the home. The fairy hated riddles more than even the knight. “The beginning of the nonsense that puts us in danger.”


    “What my winged, irascible friend means is, it is obvious you and Merle are friends,” Richard said. Unlike Merle who easily got under his skin, he could not help but like the witch. “You both speak in riddles. Thus making our lives harder.”


    “The best discovered truths begin as riddles,” Kathidell said. She folder her hands before her but her gaze never wavered from his. He could feel her evaluating him. “Tell me, Heliwr of the Yn Saith, why do you think you are here?”


    “To discover when the Everwinter will end,” Richard replied. “Important information for the survival of Annwn. And Merle seems to think you know the answer.”


    Kathidell nodded, thinking, and walked away. Richard waited for a response and watched her, a very different witch than he had expected. Appearing to be in her sixties but who could be much older, Kathidell looked into a mirror that hung on the wall behind a small dining table, seeking something there only she could know. She looked down at a vase in the center of the table then, the crystal filled by a variety of flowers, all shades of purple. They had become slightly wilted. She smiled in a small way that erased her years and touched them tenderly. The flowers perked up as if they were freshly cut, their sweet fragrance come alive again, cutting through the air saturated with pipe smoke.


    “I have need of your services, Heliwr of the Yn Saith,” she said. “Time is short, and you and your fairy companion are the only ones nearby who are capable of aiding me in my time of need.”


    “We are already here at Merle’s behest,” Richard said. “Even if we fully trusted you, taking on another task before completing his would not be right.”


    “An exchange then,” Kathidell said, turning back to the knight.


    “An exchange?” Snedeker questioned.


    “I wish to see my sons, noble fairy. Here, in my valley,” she said, her demeanor become grave, her long life now deepening the wrinkles about her eyes. “The Everwinter makes correspondence difficult, visitation almost impossible, as I am sure you know. In return, I will share with you the information you seek.”


    “A simple request,” Richard said, thinking. He had traveled the Everwinter a great deal, his Rhedewyr mount Lyrian able to push through snows that normal horses could not. “Why me though? Why now? And what need can be so important?”


    Kathidell Jayn Oldten looked upon her flowers again.


    “Because, Heliwr Richard McAllister, a troll is trying to kill me.”


    “She is not telling us everything,” Snedeker repeated. Again.


    Richard didn’t have to ask who his guide meant. The fairy had said it about a hundred times during their snowy trek across several dozen miles of frozen Everwinter. He had largely ignored the Oakwell fairy because it hadn’t mattered.


    Locating the first son had not been difficult—he had been exactly where his mother had said he would be—but convincing him to return home had been the hard part. With big hands and shoulders that looked like they could hold up the world, Tod Oldten was a giant of a man, larger than most. He had a ready smile though, and his eyes held little meanness. Richard had no doubt the man had seen his share of dangerous work given that he led men into the depths of the Kynlleith Mines. He would make a formidable presence against the troll.


    No, the difficulty had not been with finding Tod. It had been with his wife, Whit. Recently married, they had a six-month-old baby girl. Travel with the child would not be easy through the Everwinter. She had vehemently fought the idea. The Heliwr could not disagree with her. In the end—and in a quiet, earnest way that Richard silently admired—Tod had convinced Whit behind closed doors. They were already on their way, leaving the knight, guide, and Rhedewyr mount to journey on alone.


    Now Richard observed the frozen, walled city of Seith Marchawg.


    To find Kathidell’s first born.


    “No, she is not telling us everything,” Richard agreed finally, arms crossed. “You repeating it incessantly does not suddenly explain her intentions.”


    “I do like her though. For a witch,” Snedeker said. “She is warm, unlike this cursed winter. I will call her the Spring Witch. That suits.” The fairy glared at him anew. “I just feel like you should hear my view is all.”


    “Oh, I know your feelings on this matter well enough,” Richard snorted. “You have never had a problem with that. Now, are you going to find him or what?”


    Annoyed all the more, Snedeker flew into the city. Richard waited, needing to think. The fairy guide had a point. It had nagged him all the way from the spring vale, to the mines, and now to Seith Marchawg. Kathidell Jayn Oldten was powerful in what she could do with nature—Merle had not been wrong on that account—but she hid a secret. When pressed about the troll before they left, she had shared nothing more, her responses as evasive as any wizard’s would be. How could a troll be killing her when there was no evidence of the creature? Why did the troll want to kill her? How could her sons help? Did they possess magic to defeat one of the Tuatha de Dannan fey? During their discussion, the pain had returned again, stronger. He could not discern its cause. The more he thought about it, the more he thought the troll was only part of the problem.


    With a light snow falling once more, Snedeker returned just after noon, the fairy glowering more than usual.


    “Did you find him?” Richard asked.


    The fairy nodded. “Another problem has arisen.”


    Richard didn’t like the sound of that.


    “What is it?”


    “What is it about the winter that drives humans to procreate?” the fairy sniffed indignantly, the very idea clearly distasteful to the fey creature.


