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PART 1

THE WILL OF THE WEYD

 

 


THE WYVERN OF NECRAS


The stone slab
 he lay on was unforgiving to Snaith Harrow’s back. He tried to shift position, but two of the sorcerer’s crones held him down with surprising strength.

One of them leaned in till he could smell her mutton breath. “Didn’t you hear what Theurig said? You ain’t to look, he says.”

Cold streaked across Snaith’s chest as Theurig added a last touch to his painted outline then set down the brush with a wince.

The crook of the sorcerer’s torso was more pronounced than usual. Even head-on, he looked as though he were twisting aside, evading a direct confrontation. There was nothing he could do about it; it’s how he was made, or rather how he’d become since he was gored and trampled by a bull when a boy.



Theurig raked paint-stained fingers through the greasy wisps of hair that skirted the base of his scalp. Everything above it was bald and wrinkled and way too large for a normal man’s skull. Folk said his head hadn’t always been so big, that it had expanded over the years to contain the mysteries of the Weyd.


“It’s for your own good,” the sorcerer said. “The Weyd demands it. I’ve no desire to see you cursed with the rot. You’re too valuable for that.”

“As a warrior,” Snaith muttered. You’re delusional if you think I’m going to succeed you
 . Nothing in the world could entice him to become Theurig’s apprentice. Even if he were among the blind and crippled, those no good for anything else, he’d still refuse.
 The sorcerer was right about many things, but in this he had misinterpreted the will of the Weyd.

Theurig sighed, a long-suffering parent nagging a child incapable of learning. “Have I not been clear?”


Persistent. Manipulative, even. But clear? That would be new.
 Any words that came from Theurig’s lips were hooks and lures for fishing. His conversation was a tangled net of misdirection, his actions a smokescreen for whatever he was really up to.

But the sorcerer wasn’t renewing the war of persuasion he had waged for the last couple of years. Instead, he ran his eyes over the design he’d painted on Snaith’s chest. “It would be an offense against the Weyd were you to see your totem mark before it is rendered permanent.”

Something crawled beneath Snaith’s skin. The last thing he wanted was to draw the wrath of the Weyd, which gave life and took it back at the merest slight. He’d done everything he was supposed to, hadn’t he? The Weyd had willed that he be a warrior when he reached the age of twenty-one, that he dedicate his life to the defense of the clan, and in return receive food and drink and a place to live that reflected his prowess on the battlefield. At least that’s what Snaith had thought, and as a result he’d given his all to sparring in the fight circles. You didn’t become a warrior just because you wanted to; you had to earn the right at the Festival of Proving, along with every other like-minded twenty-one-year-old on the Isle of Branikdür. But he couldn’t deny the doubt Theurig had sewn. Who but a sorcerer could truly know what the Weyd decreed? Some were fated to be farmers, others carpenters, weavers, shepherds. But there was no higher honor than to fight for the Malogoi Clan, to serve, to protect, and to slaughter its enemies.

Before he realized he was doing it, Snaith had already counted to nine. Good things came in threes, they said, and nine was three times three. He continued to count, ignoring the thoughts that clashed and clattered against his numbers. But pressure closed in on them from every side, squeezed them, interrupted their sequence, burst them apart.

He had to look! See the design for himself. Was it a hawk? A wolf? A bear like his father’s? It was his skin. His status in the clan. His life. He should be the one doing the inking, the one to decide the patterns. Just the thought of someone else exercising control over him, marking his flesh, stole the heart of a warrior from Snaith’s chest, left him with one that pitter-pattered like drizzle on a dung pile.

He should have felt privileged; it wasn’t everyone that had Theurig ink their totem mark. In most cases, the sorcerer merely revealed what design the Weyd had chosen, and it was up to the individual to find someone willing and skilled enough to tattoo it. Theurig, it was well known, had his favorites.

Snaith turned his head to one side, looking anywhere but down at his exposed torso. He glimpsed his knapsack dumped on the ground beneath an alder. Someone had slung his shirt on top of it, and for an instant the irritation of seeing his clothing creased and flecked with dirt overrode his agitation about Theurig’s design.

He briefly squeezed shut his eyes then turned his face up, so that when he opened them again he was staring at the drooping branches of the willows flanking the sorcerer’s yard, and through them the dismal skies. Smoke from the brazier wafted over him, brought on stinging tears. It was pungent with oak leaf and dried fungus. A bird fluttered overhead—a rook, banking against the breeze. He followed it till it was lost amid the twisted trunks of the forest.

Theurig stooped over him, showed him the carved tapping stick and the tattoo rod; a serpent’s fang had been slotted through one end, fixed in place with twine.

“A warrior like you won’t mind a little pain.” Theurig aligned the fang’s point with the painting on Snaith’s chest. “Although I’m told little pains, one heaped atop another, may bloom into unrelenting agony.” He tapped on the tattoo rod with the stick, and Snaith flinched as the fang pierced his skin.

“Keep your eyes on the sky,” Theurig said. “And inhale the smoke. Trust me, you don’t want to see the inking before it’s done, rot or no rot. These things are sacred, Snaith. The mark you receive today will define you for the rest of your life. A week from now, when the redness abates, you will unveil it at the Festival of Proving, and it will strike fear in the hearts of your opponents.” He sounded genuine. Maybe he’d relented, realized nothing he could do or say would break Snaith’s will and keep him from greater acts of valor than even his father and grandfather.

Theurig tapped on the rod again, and this time it smarted.

“What colors?” Snaith said through gritted teeth. His father’s bear tattoo was red and blue, the hues of life and death. The warthog that graced his mother’s flesh was mostly green.

“Just the one,” Theurig said.

“But—”

“Quiet now.”


But the ink is black
 . In the ceramic dish Theurig had shown him, that’s all there was. A warrior isn’t marked with black. No warrior I’ve seen.


The sorcerer’s taps on the rod grew regular, rhythmic. The accompanying burn was akin to the sting of the fire ants that built their mounds all around the village. As a boy, Snaith had seen a transgressor staked out over one, and he could still hear the screams. Within hours, the man’s head was just a skull. Two days later, he was bones all over.

Snaith caught himself counting the taps, the number of punctures in his flesh for the ink to seep into and brand him forever. Markings weren’t just for this life; they would follow him into the Nethers, grant him protection from the malecs
 and other evil spirits that stalked the realm of the dead.

He winced as acid seeped in the wake of the fang, pooled beneath his skin. He tripped over his numbers, muddled them up, and they lost their power to calm him. His lips trembled with the urge to cry out, but he refused to let them. That would have been all Theurig needed to prove his point: that Snaith was not called to be a warrior, that he was destined to be a servant of the Weyd.

Each tiny wound to his torso increased the compulsion to look, see for himself the mark the sorcerer had chosen. Theurig saw him tense, nodded to one of the crones, who put a palm on Snaith’s forehead and pressed him down.

“Even one peek,” Theurig said, “and your skin will fester, your gums will bleed, your bones will crumble.”

And he wasn’t lying. The image of poor Vrom Mowry surfaced in Snaith’s mind. They said Vrom had offended the Weyd when he raised a hand to his father. His flesh had turned putrid as it prepared to slough from his bones. Snaith tried to banish the specter with numbers, but Vrom stood his ground, as stubborn and willful as he’d been in life. And so Snaith switched his attention to an image of his own making, the mental picture he had painstakingly constructed over many months, if not years: Tey Moonshine. His Tey. The woman he was going to marry.


Tey wasn’t beautiful in any conventional sense, but she was compelling. He held her likeness in place with the ruthless subjection of his will, made it move, made it breathe—a simulacrum so real it could have stepped from his mind and smothered him with scalding kisses. If he permitted it. Hair glistening and lank, the color of crows’ wings. Ivory skin never touched by the sun—not that there was much sun to touch anyone on the Isle of Branikdür. Thin lips that framed teeth perfectly imperfect. He imagined touching those lips with his own. Knew he shouldn’t have. Instantly, the familiar crawl of insects on his skin. In all their years of friendship, he’d not so much as held her hand—nor anyone else’s: just the thought of it brought bile to his throat. But he’d burned for her often, and he knew from the way she watched him bathe in the stream after fight practice that she burned for him, too.



Vrom’s ghost broke up against the diamond-hard image of Tey. Everything else retreated—the counting, the smells, the tap, tap, tap of stick on rod. Snaith often summoned the surf-sound of Tey’s breathing to lull himself to sleep, the scent of the musk she daubed herself with, made with petals and oils that Theurig had schooled her in as a child.


Even with his eyes wide, Tey still hovered before him, swathed neck to ankle in her black dress and shawl, not an inch of her exposed save her gaunt face and hands so thin and spindly, the bones stood out in ridges. When he turned his head to the side, she was still there, immaculate, and not for the first time he wondered if his construct was better than the real thing.

Behind Tey, the mud huts and tents of the workers and untested warriors were hazy, out of focus. Snaith had lived there once, before his father was honored for his exploits in the clan wars. Over on the far side of the Malogoi village, amid the cabins of oak and the wattle-and-daub cottages, life was a little less grim, and a lot less grimy.

“Starting to hurt?” Theurig asked, not looking up from his work.

Snaith grunted.

“Give him a taste of the rag.”

A crone pressed a sodden cloth to Snaith’s lips. He sucked on it, tasted something bitter and sweet at the same time. When the woman removed the rag, Snaith’s head began to swim.

Out of sight, Theurig’s cooped-up chickens clucked and cackled. A dark smear undulated across the sky, twisting and looping. In his eagerness to see what it was, Snaith dropped the image of Tey. At first he thought it was a low cloud, but clouds didn’t move like that, against the wind, expanding and retracting.

“Just my bees swarming,” Theurig said, straightening up and popping his back. “They’ll not be gone for long.” He nodded to the painted wooden boxes he kept on the fringes of his herb garden. “Got a fresh hive primed to lure them in, thanks be to the Weyd.”

The sorcerer gave a wistful look toward the vanishing swarm then stooped over Snaith once more and got back to work with fang and ink.

Each tap felt distant, an echo. Where before there had been smarting, now there was only numbness. Snaith licked his lips, numb too, and still tasting of whatever had been on the rag. He caught blurry glimpses of a third crone bustling around the yard, snipping sage and rosemary, making her way toward the quieted chickens, no doubt intent on their eggs. He became aware of the snort and grunt of the pigs penned a way back from the house, blubbery, hairy, and caked with filth. They would eat anything, Theurig once said. Anything at all.

He re-summoned the image of Tey, lost himself in the details. Imagined again the sound of her breathing, matched his own to it. Drifted into the dark cavities surrounding her eyes.

Hot wetness spattered his chest.

He gasped. Sat up. Had to see.

Red.

So much red.

Before he could check himself, he cried out, “Blood!”

“Seals in the power of the inking,” Theurig said.

The sorcerer came swiftly into focus, clutching a chicken by its legs, crimson gushing from its opened throat, gore-stained knife in his other hand. All three crones were gathered around him in attitudes of prayer, dark woolen shawls covering their heads.

“Right,” Theurig said, handing bird and blade to one old woman, accepting a drenched washcloth from another. He proceeded to clean the blood from Snaith’s torso. “Give me a second, then you can look.”

He exchanged the washcloth for a towel and dabbed Snaith dry. A crone stepped forward, holding a square of glass backed with wood.

“Stand up,” Theurig said, lending a hand.

The crone positioned the glass in front of Snaith. He gasped. First because he could see himself, clearer than in the stillest of stream waters; but even more so because of what the sorcerer had inked indelibly on his chest.

Black markings followed the lines of his ribs, the bony frame for tattered bat’s wings. Snaking from sternum to navel, a sinuous body, the curved tail of a scorpion, vicious talons. The horror was topped with a ram’s skull, horns curling back from the temples, empty pits for eyes.

“The Wyvern of Necras,” Theurig said, voice pitched low and solemn. “The Death Lord of Hélum.”

“No,” Snaith whispered. Then louder, “No.”

That wasn’t the mark of a warrior; it was the sign of a sorcerer, and a turncoat one at that. The Death Lord? What was Theurig thinking? Of Hélum—the Empire, the ancient foe of Branikdür. What has he done to me? What has he made—


“The Weyd has spoken.” Theurig clasped his hands over his chest.

“No,” Snaith said. “Not the Weyd. You did this. You!”

Theurig’s eyes flashed fire. “I am a vessel, a channel. I do not decide men’s fates. I merely listen and obey.”

Snaith stiffened. Bunched his hands into fists. Theurig’s eyes flicked to them. Back to Snaith’s face.


He knows, the smug bastard. Knows I won’t strike him.


It was taboo. No one would dare.

Numbness drained from Snaith’s body, leaving his chest raw and aflame.

“I have no infirmity,” Snaith said. He didn’t need to say more. Only the maimed, the deformed, the useless were apprenticed to sorcerers, and then only if they showed aptitude.

“Infirmity is not just of the flesh.” Theurig tapped the side of his head. “Tey is no different.”

“Tey? She’s just shy, not crazy.” People said she was, though, till Snaith shut their mouths for them.

“Did I tell you she refused me?” Theurig said. “Only a select few do I ink myself, and she turned me down, said she’d mark herself. Can you imagine?”

“And now I refuse you,” Snaith said. It was too late as far as the tattoo was concerned, but he could still deny Theurig what he really wanted. “In seven days it is the Proving. I will put down every opponent that stands in front of me, bounce their heads from the ground. I will win the circle fights, Theurig. I will be a warrior, the best of the best. And then I will claim my bride.”

“Still you will not turn from this path?”

“My father’s a warrior. My mother, too. My grandfather—”

“A great chief, in his time,” Theurig said. “A great man. But a different man. I’ve tried leading you gently, but I would be negligent were I not to make it absolutely clear: the Weyd has chosen you, Snaith Harrow. Only a fool would pretend not to hear.”

“We’ll see,” Snaith said. “What will you do when I triumph at the Proving? No one succeeds at anything unless the Weyd wills it. Isn’t that what you used to say?”

“I did say that, but there is so much more I did not say.”

“Such as?”

“Too much. It would take too long. A lifetime.”

“Then you will let me compete?”

Theurig stepped in close, locked eyes with Snaith. “How could I prevent it? I am but the messenger. It is not my place to compel. The Weyd imbues us with freedom to choose.”

Snaith brushed past the sorcerer and snatched up his shirt and knapsack. He dressed quickly, desperate to cover the insult upon his chest.

“Try not to be rash,” Theurig said, dismissing the old women with a waggle of his fingers.

“Rest assured, Theurig, I am never rash.”

And that was the truth of it. If anything, Snaith thought things through too much, each and every permutation rattling round and round his mind until he reached a decision, or more often than not, an impasse. It was one of the things that made him so angry: what Theurig had done wasn’t just a desecration of all that he stood for, all that he aspired to be; it would stoke his seething thoughts for days. Lock him up in a futile and torturous battle within his own skull to straighten it all out, untangle the knots, find a solution, even though there could never be one. How could there be when the inking was permanent, when the decision had already been made?

Snaith shouldered his knapsack and strode for the gate.

“I will pray for you,” Theurig said.


May the malecs in the Nethers shit on your moldering corpse
 , Snaith thought as he latched the gate behind him.

He should have been terrified at having just cursed a sorcerer. Theurig never tired of telling the clan that was the worst possible affront to the Weyd. But he was too angry for fear, too far gone to give a damn. The sorcerer had shamed him with the Wyvern of Necras, stolen his dreams of greatness. The one thing left to him was defiance.

No one had done it before—opposed a sorcerer and lived. But no one had what Snaith had: his drive, his conviction, his singleminded focus.

See a thing clearly enough, Theurig had once taught at the schoolhouse, see it in your mind, and not all the clans of Branikdür will be able to stop you achieving it. Not even the Empire of Hélum. Perhaps not even the Weyd itself.




THE SHEDIM


Tey Moonshine knew
 she was dreaming. She could read it in the patterns of scars that covered her goose-pimpled flesh. Her nakedness was a dead giveaway; moments ago she’d been fully clothed as she crumpled to the hearth-room floor, the last dregs of vitality siphoned from her. He needed it more than she did, her father always said. Her essence was his by right.



It was a sorcerer’s trinket he used to drain her, and a rare one at that. A rusty spearhead etched with patterns of lines, which had allegedly been left behind when the
 Hélum Empire abandoned Branikdür centuries ago. Exchanged for a starving widow, a keg of beer, a catch of fish—the story changed each time her father told it. But Khunt Moonshine was consistent about one thing: that the sorcerer who’d traded the spearhead warned him of the consequences of being found with such an artifact. Forgotten knowledge, he said it was. Forbidden.



Tey could almost see her father now, still sitting in the armchair beside the fire, touching his sorcerous spearhead to her unconscious body, feasting on the energy that gave her life—and for what? A few seconds of euphoria before it bled away into the Nethers. Khunt Moonshine didn’t see it that way; he thought it made him younger, though the evidence was against him.



Night-sweat plastered hair to Tey’s forehead in clotting strands. Her scars itched. A vise gripped her skull. In her guts, an icy clump. And that smell—beer and weedsticks, pervading her dream, so present and real.



She rubbed at her forearms, tracing the ridges of badly knit lesions. Felt old self-inflicted wounds around her belly, breasts, and thighs. The jagged necklace of the white line across her throat, from where she’d come the closest. At the probing of her fingertips, the scars shimmered, a spider web of mutilation. Her secret codex, scored into living flesh. She’d carefully scribed it, an intricate trap for the draining of life. And she’d intuited a way to store the stolen essence—a well, she called it, in the region of her womb. Whatever Khunt Moonshine her did to her, she could do back to him a hundredfold. Probably. If it worked. Just one more scar, she told herself each time he drained her. One more scar to strengthen the web. There was no sense rushing these things. What if she failed? What would he do to her then? The same as he did to her mother?



Shadows flitted across a gloamy haze, predatory in their circling. Pockets of darkness promised her safety, but they lied. It was the safety of the grave. She desired it, yet she didn’t. It was a constant back and forth, her flirting with oblivion.



Rustling whispers called her name. Her head buzzed with their resonance. They claimed to know her, know what she was. Usually, it was her own thoughts rattling around her skull, but this time the rasping imprecations came through her ears, though their derogations were the same:



Filth! Broken! Blood, shit, and ashes.



Tey sputtered a laugh, maniacal, shrill. The voices could say what they liked, but it wouldn’t end well for them. Whoever it was, one touch, one word, one slanted look, and she’d have them, hook, line, and sinker, same as she had her so-called father.



Oh, he thought he was the one in control, but if only he knew. She could see it in his eyes—his helplessness to resist, his compulsion to leech her life force again and again.
 Idiot
 . He was as ignorant of sorcery as he was of letters. Not that Tey was a sorcerer, but she knew enough.



It made her giggle to think he had no idea she could stop him any time. A knife in the eye or a hatchet in the back, like they say Crav Bellosh did to Chief Sol
 Harrow. Powder of death cap in his beer. A favor to one of the clansfolk training to be warriors, and the village wardens would find him at the first gasp of dawn, a gory, twisted accident. She’d come close to asking Snaith Harrow on more than one occasion, but that would have meant revealing too much, sullying the image he had of her.



Poor Snaith, lovestruck since they were children. If it weren’t for him, Tey would have worn her scars brazenly, so everyone could see her power. But for Snaith’s sake she covered up, even in the stifling mugginess of summer.



He was still sweet on her. She could tell from the looks he flicked her way, even when he was sparring in the fight circles. In another life, she’d have been sweet on him, too. Even now, there was something that tugged at her from his gangly, dagger-edged beauty. Perhaps one day she’d awaken him, expose her mutilated witch-flesh. Straddle him with the candles doused. Guide his fingers across her puckered skin. Maybe he’d like it. Snaith had the black flame in him, after all. She knew it when she saw it, even when folk couldn’t see it for themselves.