    Richard growled, now worried, following the guide into the city through the gate. Few people were about. The Everwinter drove them inside, making Richard’s job all the easier. People had a way of not trusting a stranger; worse, sometimes they blamed a stranger for life’s hardships. It wasn’t until he entered the city’s center that a semblance of normalcy appeared, people going about errands or visiting friends, everyone bundled up but with a downtrodden aspect. Seith Marchawg was not immune to the Everwinter that slowly killed Annwn. Richard could see it written on its people. If he could discover how long the Everwinter would last, perhaps they could at least give the people hope for spring’s eventual return.


    In front of him, Snedeker flew through the streets, keeping to what crags and shadows existed, working to remain unseen. Some people blamed the fey for the change in the season. It would not do to reveal his presence, not for any reason.


    After numerous twists and turns and with no one around, the fairy flew up to sit upon a merchant sign.


    Grim Oak Books.


    “A dour name for a business,” Snedeker remarked.


    “These are dour times,” Richard said. A window sign denoted the bookstore was open. “Are you sure he is here?”


    “Fattleswat,” the fairy cursed, glaring. “When have I ever been wrong?”


    Richard had several memories spring to mind. But he kept his mouth shut. Instead, he took the couple of steps up to the store’s entrance, cranked the door lever and, with a bell announcing his entrance, left the cold behind for the warmth within. It was a warmth of heart as well as body. Richard stood within a large bookstore—large for the likes of Annwn. Bookcases lined the walls, their shelves filled with thousands of books. All sizes. All colors. Undoubtedly all subjects. Freestanding shelves occupied the floor amidst several tables and plush chairs—placed for patron use. Staircases at the back of the store led to a second floor with more tomes. The aromatic odor of leather, ink, and pages put Richard in an immediate better mood. In his world, it was an average-sized local store; in Annwn, the collection was worth a fortune. Whoever had created and maintained it had a similar passion for the written word.


    That person sat in a tall chair at the rear of Grim Oak Books. Glancing at the knight as he approached, Sion Oldten returned to sewing a new binding into one of his wares. Bald without being old, older without youth’s naiveté, the fortyish man looked nothing like his brother, instead obviously taking after their father.


    “What can I do for you, traveler?” Sion asked, scrutinizing the knight. “It is a rarity these days for me to not know someone who walks through that door. Those who buy books do so even during difficult times like these. The rest do not.” He paused, putting down his work. “I carry books of all sorts. What are you looking for?”


    “Although I am quite impressed by your shop, I am not here for a book,” Richard said. “I’m here for you.”


    A frown crossed the other’s face. “At whose behest?”


    Richard sat in a chair across from the other, the large counter between them. Despite Sion looking like this father, his mother’s kindness shone in his eyes. “I am here on behalf of Kathidell Jayn Oldten.”


    Worry removed the frown. Sion put his binding work down.


    “Is my mother not well?”


    “She is fine. For now.” Richard waved back to the door and Snedeker flew over, sitting unceremoniously upon a stack of books on the desk. The appearance of the fairy did not unsettle the bookstore owner—not surprising since his mother was a witch. “She asked me to find you. Says a troll is trying to kill her.”


    “And who are you?” Sion asked, caution in the words.


    “I am Richard McAllister, Heliwr of the Yn Saith. And this is my trusted guide, Snedeker of the Oakwell clan,” Richard answered. The knight then spent the next few minutes relating the history of the Everwinter, Merle’s wish to know when it would end, and how Sion’s mother could provide that answer—if Richard fulfilled his part of the bargain and sought out her sons.


    “It would have to be a powerful troll to undo my mother. She has never been a weak individual,” Sion said, sitting back. For a few minutes, he just sat there, in thought. Richard waited. Sion went to a bookshelf then and, finding what he wanted, pulled a large black book and brought it back to the desk. “Trolls are a particularly nasty group. I have had to kill two in my lifetime. It was not easy. Almost killed me both times. She knows this.”


    Richard hid his surprise. The bookseller was decidedly no warrior. Yet he had killed two trolls.


    Interesting.


    “I would think that’s the reason she wants you home,” the knight said.


    As if he didn’t want to talk about it, he focused on the book, opening it. “Did she say anything else?”


    Richard shook his head. “No. Just that she wanted you and your brother home. She said nothing of your wives or children.”


    “Have you visited Tod yet?”


    “He is on his way already,” Snedeker cut in.


    “It will be good to see him. It has been . . . some time. We moved to different places. Left for work. Started families,” Sion said, sighing. “The truth is, this is going to be difficult. On her. On us. Trolls do not die easily. They always take a toll. In several ways. I know better than most.”


    “Two trolls. How did that happen? Most people never see one in their lifetime, from what I understand,” Richard said, having never heard of someone being attacked twice by different bridge fey.


    “Just lucky, I guess,” Sion snorted, still turning pages.


    Richard leaned near, studying the leather-bound tome. It was filled with all manner of text, symbols, and elaborate illustrations of trolls as well as the different types of bridges and rivers they inhabited. Trolls were nasty creatures—a few of them had tried to kill him during his time as a knight—but he had never had to hunt one and certainly did not know enough to do this on his own. Sion flipped through the book, obviously looking for something in particular. The Heliwr could see at least one aspect of how Kathidell’s son would be necessary in the fight to come.


    “We are fortunate you have this collection to pull from,” Richard pointed out. Knowledge could be a great weapon. “That book is an excellent resource.”


    “It should be. I wrote it,” Sion said. He had stopped at several sections, reading them quickly, before moving on. “What do you know about the dangers of trolls, Heliwr of the Yn Saith?”


    Snedeker hovered over the book now. “There are no dangers. I always just fly over bridges. No reason to risk it,” the fairy said. Richard gave him a dark look and the fairy rolled his eyes. “Fine. Trolls live under bridges. Or within bridges. To catch unwary travelers. To take their jewelry and eat the flesh from their bones.”


    “The fairy is not wrong,” Sion said, having turned to a multi-page map that he unfolded out of the book. “But it is more complicated than that. They could easily trap unsuspecting travelers in forests or in high mountain passes or in cities. No, they live under bridges because bridges are over water.” Sion pointed at the rivers and bodies of water marked blue on the map. “As you can see, Annwn is lush with waterways. And all water is connected. The troll is a fey creature that can flow in and out of a medium. It can spawn—I am still unsure how it happens—and the troll’s progeny will spread to a new bridge up- or downriver. Killing those on the road as those who live nearby.”


    “Even if we find this specific troll, there is no guarantee it will stay there,” Richard said. “It could flee through the water to elsewhere, is what you are saying.”


    “I do not know. But if this particular troll has already latched onto my mother, it will remain,” Sion said. “It will not want to leave until its job is done.”


    “But how did this troll choose your mother?” Snedeker asked. “And what does it gain by killing her?”


    “I do not know the mind of a troll, fairy.”


    “And you do not look much like a troll slayer,” the fairy judged.


    “Strength comes in all kinds of hearts,” Sion countered, gray-blue eyes flashing. It was a moment of real anger but gone just as quick. “You would do well to remember that when it comes to my mother.”


    Before the fairy could say anything more, the door at the rear of the shop opened and a woman emerged. She had fiery hair, pale skin lightly freckled, and eyes of a dark blue. She exuded confidence and glowed for it. In Annwn, among the fey, the redhead would be revered as a powerful creature. The Heliwr had known another such a woman once—one who had loved him but whose love hadn’t been returned. Snedeker would be reminded of Deirdre as well, the two friends long before Richard.


    As she came out from around the desk, Sion went to put an arm around his wife. And the reason for her glow became very apparent.


    She was near full-term pregnant.


    “This is my wife, Kryst,” Sion introduced. She smiled and nodded in greeting.


    “My fairy Snedeker here and I are happy to meet you,” Richard said, nodding in return. He gave Sion a questioning look though, one directed at his wife. “You will be coming then. Alone.”


    “We both will. While she may appear it, nothing about Kryst is delicate. She has never met my mother,” Sion said. He looked away. “With your help, she and our baby will be in no danger.” He paused. “And my mother will be fine once I find a way to kill the troll.”


    Kryst gave her husband a worried look, clearly wanting an explanation.


    But the Heliwr glanced at his guide. Snedeker shook his leafy head, having seen it as well. They both knew the truth.


    Despite his brave last words, Sion Oldten did not believe them.


    Not one word.


    “Now the first born isn’t telling us everything,” Snedeker grumped.


    The fairy prattled on, repeating the same conversation had several times on their trip back to Kathidell Jayn Oldten. Richard said nothing. Instead, the Heliwr watched Sion and his pregnant wife as they walked their horses toward the house in the middle of the spring vale. The knight didn’t know what to think. The man was no warrior. He did not carry himself as one; he brought an old claymore he likely could not wield. Richard had known troll slayers and this one was as unlike the others as a cat was to a redwood. Still, over the years, he had been surprised by the most unsuspecting of men. The owner of Grim Oak Books very well could be exactly what his mother deemed him. And with his powerfully built brother, maybe they did make a formidable duo.


    “Honestly, do you think he slayed two trolls?” Richard asked.


    “Kramplesnot, are you actually, finally asking my opinion on this matter?” Snedeker asked, chest puffing up with imagined importance.


    “Yes. I am.”


    “In that case, no, I do not.” The fairy became very serious. “He knows a great deal, but I think a troll would rip him to pieces.”


    Richard breathed in the spring air. “There is more to Sion Oldten than we are aware,” he said. “More to all of this beyond him too.”


    “Remember Merle,” Snedeker said. “And why we are here. Once we get the information we seek, our job is done.”


    “Indeed,” the Heliwr said. He knew better though. The situations Merle sent them into always had a way of not being what they seemed. Richard doubted it would be any different this time. “We are here for a purpose,” he said simply.


    The fairy nodded before flying ahead, weaving between the trees and following the same path Sion and his wife had taken. Before they arrived to the garden surrounding the witch’s home, Tod came out, a big smile on his face. He gave his smaller brother a massive bear hug. The two wives hugged as well, talking about the lives they led and the forthcoming child. After pleasantries were done, Richard and the rest went inside.


    Kathidell sat in her chair, holding Tod’s baby. Anaya Oldten took after her father—a strong baby already and long for her age—while she had stolen her grandmother’s smile and dancing eyes. Kathidell and Anaya beamed at one another, laughing, cooing, loving. Ryk smiled from his own chair, his pipe smoke disappearing into the home. There were few balms for the darkness in the world but a smiling and giggling baby had the ability to chase it from the hardest of hearts. It was clear whatever the troll did to Kathidell had become secondary to the happiness of her grandchild.