But she’d gone too far in her thoughts. Even entertaining such fantasies was an affront to the Weyd. It was the only reason her father hadn’t done worse to her: he was afraid of the consequences. And while she had her own theories on the so-called retribution of the Weyd, she was wary of putting them to the test. Even if it was all a sham, she had no way of proving it, no way of knowing for sure. In any case, if those responsible for the lies that cowed the clan ever learned of such transgressions taking place… well, she’d seen what Theurig was capable of.



Raggedy dark tatters fluttered across her vision. She craned her neck to follow the scud of shadows, gasped as they coalesced into something loping and coated with scales.



A
 Shedim
 .



Tey’s heart galloped. Fear was no respecter of dreams.



No one had ever seen one, but everyone knew what the
 demons
 looked like from the tales Theurig told when the clansfolk grew restive. Stories that gave them second thoughts about leaving the village and the protection the sorcerer offered.



It straightened from a crouch, taller than a man, spindly limbs, glistening talons. The head was elongated, high-crowned. No features she could see, just a shifting face of mist, black like the rest of it, darkly lit from within.



“You hide away here while your essence is taken from you,” the Shedim said. “Why don’t you retaliate? Because he beats you if you do not comply? You could milk his life-force instead, make it your own. Be no man’s victim.”



“I am no man’s victim,” Tey said.



But she was, and something about the tilt of the
 Shedim
 ’s head told her it knew so, too.



“Of course not. You are Tey Moonshine, beloved of the Weyd, destined to be a sorcerer and to rise from the filth that defines you. How could it be any other way? What else are you good for?”



The Weyd did not love her. It was an essence, not a thing, and certainly not a person, the way Theurig spoke of it. But it was still the only alternative to her compulsion for oblivion. She’d refused to join the others training for the highest status the clan had to offer. She was no warrior. She craved death, not glory. There was no need suffering injury to make her useless to the clan; she was already useless. Even Theurig knew her mind was as scarred as her body, a hazard of fissures with nothing to hold it together. The blind, the lame, the amputees—all were given one last chance before they were dragged out to Coldman’s Copse as fodder for the Shedim. They were tested to see if they were pleasing to the Weyd, fit to be sorcerers. But she’d never pass any test, no matter how often Theurig claimed she had the gift.



What else are you good for?



“Good for nothing,” Tey said. That simple admission crushed the head of the old self-doubt bubbling to the surface.



She opened her arms in abandonment, exposed her neck, her breasts, the thatch of hair between her legs.



A taloned hand was at her throat without her seeing it move—not touching, but hesitant, poised to grasp her, poised to throttle.



Tey arched her back, shuddered with anticipation. Between panted breaths, she gasped, goaded, pleaded. But not for her life.



A tremor passed through the talons.



“Do it,” Tey breathed.



The
 Shedim groaned.



“Do it, do it, do it!”



Pain flared between her breasts. She jolted upright, shot a look down. The
 Shedim
 had pierced her with one dirt-encrusted talon. Not deep—just enough to break the skin. A trickle of blood worked its way between the ridges of her scars.



The
 Shedim
 let out a rasp of air that could have been a chuckle, could have been repugnance. It raked its talon across her sternum. Made three equal lines. A triangle. Crimson rushed into the furrows it scored in her flesh. No sting. No pain. Just the chill of its touch.



“You believe in magic, little girl?”



Tey spasmed as ice entered her, spread like poison through her veins.



“You believe in the Weyd?”



“You think I’m a fool?” she hissed through the gap in her teeth. It was an evasion of the truth, but she couldn’t risk letting on about her power. And she was no girl, either. Not any longer.



“No, I do not.” There was tightness in its voice. At first Tey mistook it for lust, but it was more strained, more tortured.



The
 Shedim
 snatched its talon away as if it had plunged it into a maggot-riddled carcass.



Tey slumped to her knees.



“The Weyd…” she said, “… is for old men. Tricksters.”



She’d watched Theurig enough to know the only spell he wove was a spell of lies, even if everyone else swallowed his pretense. And he knew that she knew, she was sure of it.



“Is that all it is?” The
 Shedim
 circled her once more, losing substance with each loping stride. “Make believe? Lies? Legerdemain?”



Was that a challenge? Was there an answer she was supposed to give? Did it know what she could do? It clearly knew about her father and the power of his spearhead. She raked her fingers through lank hair, cocked her head, and instantly all care left her. The skin of her face tightened around a thin gash of a smile.



“Theurig’s Weyd…”



“Go on,” the Shedim said.



Now she was guessing. “… is not the true Weyd?” Because there was something, she was sure of it. Some power beyond the earth and sky that fed the well within her, that gave her essence and life.



Each second she awaited the Shedim’s response was an agony of anticipation. She half-expected to be struck down or afflicted with the rot for saying such a thing. But what would the
 Shedim
 do? She yearned for it to strike her, kill her. She lusted for the embrace of the dark, to be snuffed out like a sand-smothered fire pit. Another moment, and it would all be over. She’d be…



And like it always did when she set foot upon the brink, her resolve shattered.



“No, wait!” She loathed herself, loathed the lingering stench of beer and weedstick smoke that had pursued her into this dream.



The
 Shedim
 came to a stop in front of her. Twin pinpricks of violet cut through the mist shrouding its face, swelling to the size of pebbles. They rippled with ancient knowledge, studying her, drinking her in.



“I…” The words clogged in Tey’s throat. She coughed to clear it. Tasted bile.



“Yes?”



“I don’t want to die.”
 Filth! Broken!



The
 Shedim
 lowered its chin to its scaly chest and shook with suppressed mirth.



“That is a good place to start.”



Blood, shit, and ashes.



She shouldn’t have said it. Shouldn’t have lifted the lid on the truth. The
 Shedim
 knew what she feared now, and that knowledge would nullify the ward of her scars.



“Whatever you endure,” the
 Shedim
 said in a kindly voice, “I shall be with you, closer than you are to yourself.”



“Why?” Tey dropped to her rear and scooted back. The ground, coarse and hard, abraded her skin.



The
 Shedim
 gave a dismissive wave. “Because you have plucked power from darkness, Tey Moonshine. Your sufferings have drawn attention, and you have not been found wanting.”



“No,” Tey mouthed soundlessly. “I am wanting. I am!”



“But it remains to be seen,” the
 Shedim continued, “whether you are capable of the next step. These gashes in your flesh, these… patterns are a good start, yet their true potency remains latent. I can teach you to do what you have intuited, to draw upon the vitriol that lies at the heart of all your kind, to turn the tables on those who would do the same to you.”



Tey panted for breath, on the cusp of understanding, heart skittering as her thoughts clashed with deep-seated taboos.



“You know what must be done. You have always known. Yet fear of what your clan will do to you in return has weakened your resolve.”



Kill him? Kill my father?



“When he next comes to drain you, when he utters chants and sates himself on your essence, when he feels the rush of euphoria, that is what you must harness. His essence and yours, magnified a thousandfold by his moment of ecstasy, drawn into your well through the conduit of your scars. And then you must seal the deed with blood. I think you understand my meaning.”



They said the Weyd sought retribution for mere disobedience to a parent. But lifting a finger to one, or taking a knife to her father…



“Fear not what can be done to your body, Tey Moonshine. This you already know. It is your essence you must learn to protect.”



“But a parent—”



“You think it is any less of a taboo what he does to his daughter, by means of forbidden knowledge? You think the Weyd will be any less severe? You would be saving the elders the trouble, and in the process, filling yourself with this animal’s power.”



I don’t need his power,
 Tey wanted to say, but the thought lacked the conviction to enter her throat. She wrestled it into her mouth, wrapped her tongue around it,
 but before the words left her lips, the
 Shedim
 dissolved into shredded rags that fluttered violently for a moment then disappeared.



Tey was left grasping the bars of her crib and screaming for Mama, then wincing at the blows she got for making such a din. But that was a memory, not a dream, and memories bled you dry, till you were no more than desiccated meat.



She wrenched her awareness back to reality. The reality of the dream. The haze melted away, till she saw she was in a rough-hewn cavern, black light suffusing the rock.



She could hear snoring—labored, wheezing rasps. When she turned to locate the source, the cave vanished and she found herself flat on her back on a cold stone floor.



First, the even stronger stench of ale, weedsticks, and sweat. Next, the crackle and flicker of flames, heat on her face.



And then she came fully awake.



Filth. Broken. Blood, shit, and ashes.



She opened her eyes onto the cracked and damp-stained ceiling of the hearth room. She was wearing the homespun black dress she’d worn to Mama’s funeral and every day since.
 They said it was blood-rot that killed Mama, sucked the life out of her over the years, but Tey knew better, knew she’d end up the same if she didn’t fight back. Mama’s dress… it had once swamped Tey’s seven-year-old frame so much she’d had to roll the sleeves up and lift the hem so she didn’t trip over it. Bittersweet memories, more bitter than sweet, given Mama hadn’t always been perfect. It helped to think of them as belonging to someone else.



Tey willed the welling moisture to stay at the corners of her eyes, refused to let it spill down her cheeks. She rolled herself away from the heat of the hearth-fire and forced herself to face her father. He’d fallen asleep in his armchair, a contented look on his pockmarked face.



If not for the blur of unshed tears, her glare would have burned holes in him. She thought of the cleaver she kept hidden beneath the cot in her bedroom, imagined her fingers wrapping around the handle.



One hack, and he’d wake yelling.



Two, and he’d squeal like a hog.



Three, four, five—hack, hack, hack.
 Cut him into strips and ribbons and feed him to the crows.



The
 Shedim
 ’s voice crept and crawled beneath her skin.
 [I am with you
 …
 ]



Tey’s imagined grip on the cleaver slackened.



[Closer than you are to yourself.]



She flexed her fingers, sucked in a breath of smoke-laced air.



[You have plucked power from darkness.]



She could feel the
 Shedim
 ’s touch again, and this time her scars answered with the burn of acid. For one terrible lucid moment, she saw herself the lost queen of oblivion, and at her feet, curled up beneath her throne of mottled bones, lay Snaith
 Harrow, the man who dreamed of marrying her. She knew she was responsible for his livid flesh, his rolled up eyes, and the smoldering hole where his heart should have been.



The vision snapped shut, leaving her shaking. It was a phantom, nothing more. Imagined fear. She was weak. So weak and tired from her father’s leeching of her essence. It had to stop. Before she ended up like her mother, it had to stop.



She could almost hear the
 Shedim
 ’s cackling glee, the excited clap of taloned hands.



Next time Khunt Moonshine stole the life from her she’d spring her trap.
 She’d latch onto him with the patterns of her scars…



[Now you’ve got it
 ,
 ]
 the
 Shedim
 said.
 [Now you understand
 .
 ]



… then, when her father was bursting with her essence…



[Free us, Tey Moonshine. Return us to the light of day
 .
 ]



… she’d slit his throat.





EVE OF THE PROVING


The fight circles
 were all in use when Snaith arrived on the Green. That was the downside of working with his Uncle Tubal, felling trees; he was always the last to arrive and the last to leave. “You need a trade,” his mother never tired of telling him. “In case the Proving doesn’t work out for you.” It made him sneer, hearing her voice in his head.
 In case it doesn’t work out for you! That’s just another way of saying I might lose. No chance. Not happening. You’ll see.



Most of Malogoi’s twenty-one-year-olds were there, cramming in some last-minute sparring before tomorrow’s Festival of Proving, the first the village had hosted in his lifetime. Practice weapons—blunted swords, spears, and axes lay scattered across the sand, and not in the oak chests they were supposed to be stored in.



Are you incapable of tidying up after yourselves? Were you waiting for me to do it, as usual?



Their selfishness never failed to get under Snaith’s skin.



Not worth worrying about,
 he told himself. And even if they had put the weapons away, Snaith would only have gotten them all out again. He’d use every single one of them before his practice was over. At the Proving, you didn’t get to pick and choose what you fought with. You used what you were given, if you were lucky enough to be given a weapon at all. The idea was to make do with what you had to hand, same as in a battle. Same as in life. The others never tired of complaining about the unfairness of it all, but for Snaith it was invigorating: the thought that his opponent might be given an axe and he might be left weaponless against it. The greater the challenge, the more he got to show his skills. He could hardly wait for the Proving to begin.



This was it: the moment when those that mattered, those who were really important, took the opportunity to make a name as a warrior. At least, that’s how he saw it. Everyone sound of limb and strong of heart had a duty, he’d always thought, to give their lives to the protection of the clan, to fight, to vanquish, and to live on in legends. Those who couldn’t fight, worked, and those who couldn’t work were dragged kicking and screaming to Coldman’s Copse. Unless they were deemed suitable for service to the Weyd. And that didn’t happen often. Theurig had been the Malogoi sorcerer since Snaith’s father was a boy. In all that time he’d never taken on an apprentice. Yet he’d gone after Snaith like a vulture on carrion. It made no sense. A sorcerer was supposed to have some flaw, like the kink in Theurig’s spine.



Snaith took a studied interest in the bouts taking place in the outer circles. Tol Brandig and his sister Leah grappling on the ground. In any other context, they’d have been stoned for what it looked like. Fat Balik holding the center of his circle, signposting every punch; Grisel Vret, prancing around him like a startled deer—
 So intimidating
 .
 Should have followed Tey’s example and given the Proving a miss, because the only thing Grisel’s going to prove is that she’s good for just one thing, and it isn’t fighting or farming.



Snaith winced for even having such a thought. The Weyd was all-knowing, all-seeing. People had been cursed for less. He tried to convince himself he’d meant she was good for the Copse, good to be left for the Shedim said to feed there, but he knew he’d crossed a line. The Weyd wouldn’t buy it, and he was already on thin ice for cursing Theurig after the inking.



Fighting back the lashing threads of worry, Snaith let his eyes roam over the other four outer circles, but the action was already drying up as the combatants toweled down and began to notice him. Only the center circle was still active, and that didn’t look as though it would last too long.



Lars Tabot could certainly fight, but he lacked skill. He had a headlock on Hram Harknyk, holding the choke a good three or four seconds after Hram had tapped. Lars was a bully, and he was built to back it up. But all his brawn made him slow and plodding, and his wild looping punches left too much space down the middle—space Snaith had once exploited with a kick to the jaw that dropped Lars like a felled tree. Of course, Lars claimed it was a fluke, that he’d been distracted by a fly or the sun or his loincloth snagging in the crack of his muscular arse. He went so far as to label Snaith a cheat, but the judges didn’t see it that way.



Snaith set down his knapsack beneath the awning slung between two trees to keep the rain off. Last thing he needed was for his change of clothes to get wet, and though the drizzle was light, it was constant enough to drench them through. He scowled at the granite skies, willing the clouds to scatter, but like everything else on Branikdür, they mocked him with their indifference. No wonder the
 Hélum Empire had abandoned its conquest all those centuries ago. The imperial historian Visovius had described the isle as the canker sore of the Empire, and he’d not been wrong.



As Snaith began to limber up, he scanned the trees bordering the Green for Tey. It was odd she’d not been there to greet him. Maybe something had come up. Likely she was getting ready for the festival. It was going to be a big day for them both, in more ways than one.



The grunts and thumps from the center circle gave way to mutters as the lads watched him going through his stretches. It was the same every day: the taunts, the bravado, the calling him out to fight. He’d already beaten half of them in organized competition, but it seemed they were all intent on revenge when there were no judges and no rules to rein them in.



He did his best to screen them out, moving from static to dynamic stretches. Rain continued to fall in dribs and drabs. The sky looked lower than normal, on account of the jostling clouds. In the scant light that filtered through the Green was nothing but grey, the huts beyond the turnstile to the village blisters on the earth, no better than termite mounds.



And still no sign of Tey.



Snaith moved into a sequence of punches and kicks. Some of the lads jeered and chuckled, but he went on putting together his combinations, building blow upon blow, countering, striking, bobbing, weaving. He skipped and lunged, crouched and bounded, throwing knees at an unseen opponent, spinning with an elbow. A backflip, a wheel kick, and the onlookers quietened. He caught a few grudging nods of respect. They couldn’t do what he could do, and they knew it.



They thought him ridiculous, going through the same sequences day in day out, but they were starting to catch on. Some things only came with practice, and mastery only with relentless repetitions. Then there was the lore gleaned from his father’s pig-skin book, copied by hand from his grandfather’s, and his father’s before him: ancient wisdom on the art of fighting that their ancestors had stolen from a sorcerer, so Bas
 Harrow liked to claim, always with an admonishment to say nothing to Theurig.



Snaith’s peers should have learned from their clashes with him in the circle. Should have realized their black eyes and broken noses were the result of skill. But that wasn’t the Malogoi way. The clansfolk were stupidly proud. Rather than seeing defeat as an opportunity to learn, they made excuses and plotted revenge. Chief Crav Bellosh was no better. Snaith only hoped someone deposed him before he went and got them all killed in some ill-judged skirmish.



He stopped to take a sip of water from his costrel. Even in the chill air, he was hot, and the drenching of his shirt wasn’t just from the rain.



The others were stripped to the waist, baring their new tattoos. First time they’d shown them since the inkings last week. Leah’s was a serpent that wound its way between her tiny breasts. Her brother Tol was still red from the tattooing, his design a docile boar, which kind of fit. Grisel’s was only half visible, the body of a ferret, its head covered by the cloth that constrained her more sizable bosom. Some of the others had warrior’s designs: boldly inked badgers and wolves, hawks and hogs in various shades of blue, green, and red.



“What you got?” Lars Tabot asked, puffing his chest out to show off his bear. It was sloppily inked in bluish green that already seemed to have faded. Theurig only had one pair of hands; he couldn’t tattoo everyone.



“You do that yourself?” Snaith asked. “Or did your baby sister do it for you?”



“Fuck you.”



“His ma did it,” Coln Marik said. His was no better: a sparrow made up of dots.



“Fuck you, too,” Lars said.



Coln dropped his eyes to the ground and shrank back.



Worm.



“Yours is so great, why’d you hide it?” Lars said, poking a finger at Snaith’s sternum.



Snaith glared, but Lars never took well to warnings. He grabbed a fistful of Snaith’s shirt and ripped it open. Revealed the aberration on his chest.



Hands flew to mouths. Eyes widened. Someone gasped.



At first, Lars was too stunned to say anything, but when he opened his mouth, lips twisted with spite, Snaith cracked him a punch on the cheek, then quickly pulled back, fists raised.



Grisel and Tol instantly stepped between them, calling for calm, but Lars barreled straight through them, swinging for Snaith, trying to take his head off. Snaith slipped the punch and threw one of his own up the middle, rocking Lars’s head back, then he circled away to the right, avoiding the power side. Lars might have lacked skill, but his right hand could have dropped a horse.



Lars roared, tried to close Snaith down in the circle the others were quickly forming around them. Snaith ducked beneath a wild overhand, hit Lars in the ribs, then spun away behind him. Lars turned, straight into a head kick. He got his arm in the way just in time, winced at the pain. He cursed, lunged, tried to grapple, but Snaith kept him off with a kick to the knee.



Lars switched his stance, threw a tentative jab. Snaith swayed, came up inside it, and slung an uppercut into his jaw. Lars grunted, and his knees buckled. He shook his head, staggered, came charging in for a takedown, but Snaith clinched the back of his head and powered a knee into his face. Lars fell onto his back, legs raised defensively. Snaith slipped between them, knelt on one arm to immobilize it, punched around the other Lars was trying to protect his face with. Loose blows. Relaxed. All in the timing, the precision.



When Lars’s eyes rolled up into his head, Snaith stopped pounding him.



He stood and moved away to the center circle to practice against opponents he constructed with his mind, as clear as his image of Tey, and far more fluid and deadly than anyone his clan could pit against him.



He shrugged out of his ripped shirt as he recommenced the sequences. Lars had interrupted them, and he’d gotten what he deserved. But one thing good had come out of it: the others had seen Snaith’s tattoo, and no one had mocked him. Quite the opposite. They’d all been horrified. It was a reaction that had given him an added advantage over Lars, allowed him to get off the first strike.



Not that he needed any help. Snaith knew he could have beaten Lars with a hand tied behind his back, hopping on one leg, and drunk from too much grog.



Maybe they’d start to see it now: his wins in the tournaments were nothing to do with luck. He was the most skillful fighter Malogoi had ever seen, and tomorrow, at the festival, he intended to prove it.





A GATHERING OF CLANS


Snaith hated being
 wet from the tub. It took three towels to dry off and one to stand on before he was satisfied not a rivulet, not a drop, not a taint remained on his skin. If anyone knew the sacrifice his daily ablutions cost him! Nine trips to the lake and back with pails of water yoked across his shoulders. It kept him lean, he told himself. It kept him clean. And it was necessary. Not just to remove the grime from his skin; not just because he couldn’t stand the idea of smelling like an animal; but to ease his sore muscles after hours spent cutting up the trees he and his Uncle Tubal had felled this morning, then loading the wood onto a cart so it could be taken for storage. Not the best way to prepare for the Proving, but he’d made a commitment and he needed to honor it.



He rapped three times on the door jamb as he left the washroom, then three times more as he entered his bedroom.



His tunic and britches lay atop the bed, washed and wrung out by his mother but straightened and folded as only he could do it. His small clothes were arranged beside them, and on the floor at the foot of the bed, his boots, banged and scraped clean of a day’s worth of mud and sawdust.



He did a quick scan of the room, then did so again. His eyes lingered on the wood-carved warriors he’d made under his uncle’s tutelage, arranged in fighting lines atop their shelf. The figures had been his first project on the road to one day becoming an artisan. As if that was ever going to happen. His mother had insisted on him learning a trade, in case he didn’t make it through the Proving. Maybe if she bothered to watch him practice in the circles, she’d realize there was no need for a fallback plan.



He squinted at the ranks of warriors. Someone had upset them. Not maliciously—he could see from the ham-fisted efforts to put things back as they’d found them—but a shield wall was buckled, and a line of axemen had developed a kink.



Mother!



He was halfway to yelling for her to stay out of his room, that he could clean it himself, when he remembered she’d gone ahead with his father to beat the festival crowds. He would have gone with them, but he’d needed more time to bathe and fix his clothes right. Everything had to be just so for when he met Tey on the Green. When he would put the idea of their marriage to her father. When he would prove his worth in the fight circles.



A twinge of panic squirmed through his guts. If she turned up. If she was going through with it. Her absence yesterday was uncharacteristic. Maybe she was having second thoughts.



Snaith quelled the idea with a barrage of affirmations—the unseen armor of a warrior. In the circles, you couldn’t afford a shred of self-doubt, and in love, he guessed, it was every bit the same. He was fast, strong, more skilled than any man he’d seen. He knew how to talk with Tey, get her guard down, and he was the only one who could treat her right.



Second thoughts! Really? She’d have to be mad to turn me down. Really mad, not just odd. What else has she got? Who?



And she’d agreed, hadn’t she? Reluctantly at first, but that was on account of her shyness. She had agreed, and agreements were binding, such was the will of the Weyd. No, she was coming. She would be there.



He would have asked for her hand sooner, only Tey had seemed hesitant the day after her twenty-first birthday. He’d screwed up his revulsion of touching, tried to kiss her. And she’d recoiled. Said it was for his own good. Just thinking about his embarrassment sent acid ripples through his veins, but Theurig’s methods instantly kicked in to quell it. The sorcerer had shared his secrets of self-control at the schoolhouse. Judging by the way the other students acted during the lessons, and the way they continued to act, Snaith must have been the only one listening. But that’s what he did: listen and learn, soaking up knowledge like a sponge. He salted facts and stored them along the neat avenues and pristine passages of the map in his mind.



A few deep breaths, the corralling of stampeding feelings with whiplashed phrases he’d assembled for the purpose, and calm was well on its way to being restored.



Rehearse, restate, reset, resolve. Rehearse, restate, reset…
 Beneath the threshing blades of Theurig’s teaching, Snaith’s thoughts returned to running straight and true.



Tey was just different, he told himself. It was no reflection on him. She’d never bathed in the stream with the others after school. And her father was an overbearing dung-wit who hadn’t worn the black garb of grieving a single day after his wife died. What kind of a man made his daughter pick up the chores her mother had left behind? Seven years old Tey had been. Seven, and already a slave. She needed out of there, and if not Snaith, then who was going to save her? She was too cowed to act by herself. Snaith knew he had to step up, stand up for what was right.



It wasn’t lost on him that what he couched in terms of honor was a smokescreen for what he couldn’t voice, even to himself. Was it love he was hiding from, or something altogether more base? Lust could drop a man’s mind lower than the beasts. Thought of where it led to turned Snaith’s stomach, but that didn’t mean he was immune to its touch. Theurig had warned about its power often enough. But lust? Lust for Tey? He could understand such feelings for Grisel. Something stirred in him when she bathed after practice. A woman desired by any red-blooded clansman. Just the right amount of plumpness. But Tey… She was willow-thin, brittle and pale. Riddled with imperfection. Yet she stirred him, too, though in a different way. Like an enemy attacking by stealth, or some otherworldly spirit cloaked in mystique.



He stamped on the train of thought as he stepped out of the wattle-and-daub cottage the clan had built for the Harrow family, on account of Snaith’s father surviving his twelfth battle. It was a reward many aspired to but few achieved. Clan wars were notoriously bloody, and you were doing well if you made it back at all, never mind the twelve times it took to earn something better than a goat-skin tent or a mud-brick hovel. Most returned from the fray less than they’d entered it—missing fingers or arms or legs; a cavity where once had been an eye. Not his mother and father, though. They’d always come back whole.



He’d gone most of the way down the garden path when a tingle started at the base of his scalp, swiftly burgeoning into a hive of stinging hornets in his skull.



The door!



In his haste, he’d left without tapping three times. Once he’d jogged back and appeased the ritual, freed the bear-trap it had on his mind, he was hit by how different everything seemed since the clans had started arriving over night.



It was the only time Snaith had seen so many clansfolk in one place without them hacking each other to bloody strips and ribbons.



Not that he’d had ever been present at a clan war, but he’d heard a fair few in the distance—the ring and scrape of steel, screams muffled by the ancient earthworks that rimmed the settlement, battle cries skirling on the wind. His father had done his duty, same as every man hale enough to hold a sword, but he rarely spoke about it. His mother, too. She’d earned herself a name—the “Ear Collector”. As a child Snaith had searched high and low for her grisly trophies, but she did a good job of hiding them. Not like his father, with his displays of pinned and desiccated insects all over the house.



He took a moment to take in the magnitude of the gathering that filled the Malogoi village snug in its circle of manmade hills. Clansfolk beyond counting had journeyed to the Proving from all over Branikdür. Their doeskin shelters were steeped halfway up the slopes that surrounded the homesteads and crop fields. Smoke plumed from a thousand campfires, backlit by the steely light of the cloud-choked sun. Drums beat a hundred separate rhythms, bagpipes yowled above the strumming of lutes, and there was a constant hubbub of chatter, punctuated by raucous barks of laughter. The bitter scent of hops was strong on the breeze, blended with the pungent aroma of weedsticks.



Snaith inhaled deeply, hoping the peace and happiness contained in so much smoke would lend him courage for what he had to do. He gave it a fistful of heartbeats, then shrugged.



Nothing. No different. Weak and ineffectual. Let’s hope their fighting is the same.



He followed the dirt track through the heart of the village, blood afire with anticipation. It was really happening—not just Tey, but his first festival, and his time of Proving.



Last festival had been in Dour, too far to travel for a lad not then across the bridge into manhood. The festivals always sounded so fantastical to Snaith, but attendance didn’t come without risk. How could it, when the clans were forever at each other’s throats? Month in, month out, there were raids and skirmishes, with more than enough death-pits dug on both sides so the fallen could be seeded for new growth in the Nethers. Snaith worried whenever the Malogoi sent a delegation to the annual gathering, but festival time was a time of truce, and his father always came home smiling, eyes dulled by mead or weed, or likely a touch of both.



As he passed the frayed and weather-stained tents he’d grown up among, he nodded to Old Man Marly, seated outside one of them, and got the same vacant stare he always received in return. Marly was so gnarled and twisted, he was a useless lump, a mouth to be fed, and had been for some time. The only wonder was that he hadn’t been led out to the Copse yet, but it wouldn’t be long. Nothing against Marly. He’d always been kind when Snaith was a kid, but that was just the way things were.



A scuffle broke out between four youths in front of the beer stall Jarik Glent had set up so he could grow even fatter on the back of the festival. They weren’t locals. The split tongues and bone necklaces kind of gave it away. Huatha, then. Ferocious killers, he’d heard. But they had limbs like everyone else. Joints that could be broken.



One of them caught him watching, signaled to the others, and they ceased fighting and glared. Snaith glared back. He could have taken all four—he’d already pictured how, in every last detail, and made sure they knew so from his expression. By far the greatest part of a fight was won with the eyes, according to his father’s pig-skin book, and it had yet to be proved wrong.



“What you looking at, Malogoi?” A brawny savage took a step toward him, checked to make sure the others followed. With a show of bravado, he said, “Rot got your hair?”



“No rot,” Snaith said, touching his shaven scalp on one side of the spiny crest of black hair that ran down the center. “Just a knife.”



Snaith pictured the kick that would break the Huatha’s kneecap, the thump to the soft patch on his chin. In his mind, he moved like a ghost, slid in between the others, cranked a neck, threw a well-timed elbow that split a nose.



The trio faltered. They’d seen it on his face, read what he was going to do to them in his eyes. Snaith could smell fear a mile off. Recognize it in every careless movement.



He unlaced his tunic, started to pull it over his head, but stopped when he heard the scuff of feet as the savages backed off, muttering to each other. He tugged his tunic down and watched them go, not one of them daring to cast even a swift look behind.



When he reached the turnstile that led onto the Green, the stench of sweat hit his nostrils from the jostling bodies all around him. He had the impression most of the outlanders didn’t know what a bathtub was, let alone bother to use one. There were pale-skinned Valks in skimpy battle harnesses, teetering on thick-soled sandals. Men and women painted like skeletons. Others dressed in the skins of wolves, faces protruding between yellow-fanged jaws. Patchwork clothes and tall crooked hats. Kilted northerners, hairy all over, and that was just the women. One man had a crusty black patch where he’d lost an ear. Snaith looked away, in case his mother was responsible. Folk always said you could tell he was Jennika’s son.



Snaith’s skin itched at the proximity of so many bodies. He dipped his head and muscled his way through, telling himself the physical contact was no different to a fight. But it
 was
 different, no matter how he tried to deny it. Proximity to others made him think of contagion. Always had, since he could remember. Somehow, punching them in the face or choking them into submission was bearable. Enjoyable, even.



When he reached the stile, he vaulted over it. Mud squelched where he landed and flecked the legs of his britches. He cursed and stopped to brush them clean, but someone bumped into him and knocked him on his arse.



“Oi, watch…” Snaith started, fingers clenching into a fist, but the retort died on his lips. “Elder Moonshine.” He got to his feet and dipped his head.



“Elder” was a show of respect far above anything Tey’s pig of a father deserved, but it would do nothing to harm Snaith’s case. The bastard’s name was Khunt, which about summed him up.



“Pillock,” Khunt said.



He had a fresh gash along his forearm, as though he’d cut it with a knife or caught it coming through brambles. He clutched an iron spearhead in his other hand. His cheeks were flushed, nose bulbous and veined with purple. Snaith registered it all, but a driving need of his own barged to the fore. Things didn’t happen without reason. Maybe the Weyd had placed Tey’s father here at this very time. Maybe it had guided him to collide with Snaith so the question could be asked without Tey being present, man to man. It wasn’t as if she’d say anything if she’d been there. Snaith had never seen her speak in her father’s presence.



“Elder—”



“Answer’s no.”



Before Snaith could close his gaping mouth, Khunt was off, bustling through the crowd toward the stalls around the Green. He looked angrier than usual, and drunker, too. But it wasn’t his normal cantankerousness. This was more purposeful, as if he were in the process of righting some wrong. Or, more likely, knowing Khunt, some perceived wrong.



Snaith decided against giving chase. Had Tey told her father what he was going to ask, or had Khunt guessed it for himself? He knew from the churn of his guts that his chances of marrying Tey had just slopped into the village cesspit, but why? What had he ever done to Khunt, save for bumping into him just now? And he was hardly to blame for that. Suddenly, even winning the Proving didn’t seem enough to gain the prize he truly desired. What did he have to do? Khunt wasn’t saying, and it was so bloody unfair.



Tey’s a grown woman! Why does she need her father’s permission to marry? Because the Weyd says so, that’s why. And who do you think told us that? Theurig, of course. Always bloody Theurig.



Flames licked beneath Snaith’s scalp. He should have seen this coming, should have prepared something to say in protest. But where would that have gotten him, other than a punch in the face, or maybe worse?



Not that he was afraid of being hit. Khunt was a big man, but it was mostly fat. It was the other thing he needed to be wary of. Striking an elder was forbidden, even a shabby gob-shite like Khunt. The Weyd had cursed Vrom Mowry for far less than that.



“Snaith!”



He glanced around but was so pressed in by stinking outlanders, he couldn’t see his mother at first. A gap opened up, and he glimpsed her and his father between a couple of cussing fishwives—if that’s what they were. With the stench coming off them, he didn’t want to think what else they might be.



“We’re doing the round of the stalls,” his mother said. Her shirt was open more than seemed decent, revealing the tusked head of the warthog tattoo that poked up above her ample breasts.



Snaith felt the prickle of heat in his cheeks, and he shifted his gaze to her tawny eyes, which glittered with a combination of sternness and amusement.



Before he could chasten her about knocking over the carved warriors, his father held up a desiccated insect the size of a bird.



“From across the sea, they says. Granygg, on the Oropan mainland, or maybe even as far as
 Hélum. Two farthings, without a lie. Bloody bargain.”



It was a passion of Bas Harrow’s: cutting up and studying anything exotic to see if he could find the mysteries of the Weyd inside. Theurig mocked him for it. Such knowledge was for the initiated, and would always remain shrouded from the profane; but it never stopped Bas from trying.



“Want to come?” Snaith’s mother asked.



Oh, please, can I?



“No, Jennika,” his father said, sweeping his long locks out of his face. “Lad’s looking for his girl. He don’t want us playing gooseberry.” He shot Snaith a wink.



Yes, about that
 … Snaith wanted to say, but the fishwives had reached an understanding and came back together in a squelching embrace that took his parents from view.



With the distraction gone, there was nothing to keep his guts from twisting. It was the thought of losing Tey messing him up, and Snaith had no qualms admitting it. Most Malogoi men were too proud or thick-headed to own up to wants and needs, but Snaith had no time for self-deception. Be honest about what you wish for, picture it in your head, and it will come. See it. Will it. Achieve it. It was how Snaith’s grandfather had risen to be chief, how he’d led the Malogoi to victory over the Wolvers Clan. Of course, it did nothing to stop the hatchet in his back, nor the rumors about who put it there. But that wasn’t the point. It was the same secret that won Snaith his fights in the circle, no matter how big or fast his opponent. He visualized what he knew they would do, moved to anticipate it, and placed his own blows precisely where he’d rehearsed landing them in his mind.



Deflated by the encounter with Khunt Moonshine, Snaith sliced up his thoughts with the keen edge of discipline. Their cloven halves coiled into serpents and slithered away. He breathed deeply, once, twice, then restored the image that would get him what he wanted: Tey’s hollow eyes, pallid face, brittle frame, the gap in her front teeth she tried so hard to hide. The simulacrum was his anchor to the world as it ought to be, as opposed to the one that ground him down and got in his way.



He slipped and slid through the crowd now, subtle as a spirit with no need to barge and bustle. Khunt Moonshine be damned. He was going to find his Tey and take her for himself. And he’d kill any man who tried to stop him.





THE BEAR


Weyd sorcerers were
 gathered in clutches around the fringes of the Green, eyeing the clansfolk aloofly, drawing on pipes, and sharing private jokes. Most of them were strangers to Snaith, outland thaumaturges not to be trusted. To be feared. They were all marred by some imperfection, be it a twisted spine like Theurig’s, a deformed limb, a milky eye. One was legless, held aloft by a kilted northerner on either side—wild men, painted with swirling script that could only have been arcane. And all of them were watching. Always watching. Everything. Everyone. Never quite belonging. Sticking to the edges, looking in.



Any other time, Theurig would have been frantically warding the village against magical attack from these rival sorcerers, but Snaith saw him among them, chatting and laughing, exchanging leather-wrapped bundles that were hastily secreted in the voluminous pockets of their robes.



But there was no sign of Tey.



The muffled thud of fists hitting flesh reached his ears, then the ring of steel. Cheers went up amid cries of encouragement. The circle bouts had begun, and Snaith wormed his way in that direction. He wasn’t scheduled to fight till later, but it always paid to observe potential opponents, mark the way they moved, the combinations they threw. Once you had their patterns, it was just a matter of timing.



A low growl rumbled beneath the clamor; it sent a twinge of foreboding along his spine that threatened to unnerve him. He swiftly dispelled it with more affirmations.



And then he located the source of the growl.



Set back from the fight crowd was the stump of the ancient yew tree he’d helped Uncle Tubal cut down last winter—it wasn’t just folk who were prone to rot and decay. An iron band encircled the stump, and attached to it was a hefty length of chain. At the end of the chain was a black bear. It looked a sorry beast, half-starved, bitchy with hunger. Thick ropes of drool hanging from its jaws. Fur mottled with grey, and bald patches on its flanks speckled dark with blood. It must have sensed him looking, for it reared up and glared at him with feral eyes. Snaith grew lost in its pupils—specks of void that read him, knew him, called to him…



A hand clamped down on his shoulder, and he snatched his gaze away.



“You feel it, then? The tug of fate? Deny it all you like, but the Weyd will have you, young Snaith. It always wins. Always.”



Snaith met Theurig’s narrowed eyes, then dipped his head before they could plumb his depths.



“The Weyd does not give its gifts lightly,” Theurig said for the umpteenth time.



“I know.”



“They come with—”



“Responsibility. I know.”



Theurig blew out a breath and lifted his hand from Snaith’s shoulder. “Your sharpness of mind, Snaith, your attention to detail, your obsessive—”



“It’s not abnormal to practice till perfect,” Snaith said. Though it might have been to scrub his hands so hard they chafed and often bled, and to organize his scant possessions in neat columns and rows and scream a seething hissy fit if anyone so much as breathed on them. Even Bas
 Harrow, with all his dead insects pinned in order of size and species, wasn’t quite so… meticulous.



“It is a talent,” Theurig observed.



“A fighting talent,” Snaith said.



“You’re too clever to waste on fighting, Snaith. Too clever by half. I’ve said it since you were knee-high, and I’ll say it again: Most of your peers can’t string two syllables together, and they wouldn’t know a preposition if they sat on it; but you have a genius for words, and words are a gateway to the Weyd.”



“And images,” Snaith said, tapping his head and summoning his simulacrum of Tey. He had to regain his focus. Theurig was playing mind games. Distracting him. Hoping to make him lose in the circle.