    “You are lucky in your family. I wasn’t so,” Richard said to the witch. “They love you a great deal to travel through such dangerous weather. But I can see why. To see you together is magical.”


    “She is more beautiful than I ever could have thought,” Kathidell agreed. She held the baby up and Anaya giggled. “It’s the first time we’ve seen one another, isn’t it?” she asked in her best sing-song voice. Anaya laughed all the more, lighting up like the sun.


    Even Snedeker was not immune. Richard heard the fairy let go a small laugh from his place on the knight’s shoulder.


    “It is time, Kathidell,” the Heliwr said, sorry to break the spell of happiness. “Those who love you most have gathered. And I have done my part, by your request.”


    A bit of the bliss left Kathidell then. She handed Anaya back to Tod, pain catching her breath as she did so.


    “Mother, you need to rest,” Sion scolded.


    “Leave me, my family. I need some time but not to rest,” Kathidell said, twisting in her seat, the discomfort Richard had noted upon their meeting clearly worse. “All except you, Heliwr. And your guide there. You both remain.”


    The members of the Oldten clan reluctantly left the room.


    Richard knelt before the witch, the fairy still upon his shoulder.


    “I know how your power works, Richard McAllister,” Kathidell said. “I have known several of your kind over the breadth of my life. Myrddin has ever selected the very best to fulfill the role. You are one of them. The power you possess can find the troll,” she said, touching the book her son Sion had created, the tome sitting on her side table. “A part of the troll is within me. I can feel it all too clearly. From it, you can use the Dark Thorn to track the troll back to its source, at its bridge. It must be destroyed. It cannot be allowed to harm others.”


    “Or you any longer, Spring Witch,” Snedeker said, landing on her hand, a rare tenderness from the fairy.


    “You honor me with that title. I like it very much,” Kathidell said, green eyes earnest. She looked back to Richard. “It may be too late for me. Seek that which is inside of me with your magic. Follow it away to its source.”


    Richard called the Dark Thorn. The black staff appeared, warm and true in his hands. He closed his eyes, calling upon the power of his office. The staff warmed even as its power infiltrated Kathidell, his probing gentle, not wanting to hurt her. He found the darkness almost immediately, in the lining of her stomach, slowly spreading. He encountered her magic as well, fighting it. He saw immediately there was nothing he could do to help that she was not already doing. Instead, he called upon the Dark Thorn’s ability to find that which is lost, and the magic snaked from the witch into the world beyond, the trail as clear as if Richard had seen it from the sky.


    The troll was not far. It was outside the valley, in the Everwinter, occupying a bridge just to the north.


    And the fey creature was powerful.


    “I’ve located it,” Richard said, letting the Dark Thorn and its magic vanish.


    Kathidell nodded. “Go then. Take my family with you. Destroy the troll.”


    “And when will the Everwinter end?” Snedeker reminded.


    “I have already shared that knowledge, my little Oakwell fairy,” Kathidell said, gracing the guide with a warm smile. “It will be revealed, in due time.”


    “You are a great deal like Merle,” Richard said.


    “Nicer though,” the fairy added.


    “Well, that may be true,” Kathidell said. Her eyes lit up with mirth. “After all, he’s quite a bit older than I am. A curmudgeon of the first kind.”


    “Too true,” Richard said. He gripped her shoulder—a minor gesture to try and share strength that he could see waned—before turning to his guide.


    “Let’s gather the Oldtens, Snedeker.”


    Once Richard and Kathidell shared their plan and the whereabouts of the troll with the others, it did not take long for her family to muster. Given what Sion had gone through twice before, they understood the severity of the situation. The troll had to be killed. It would not be easy. All trolls and bridges were different and the Everwinter—with its already dangerous conditions—would make it even harder. Sion saddled the horses, the bookseller’s claymore strapped at his side and several daggers about his waist. His brother stood nearby, armed with a massive war hammer and a stormy mien. While Richard would not have advised it, even the oldest among them, Ryk, prepared to go, packing a sword as long and slender as he was.


    Whit and Kryst watched from the home’s doorway, remaining behind to care for Anaya and their ailing mother-in-law.


    Conviction sat strongly in each face. It barely covered up the uncertainty. There was only one way to know how it would go. A first step. Richard whistled to Lyrian and the Rhedewyr joined them. After he mounted, the Heliwr nodded to the home, knowing that in some way Kathidell watched. The rest of the men followed suit, mounting their horses, the riders all very different but fortified by the same goal.


    They followed the Heliwr and his guide from the sweet-smelling garden, in one line with Richard leading and Tod bringing up the rear. Sion shared what he knew about the troll but it was mostly a subdued discussion. They all knew enough to be wary. The valley opened up to them, its animals and insects numerous, its lively sounds a direct contrast to those of the Everwinter. It was around mid-afternoon and the valley beginning to slope upward toward snow when Snedeker returned. He took his customary place on Richard’s shoulder—near enough to the knight’s ear for a private conversation.


    “What is on your mind, Rick?” Snedeker whispered. “You have been lost in thought ever since we left the witch’s side.”


    “Kathidell doesn’t feel very confident that this will save her.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “When I sought the source of what ailed her, I sensed her fear. It was genuine and heartfelt like the woman herself,” Richard answered. “She may not survive even given what we are attempting. This is like surgery, trying to remove that which is harming Kathidell,” Richard said, trying to make the fairy understand. “Sometimes, in my world, when someone goes into surgery, it makes matters worse.” He paused. “Sometimes, the action can do more damage than good.”


    “And you are worried that could happen here?” Snedeker surmised. The Heliwr nodded. “How does one know what to do?” the fairy asked.


    Richard looked back at Sion. The son still knew more than he was letting on. “One doesn’t. Only Kathidell could make the decision. She seemed pretty set on the troll being destroyed.”


    “Even if it might kill her faster?” Snedeker asked. “What happens if she dies? We lose the information we have come to gather.”


    “I trust her.”


    The fairy said nothing, his face’s bark pinching up in a question but keeping oddly quiet on the matter. Richard kept them on the path the Dark Thorn had shown. He worried about the witch. She was special. He doubted anyone who had met her would say otherwise, and it tore him apart having seen the troll’s power inside of her. She would fight but a part of Kathidell sensed the terrible possible outcome—and prepared for it as well as anyone could. Perhaps what Richard and the others did this day would prevent her death. But in matters of life and death, the Heliwr had always found it to be a coin flip that never landed the way people hoped.


    The road climbing even as the temperature fell, they approached the valley’s ridge. Spring shifted strangely to autumn. The chill of the air now forming on their breaths, the men put their Everwinter clothing on. Evergreens became darker; the other trees lost their leaves. The forest sounds dwindled and, when snowflakes began to fall, no one said a word. They knew where they going. In an hour’s time, they were well within the Everwinter extremes, Lyrian pushing through feet of snow, the fey horse connected to the land and giving him power to move through it. The other horses followed in the created path, their riders alert.


    They crossed two bridges, the waters beneath frozen to a sheen. No troll existed in either one, Richard assured the party.


    When they came to correct one, Richard slowed, the knight gesturing to the others. Silent, they gazed upon it.


    It was a large bridge, larger than expected in this part of Annwn, the river it spanned the result of several smaller tributaries merging into one. Ice hung from thick wooden beams, expertly put together between stone pillars that helped anchor the entire structure, the forest on both sides wintry dark. It had a slight curve, no roof, and the waters were just wide enough that the Everwinter could not freeze its entirety. That was not all though. Even in the Everwinter—where all other woodland smells were arrested—the odor of the troll’s spent tobacco smoke and unwashed body tinged the air, making it obvious they had the correct bridge.


    It did not bode well. Due to the snow and ice, footing would be as treacherous as the waters below—and the troll comfortable with its surroundings and angrily bolstered by uninvited visitors.


    It was likely already aware of them, watching.


    Snedeker flew down to the riverbank, hiding, to come from a different direction. With a nod to the others, Richard dismounted. They joined him as he made his way through the deep snow, the Dark Thorn now warm in his hands.


    “Troll! Come out!” Sion roared, surprising even Richard. The knight gave him a dark look but waited to see what happened.


    Nothing did. No answer came.


    “Do not make us set fire to your home, destroying this bridge!” Sion continued.


    Still nothing.


    “Well, knight?” Tod asked, war hammer ready. “Is the troll there?”


    Richard sent his magic into the gloom beneath the bridge. There was nothing. He probed further, knowing trolls had magic of their own, knowing that they sometimes skulked around the immediate area of their home. Still nothing.


    On a whim, he cast his magic into the bridge itself.


    And there, in its depths, the troll stirred, darkness in its heart.


    “He is there,” Richard said. “A nasty one too. He is in the very essence of the bridge, in the wood and stone. He can join with it.”


    “Then we destroy the bridge,” Ryk said, walking up to Richard, his blue eyes like ice. “Is your magic powerful enough?”


    “It is. I can destroy that entire bridge, although I would prefer not to. People will have need of it, now as well as after the Everwinter ends,” the Heliwr said. He turned to Sion. “Can the troll escape? Through the water?”


    “By now, I believe it is rooted in place,” Kathidell’s first born said. “It can spawn and send its children downriver but it can no longer flee.”


    “Flush it out, Heliwr,” Tod ordered. “We will then kill it.”


    While Ryk controlled the horses, his sons drew their weapons. Richard could not argue with the idea. The knight brought the magic of the Dark Thorn to bear, weaving it first, ensuring its success.


    Sion suddenly stopped moving. Surprise and then fear crossed his features.


    —I know you. Survivor—


    The troll’s voice was a rumbling growl, filled with rage, spreading from the bridge but in the air and entering their minds. Richard kept the spell ready, worried. Sion did not move, paralyzed, seemingly the only one affected. The knight could feel the man fighting whatever power the troll had over him. But attacking the troll now could harm Sion if they were connected in some way.


    —I know. All of you. Family. Of the witch—


    The troll slavered the words.


    Breathing hard, Sion fought through what had stopped him then. Whatever could be said of the bookseller, he was made of stern stuff.


    He lifted his sword. “You will not take me,” Sion growled.


    —First son Oldten. Free of us. For now. Not. Your. Mother—


    Richard placed a warning hand on Sion’s chest. He would not let the man do something rash. “Troll, leave Kathidell Jayn Oldten be. Leave your bridge and face us with whatever courage you possess.”