The sorcerer’s eyes sparkled, flitting back and forth, as if scrutinizing every last detail of the picture in Snaith’s mind. Was that disapproval in his expression? Or was it something else? Heat prickled across Snaith’s skin. Blood pounded in his ears, and he had to bite down on his lip to stop himself from lashing out. He studied Theurig’s face for anything that might have betrayed lust for Tey’s likeness. But there was nothing. No clue. Had the sorcerer really seen anything?



Theurig suddenly cocked his head, listening. A sly smile curled his mouth.



Snaith heard it then: the muted protests as the circle crowd parted and two enormous warriors clad in patched and rusty mail barged through.



Behind them came an even bigger man wearing a cuirass of gold—painted (Snaith could tell by the tarnished silver showing through from where it flaked away). He was bull-necked and barrel-chested, hair platinum, not grey—for he couldn’t have been more than thirty summers old. There were studded leather vambraces on his wrists, and an iron crown encircled his head.



“You know how you’re always telling me you will become a great warrior?” Theurig said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Well, now’s your opportunity to make the High King aware of your ambitions. Who knows, he may ask you to serve him, should you prove triumphant today.”



“You think…” Snaith started, but stopped himself. He checked Theurig for any hint of mockery.



Stony-faced. Deadly serious. A flick of his eyes toward the High King. Theurig pasted on a big fake smile, apparently taken as genuine by Drulk Skanfok, unifier-in-waiting of all the clans of Branikdür.



“Calzod Murcifer!” the High King said, slipping his guards and pulling Theurig into a fierce hug.



Snaith winced, expecting a resounding crack from the sorcerer’s tortured spine, which might not have been such a bad thing, if it set straight. Theurig wriggled free, elusive as an eel.



“It’s Theurig, my king. Calzod is…” He threw his eyes along a line of sorcerers, all of whom were now silent and attentive, transformed from a gaggle of hawkers and gossipers into aged counselors, prophets, and soothsayers. Men who knew. Theurig waggled his fingers in the air. “He is here somewhere, Majesty. I was only talking to him a matter of—”



“Yes, Theurig! Of course,” the High King said. “From the Glade of Inauguration, when the Weyd chose me.” He touched the rust-scabbed coronet on his head. “You bore the crown upon a velvet cushion; brought it from
 Hélum.”



A likely story
 , Snaith thought.
 Another of Theurig’s tall tales. No one leaves Branikdür for the Empire. At least no one who wants to return.



“Whisked it from under their noses,” Theurig said, with a crooked bow. Vertebrae cracked when he came out of it, but to his credit the only thing that betrayed any discomfort was the twitching of his cheek. “As charged by Cabyl.”



Drulk Skanfok stiffened. “The Plague Lord? I thought it was Elesia, the Lady of the Isle.”



A hint of irritation flashed in Theurig’s eyes, but the High King didn’t notice; he was looking up at the clouds, toward the sanctum of the gods, who were one step removed from the Weyd.



Theurig coughed into his fist. “Elesia, ultimately, Majesty, but the potency of the crown was first unveiled by Cabyl, who, as you know, is well acquainted with the Death Lord of
 Hélum.”



The Death Lord: the Wyvern of Necras, whose image marred Snaith’s chest. The god-protector of the Seven, who ruled the Empire from an impregnable compound, set apart from the people they governed.



Some said it was the Plague Lord Cabyl who drove the invading
 Hélumites from Branikdür with an outbreak of the pox. Others attributed their abrupt departure centuries ago to Gosynag the Grey, the lord of storms and rain, the god everyone cursed for Branikdür’s depressing weather. It didn’t matter who it was. They were all aspects of the Weyd, and what the Weyd wanted came to pass one way or another. The source of all the hidden powers that poured from the sky and flowed through the roots of the earth was no respecter of empires, even one that spanned half the known world.



“You are right,” Drulk Skanfok said into the clouds. He lowered his eyes and set his jaw. “Good to see you, Theurig. The blessings of the Weyd be upon you.”



Rather than respond with the customary, “And also upon you,” Theurig swiftly said, “Majesty, this here is Snaith
 Harrow.”



The High King’s brow furrowed as he took in Snaith, either trying to place him, or wondering why his time was being wasted with such an introduction.



“Snaith comes from a long line of great warriors,” Theurig said. “His grandfather was chief, until—”



Chief Crav
 Bellosh
 chose that moment to barge his way out of the crowd behind the High King’s retinue. Even dressed in a cloak of swan feathers and with his long hair braided with silver thread, he was still a toad, only no one had the balls to tell him. They probably feared the hatchet in the back that had deposed Snaith’s grandfather.



“Until what?”
 Bellosh
 said.



“Until his passing,” Theurig continued with an easy smile. “And his father, Bas, has returned home from twelve battles.” He raised an eyebrow, waiting for the High King to react. It took a while for it to register, but then Drulk Skanfok inclined his head and widened his eyes appreciatively.



“Twelve, you say?” He looked at Snaith for confirmation, but Snaith was mute. What did you say to a High King? What were you permitted to say? Truth was, Drulk Skanfok was so much more impressive in the tales told of his valor. In the flesh, while he was still imposing, he was softer than Snaith had pictured him, a little fatter, though nothing to rival
 Bellosh
 . And not only that, but his legendary wisdom and his cutting wit were somewhat lacking. If anything, he seemed more suited to pulling a plow than lording it over an island of squabbling clans. But maybe that was the point, Snaith thought, casting a surreptitious eye over the hawkishly watching sorcerers. Actually, hawkish wasn’t quite right: they were more like a murder of crows, or a clutch of vultures biding their time, waiting to pick over the High King’s remains when his ten-year rule was up in another four.



“The family have a wattle-and-daub cottage,” Theurig said, and Drulk Skanfok’s nod conveyed that he was duly impressed. “Snaith plans to follow in his father’s footsteps, and he doesn’t lack for talent.”



The High King stepped toward Snaith, and his two guards came with him.



It struck Snaith that two was a small number of guards, but then, why would the High King need more? No one would dare harm him. He was appointed by the Weyd, and enjoyed the protection of the full cabal of sorcerers. One move against him and every clan in Branikdür would hunt you down and nail you to a tree. And if the clans didn’t find you, you could bet the sorcerers’ curses would.



Chief Crav
 Bellosh
 was red in the face, lips curled, teeth grinding. He kept his distance, but it was plain he resented this intrusion on his time basking in the High King’s glory.



Snaith wilted under Drulk Skanfolk’s appraising eyes, the withering looks from his men. One of them scoffed, quiet enough for the High King not to notice.



And then Theurig went and twisted the knife in the wound: “He hopes to serve you personally, Majesty, among the best of the best.”



Drulk Skanfok’s chin quivered, and his mouth worked as if he were chewing.



Snaith shot a glare at Theurig, who sucked in his top lip and turned his gaze skyward in a look of faux innocence. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the High King lunge at him. Snaith’s mind played it out faster than a lightning strike: side step, head bob, jab to the sternum, feint with the left knee, right cross to the jaw, follow with a left uppercut. But he chose, instead, to do nothing. He didn’t even flinch. He’d not missed the High King’s guards flowing to his flanks, nor the scowl on Chief Bellosh’s face. Nor the smug look of satisfaction on Theurig’s for putting him in such a position.



Drulk Skanfok feigned a hook, went for a clinch, then backed up, coughing out a goodnatured chuckle.



“Ah, lad, you never even saw me coming. You see that,
 Bellosh
 ? Same with your men in the circle: too slow. It’s the shelter of those there hills, I tell you. The Malogoi are growing soft.”



Theurig drifted into Snaith’s line of sight, one eyebrow raised, most of his smirk erased save for a curling hint.



The High King’s guards visibly relaxed and shook their heads. It was an effort for Snaith to drag his mind away from plans of where to hit them. But Tey remained his tether, and a still-point of order coalesced around her image once more.



“Put some meat on your bones, lad,” the High King said, stepping in and rubbing Snaith’s crest of hair with affection. He turned away to
 Bellosh
 . “Don’t you people feed your youngsters? I tell you, Chief, if I’m ever called upon to unite the clans against a Vanndyrian invasion, as my predecessor was, I’ve half a mind to have yours weave victory garlands while the rest of us go to war.”



The last time the berserkers sent their longships against Branikdür’s south coast, Snaith had been a babe, not yet able to walk. Fierce warriors with no give in them, was how Bas
 Harrow described them, before gloatingly recounting how he’d put three down with just his trusty fruit knife. On the western fringe of the Oropan Peninsula, the heartland of the
 Hélum Empire, Vanndyr was one of the few unconquered nations. A barbaric society of goat-shagging baby-eaters, if the Malogoi elders were to be believed.



Theurig insinuated his way to Snaith’s side, placed a gnarled hand on his shoulder. “You are wise beyond measure, Majesty. What Snaith would not hear from me, you have now demonstrated to be true. These young folk believe their own fantasies. You know how it is. He seeks to emulate his grandfather and father, while in vain commanding the tide of the Weyd’s embrace to retreat.”



The High King craned his neck to look back at Snaith, eyes narrowed to slits. “Oh?”



“It calls to him, Majesty, but his ears are stuffed with honey.”



The High King studied Snaith, no doubt looking for some deformity. When he spoke, he averted his eyes. Not out of deference, Snaith suspected; the muttered words, the rumbling tone rather suggested old regret, resignation, the fatalism Theurig was always talking about.



“I…” The High King raked fingers through his beard. “Give in to it, lad. Accept it. Then it will go easier with you.”



Snaith glanced at Theurig, then to the High King he said, “I am a warrior, Majesty. The greatest there has ever been. And today you will bear witness to it.”



“That’s enough,” Crav
 Bellosh
 said, taking a step forward.



“You are too wiry, lad,” Drulk Skanfok said, languidly raising a hand that had the same effect on
 Bellosh
 as running into a tree.



“Aye, Majesty, you’re not wrong there,”
 Bellosh
 said, his scoff doing nothing to reduce the redness flooding his cheeks.



“You have the height but not the bulk,” the High King went on, as if
 Bellosh
 weren’t there. “You must fight, as must we all, but you have to be realistic. Calzod here—”



Theurig coughed.



“Forgive me… Theurig.” The High King paused, and the hint of a smile played on his lips. “Theurig is an astute judge of character and aptitude. If he believes you to be suited to the mysteries of the Weyd—”



“But I’m no cripple,” Snaith said. If Theurig was hurt by the remark, he didn’t show it, and the High King betrayed not even the slightest hint of irritation that he’d been interrupted.



“Well,” Drulk Skanfok said, and he looked at Theurig as if seeking confirmation, “infirmity is not solely confined to the body, or have I misunderstood?”



Before Theurig could answer, Snaith said, “None of these wannabe warriors is on my level. Just you wait and see, Majesty. I will decapitate them with my bare hands. Their bodies will lie bloodied and broken in the circle.”



Bellosh
 rolled his eyes, and yet he’d seen what Snaith could do. Maybe Theurig had gotten to him. Or maybe he wanted to belittle the descendant of the man he’d usurped, undermine Snaith’s confidence, or hamper him with anger, make him tighten up during the fights and take a beating so bad he’d no longer be a threat. Because a backstabber like
 Bellosh
 was always jumping at shadows, expecting everyone else to do to him what he’d done to Chief Sol
 Harrow.



Theurig shrugged and turned his palms up.



“I’m serious, Majesty,” Snaith said, dropping to one knee. “I beg you, watch me win the Proving.”



“If I have the time, lad, but it’s a big festival and there’s—”



Snaith turned his head as he caught a whiff of musk on the breeze.



Tey.



Threading her way through the crowd. Feet bare and caked with mud. Blood-stained cleaver in one hand, the other cinching her black dress together over her boyish chest.



“Sorry to have bored you,” Drulk Skanfok said, shaking his head more vigorously this time and already stalking away, flanked by his two guards.



Crav
 Bellosh
 delivered a fierce slap to Snaith’s ear and scurried after the High King. “The lad’s not right in the head, Majesty,”
 Bellosh
 said. “He’s no reflection of the others. Stay and watch a couple more bouts, and you’ll see wha—”



“You have bull-riding,
 Bellosh
 ?” the High King said as they disappeared into the throng. “I’ll come back for the final, but no more preliminaries. And I mean real bulls, not some scrawny half-starved cow.”



Theurig leaned on his staff, watching Tey with a smug smile on his face.



“What is she doing?” Snaith said, rising to his feet, lost between what had just happened with the High King and the apparition of Tey floating through the crowd.



Yet it was no apparition. He could see that from the way people stepped aside and gawped; the way the rents in Tey’s dress betrayed not a tattoo but pockets of white flesh crisscrossed with scars. Sight of them stopped Snaith in his tracks before his first step had made its way from his mind to his foot.



“Tey!”—Khunt Moonshine, bellowing against the wind. No sign of him yet, but his next cry was nearer. “You crazy fucking bitch. Get back here.”



Khunt’s broad head and shoulders parted the crowd some way back.



As if in a dream, Snaith made a beeline for Tey. He was closer than Khunt. Would get there first. Then, as clansfolk drew back from the grisly specter of the girl in the ripped dress, the girl with the cleaver, the girl with the scars, Snaith saw just where Tey was heading. He willed his legs to run, but they responded with barely a trudge.



Dropping the cleaver, Tey gave up trying to keep her dress closed, and strode with purpose toward the bear.



“Come here!” Khunt yelled, his breaths blasting out in ragged gasps.



“Tey!” Snaith cried.



She turned her head without breaking step. An ugly bruise purpled the skin around one eye. Her lip was split and trickling blood. She frowned. Gave a weak smile. Looked back to the bear.



And then Snaith was running. Really running. Covering the ground between them in long, flowing strides.



“No you don’t!” Khunt growled, and barreled into Snaith out of nowhere.



Snaith rolled with the force, slung out a punch even as he saw just where to place it. Khunt’s head spun round, his legs buckled, and he sprawled face-first in the dirt. His spearhead shot from his grasp.



The bear roared.



Tey screamed.



At the last instant, she tried to turn away. A claw slapped down, spun her to the ground, one leg tucked beneath her. The bear let out a snorting growl then lunged for her. Its chain pulled taut, and all it could reach was her extended leg.



Snaith slammed into it. Bounced off like he’d hit a wall. He somehow kept his feet and made a grab for Tey’s wrist, but a claw lashed out. Pain flared through his arm. Blood sprayed. Started to gush. He went for a kick, but the claw ripped into the same arm again, and this time he found himself on his knees, not knowing how he’d gotten there. Tey was screaming, the bear was mauling her leg. And there was blood. Everywhere, blood.



Lightning flashed.



A hiss and the stench of brimstone.



And then Theurig was there, driving the bear back with swipes of his blazing staff. The wood swiftly charred, and the flames fizzled out, but before the bear could gather itself for another attack, clansmen surrounded it, jabbing with spears.



The High King’s voice, demanding to know what had happened. Chief Crav
 Bellosh
 , spitting fury and making sure everyone knew it was nothing to do with him. Khunt Moonshine, recovered sooner than Snaith would have liked, accusing his daughter, but no one buying it. Snaith was dimly aware of Khunt being restrained by the High King’s guards, led away shrieking his innocence.



Theurig’s soothing tones, directly above him. How had Snaith ended up on his back, staring foggily at the heavy skies?



“Snaith?”—his mother. “The Weyd preserve us. Snaith!”



He was aware of his father kneeling beside his head, barking commands about stemming the bleeding.



“Oh fuck,” Tey whimpered from nearby. “Don’t touch. Leave me alone!”



“Theurig,” Snaith said, voice thready and weak. “Theurig.”



“I’m here, Snaith.” The rustle of the sorcerer’s robes as he crouched down. “Leave him to me, Bas, Jennika. I’ll make sure he’s all right. The girl, too. The Weyd has spoken, and it’s best that we heed it.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” Bas
 Harrow said. “He’s my boy, Theurig, and he’s coming home.”



“He’ll die if I don’t tend him,” Theurig said.



“I’ve bound wounds before,” Bas said. “Don’t worry, Theurig, I’ll send to you for herbs to stave off the vile. But he’s coming home.”



“Listen to reason, Bas,” Crav
 Bellosh
 said. “You know how it is. Arm’s useless. The lad’s done. Coldman’s Copse—”



“No one’s killing my boy,” Jennika
 Harrow said. She sounded fierce. Like the Ear-Collector.



“Majesty?” The appeal in Chief Bellosh’s voice was sickening.



The High King licked his lips; glanced nervously at Theurig. “Well, if the family are willing—”



“No one can interfere with the will of the Weyd,” the sorcerer said, voice deeper than usual, heavy with menace. Snaith caught a blurry glimpse of the spearhead in Theurig’s hand. He must have seen Khunt drop it, gone to pick it up.



There was a crushing silence, interspersed only by Tey’s sobs and Snaith’s shuddering breaths that would have been screams, had he not choked them with the force of his will.



Tension so thick it was smothering pressed in around Snaith. His eyes were heavy with sleep. His heartbeat stuttered in his ribcage, echoing the throbbing of his arm. The injury was bad. He could tell from the timbre of his parents’ voices, but it hurt less than a grass cut or a bruise. He’d once heard his father say a serious wound was numb at first, but later would be agony.



Someone shifted. Fingers stroked his hair.



“Like I said,”—Bas
 Harrow—“my son. We know the burden, and we accept it.”



Theurig hissed.



“We accept it,” Jennika said, like she’d already taken one ear and was eyeing the other.



“Fine,” Theurig said. “Have it your way. But the girl’s mine.”



Snaith tried to object—to the foolishness, to the humiliation. A man who couldn’t fight… kept like a baby…
 Done
 , the chief had said, and for once he was right. Best place for him was the Copse.



But the pain chose that moment to hit. And once it started, it didn’t let up.




 


ONE FOOT IN THE NETHERS


This time, Tey
 knew she wasn’t dreaming. Delirium was different: it had teeth and nails. Her nerves screamed. Flames erupted from her leg, scalding, white, incandescent. Even her eyes burned, melting craters into the dripping wax of her face. Her hands were rigor-locked claws, her scars fresh and weeping. And her belly… her belly was icy slush. But through her agony, satisfaction was a tang she drew upon and savored.

She’d drained him—at the very moment he’d sated himself on her essence. She’d reversed his sorcery, felt her stolen energy flow back into her, and along with it a tidal wave of Khunt’s own. And then she’d swung for his head with her cleaver, but he’d blocked it with his forearm. Last she saw, with the bear’s dying growls washing over her, the cock-who-sired-her was dragged away by the High King’s men. Theurig took the spearhead from him, said something about Khunt using forbidden knowledge, called him a parasite. It was finally over. The clans wouldn’t tolerate Khunt Moonshine’s kind.

But what would they do with her, if the prick accused her of cutting him?


[Nothing
 ,]
 the Shedim
 said in some hidden recess that shifted when she tried to locate it—not just in her mind. Beneath her skin. In her marrow.

Revulsion flooded her, but it coiled and twisted, wriggled deep within her till it turned sweet and lissome and smelled of honeysuckle.


[His acts mitigate your own. It is how humans think. You will see.]


It settled her, the whispered voice, the gentle fragrance. But it was a short reprieve. Lightning arced through her veins, stiffened her head to foot, plunged her back into a vat of torment.

Then she must have drowsed, and drowsed for a long time, for next she knew, the tide of pain had receded, until only waves of caustic froth lapped at the edge of her awareness.

It was soft beneath her back, but it wasn’t her bed. She guessed it was animal pelts not straw she lay upon, and beneath them something more forgiving than her cot—perhaps a mattress stuffed with feathers.