    —Fight. Me. Kill. Me. It will. Not. Matter—


    The troll snarled a laugh, thick with contempt. Richard had had enough. Giving the group a warning look to stay back, he sent the power of the Dark Thorn surging into the land beneath the bridge, his spell completed, locating the filth of the troll within the structure and drawing its spirit out like poison. The troll reacted immediately, countering with dark magic of its own, anchoring itself to every aspect of the bridge it inhabited. The wood. The stone. The land beneath. It all shook. Richard gritted his teeth, growling a different bolstering spell that drew upon the magic that yet lived within Annwn, giving him an edge the troll did not have. Through sheer will, the Heliwr began extracting it, its nightmarish body being pulled free of the bridge—human-like but disproportionately so, its round belly spotted with gangrene; its head an angled lump without eyes; its long, black, sinewy arms and legs ending in sharp claws that tore at the air as if it were the enemy.


    Sion and Tod saw the troll as it shimmered into existence—and together charged the bridge to kill it.


    “Not yet!” Richard roared.


    Too late. Still under the troll’s control, the bridge ripped apart then, become a creature of its own and a far deadlier weapon. It lashed out at the Oldten brothers, boards snapping and flailing in the air, stone pillars rocking apart from their moorings in the ground, defending the troll that possessed it. The troll struck Sion first, the bookseller spinning like a top, barely able to keep his footing and sword in hand. He would have died if not for his brother. Tod jumped to defend, his great war hammer repeatedly smashing apart the boards filled with nails and spikes that swiped at them. He was not fast enough though. In a matter of seconds, the sheer volume of bridge pieces would kill both brothers.


    They would have died if not for Snedeker. The fairy flew in from the river beneath, casting his silvery dust in the space between bridge and brothers. When it met the snow on the ground, it exploded, the concussion throwing the two men free of the melee and saving them even as it set fire to the now retreating, chaotic bridge.


    The father went to his sons, grabbing them to safety.


    “Get the thing out, Rick!” Snedeker yelled, the bridge trying to swat the fairy from the air.


    It had given Richard the time he needed. He renewed his spell’s vigor, sending the Dark Thorn’s magic and his will cascading into the bridge. The troll knew it had lost its initial advantage, thrashing, hissing, and clawing. With a loud crack that echoed throughout the forest and shook its ice-laden tree limbs, the troll came free.


    Now lifeless, the bridge collapsed into itself.


    Clawing at the snowy ground, the fey creature snarled as it fought to regain its safe haven. Richard didn’t let it. He kept it anchored in place—just long enough for Sion to regain his feet and run his sword through the troll’s head. The fey creature went limp immediately. No sound of hatred at its passing; no rebuke for those who had killed it.


    Gesturing Sion back, Richard sent his magic surging into the corpse. It exploded into ash, the gray soot coating the churned Everwinter snow.


    The troll was no more.


    “It is over,” Richard breathed, letting the Dark Thorn vanish.


    The Oldtens looked stunned. No one moved.


    “Farnswackle, Rick. Look,” Snedeker cursed, pointing.


    Richard and the others followed where his fairy friend gestured. The knight felt his heart sink. Back the way they had come, where the Everwinter snow met the lip of the spring valley, the darkness of the weather had deepened and the snows rushed into the heart of the valley as if a great void had come into being and it now had to be filled. It was clear the Everwinter now invaded the valley home of the witch.


    Kathidell Jayn Oldten and her power had been weakened.


    Killing the troll hadn’t helped.


    The Spring Witch lay dying.


    Kathidell breathed shallowly, the rasp of disease and pain tearing even at Richard’s hardened heart. She was unconscious, having gone inside herself, preferring quiet peace to aware anguish. That didn’t stop the Oldten family from surrounding her with their love. Sion stood at her bedside, holding her hand. Tod watched from the corner, stoic in the way serious men were. Ryk stood at the bed’s end, the enormity of what was happening just starting to sink into the hard man. The daughters-in-law came and went from the room as needed, sorrow in their silence. Even Anaya seemed a bit more subdued, the baby having no understanding but sensing it all the same. It was a hard scene to watch; it was the beginning of the coming end.


    Richard could not fathom the sorrow they felt. He had lost his wife many years before and it had broken him, nearly consumed him. But the death of a person who meant so many different things to different people was harder in some way. The family sat around her bed, waiting, loving in her final moments.


    The Heliwr looked back to Kathidell. There he saw exhaustion, even as she slept. The troll’s efforts now taking their final toll, she barely had the ability to breathe. Richard understood then. He closed his eyes and hummed quietly—so quietly he doubted even Snedeker could hear it—and sent his magic weaving through the room to quietly enter the body of the Spring Witch. Rather than find a troll, he found instead its root within her, the evil having twisted its way through her body so thoroughly it had become an inevitable death. He felt the truth then, one she had hid from him. When he opened his eyes, the witch had also opened her own, and they stared at one another—not with condemnation of his failure but with the understanding of why it couldn’t have been any different.


    “Richard, what are you doing?” Snedeker hissed at his ear, having felt the knight’s magic.


    The Heliwr didn’t answer.


    Kathidell smiled weakly at her family. “Take me into the sunshine,” she said.