Smoke tickled her nostrils, irritated the back of her throat. Sandalwood. A hint of dried oak leaf. She coughed, and instantly a damp rag was pressed to her forehead. Its touch comforted her. Someone pulled a sheet over her, and sleep’s sinewy arms dragged her once more into oblivion.

The Shedim
 was there waiting in its cavern of coal. It spoke, but Tey was deaf. When it touched her mangled leg, fire turned to ice in an instant. Barbs ripped free of her flesh, and flaky white scales grew up amid the seep of blood. Tey gasped, and the Shedim
 shook with what must have been laughter. Dark tendrils webbed the surface of her leg. Wove bridges between the scales. Covered them until they hardened and grew black, forming a chitinous armor over her skin. Tey’s guts rebelled. Bile hit her throat, and she groaned as it gushed from her mouth.

Something cool and wet dabbed at her neck, moved down to her chest. She risked a peek, and a rheumy-eyed woman forced a smile at her. She recognized the crinkled face—one of the crones who gave their old age purpose by serving Theurig’s needs: cooking, cleaning, running errands. Maybe more.

“Awake, are you?” the woman crowed. “Like as not, that’s good.” She drew the cloth across Tey’s breasts with hard, abrasive rubs. “Quite the scars you got.” Her tone implied the tally of retribution she no doubt thought the Weyd was keeping.

Her scars! The woman must have pulled back the sheet to wash her. Tey rolled to her side, vainly trying to shield her secrets with her arms.

“Oh, I seen worse.” The woman cackled. “Not so many, perhaps, but good ones. Festerers.”

“My leg!” Tey cried, remembering the Shedim
 . Remembering the scales. She pushed herself upright to look, heart clamoring in her ears.

“It’s bad,” the woman said, “but again, I seen worse. I seen gangrene, I has. Least you get to keep it.”

They were still there.

Black scales glistened from knee to toes. Pus oozed between them. Tey retched, clutched her stomach, felt herself choking.

“Theurig says the blood still flows,” the woman said, “but you won’t never walk right.”

“Scales,” Tey breathed. She loathed the whimper that followed. It made her weak, leached her power. She flashed a look of helpless terror at the woman. “Scales!”

The ancient face crinkled further, into a frown, eyes doing a quick check then rolling. “Just bruising, love. Must be you’re still not in your right mind. You should’ve heard yourself jabbering and hollering. Drove old Theurig half crazy, you did. Couldn’t do no work, so he went out. Check on the Harrow lad, he said.”

Snaith? Snaith had tried to save her. Had saved her, even if he’d been too late to save all of her. But then, he’d always been too late for that.

“He’s hurt?” Tey’s eyes were locked to her leg, searching out the scales she knew had been there a moment ago. But they’d gone. It had to be a trick. The Shedim
 must have rendered them invisible. She could still feel their infection thickening her blood to slurry. If she could have, she’d have picked at them like scabs, but the Shedim
 was too clever for that; all her hands would meet was her own twisted flesh.

The realization she could do nothing put her on familiar ground. Despair settled her. It had been the same with her father: The first time he’d worked his ham-fisted sorcery to drain her, the pain had been excruciating; the second only slightly less so. But after the third, she grew numb to the pain, even started to sleep through it. And that was another source of her strength. She could grow numb to anything, over time, if it happened enough.

“Oh, aye, he’s hurt,” the woman said, “but he’ll live, same as you. He’ll never fire a bow, though.” Her tone implied everything Snaith could expect instead. Grew ominous with it. “Nor hitch a plow.”


Same for you
 , she might just as well have said. Same for you and that wicked leg.


The woman straightened up, wrung out her cloth over a bowl of pinkish water. “Lie you flat now.” She wrinkled her nose. “A quick freshen up, then I’ll get to scrubbing what the sun don’t see.”

Only then did Tey grow aware of the stench. She flopped back on the bed, dewy eyes locked onto the black-beamed ceiling. Shame wrapped her in its lice-infested blanket, wadded her mouth against speaking.

***

Tey measured time by the bed baths and the spoonfuls of salty broth she was forced to slurp. Theurig’s instructions, the old women said—for there was more than one; they tended her in shifts. A part of her wanted to believe it was because someone cared—Theurig, presumably, or maybe even the Weyd that watched over all and wept for even the tiniest insect crushed underfoot. She scoffed to herself. She was wiser than that. She’d seen the face of the world in all its red-toothed hunger. Anyone else would have been dragged out to Coldman’s Copse, left atop a burial mound as fodder for the Shedim. She was alive only because Theurig had a use for her. She’d seen it in his eyes since she was a girl: dispassionate scrutiny, calculating appraisal. That, and the fact that the Shedim had a use for her, too, one that was at least forthright, whereas Theurig’s was unspoken. But forthright only concealed a deeper-buried secret.

Her awareness wavered between absence and patches of near-lucidity. More often than not, the women were snatches of shadow, patterns in the clouds of grey that misted around her.

Theurig’s raging voice startled her alert once, spitting and shrill:

“Think they can thwart me? I’ll show them. I’ll bloody show them!”

She was too tired to cling to it, follow the course of its weave. But the sorcerer came again at some later point, crouched over her till she could smell the mint and dandelion on his breath from the tisanes he drank for his joints. He stroked her hair, spoke to her, but his words were garbled, spoken through muddy clods and sods.

It was the scrape, chink, scrape that finally drew her back, but she was quick enough not to let on she was awake.

Theurig was bent over a ceramic mortar, grinding herbs with a pestle. He pinched the powdery residue between thumb and forefinger, sniffed, coughed, and grunted; a process he went through several times until he was done. Then he funneled the grey powder into a vial, slipped it into his robe, and left in a hurry.

It took Tey’s torpid mind an eternity to work out where she’d seen this before, but then Vrom Mowry’s livid face, cracked and scored with a thousand lesions, materialized behind her eyelids. She’d spied on Theurig from time to time, gleaning what she could. Once she’d seen him prepare something similar, then give it to an old woman with instructions on how to administer it, and to whom. Poor Vrom, the only one who’d understood what she’d endured. Her spirit-mate in suffering.

“Poison,” she muttered to herself. The real cause of the rot everyone feared.


[You don’t miss much, Tey Moonshine.]
 The Shedim’s words were insinuated rather than spoken. [I was right to investigate the commotion caused by your bleakness. I was right to bond with you.]


The thought that this creature she could not see, could not hear, had invaded her caused Tey to squirm atop the bed. She flung the sheet off so she could check her leg.

An old woman glanced up from the brittle yellow pages of the book she was reading—skin-bound, one of Theurig’s from the many on the shelves, judging by the look of it.

“Lie you down, love,” the crone said, setting the book aside on a low table. She hacked up phlegm as she rose on creaking joints and shuffled over to the bed.

It was a twisted lump, Tey’s leg, but it was dead skin that coated it, not scales. She sighed and settled back against the feather-stuffed pillows. The old woman made a cursory job of fixing the sheet then got back to her rocker and her reading.

***

On the third day, Tey was woken by a weight plonking down on the bed. She stiffened, squeezed her eyes shut, but as sleep let go its smoky clutch, she shooed the frightened little girl to her grave with a well-practiced flipflop. It grew easier every time, till now it was merely a reflex that buried her weakness beneath a mountain of loamy earth. The witch-woman she became instead was her own creation, coquettishly doe-eyed, just enough of a painted smile to get people’s guard down, to give them the signal they had nothing to fear.

But when she opened her eyes, it wasn’t Theurig, like she’d expected. The shock spun the girl back out of her grave.

Snaith Harrow lay prone on the bed beside her.

“Company,” a different old woman said from the rocking chair. Only then did Tey become aware of the click-click-click of her knitting needles.

Was Snaith breathing? He was the color of milk, staring at the ceiling with sightless eyes, pupils yawning pits of blackness.

Two more crones backed away from the bed, then left through the front door.

Tey swallowed. Tried to gain her senses. Her lips were dry and cracked, her stomach an empty hollow. Unconsciously, her hands strayed to it, rested atop the ridges of her scars. The sheet… it had ridden down… What if Snaith should see? What if he’d already seen, when the bear attacked? Worse, what if she’d soiled herself again?

“Don’t fret,” the old woman said. “They slept him with a tonic. No idea you’re there, and I already washed you afore they fetched him. Meldred and Graef would have my guts if they cleaned him up only to have him tainted by your mess.” She smacked her lips and raised an eyebrow in Snaith’s direction, took in the dark tattoo covering his torso. “Right horrible inking, if you ask me.”

A black flame, is what it conveyed to Tey. The one she knew lay buried within Snaith. Made manifest as some kind of dragon: shredded wings, snaking body, ram’s horns. It was evil. Deathly. Arousing.

Then it registered: Snaith was as naked as she was. On instinct, she pulled the sheet up to cover them both. Looking didn’t seem right with him unconscious, even though she’d often watched from the trees while he bathed after training. That had been different: Snaith had known, and he’d permitted it. She’d wanted to join him and the others, even more so when it was just him alone. Wanted to so badly, if not to belong, then at least for the coolness of the water. It would have soothed her scars. But it was her scars that stopped her going in. They could never be seen. Not by Snaith. Not if he was to keep seeing her right. The thing that scared her the most, even more than the contemplation of her eventual nothingness, was that he already had. That he’d glimpsed the lie she hid beneath her dress, and that she’d been diminished in his eyes.

Three days of recovery hadn’t lessened the cuts and lines of Snaith’s ropey muscles, and if he’d lost weight, it was difficult to tell. He’d always been gangly and lean. What the other young warriors had in brawn, he more than made up for with height and reach and conditioning. All that marred his perfection was the stoop of his upper back from years of protecting himself fighting, and the hook of his nose—half-inherited from his father, half worsened by being broken in the circle on more than one occasion.

Now, though… now there was something else. She’d only noticed it peripherally, so quickly had she covered him: his right arm, as twisted and bruise-blackened as her leg. A glimpse of hooked fingers, rigid like a corpse’s.

Yes, he was breathing. She could see that now from the rippling of the sheet where it touched his chest.

Tey craned her neck, intending to ask the old woman why they’d brought him here, but Snaith coughed then shuddered. His eyes drew into focus on the ceiling, narrowed. He turned his head. Gasped as he saw Tey. Tried to push himself upright. But it was his bad arm he used, and it gave way beneath him.

Snaith’s surprise at seeing Tey was replaced by horror as he switched his gaze to his injury. His bottom lip trembled like it used to when he was a boy. A whimper escaped him, followed by a groan. He raised his ruined arm as if it were some grisly revenant that had been grafted onto his shoulder. The tremor from his lip spread aggressively, like the rot. Tey reached out but dared not make contact. She had no right. She was not worthy.

Snaith glanced at her. Back at his ruined arm. “Fuck,” he breathed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

“That’s enough of that,” the crone said, rocking forward out of her chair, still absorbed in her knitting as she crossed to the bed.

Tey came within a hair’s breadth of Snaith’s face. He snapped his jaws at her. There was madness in his eyes. Spit sprayed as he said, “Father… Mother…” He gasped between words, each wheezing breath catching in his throat; eyes so wide and frenzied, the sclerae looked more red than white. And then he screamed, “The Weyd did it! The Weyd!”

“Enough, I says,” the old woman rasped. She hawked and spat, then tried again. “Enough!”

Snaith lunged across the bed. The old woman wailed and spun away, but he’d not been aiming for her; he’d been after a knitting needle. It glinted in his good hand, and then, with a ghastly ululating cry, he stabbed it into his injured arm.

Pus and blood spattered Tey’s face. Her instincts were locked in an impasse between screaming and giggling. Like she always did, she slipped between them with numbness.

Snaith drew back for another stab, but this time Tey grabbed his wrist with both hands. He tried to twist away, but she had better leverage and rolled on top of him.

The crone leaned in, snatched away her knitting needle. Tey immediately let go Snaith’s wrist. As if it were cast from wax, his arm hung in the air, while he stared at the fist that had held the needle. Then he brought it down again and again, stabbing at his mangled limb with nothing but air.

Tey smothered him with her body, pushed her face into his neck. Her injured leg was a dead weight atop his thigh. He couldn’t strike himself now. All he could hit was her. But he didn’t. He shook with unvented rage for a moment, and then began to sob.

Tey was aware of the old woman bustling around, setting things down, picking things up, muttering under her breath, and none of it good.

She felt a twinge of expectation between her legs. Her skin pressed to Snaith’s grew slick and hot. She vacillated between the brazen witch and her little girl self, not knowing how to act.

Snaith’s frame was racked with sobs beneath her. If only her mother were still alive to tell her what to do.

She rolled down beside Snaith, placed her hand on his head, guided it to the hollow of her shoulder. She stroked the crest of his hair, staring blankly at the ceiling.

The old woman gave her a curt nod. “Get him to drink this.” She proffered a cup, and Tey sat up to take it, held it to Snaith’s lips, supporting his head. The liquid within bubbled as he sobbed into it. With encouragement, he sipped and swallowed convulsively. When he’d finished the cup, Tey lay down his head on a pillow, and he was soon asleep.

The old woman produced a rag and wiped the blood and pus from Tey’s face. “They didn’t give him enough, the stupid old birds. Just wait till Theurig hears about this. You did good, girl. Obliged to you.”

Tey shot her a questioning look. No one had said that to her before, not since her mother had died. Good? Was it good what she’d done? It didn’t feel good; it just felt… confusing. She manufactured a smile. The old woman snatched back the cup, returned to her rocker, and flopped into it with a sigh.

Already Snaith was snoring—a tortured, wheezing sound. He only slept because his body was overwhelmed with whatever had been in the cup, and whatever the other old women had given him before bringing him here. Poor dear—that was what Tey was supposed to think, wasn’t it? It’s what her mother used to say when she fell and grazed a knee. His poor, ruined arm. Had he seen scales, too? Deep down, she hoped so. It would be something they could share.


[You see scales because we are one
 ,]
 the Shedim said. [All he sees is wrack and ruin.]


Tey’s blood rippled with revulsion, but she knew better than to let on she was panicked. She held her breath to keep from retching, then let it out in a long, drawn-out trickle.


I have you trapped
 , she thought with careful articulation, trusting the Shedim was listening. You are right where I want you
 .

She buried the Grave Girl’s protests beneath six feet of earth; ceded control to the Witch Woman.

The Shedim was silent.

The creature was right, though. To Snaith’s mind, his injury was a curse that meant he could never be a warrior. But there was more to it than that: he’d cried out for his mother and father. By caring for him, they had denied the Weyd, and now they had paid the price. Tey glanced around the room, eyes lingering on the mortar and pestle. Theurig’s price. Then, as often happened when she thought of someone, reality caught up, and the sorcerer stepped through the door.

He stood on the threshold, taking in the sleeping Snaith, the old woman wiping pus and blood from her knitting needle so she could continue with whatever she was making, and finally let his eyes come to rest on Tey. He appraised her scars as if they were words on the page, and Tey wondered if he could read in them what she could. What did he know, this so-called sorcerer, this charlatan? More than she’d observed on the occasions she’d spied through his window?


[Nothing of any worth
 ,]
 the Shedim said. [His Weyd is a reflection in murky water at best.
 He is just your way out, no more.]



Way out of what?
 She asked with a thought. When the Shedim didn’t answer immediately, she asked again. Way out of—



[Do you really want this old lech poring over your naked flesh?]
 the Shedim said. [Your scars?]


With a gasp, Tey banished the Witch Woman and freed the girl from her grave. She pulled up the sheet, suddenly cold and shivering.

“Awake so soon?” Theurig gave the old woman a narrow-eyed glance. “And with such a terrible injury.”

“I was just about to give her another drink,” the old woman said. “Only, I dropped a stitch, see.” She held up her knitting, but Theurig switched his gaze back to Tey.

“Were you indeed?” He was still talking to the old woman. “Well, don’t let me stop you.”

Tey heard the creak of the rocking chair, the clatter of the knitting needles being set down, but it was the swish of Theurig’s robe as he flowed toward the bed that commanded her attention. She looked up at his face, found him gently smiling. His eyes widened, inviting her to say something.

“Why is Snaith here?” She already knew the answer, and it was likely dangerous asking, but if you didn’t push and goad, you were nothing more than prey. “I thought his parents—”

“Contagion,” Theurig said with a shake of his head. “They had to leave the village. I did my best to warn them, but what can you do when people refuse to listen?” He sounded genuinely sorrowful, but Theurig was a master of sounding genuinely anything he liked.

Tey bit her lip before she said too much. She switched her attention to her bad leg, matched her breathing to its deep, dull throb. Like surf crashing against a distant shore, she heard the Shedim’s scorn.

Theurig seated himself on the edge of the bed. “You’re in something of a quandary, the two of you. But you already know this.You don’t need me to tell you the choice you face.”

Dragged out to Coldman’s Copse and slaughtered by the Shedim, or wedded to the Weyd as a sorcerer’s apprentice. But what sorcerer would take her? And with the Shedim inside her, would others of its kind really kill her? Would it even be in their interests? Free us, Tey Moonshine,
 the Shedim had said.
 Return us to the light of day
 .


“Oh, Tey,” Theurig said, studying her face and clearly misreading the knit of her brow, “you don’t want to die. You think you do, I’ll grant that, but when it comes down to it, it’s not what you really want. Otherwise, why are you still here? Why have you survived for so long?”


Prick!
 Of course she wanted to die. Once more the certainty was building. Theurig didn’t know her, and she told him so with a glare. He was talking about his own fears, not hers. Death was her bridegroom. It called to her, and she went willingly into its embrace. She’d show Theurig when they dragged her out to the Copse. Then he’d see how wrong he was.

“Tey,” Theurig said in his kindly old-man voice. It made her want to punch him. “I want you. I want you both. You’ve known this all along. Snaith has”—he tapped his temple—“aptitude. And you, Tey, you have such… how should I put it?”


[Vitriol]
 , the Shedim said in her marrow. [Raw. Unadulterated.]


A confusion of emotions played across Theurig’s face before he finally settled on “…potential. But it is not my wants that determine fates; it is the Weyd’s. Many offer themselves; few are taken. The people of Malogoi have grown soft. Hardly any of ours made it to be warriors at the festival, and all the Proving proved was how weak we have grown. The good news is that so many were badly injured during the bouts, I have upwards of a dozen for the testing, and I intend for you and Snaith to join them. First, though, you must rest and recover. Velyg, a drink for young Tey.”

The old woman poured liquid from a jug into a cup and handed it to Theurig. The same way Tey had helped Snaith, the sorcerer held her head and made her drink.

“Leave us now,” Theurig said to the old woman—Velyg. “I will care for them tonight.”

Tey tried to discern the sweetened pungency of the drink, but already she was starting to fade. The shuffle of feet. The opening and shutting of the door. Snaith’s snores—gentler now, less labored. Honey, for sure. She ran her tongue across her lips, touched it to her palate. Root of valerian? And… and…

Twin pools of emerald glowered down at her—the sorcerer’s eyes. Flickers of lamplight reflected from their surface. They contracted as they moved away, till she saw Theurig’s face studying her.

Remembered pain bloomed inside her head. It was like the first time her father had worked his sorcery: Theurig was going to drain her. She tried to summon the Witch Woman, but the Grave Girl was startled, too panicked to get out of the way. A scream rattled around her skull but could find no exit.

Theurig nodded, satisfied, and the scream petered out and died.

As the daze of sleep washed over her, Tey realized she’d been wrong; that under the spell of the Grave Girl’s terror, she’d misread Theurig’s nod. It wasn’t that he was sated, it was that he found her satisfactory. Suited to purpose. He had her where he wanted her, and his nod merely said she would do.

 


TINKERER OF LOST THEURGY


Tey awoke without
 the feeling of ever having fallen asleep. Her mind was a mire, sucking down thoughts. Her veins clogged with sludge. Her heartbeat a distant thunderstorm blown ragged by the wind.

“It’s the potion he’s giving you.”—The Shedim. Only not in her bones. Outside her head.

She opened her eyes onto the cavern of coal. The Shedim had its back to her, hunched over a workbench of some sleek, dark material.

Consumed in its task, it said, “He is keeping you sedated.” It spared a quick look at her, violet eyes expanding and contracting. “Chattel is all you are to him, but it makes no difference. Be patient. Bide your time.” It turned back to its work, leaving Tey with the impression her nakedness burned its eyes.

She approached the workbench on bare feet, peered over the Shedim’s shoulder. Smoke plumed in delicate streamers from a crucible on the tabletop. The stench of sulfur hit her nostrils, forced her to take a step back.

The Shedim held a slender metal stylus in one hand, tip wickedly sharp and glowing red. With the other hand, it kept steady what looked like a lunula, the gold crescents some of the Malogoi women wore around their necks. It was inscribed with patterns of lines. The cold touch of recognition seeped beneath Tey’s dulled consciousness. With her fingertips, she numbly traced the ridges of the scars on her belly.

“Your kind are reservoirs of untapped power,” the Shedim said, bringing the point of its stylus to the lunula and etching another line into the metal. “Wasted. Directionless. Such bottled-up puissance corrodes the host from within.”

It returned the tip of the stylus to the crucible until it regained its heat, then marked the lunula with another line, perpendicular to the last.

“Latent power needs two things, if it is to be made manifest: a focus and a conduit. A third is necessary if you are to make the most of the power you have, and to take what is possible to new and greater levels: a means of amplification. These patterns”—it indicated the lines etched into the gold with the tip of the cooling stylus—“are for the direction of raw force. They are the conduit. This you know.”

“But how?” Tey asked. “How did I know?” Each time she cut, she intuited where to place the blade. It seemed obvious to her. She could almost see vitriol flowing through the channels in her flesh, feel the weave of her net of scars.

“You burst the banks of your suffering, Tey Moonshine. A long time ago. We Shedim are attuned to such ruptures, to the particular cadence of your pain. It is… precious to us.”

“You did this?” She indicated her mutilated flesh, fingers curled into claws and quivering.

“Yours was the hand that held the knife,” the Shedim said, setting down the stylus and lifting the lunula to inspect it. “And yours was the intuition that drove the design. You wanted to turn predator into prey. Your prey.”

It cracked the lunula against the desktop and it came apart in two sections, each spilling forth tangles of hair-thin copper spangled with winking lights.

“Your focus was your hatred, and the one it was directed against. Not perfect, and not honed enough to be effective. Hatred is like fear in that sense: too chaotic, a blurring of vision, a blunting of the will. In this you need training, although even then mastery may be beyond you. Your conduit is your skin, the paths and channels you have carved into it. It is a pattern for taking, for robbing another of their essence. But that is all.”

It held up the two pieces of the lunula. “What you need is another pattern, to take your thoughts and desires and give them birth. A crafting to achieve each specific end. And if it is well made, it will be efficient with the essence it draws from the reservoir you hold within you. It will take a little and magnify it a hundredfold.”

It dangled the golden halves before her for a moment, then dropped them clattering to the floor.

“I am but a tinkerer of lost lore,” the Shedim said. “And my people are scattered, the few that remain. But in the days we walked the surface of this world, in the times before the Hélum Empire stole our sorcery and turned it against us, such artifacts of power were not uncommon. Just think, Tey Moonshine: with perfectly honed focus, the conduit of your scars to fill you, and the means to direct and amplify the seething violence of your emotions, what could you fail to achieve?”

But what would she want to achieve? Her father had already been taken care of. She’d no interest in fighting, and even if she had, her leg was ruined. What else was there, save to be some cock’s breeding cow that sewed and cooked just to make herself useful?

“Theurig’s Weyd is a parody,” the Shedim said. “A parody of something real and potent and calling to you. Let me help you, Tey Moonshine. Help you become who you were created to be.”

“No.” The word came unbidden, automatic. It was her default position.

“There is a relic beneath Coldman’s Copse—”

“No.”

“And the one who would marry you has a way with patterns. He can hold them in his mind. His focus is unparalleled. This much I have seen through your eyes. Together, you could—”

“What relic?” Tey said. “Something like this?” She tapped one half of the lunula with her foot. The Shedim had aroused her interest. She couldn’t say why, but it had. Something about the Copse and its reputation for death. Something about the burial mounds of the ancestors.

“All that remains of the Shedim in this world. The pinnacle of our power. Buried so they
 could not find it.”

“The Hélum Empire?”

The Shedim’s eyes flashed. “If they were to discover the Hand of Vilchus…” It paused. Afraid to finish its sentence, perhaps. In case it came true. Or maybe it was measuring out how much it should say, and what. “They are an evil race, Tey. Worshipers of the Wyvern of Necras.”

“And they defeated you. With all your sorcery, they defeated you. Drove you from the world.”

“Betrayal. We were doomed because of it. Only one who has suffered as much as you could have any inkling of what we have endured.”

Tey scoffed. Victims, is what they were. If the Shedim thought it knew her, thought it could form a bond of shared suffering and somehow manipulate her into helping it… Because that’s what this was about, she had no doubt. The Shedim might have claimed it wanted to help her, but no one helped anyone without expecting something in return. Well, two could play at that game. Right now she had no idea what her price would be. But she would, when Theurig’s drugs were out of her system, when her mood switched, as it did at whatever mystical time it chose. She was in no hurry, and this Shedim was going nowhere. It needed her more than she needed it, and needs were the bait that hooked the fish.

The Shedim was watching her intently, reading her thoughts.

Or was it? It liked to give the impression it knew her more than she knew herself, but clearly it didn’t if it thought it could sway her with promises of power. What would she do with all that power? It was of no interest to her. She lacked the drive to wield it; lacked the energy. If she could have just curled up and fallen asleep forever, she would have. Except, when blackness came, she knew she’d turn tail and flee the other way.

What she needed was to wheedle her way into the Shedim’s mind, as it had hers. To gain its trust. To get its guard down. To find out the truth of its desires. And most of all, to find out what it feared.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“I have no name. No Shedim does. Save one.”

“Vilchus?” Tey asked. “You mentioned the Hand of Vilchus.”

“To some he was a god. But not to all of us.”

“Not to you? Why?”

The Shedim’s eyes dimmed, creating the impression its focus was all within. It looked suddenly melancholy. Sullen. It was a reaction, at least. A small victory.

“Are you still inside of me?” she asked.

The violet eyes flared once more, then contracted to pinpricks. “Here, I am both outside and in.”

Tey nodded, chewed her lip. She became aware of Snaith’s warmth against her back—not a memory, a present reality. She was both here in the cavern of coal, and asleep on the bed beside Snaith. Expectation tingled between her legs, in the pit of her stomach. She could almost hear the Witch Woman goading her on: “Go on, try it! You know you want to.”

And then the Grave Girl was gone and the Witch Woman assumed control. With sudden clarity she saw a potential weakness to be prodded. She’d glimpsed it the first time the Shedim had shown itself to her, and now what had been an unformed intuition clothed itself in purpose with teeth and claws.

Tey flashed a look at the Shedim. “You really want inside?” She lowered herself to the hard floor, lay back, mangled leg straight and stiff. With awkward scuffs and jolts, she parted her thighs.

The Shedim stood frozen, eyes so wide its entire head was bathed in violet. In an instant, they contracted, then vanished altogether. Would it go for the lure, or had she frightened it off?

Something shivered through her veins, sought an exit. Not frightened—repulsed. The Shedim was disgusted by what she offered. Disgusted and panicked.

Its hand came up, fingers splayed, and the scene dispersed in a puff of soot.

***

She was on the bed once more. Naked. Present. Truly present, body and spirit. Snaith was sleeping lightly next to her, rolled on one side, sheet pulled tightly about him.

She pushed herself upright on her elbows, good leg bent at the knee, other stretched out and rigid, mottled ankle to thigh with fist-sized bruises, purple-bodied and yellowing at the edges. That was different from black all over. The leg was healing, as much as it ever would,
 but it would always be useless. Thing was, how long had she been away, coasting in limbo or with the Shedim in its cave? Days, it seemed. Was that an illusion, or the effect of Theurig’s potions?

The rocking chair the old women took turns sitting in was empty. Knitting needles on the table beside it, along with the water jug—or whatever it was it contained. She and Snaith were alone, which meant they must have been stable. Maybe the crones had made another dosing error and assumed their charges were sufficiently drugged to be no trouble. Probably, the three of them—the three she’d seen—were outside gossiping, or arguing about whose turn it was to bathe her next. The thought made her twist toward Snaith, sniff the sheet wrapped around him. Did they wash him, too? They must have done, judging by the fragrant scent of the soap they used, the lack of anything more offensive.

She pinched a section of sheet between thumb and forefinger, carefully pulled it down to reveal Snaith’s injured arm. She was half-hoping it would be black with scales, but all the blackness was from bruising and dead skin. Deep furrows raked across the flesh had been roughly stitched, and the fingers seemed locked in place, twisted talons.

She covered Snaith up once more then examined her leg. Now the swelling had subsided, she could see her own stitches, a network of them, reattaching flaps of flesh like the poorly repaired sails of her father’s fishing boat.

She’d seen it once, before he let it go. He’d brought her with him to help cart back the booze he’d stowed on board. The sails were more thread than canvas, the hull barnacled from neglect. It was a wonder it even floated. A bigger wonder Khunt had roamed clear of Malogoi lands and lived to tell the tale. Something about the protection of a group of sorcerers, he once told her. And the demand among them for fresh fish.

Tey pressed her thumbs into the bruising on her leg. Felt nothing. At least the scales covering her skin were gone. But what about the Shedim? Was it still there, inside her, closer to her than she was to herself? Had she frightened it away with her lewd invitation?

No, there it was, a silken thread weaving itself between her thoughts, whittling away their edges, bending them along new paths so subtly she could have mistaken them for her own desires, her own decisions, had she not been looking for them.

Even now she could feel it gnawing away at her mind, digging for knowledge, probing, searching.

She dug a fingernail into her scalp, raked it along the roots of her hair. She winced at the sting, smiled at the warmth where blood started to seep, grinned when the Shedim’s poking around in her head stopped dead. She tangibly felt it withdraw from her skull, settle limpidly in her veins and marrow. What would it do now? Lurk within her, biding its time, seeking another way? Go on pretending this was some kind of partnership that she’d consented to? Or would it respond with anger?

A faint scratching sound caught her attention. It was coming from the open doorway at the far end of the room. Fleeting movement in the mirror hanging on the wall opposite drew her eye: Theurig seated at a desk in his study, writing in a thick book with a quill. It reminded her of the Shedim’s stylus, the creature’s talk about a relic buried beneath Coldman’s Copse.

Then she recalled Theurig’s voice as she drifted in and out of sleep. He’d been talking to someone else for the most part, presumably one of the crones. But she thought he’d said something about her father being dead, that the Weyd had demanded it. She knew she was supposed to feel something, but there was nothing. No relief, no gladness, not even a sense of loss. She tried to dig deeper, to disinter the emotions buried with the Grave Girl beneath a mountain of earth. All she got for her efforts was a needle of pain through her skull.

A moan beside her. Snaith rolled to his back, blinking his eyes into focus. With his good arm, he pulled down the sheet, gasped like he’d awoken from a nightmare to find out it was true. He stared at the twisted and sutured flesh of his arm, black and purple and yellow. It looked like an extension of the grisly tattoo Theurig had inked on his chest.

Ripping his eyes from his injury, Snaith turned his head toward Tey, looked straight through her, seeing something else.

“Mother.” There was a quaver to his voice that would have shamed him, were he himself. It was a voice shredded by broken dreams. “Father.”

“At last!”—Theurig’s voice from the study.

Suddenly panicked, Tey lunged out of the bed and grabbed one of the crone’s knitting needles. She felt exposed without the cleaver she’d kept under her straw mattress.

The sound of the sorcerer’s chair scraping back, the clatter of the quill dropping to the desktop. Footsteps, brisk, on the hardwood floor.

Quickly, Tey slipped back into bed and pulled the sheet up to cover her. Without care, she stabbed the end of the needle into the dead flesh of her injured leg, then slid the rest through, just beneath the skin, as though she were lancing a boil. She felt nothing: no sting, no pain. It might just as well have been someone else’s leg. It might just as well have been dead. The needle’s hardness reassured her. It would always be within reach. Just in case. She glanced at Snaith, but he’d not seen. His eyes were vacant, locked on to the horrors playing out in his mind.

Theurig’s reflection grew larger in the mirror, and then he was in the doorway, shaking his head and stroking his beard.

“I was starting to wonder if you’d ever come back to us. Happens sometimes, with serious injuries. The body’s way of recuperating.”

Tey cocked her head, kept her expression impassive. Nothing to do with whatever you put in the water, then. Liar, liar.


“I’m sorry about your parents, Snaith,” Theurig said, approaching the bed, head appropriately bowed to denote commiseration. “If I could have warded them, I would have. The Weyd is no respecter of an old man’s wishes, though, and your parents knew what they were doing, the risk they were taking.”

Snaith moaned, and Tey met his vacant gaze. His eyes widened, as if he were asking her to make things right. As if he were a child and she his mother.

Tey could find nothing to say to him. The things she remembered her mother saying were empty platitudes, refusals to stare reality in the face. She thought she should smile, softly. Show him her sorrow. But with no mirror to check herself, she couldn’t be sure how it would look.

Theurig stood there, midway to the bed, hands clasped in front, eyes on the floor. It was an attitude of mourning and shared grief.

Tey looked between them, biting down her anger at the sorcerer, stuttering over what she could do for Snaith. She started to mouth something, but there were no clear thoughts to guide any coherent sounds. Her breaths started to come quick and shallow. Her blood began to boil, rising in geyser bursts of hot pain that put pressure on her skull. She felt around for her cleaver; remembered it wasn’t her bed she was on. She reached beneath the sheet for the needle embedded in her skin; found the blunt end that protruded. A scream welled up from her belly, clawed its way to her throat—

And then the front door opened.

An old woman shuffled in—the one who’d always been knitting. She had Tey’s black dress and shawl draped over one arm. The dress had been repaired with stitches that pulled the fabric together in ridges like scars.

“Oh, was I wrong to come?” she asked, dropping Tey’s clothes on the bed, angling a look at the sorcerer, who stood motionless, brooding.

“No,” Theurig said. “They’re all yours.”

As the crone bustled off to the kitchen to fetch a pail and wash rags, Theurig called after her, “They must be clean, and they must be fed.” To Tey he said, though he seemed to mean it for Snaith as well, “You’ll need your strength and your wits come sundown. The testing is tonight.”

Snaith stiffened in an instant. A jumble of emotions battled across his face, then his fighting frown formed like a mask over them: hard-eyed, sharp-boned, driven, relentless. Tey knew he’d crossed a chasm and wouldn’t look back now, same as he did each time he entered the circle.

Theurig nodded, satisfied with the change that had come over Snaith, then spun on his heel and passed back into his study.

“I’ll do you first, love,” the old woman said to Tey, coming back in and plonking her bucket down. “You seen my knitting needle?” She cocked a nod at the table. “There was two when I left. No? Well someone moved it.” She glanced warily around the room. “Or something.”

As the crone pulled the sheet away, Tey covered the weeping wound in her bad leg with her arm and dropped back against the mattress, numb all over, suddenly weak. The frightened girl was two steps out of her grave, and the Witch Woman nowhere to be seen.

At the first scrub of the rough cloth on her face, Tey’s maimed leg twinged. A shudder ran up and down her spine as she pushed herself free of the crone’s ministrations. She had to see. Blood from where she’d pushed the needle in drenched the sheet she lay on, but the other thing she saw was far worse than that.

The scales were back.

She glanced at Snaith, wanting to see if he’d noticed, but he was off in a world of his own, glaring as though he were about to beat an opponent to pulp in the circle. She looked at the crone, but all she got was a shake of the head and a firm hand pushing her back down so she could be washed clean.




COLDMAN’S COPSE


Atop the central
 tumulus within the ambit of Coldman’s Copse, Theurig was a patch of denser blackness against the night sky. The silvery moon above his head was three quarters full, one side a razor’s edge you could cut your fingers on.



Snaith raised the twisted lump of his ruined arm, glared at it in the scatter of starlight. Hand a swollen mess. Five bloodless slugs for fingers.
 Cut
 them
 , and he’d not feel thing.



He glanced at Tey, sitting aloof from him and the others, those who’d been injured at the Proving. No sign of her scars now. Back to covering her madness with her black dress. Did
 she
 feel anything when she cut? Did she cry out in pain? Or did she take some perverse pleasure from splitting her skin with a knife? Just seeing the sham of her appearance set Snaith’s blood boiling. She’d lied to him all this time. Allowed him to believe she was something she was not. He looked away before his emotions slipped their reins, but the sight of all the other Malogoi rejects seated around him on the tumulus only made matters worse.



Most of them had it coming. He’d seen them practice in the circles for years, training halfheartedly, relying on hope and bravado to see them through. Tol Brandig, born half deaf, balance off-kilter; now he was half blind to match. His sister Leah, ravaged by spirits that caused her to shake and froth at the mouth. It was supposed to make her berserk, unstoppable in the circle, but instead it had earned her a fractured skull and the drooling speech of an idiot.



Then there was Balik Haydn, who never stopped eating, and had the physique to show for it. A target like Balik was difficult to miss, even if you were blind and aiming in the wrong direction. And during the Proving, while Snaith had been fighting for his life after the bear attack, someone clearly hadn’t missed, judging by the backward bend of a knee, the absence of a hand.



Snaith almost didn’t recognize Grisel Vret. No chance of lustful thoughts upsetting his mind’s hard-won order now. Half her face was missing, and half her chest.



Not surprisingly, Lars Tabot was among them. He might have stood a chance in the Proving, if he’d not challenged Snaith a day too soon. He’d been stiff and slow, according to Theurig, nursing a dozen injuries from the beating Snaith had given him.



Drulk Skanfok had been right: the Malogoi were soft, fit only for weaving garlands.



Snaith hawked and spat. It was an embarrassment, is what it was. The shaming of the clan. And Theurig had no business putting him here among those responsible. There was no justice. Not in the world. Not even in the Weyd. He was supposed to be a warrior. He was supposed to be the best of the best. Even now, with one good arm, he still could be. He knew it for a fact, and no one was going to change his mind.



He rapped his knuckles against his temple to help him focus on what the sorcerer was doing. Did it again. Then one more time.



Theurig was going through an elaborate ritual, facing each of the cardinal points in turn and drawing sigils in the air with his finger. The preparation of place, he called it. A banishing of evil spirits and an invocation of the Weyd. All Snaith knew is that it took forever. The sooner this was over and done with, the better.



He picked at the scab on the back of his ruined hand. Beneath its flaking crust the skin was raw, and he felt the warm trickle of blood. He pressed his thumb into the ulcerated flesh, winced at the stab of pain. His attention grew keen as a well-honed sword. For a moment. And then the flood of vitriol came rushing back in.



It burned so much—how the Weyd had turned on him since the bear’s attack, how it had battered him into submission. The Weyd always got what it wanted, no matter how hard you tried to thwart it.



Bas and Jennika
 Harrow caught the rot within days of the Proving. If they’d listened to their heads rather than their hearts, they might not have been cursed, might not now be outcasts. Thinking of them only made it harder to restore his focus. He needed to know how they were, and where. But first, he needed to see this test through. If he failed here, he was a dead man, and that would be no good to anyone.



Snaith’s image of Tey forced its way to the surface once more. His still-point amid the chaos. So perfect it could have been mistaken for the woman sitting across the tumulus from him.