    Not questioning her request, Tod gently picked his mother up and carried her outdoors as if she weighed no more than a light bundle of sticks. The others followed. The larger son held her close even as Sion grasped her hand.


    “I love you, Mother,” Sion said, eyes shimmering. Tod said the same.


    “I. Love. You. Too,” she whispered, each word requiring a breath, her green eyes having lost the shine that life had once bestowed so easily. She closed them, the dappled sun on her face. Minutes passed. The garden world that had been so vibrant with animal life, sounds, and color had become hushed and dull with sad expectation. The family stood about her, some looking at the witch, others turned away in their grief.


    Waiting.


    Together.


    It was all they could do.


    When the end came, it did so faster than Richard expected. The gasping breath slowed. Then became broken, irregular. “You can go, Mom,” Sion murmured, crying.


    As if all she had needed was permission, the Spring Witch stopped breathing, her mouth agape, her skin pallid and waxy. After a few moments, a lone gasp. Then another, as if the body was trying to remember how to live. Then nothing more.


    In her own creation’s beauty, Kathidell Jayn Oldten died.


    Sobs and tears broke the peace. The sons kissed her forehead, their faces wet with anguish. Lost. Broken. Undone. They all were. It didn’t seem real. Richard observed it all from the outside, but he shared their sadness all the same. Kathidell had been so filled with life when they had met just days before. Now this. Death was never easy to witness; it was harder still when it was someone truly special. The Heliwr had sensed that when he had stepped into her presence. She was the best of those gathered, including the Heliwr, his guide, and even the wizard who sent them. The sorrow surrounding her confirmed it, and it was not a sadness that would leave them anytime soon.


    Before anyone could move though, the body of the witch began to glow a soft-white light, one without any heat but that intensified like the sun.


    The family looked on, shocked, and even the Heliwr could not identify the magic that now took place, only that it originated from Kathidell’s body. Tod continued to hold his mother and Sion her hand, surprise on their faces. The light became so bright the witch’s form disappeared within it, growing into a bright culmination of some sort.


    The zenith happened quickly. With a whoosh of accompanying wind, the white light burst forth into a silent explosion—in the form of thousands of butterflies. The beautiful insects were in all shapes, sizes, and species, a collage of beating blue and fire-tipped wings entering the warm day. They spread throughout the garden, changing from blue to whatever color flower they landed upon. Butterflies alit on every family member as well as Richard and Snedeker, and in the soft touch of their wings, words could be heard and kisses given on wet cheeks. Not all is lost. All will be fine. My love will be with you always in the flowers, upon the wind, and in the sunset west. The butterflies carried her will and farewell. The whispered words entered the family, joined with them, and in that way she would never be forgotten.


    Richard marveled at the butterfly-filled spring garden—more color than he had ever seen, come alive even in the face of death.


    He found he had no words for it.


    A last gift of love from the Spring Witch.


    In the morning, the Heliwr and his fairy guide left the Oldten home, venturing into a meadow nearby. Despite only a day having passed since the death of Kathidell, the magic of the witch already waned, the temperature dropping considerably, the hills around the home becoming white with snow, the Everwinter forcing its way into the valley. In a matter of a day or two, the weather that gripped Annwn would engulf this valley as well, and for the duration of the season. For now though, a powder-blue sky spread overhead, and sunshine fell on them as they stopped to talk.


    “Rick, I do not understand!” Snedeker snapped, his contained confusion erupting forth. “We killed the troll! She should have been fine! Why did this happen?”


    “The troll,” Richard said, feeling like his guide.


    “No, we killed it!”


    “We did. But its darkness had grown within her—and not so easily countered. Or perhaps the darkness originated in her and it went on to create the troll.” He paused, thrusting his hands into his pockets. “I doubt we will ever know for sure.”


    “And what of the quest Merle sent us on!” Snedeker threw his bark hands up, exasperated. “We failed.”


    “Kathidell did not strike me as a liar. She will keep her word,” the Heliwr disputed. He thought on her final moments. “When I sent my magic into her yesterday, I saw the truth. The thing that killed her become a cancer. And it had spread. Everywhere. She had been able to hide it from me when we first met, when I tracked the troll down. Yesterday, she was too weak to do so. And in agony from the pain, putting on a brave front for her family. I could feel the darkness throughout her entire body.” He paused. “She knew the truth about the troll before we even arrived, I think.”


    “Then why go kill that creature? It could have killed her sons! Us even!”


    “I suspect she knew we would help and could kill the troll. Like Merle, she knew how events would play out.” Richard paused, finding the words through the emotion that gripped him. “This is simple, Snedeker. She wanted to see her family. Together, one last time. She wanted to see her sons, in the same place. She wanted to see her granddaughter and the child that is to come. She wanted her family around her, at her death, surrounded by those she loved most. She needed an excuse to make that happen and the troll was it.” When the fairy just stared at him like he had said something crazy, he shook his head. “She wanted to love as deeply as any mother and grandmother can, at least one last time. We helped give her that. Is that some small consolation?”


    The fairy frowned. “No.”


    The Heliwr looked away and was about to explain further when Kathidell’s first born walked out of the garden and toward them in the meadow.


    “I saw you two leave,” Sion said, eyes puffy. It was clear he had not found much solace in sleep. “I wanted to catch you before you returned to your world.”