Yet it was a false image.



He’d never even suspected there was anything but virgin skin beneath her black dress and shawl. He’d pretended not to see as they lay side by side on the bed in Theurig’s house. What else could he have done? Told Tey she’d betrayed him? The idea was ridiculous, and yet he couldn’t deny that’s how he felt. All these years, and he thought she’d just covered up out of shyness. All these years she’d allowed him to go on believing a lie. Tey wasn’t shy. She was mad. Because he had no doubt it wasn’t Khunt who’d scarred her all over: the cuts were too precise, too meticulously organized, just like his armies of wood-carved figures. There was a whole network crisscrossing every inch of her belly, breasts, and thighs, covering both arms, almost to the wrists—everything not hidden by her garments. Only her face, hands, and feet were unscathed. There was even a white line across her throat from where she must have taken a blade to it. Or a noose.



No, there was nothing random about Tey’s scars. They formed a pattern, a code, maybe even a map. It crossed Snaith’s mind that each scar could be a tally mark for every time she’d suffered. Because he could see that now, so clearly he cursed himself for not seeing it before. Khunt Moonshine had done something to her, probably for years. Probably since her mother died. Whether it was beatings or just treating her like a slave, he couldn’t say. Maybe it was worse. Snaith’s mind constructed vivid pictures, and his muscles knotted with the need to hurt Khunt, even though he was just imagining. And besides, whatever the truth of what he’d done, Khunt had already been made to pay. If what Theurig had told Snaith on the way to the Copse were true, there was going to be one very happy colony of fire ants, grown fat on Khunt Moonshine’s staked-out carcass.



In spite of the revulsion Snaith felt for Tey’s mutilation, a thread of fascination wormed its way beneath the surface of his mind. Gone was the girl too shy to look a boy in the eye, the young woman too timid to speak in a crowd. In her place he saw something witchy, shrouded in mystique. Something that had been there all along, misleading him with appearances. Some kind of sorcerous glamor.



He ground his thumb once more into the squishy mush where the scab had been, used the pain to drive his attention back to the sorcerer drawing out the anticipation of what he was about to reveal.



One simple test, Theurig had told them, then their fates would be known. Even these lackwit others understood what that meant. It was hard to miss the anxious glances toward the trees ringing the clearing, the barely suppressed gasps each time a swaying branch cast a moonlit shadow. Fail, and they’d be dragged off kicking and screaming by the
 Shedim
 . But pass the test, and secrets would be unveiled, mysteries explained, either by Theurig himself or one of the other clan sorcerers. Everyone knew of the Malogoi wounded who’d been apprenticed to the sorcerers of rival clans. How they had fared, though, no one could say. Once gone from the village, they were never seen again.



The whip and snap of Theurig’s robes, the spreading of his arms, the sparkle of his emerald eyes reflecting starlight: all contrived to draw the postulants in, to heap expectation upon anticipation till it was fit to burst. Then, with a sharp inhalation and the glisten of crooked teeth, Theurig delivered the secret they had all been waiting for.



“The Weyd is…”



A hush as heavy as thunderclouds settled over the group.



Theurig paused dramatically, hands held up in revelation.



A dozen heads thrust forward, eyes wide and unblinking. No one wanted to miss this.



“Spit it out,” Snaith muttered to himself through clenched teeth. “The Weyd is… The Weyd is…
 ”



“Nothing,” Theurig finished.



Like birds startled from their treetop, Snaith’s thoughts scattered in all directions and none.
 Blasphemy. Heresy. Nonsense. No… joke. He’s joking.



He glanced at the others for their reactions, already knowing he was wasting his time. Shrugs and blank looks told him nothing. All he saw was self-pity and failure. Frightened children, as out of their depth as they’d been in the fight circles.



Snaith trailed the dead fingers of his mangled arm through the dirt. He flashed a look Tey’s way, but it was unlikely she noticed. Her lip was curled derisively, her eyes so black it was like seeing the night sky behind her through twin stab wounds in her face.



For the first time, Snaith noticed Tey’s lame leg was stretched out before her, the other curled beneath her as it had been when the bear knocked her down. Her disfigurement tugged at him like some malign totem. Reeled him in worse than his most deep-rooted compulsions. His heart skipped a beat, then juddered as it set a new and cantering rhythm.



The Weyd is nothing…



The thought seemed more like a torpid echo, lagging through the heavy air of the clearing. Or had Theurig spoken again? Snaith rolled his head and felt his neck pop.



Around the group, there were a few nervous titters in anticipation of the punchline. Someone groaned. Balik scoffed, then grunted as he heaved himself to his feet.



Pillock. You can’t just walk away from this.



Even cattle led to the slaughterhouse had a sense of what was about to happen. What did Balik think? That the tales of the
 Shedim
 were just made up to frighten children?



No one was listening to Theurig now, like they’d never listened to him at the schoolhouse.



Snaith was listening, though. Listening for the rustle of the overhanging leaves that had died with Theurig’s words. Listening for the scurry and scamper of squirrels, the reedy whisper of the wind. Most of all, he was waiting for the sorcerer to finish what he was saying. There was a “but” in the air. With Theurig, there always was.



Coldman’s Copse was as still as it was silent. The mounds that covered the burial chambers of the ancestors were distended wombs, fit to burst open and give new birth to the ancient bones within.



“But…” Theurig said, passing a shard of flint from hand to hand, then picking another from the tufted earth of the tumulus and starting to juggle them.



Snaith allowed himself a smug smile. He’d been right to hold his judgment. It was Theurig’s way to make a nonsensical statement, only to follow it up with the truth.



The sorcerer snatched up a third flint and tossed it into the air. For a few short moments, he kept all three looping in front of his mock-awed face, and then they thudded to the ground in quick succession. Theurig’s lips sagged into an inverted horseshoe, but his eyes glittered with mischief.



“Did I already say ‘but’?” He glanced Snaith’s way and shrugged. “I think I did, but I’ll say it again: The Weyd is nothing. No-thing. Not a thing among other things.
 But
 it is a god worth pouring out your life to. Every last drop of it.”



“For a lie?” Balik said. “I always knew the Weyd was a load of goat crap. Fuck this, I’m going. You lot coming?”



“But the
 Shedim
 …” Leah said in a drooling monotone.



Tey burst out laughing, then swiftly pulled her shawl over her head and tucked her chin to her chest.



Balik shot her an irritated glare before answering Leah. “You believe that shit? I heard it was clansfolk dressed in skins.”



“Who told you that?” Theurig said. He was trying to sound offhand, but there was menace stitched within every word. “Your parents?”



Balik hunched his shoulders so much they nearly swallowed his head. He didn’t need to say anything; the hardening of Theurig’s face told Snaith the Haydn family had crossed the line.



“You’re testing us,” Tol said, breaking one tension to return to another.



Clever boy. Seems that blind eye has brought you wisdom.



“The Weyd’s real, else there wouldn’t be no magic,” Tol went on. “My grampy fought on the banks of the Sourling, when the northern clans united against the South. There was sorcerers on both sides.”



“Yes, yes,” Theurig said. He looked up at the dark sky, seemingly watching the battle in the pinpricks of silver. “Lightning strikes, storms of ice blasting from their fingertips, churning black clouds and pestilent vapors.”



Tol and Leah were nodding, and the others started to relax.



“But…”



I didn’t see that one coming.



“No one actually witnessed the magical battle, did they?”



Tol and his sister exchanged looks.



“The warriors were instructed to keep back,” Theurig said, “while all the sorcerers entered Frangling Forest.”



“So the trees could contain the magic,” Lars Tabot said, as if that explained everything. He’d always been slow, and now he was clutching at straws.



“My own master was there,” Theurig said, “the dread sorcerer Kardish.”



There was a collective intake of breath. Kardish’s shadow still hung thickly over the village. Some said it was his lingering presence, that he’d refused to move on after death.



“So, what happened?” Snaith said.



Theurig eyed him for an uncomfortably long moment, weighing things up in his mind, considering the implications of what he was about to say, of what he had already revealed. Snaith got the impression the test was over. Whatever happened next, whatever anyone said, was merely a formality.



Tey whimpered as she got her good leg under her and lurched to her feet. She teetered, gave a corrective hop and a shuffle, then found her balance. She caught Snaith watching and smiled. For a fleeting moment, she was the coy young woman he’d planned to marry.



“They broke out their pipes,” Theurig said, “unstoppered casks of mead, and shared the latest news from their clans. Old friends exchanged poems or trinkets they had crafted. Oh, they made one hell of a din, clashing cymbals and igniting kegs of black powder they’d earlier hidden in the forest. What your grandparents told to your parents was the poetic form sung by the bards. After a while, an agreement was reached, tithes were paid, and the northern sorcerers slunk back to their clans and instructed them to withdraw in the face of superior magic.”



“I don’t believe you,” Leah said.



“What you believe is of no consequence.” Theurig threw out an arm in the direction of the village. “It’s what they believe that counts.”



“So, Balik’s right,” Snaith said, more with bemusement than condemnation. It swiftly churned into admiration. “The sorcerers have been tricking us all this time.”



He should have been angry. Should have been outraged. A warrior would have struck Theurig down, carried his severed head back to the clan and told them it had all been a lie. That there was no magic. And the Weyd:
 Not a thing among other things.
 What would it do about it? What was there to be frightened of, if it was no-thing? How could it will and compel, curse with the rot?



But what did that say about his parents? If the Weyd hadn’t afflicted them, what had? Bad luck? He narrowed his eyes in concentration, trying to make sense of it all. Found himself staring at Theurig, revelation scraping away at his understanding. A half-formed idea. An allegation.



No. I’m missing the point. The test. This is all part of the test.



His mind careened. Flipped over. Turned inside out. It swelled and contracted in one breath, and Snaith jolted alert as if he’d woken from a sleep that had never started.



He saw patterns in the chaos. A truth hidden behind the random cruelties of the world. Meaning. Wholeness. A plan. A blinding flash only, and then it was gone.



But it left him with the feeling he’d been heading down a night-black gully in his quest to be a warrior. He’d been chattel, like the rest of them. A piece in someone else’s game.



Theurig was watching him, head cocked, one eyebrow raised in expectation.



Before Snaith could think of something to say, Balik barreled down the mound toward the tree line, bad leg buckling so much it looked set to fall off. He flailed around for balance with his good hand and the stump where the other had been. Just before he made it, he looked back over his shoulder and yelled, “I’m telling the elders!”



Oh, Balik, you thick, fat, twit.



A shadow slipped from between two trees. Balik turned to face it, just as Snaith saw what it was:



A
 Shedim
 !



Silver flashed. Balik grunted. He thrashed in place for a second, a gurgling scream catching in his throat, and then he fell.



Tey threw her head back and chortled, wiping the snot from her nose with her sleeve. She caught Snaith’s eye and laughed some more—not at him, but as if they shared some secret joke.



The shadow remained, a glowering presence. Icy tingles crept along Snaith’s spine. Slowly, careful to maneuver himself so he could see both Theurig and the figure that had coalesced out of the darkness, he got to his feet.



The other postulants rose and pressed in around Snaith, as if he could offer them protection. Grisel may even have batted an eyelid. The only one she had left. Somehow, they sensed it; sensed that he was more fascinated than scared, more astonished that anyone could have thought of such a thing: cow the clansfolk with superstition, then work out the balance of power, the rise and fall of rivals with a meeting of the sorcerers, of minds both wiser and more calculating. It was a lofty peak he knew he had to attain. He’d been smothered by the pall of ignorance all his short life. The only difference between him and his parents, between him and all the other villagers, was that now he realized it. Suddenly, the desire to be the greatest warrior the Malogoi had ever seen was a childish fantasy that brought on the flush of embarrassment. This is what he wanted: true knowledge. True power.



“Run!” Tol cried, stumbling down the mound and sprinting for the trees on the opposite side, dragging Leah with him.



It was bad luck for Tol a second shadow emerged on his blind side. He didn’t even gasp as the blade slashed down.



Leah screamed when a third lunged for her. And then it was chaos, as all the other losers pelted for the trees. More and more shadows stepped into the clearing, and the discards went down one by one, until only Snaith and Tey remained.



Theurig was watching Snaith with sparkling eyes. There were a dozen or more shadows spread out in a noose and flowing toward the base of the tumulus. The sorcerer raised a staying finger to them and they froze in place.



Theurig nodded, satisfied. An inky gash split his face in two. Even in the dark, Snaith knew it was a smile. There was a palpable release of tension as the sorcerer clamped a hand on his shoulder. Snaith saw the beginnings of a smirk on Tey’s face before she covered it with a mask of numbness.



“That was the test?” Snaith said. “How we reacted when you told us the Weyd was nothing?”



“No-thing,” Theurig corrected with a wag of his finger. “Not to be confused with nonexistence. But still not something to be tittle-tattling to the elders about. Oh, I knew who I wanted from the start, but it’s better to give the impression of fairness. It’s the gifted I want, not sheep.”



“Why me?” Snaith asked. “Why Tey?”



“Don’t act dumb,” Theurig said, “or I might think I’ve made a mistake. You know your own talents, and let’s be honest, you’ve always seen yourself over and above the clan, just like your grandfather. No one’s ever good enough. Seeing all their flaws. It’s why I made him chief. It’s likely what got him killed, too. Makes others feel… inadequate. Resentful.”



Snaith glanced at Tey, but she was no more than a wraith in her black dress and shawl.



“And what about Crav
 Bellosh
 ?” Snaith said. “Did you make him chief as well?”



Theurig snorted out a laugh. “It is not necessary to guide all the actions of men, only some of them.” He gestured toward the lingering shadows and addressed them. “Go now. Your work is done.”



Snaith expected them to glide silently away, but the earth scrunched beneath booted feet as they returned to the bodies of the fallen and dragged them deeper into the trees. He squinted against the darkness, seeing if he recognized anyone, but they were uniform in their black bindings.



“Thought they’d be bigger,” Snaith said. “Covered with glistening scales.”



Tey shot him a glare. Pressed a finger to her lips.



“Sit,” Theurig said. “I must question you.”



Movements jerky and awkward, Tey lowered herself to the grass, bad leg stiff, not bending at the knee. Snaith sat beside her, then with cracking knees and a grunt, Theurig settled down in front of them and waited until the last of the bodies had been dragged from sight. Already, Snaith could hear the sound of a shovel breaking the earth.



“Superstition is the ally of the sorcerer,” Theurig said eventually. He may have been wistful. There might even have been a tinge of regret in his voice. “You are saddened by the deaths?” His eyes had lost their glitter. They were pools of compassion now, inviting Snaith to speak the truth.



But what was the truth? Snaith thought he’d glimpsed it, but it was too much, too sudden, and now it was just snippets and fragments that dissolved each time he tried to catch hold of them. He knew he should have felt something about the slaughter, but at the same time, he was encouraged that he didn’t. It was a step away from ignorance toward a pinnacle overlooking the clan. Was it the same for Theurig? Was the sorcerer really grieved by what he’d done, or did he view it as a necessary winnowing of the chaff?



Snaith took a calculated gamble. “Life is cruel.”



Tey let out a low moan. Snaith was tempted to lift her shawl, see the expression on her face, but to do so felt like the worst kind of intrusion.



“It knows no right and wrong?” Theurig prompted.



Snaith shook his head. How could it? The world he’d discovered since the bear was blinder than Tol’s left eye. It was a dumb, mute, senseless thing that spawned life only for it to decay. It was all about the rot, same as had afflicted his parents. But even so, what he’d seen… the patterns…



Theurig seemed satisfied by the head shake. “What is it you desire?”



Snaith looked up at the stars. Drank in the vastness of space. The yawning void of infinity.



“To climb out.”



Theurig frowned. Maybe that was the wrong answer. The sorcerer raised a prompting eyebrow.



“Out of the pit in the earth our people live in,” Snaith clarified. “The grave they have dug for themselves.”



“Yes,” Tey said, letting her shawl fall back, eyes no longer black, but glinting with reflected argent.



Theurig glanced uneasily at her, then asked Snaith, “Ignorance?”



“Yes. I think so.”



“You seek knowledge? You seek power? You seek the sorcery of the Weyd?”



“Yes,” Tey hissed. She clutched Snaith’s injured hand, dug her nails into the palm. He didn’t feel a thing. Not even his usual revulsion at being touched.



“Sorcery?” Snaith said. He’d assumed it wasn’t real, given the tale of the battle with the northerners. “Of the Weyd? But if the Weyd is no-thing…”



Theurig chuckled. “Even smoke and mirrors are worthy of study. Great things have been accomplished through misdirection, subterfuge, sleight of hand. Do you want to achieve great things?”



It was all too new to Snaith. Fighting was the only thing he’d ever considered great. The vistas that were opening up to him were too vast, too unknown. He needed time to organize his thoughts, tally up what he knew, what he thought he knew. It was a weak bid for time, but he had to say something.



“You mean winning battles for the clan?”



Theurig rolled his eyes. “That is no more than a diversion to keep the dogs exercised and their numbers in check.”



Then what? What have I missed? What does he expect me to say?



“I want the Weyd inside me,” Tey breathed, piercing Snaith’s skin with her nails, rubbing her other hand over her belly. “All of it. Every last drop.”



“How?” Snaith countered. He watched the blood pooling on his palm around Tey’s fingernail. The absence of pain made him a disinterested observer. It no longer felt like his own hand. “If it isn’t a thing?”



Theurig wagged a finger at him. “Invigorating, isn’t it? That first step toward truth, when you realize the Weyd is not a god to be propitiated. For some it’s a moment of sublime liberation, but it seldom lasts long. Most people don’t take the next step, and fear of the Weyd is exchanged for a meaninglessness so complete it can only be assuaged by the pursuit of every kind of pleasure.”



Tey’s face hardened into a scowl. She removed her finger from Snaith’s palm. Turned her head aside and spat.



Pointedly ignoring her, Theurig said, “Some men find it too easy to identify what is truly great, and invariably they delude themselves. I would rather you yearn for something intangible, something transcendent, always just beyond your grasp.”



Snaith’s head began to throb. This was too hard. He was used to dealing with the solid, the real—things he could line up and count and feel. He became aware of his left hand knotting into a fist, his right answering with an impotent tingle.



“Yes,” Theurig said, “you understand what I mean. Never be too quick to set limits on your desires. Magic may not be real, but the Weyd gives the impression of magic, and with the right application, it can be just as wondrous, just as devastating. Our task is to crack open the Weyd, explore the goods within—not the sorcery of superstition, but real goods, earthy, practical. For the Weyd is a repository of lore, and it is through lore that we take little steps toward controlling the world.”



Control… Yes.
 There was no cheap bid for dominance implied in Theurig’s use of the word. This was about how things worked, and what could be done with them. It was a trait Snaith recognized: the need for order, for predictability, for understanding.



Tey reached inside her sleeve, scratched at her scars.



“Yes, Tey Moonshine?” Theurig said. “You like the sound of that? You like control?”



Tey hung her head, the ghost of a smile briefly visible before she hid her face away.



Theurig sighed. “You’ll be leaving us in the morning, Tey. Leaving Malogoi.”



“What?” Snaith said. In spite of the deception, in spite of his newfound revulsion for what she was, what she had done to herself, he couldn’t lose her. Not now. Not after losing his mother and father.



Tey betrayed no reaction.



“A colleague of mine, Slyndon Grun of the Valks, needs an apprentice, and there was no one… suitable among his clan. I’ve already told him about you, Tey. He can’t wait to meet you.”



Tremors rippled through the fabric of Tey’s dress, but whether she was giggling or crying, it was impossible to tell.