    “We didn’t want to intrude upon your privacy,” Richard said. He folded his arms. “It is a difficult time for all of you.”


    Sion gave a wan smile. “Can’t believe she is gone. My brother and I talked with her before we left to kill the troll. Told her we loved her. That she had done a great job raising us. That we would not be the men we are today without her. That we would pass on her teachings to her grandchildren.” He took a steadying breath. “Life is not the same now.” He looked lost as he gazed about the flower-filled meadow. “You know, I asked her what her favorite flower was. She just laughed that musical laugh of hers, as if implying I was crazy to even ask.”


    “She liked all flowers,” Snedeker guessed.


    Sion nodded.


    The young man needed to talk. Richard could hear it in his words and see it in his mannerisms. The Heliwr let him.


    “She trusted you, knight,” Sion continued, working the words around. “That says a lot. Although she always trusted people until they gave her a reason not to.”


    “She trusted you too. That’s the reason she asked me to find you,” Richard said. “But not for the reason we thought. You didn’t seem to know what you were doing when we were attacking the troll. Almost got yourself killed. You’ve never killed one, have you?”


    “Let alone two,” Snedeker observed.


    “It isn’t that simple,” Sion answered, looking off into the forest. “I’ve twice had to deal with trolls. No idea why they attacked me. And twice my mother came to my aid. They wormed their way into my body and, without her magic and love, I would not have survived.” The tears welled up again in his eyes. “I have forever been in her debt. And when you entered my shop, I knew I had to go. To do what I could.” The tears were rolling down his cheeks. “Yet I wasn’t strong enough to come to her aid. Wasn’t able to save her as she had saved me.”


    “You were there for her when she needed it,” Richard said, trying to say something comforting. He didn’t think he was succeeding. “She knew that and loved you all the more for it.”


    Sion wiped away the tears, trying to gain some kind of composure. He was not succeeding. “Before we left, my mother put her hand on my wife’s round belly,” he said, smiling despite the hardship of the memory. “My mother fell asleep like that. Kryst had been unsure of what she should do. She stood there for long minutes. It’s something I will never forget.” He choked back his grief. “She never got to hold my child, never got to see if it was a boy or girl, never heard the baby’s first coo. Or see the baby’s first step. And yet, in that one moment with my wife, I could tell my mother had connected with the baby. And now, I think she will watch over my child in a way that no child will have ever been watched over.”


    “That is a beautiful memory, Sion,” Richard said, believing every word of it. “You hold onto it. And as your child grows, you will see parts of your mother there.”


    “At least you have good memories,” Snedeker added.


    “I do. Forever.”


    The tears fell heavier now, his grief rolling from him in waves. Richard saw something else too, beyond the pain.


    Rage.


    “I am going to give you some advice,” Richard said, trying his best to soften what he was about to say. “Do not let your sorrow become anger. It would consume you. I know that fact better than most. And your family needs you now, more than ever.”


    “You are not wrong,” Sion replied, looking away. “I am angry. But I also know what I have to do. I have to fight the very thing that tried to take my life, the very thing that killed my mother. Give my life over to helping others fight the very same menace. It’s the only way to add meaning to her life. It’s the only way—”


    “You will be able to sleep at night?” Richard finished.


    Sion nodded, clearly ashamed of his anger being laid bare. “Thank you, Heliwr, for your help,” he said, reaching out to take Richard’s forearm. “My mother chose well.” Then, nodding to Snedeker, he returned to the home, his shoulders slumped in defeat.


    Before Richard could say a word to his guide, a pure white butterfly flew about them, its wings glowing like silver in the sunshine. It landed on Snedeker’s wooden arm, flexing its wings in a rhythmic pattern, the insect speaking. The fairy leaned in toward the beautiful flier, listening. Long moments passed. Then it flew off to join its brethren in the meadow and beyond.


    “Well, you were right, Rick,” Snedeker said, annoyance lacing every word.


    “The end of the Everwinter. Kathidell shared it.”


    The fairy nodded.


    “I bet saying I was right was difficult,” the knight said, grinning.


    “You have no idea.”


    Richard breathed in the cooling spring air. The time he had spent with Kathidell Jayn Oldten had left her mark upon his heart, and he was sad he hadn’t been able to know her longer. He remembered thinking life and death came down to a coin flip. He had been wrong about that. Kathidell had gotten no flip. He had gotten to visit with the witch, listen to her needs, discover the truth about her illness, and watch her die. While all death was tragic, death at an age with so many more decades to live was more so. Life could be unfair that way. He thought of his wife then, gone these many years, also tragically taken far too early. The pang within him never went away. Ever. It wouldn’t for the Oldten family either. They would know what he had known for a long time.


    It never got any easier.


    “The life of the dead is placed in the memory of the living,” Richard quoted, mostly reminding himself.


    For once, Snedeker did not argue with the Heliwr.


    Richard whistled for Lyrian. He would return to Old World Tales to give Merle the information Snedeker now possessed. Kathidell had given her promise and seen it fulfilled even in death. For now, the Everwinter ruled the hearts and lives of those in Annwn. It would continue until the land had sufficiently healed itself. But spring would come. Many springs would come.


    Eventually.


    And Kathidell Jayn Oldten would be a part of them.
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