“And you, young Snaith, will stay with me. The Malogoi will need a new sorcerer once my bones are tucked up below ground with the ancestors. For all the wonder and mystery of the Weyd, it’s done nothing for the creak of my joints and the thorns in my piss. Age and decay are about the biggest giveaways in this profession, but the clansfolk never ask the question. It’s half the battle won, when there’s an audience willing itself to believe.



“Trust me, Snaith, your life is about to take a turn for the better. Yours, too, Tey, though I can’t promise you a bed of roses. It’s so much more… enlightening up here with the rest of us.”



Theurig’s knees cracked as he stood. He swept his robes about him and started down the slope of the burial mound. When Snaith glanced at Tey and then climbed to his feet to follow, the sorcerer held up a hand without looking back.



“Spend the night here in the Copse, the two of you. When I return, Tey’s new master will be with me. Consider it a purgation. Superstition may indeed be the ally of the sorcerer, but living so long among the ignorant, I dare say you are not immune to its taint. There’s nothing like a night with the ancestors to rid you of it.”



Tey reached up to grasp Snaith by the wrist of his injured arm, used it to help herself stand. She locked eyes with him and grinned, the gap in her teeth no longer charming. It made her smile seem crooked.



The smile of a hag.





NIGHT WITH THE DEAD


With Theurig’s departure
 through the noose of trees, the atmosphere within Coldman’s Copse grew heavy and pregnant with menace. Snaith’s mind painted pictures of some malign presence that existed half in, half out of reality. He could feel its deathly chill, hear the subliminal rasp of its breathing. And he could smell its spoor beneath the pines and loam, mingled with the cloying scent of freshly spilled blood. But whatever it was—if it was anything at all—remained as concealed as Tey’s scars.



Snaith lashed his errant thoughts with the whip of reason:
 It’s the night air freezing your fruits, idiot; nothing deathly about that. Not breathing, but the rustle of leaves. And the spoor is just shit. Unless it’s Tey.



His breath plumed before him. For the hundredth time, he willed the fingers of his claw-locked hand to open and close; felt a jolt of pain when they didn’t respond.



With a barrage of right thinking, he scattered the last vestiges of dread that had settled over the Copse since Theurig’s departure. He threw his focus outward, onto the whistle of the wind, the shimmer of the moon—anything to ground him in the here and now, the tangible.



There—the scamper of tiny feet; the snap and flutter of wings taking flight. The corners of his eyes latched onto the gentle sway of tree limbs, the shudder of leaves.



Tey was watching them too, enraptured, her mangled leg a joist propping her upright. Her lips were in perpetual motion, seeping whorls of misty white. It was hard to hear what she was saying, so close was her voice to the pitch of the wind. It was a song, Snaith caught that much. Muttered into her chest, while her eyes were rolled upward toward the treetops.



Snaith inched closer, corralling his senses and pitching them at Tey. Her singing was muted, her voice that of a little girl. Not the girl he’d grown up with, either. This was contrived, an affectation. At first he thought she was being playful; she often was when they were alone together and her shyness seemed to slough away. But no, her ardent stare gave the lie to that idea. It was the blade of the moon through the leaves she was rapt by, as if she were divining both their futures in its whey complexion. Her mournful lyrics echoed around Snaith’s skull:



“Slyndon Grun, Slyndon Grun,



Cock and sickle, blood and scum,



Inside outed when you come



To stay with me forever.”



It was the melody of the plague song she sang, the one used as a warning when the rot came a-hunting. The one Snaith’s parents no doubt had to sing if ever anyone strayed too close to their place of exile, wherever that was. The words, though, were her own, and Slyndon Grun was the name of the sorcerer Theurig had mentioned as coming to take her away.



Tey twisted her neck till she faced him, took him in as if she’d only just realized he was there. Her lips curled into a pleased crescent, and something like a sheen of ice melted from her gaze, leaving her eyes moist and limpid. But her mouth kept working, spewing out the words of her song, chanting it, incanting.



“Slyndon Grun, Slyndon Grun…”



Snaith felt his lips and tongue straining to comply with an unspoken invitation to join in. Her rhythm was compelling, the look of tender familiarity on her face more commanding than even his compulsion for neat and tidy rows, for knocking on doorjambs, for counting steps and letters and people.



“Slyndon…” Snaith began, jumping in when the line came round.



Tey’s smile split into a jagged grin. Starlight spangled her teeth, perished in the void of her gap.



Snaith averted his eyes; felt the palpable snap of her spell.



And Tey stopped singing.



Coldman’s Copse resumed its breathing.



He felt Tey watching him. Pictured her drinking in his deformity, comparing it with her own. There was a shift in the air when he knew she must have looked away, and he sighed inwardly, a fish off the hook.



Snaith seated himself upon the grassy summit where Theurig had so recently worked the Weyd’s will—the Weyd that was no-thing but was worth pouring your life out to.



Either Theurig was ignorant and covering up with confabulation, or he was deliberately muddying clear thought with mystery. And Snaith abhorred mystery.



He glanced at Tey, let his held breath go when he saw she’d hidden once more beneath her shawl, still perched precariously on her mangled leg. He hated secrets, too. The kind Crav
 Bellosh
 kept, supposing the rumors were true about what he’d done to become chief, were bad enough, but secrets like Tey’s, hidden from her only friend beneath her dress, from the man she was supposed to marry…



The vein in Snaith’s temple began to throb.



If she’d told me the first time she cut, maybe she’d have stopped at one.
 She was supposed to be perfect. She was supposed to…



He stomped on the head of his snaking thoughts. They’d been spawning seething emotions, boring through his defenses, worming their way to that secret place inside where he was no man, just a beast that ate and pissed and shat and slept. He would not go there; throttled its refusal of all he’d made himself through hard work and discipline.



We are more than that
 , the well-worn mantra kicked in.
 One foot in the world, the other in the Weyd
 . Theurig had drummed that into them at the schoolhouse. Although, you had to question how sincerely he’d meant it, given what he’d said earlier. It was all too vague and confusing. There was no place for ambiguity in Snaith’s mind. Either something was or it wasn’t. There was no in-between.



He found he was staring at Tey’s misshapen leg again, a rugged outline beneath her dress. If
 she
 had a foot anywhere other than the world, it was more likely the Nethers than the Weyd.



The silence between them stiffened. Snaith wracked his brains for something to say, something to elicit a response from the Tey he used to know. Out of the whirl of competing images, he snatched one at random: the shadow-formed
 Shedim
 that had cut down Balik, Tol, Leah, and the others.



He started with a chortle, hoping to catch her attention. When she didn’t respond, he said, “They weren’t half bad, the disguises.”



Without looking at him, in her little girl voice, Tey said, “Yes, they were. They were very bad.”



Snaith dredged up any number of replies, examined them, cast them aside. He came close to asking how she knew, but he suspected the answer was that she didn’t; that like Theurig, she was just making things up.



He was on the verge of going back to his sullen ruminations while waiting for the sun to come up, when Tey lurched round to face him and hitched up her dress to expose her injured leg, a twisted mandrake in the dark. She ran both hands down the thigh to the knee. Creeping dread yelled at Snaith to run, but his curiosity wanted light to see it by, and the fingers of his good hand itched to probe the contorted flesh.



“You know, I was thinking of taking up fighting,” Tey said, a wicked glint in her eye.



“You? Fight?” She was about the only person in the village who’d shown nothing but disdain for the circles. She’d watched Snaith train, seen all his bouts, but she claimed that was due to the grace of his movements. She called him her little dancer.



“I was thinking of it.”



Snaith tried not to stare at her leg, but it was a losing battle. “I would have trained you, if you’d wanted.”



“Nah,” Tey said. There was something about her voice; something different. “I asked the bear to, but he wanted too much in return, so I backed out.”



Snaith lifted his eyes to hers. Was she being serious? Did she believe what she was saying.



One of her eyebrows raised slightly.



“I should have reacted sooner, Tey. Should have seen it coming.”



“Why?”



“Your leg. My arm.”



“You don’t like them? I like them.”



“I’m a warrior,” Snaith said. “It’s all I am.” And with that, his newfound enthusiasm for the Weyd drained away like wine from a ruptured costrel. And it wasn’t just shattered dreams, either, no matter how childish they’d become. The loss of his parents mangled his guts so much he could barely keep from crying out.



Tey jutted her chin toward him. “Theurig doesn’t think so.”



“No, he doesn’t. But this…” He raised his ruined arm, then turned a circle to take in the Copse, the burial mounds of the ancestors. “This is a poor second.”



“Not for me.”



“Because you had nothing else,” he muttered under his breath.



“What’s that?”



“I said—”



“What? That I’m nothing without you? Just some sad and worthless cow that’s good for one thing.”



“That isn’t what I said. If you’d just listen—”



“Of course. Shut up and listen, so you can tell me how it is. That’s what my father used to do. You know what they say, Snaith: a girl wants a man just like her father.”



“I wanted to help you.”



“Save me, more like, then spend your life reminding me of it.” Her face hardened for an instant, then it was as if she peeled away a layer of plaster. Her lips parted, her eyes widened, and she took a step toward him. This time when she spoke, it was through a half-smile, her words hot and breathy. “What could I possibly do in return?”



“You don’t know me,” Snaith said. “You don’t know what I want.”



“You still want to marry me, Snaith
 Harrow?”



A hammer slammed into Snaith’s ribcage, stopped his heart dead. A malformed response worked its way into his throat and retreated. He had wanted to, when he’d thought he’d known her head to toe, but now? Like this?



Tey unlaced the front of her dress, slipped it below her shoulders.



“I thought you weren’t ready to see all of me,” Tey said. “That you wouldn’t understand. But there are no secrets between us now. No hidden treasures.”



Snaith’s good hand wavered in front of his face. He didn’t want to look but couldn’t stop himself peeking through the gaps between his fingers. The sallow pertness of her breasts, etched with slits and ridges. The darker areolae, near-inscrutable against the backdrop of the night.



“Is this what you dreamed about?” Tey’s voice grew husky. “You want to feel?” She was a whore now, as brazen as Branny Belgars, who serviced all the widowers and didn’t give a damn about the Weyd.



Tey limped closer.



Snaith’s legs were more lifeless than her mangled one; they refused to back away.



Tey let her dress drop to the ground, stepped out of it with her good leg; didn’t notice it snag on the injured one. Another lurching step, trailing black cloth like shadow. It was macabre, repugnant, but still Snaith couldn’t look away. Even when she shuffled close enough he could feel her breath on his face, he didn’t take a step back.



“You want to kiss me?” Tey asked, her words humming against his lips. There was something sickly on her breath. Something fruity.



Her eyes merged into one over the bridge of her nose. Snaith’s heart skipped into a thundering gallop. Heat flooded his face in response to the hot swelling at his crotch. He tried to cover his shame with his dead hand, but Tey beat him to it, stroked him through his britches.



“No!” Snaith squealed, spinning away from her, stumbling as he turned back. “No.”—This one merely a shout, accompanied by a bone-rattling judder. One deep breath through his nostrils, a huffing exhalation, and he could speak as a man. “No.”



He might have calmed his voice, but all he could think of was getting out of the Copse and finding a cold stream to fling himself in.



“Nobody,” he said with forced precision. “Nobody touches me. Not there.”



“But if we’re to be married…” Tey said, a girl once more, eyes damp, totally bemused.



“‘To be’,” Snaith said, “is a far cry from ‘are’. You know the law of the Weyd.”



She knew all right. But this was nothing to do with the Weyd. Somehow Tey had redressed the balance. Exposed him for the hypocrite he was. He’d been offended that she’d hidden her scars from him, and yet all this time he’d kept a secret of his own. Outside of the circles, where contact was of an altogether different kind, even the idea of being touched made him squirm.



“What were you thinking?” Snaith said. “Are you even capable of thought?”



Tey gasped like she’d been struck. She wobbled, threw her arms out for balance. When she found it, she looked helplessly at her crumpled-up dress caught around the ankle of her bad leg.



“Forgive me,” Snaith said, voice barely above a whisper.



She nodded, forlorn, less than a child now: newborn and needy. A faltering smile. A fleeting look. A pathetic attempt to cover her nakedness with her hands.



Snaith stooped to hike up her dress with his good hand. He got it to her hips without ripping it, then Tey seemed to realize his impotence and took over.



“I can’t think without risk, Snaith,” Tey said, lucid as you like, while she laced up her dress. “You know that, right?”



Snaith straightened up, backed outside the bubble of frisson between them. He had no idea what she was talking about.



“I’m struggling, Tey.” There, he’d said it. As honest with her as he was with himself. “I thought… You know.”
 I thought that you were perfect.



She eyed him coolly; gave the impression she was reading him. “I know what you thought, Snaith. I allowed you to go on thinking it. Poor sweet Tey. Poor quiet Tey. No friends but me. No hope of a family but for me. Poor damaged Tey. No place in the clan, save with me.”



“No,” Snaith said, but she’d pried where he’d not thought to look.
 Yes
 , he should have said, if he were to maintain his hard-nosed honesty.
 Yes, I thought I could save you. Yes, I set myself up above you, condescended to be your friend. Yes I wanted to…
 And again he retreated from those unconquered parts of his mind that rutted with the beasts.



“I should have shown you my scars.”



Yes, you should have.



Snaith dumbly nodded.



“When it first started, when we were kids, I should have told you.”



Then why didn’t you?



Tey slid in close, placed a hand either side of his head. He winced but forced himself not to move.



“But I liked the way you saw me, Snaith. At first, that was all I had.”



At first? But—



“You couldn’t save me, Snaith. I was already lost.”



Snaith sighed and squeezed his eyes shut. “What really happened, Tey?” He placed his hands over hers, the live and the dead one. He was starting to like the warmth of her palms on his temples. “What did your father—”



“Oh, fuck off, Snaith.” She recoiled, seemed to forget about her ungiving knee, twisted into a fall.



Snaith caught her by the elbow. She snatched it clear, teetered three paces, hopped round to face him.



“You think you understand, but you don’t. You haven’t got a clue. All your twisted, winding thoughts, your sick little images.” She jabbed a finger at him. “I know you think I’m crazy, but it’s you, Snaith. It’s always been you.”



“Oh, really? How? Tell me how I’m mad.”



“You don’t need me to tell you, Snaith. You might be a freak, but you’re no fool.”



“What do you know? Well? Tell me what you think you know about me,” Snaith said. He didn’t like it. His blood was up. He’d slipped his harness, and he’d come to regret it.



“Everything.” Tey folded her arms across her chest.



“Such as?”



“Everything. Everything you prattled on about when we were alone together. You thought I was timid, but I just couldn’t get a word in edgeways.”



“That’s a lie.”



“Is it?”



Snaith had to think about that. He had talked a lot. Told her things he’d told no one else, about his mental pictures, the rank and file of his thoughts. He’d just been making conversation.



“That picture you made of me in your head,” Tey said, a spiteful look on her face. “Do you pleasure yourself to it?”



“What?”



“Bet you do.”



“No!” And he wasn’t lying. Though he’d felt like it, often enough. But the Weyd… It would have been wrong. He’d have ended up like Vrom Mowry, only with far more cause. There was a form and a function for these things, Theurig had taught; for each member of the body. You ignored that at your peril. Or had that been a lie, too?



Snaith braced himself for the onslaught, but instead, Tey turned away. She began to shudder with suppressed sobs.



“Tey?”



Her torso swayed to the sound of a groan that came from deep within her belly. She flopped forward from the waist, head between her bad leg and good, hair a cascade of shadow. Snaith thought she was going to vomit, but the groan just grew louder, building to a tortured keening.



He reached out to touch her shoulder. She spun, stumbling till she found her balance.



“Filth!” she spat. “Broken!”



“Tey—”



She thumped him three times in the chest, each punch accompanied by a barbed word: “Blood. Shit. Ashes.”



He gritted his teeth. Tried to embrace her. She pushed him away, lurched to her own spot, and clumsily lowered herself to the ground. She sniffed and shook, and Snaith was powerless to do anything other than watch. Finally, she swiveled round to face him, wiping away tears with the back of her hand.



“Why’d you get a black tattoo, Snaith? No one else has one.”



At first he couldn’t answer. He was still trying to catch up. Tey had always been hard to read, but right now, her moods were worse than Branikdür’s ever-changing weather, as fleeting as its summers. He took a few deep breaths to gather himself then said, “The Weyd—”



“Right,” Tey said. She gave a snarky smile.



“I thought it was meant to frighten my opponents, give me the advantage.” But clearly, that hadn’t been the Weyd’s intentions. Or Theurig’s. Which begged the question: what was the design for? Why the Wyvern of Necras?



“Like my scars.”



Snaith screwed his face up, but he sensed she was deadly serious. He settled on a nod of agreement.



“Your tattoo shows them death,” Tey said. “I like that.”



And your scars?
 Snaith had discerned a pattern to them, or at least he thought he had.
 Got to be realistic. She’s damaged. Not right in the head. Any pattern I see is one that I’ve imposed.
 Isn’t that what he always did? Imposed order where there was none? Isn’t that how he got through each and every day?



“Is that all it does?” Tey asked. “Frighten people? Or does it have real power?”



“Just frighten,” Snaith said, though he eyed her curiously.



Tey’s head bobbed knowingly for a while. When it stopped she wore another mask, and her voice was once more childlike. “I think I would marry you.”



Snaith said nothing. Too much had changed for him to know what he wanted right now.
 She’d
 changed. Or had she? He was starting to realize Tey had been this way all along, only she’d concealed it from him, and he’d refused to see what was staring him in the face.



He looked away, but her likeness was still rooted in his mind. Not the one he’d painstakingly created. The real one. The one with breasts and scars. The one who’d offered herself to him. By the time he realized the image had hold of him, by the time he buried it beneath a mountain of numbers and affirmations, he was already hard.



“Remember Vrom Mowry?” Tey said in a voice so normal it stunned him.



Snaith sat down, good arm folded across bad in his lap, so she wouldn’t see his arousal. “I remember him getting the rot.”



He glanced at her and she captured his gaze, studied him with unnerving seriousness.



“Theurig gave it to him.”



Snaith scoffed. “How do you know?”



“Just do.” She arched one eyebrow then turned her back on him.



And Snaith was left wondering about his parents, wondering about the Weyd and Theurig and all the things he thought he’d known.




THE HAND OF VILCHUS



Maybe she shouldn’t
 have said anything. Perhaps it was better if Snaith didn’t know what Theurig had done to Vrom. But Tey hadn’t been able to help herself. She’d known exactly what Snaith would infer from Vrom’s murder, that he’d connect it to what had happened to his parents. And she’d been all too aware the knowledge would lock his mind in a spiral of anguish. Snaith had hurt her with his comments, talked down to her like she was an imbecile.



[Remember the relic I told you about, buried beneath the Copse?]
 the Shedim said, intruding upon her thoughts.
 [You have only this night. It is time to focus.]



Oh, I’m focused,
 Tey thought.
 On how to be rid of you.



Her hand dropped to her maimed leg. She reassured herself the crone’s knitting needle was still there, embedded in the numb flesh. If the creature within her let slip where it hid, she’d no qualms about stabbing herself to kill it.



[It is necessary for Snaith to see the Hand of Vilchus
 ,
 ]
 the Shedim said.
 [Show him
 .
 ]



“How?”



From behind her on the tumulus, Snaith said, “What’s that?”



[This burial mound you sit upon: it is the place. The Hand lies beneath.]



“Fine,” Tey said, rolling to her good knee. She pushed down with a hand and lunged to her feet.



“Tey?” She heard Snaith stand. “Tey, what are you doing?”



[But do not touch it
 ,
 ]
 the Shedim said.
 [Not yet. One look, then leave.]



“What’s the point of that?” Tey said.



“What do you mean what’s the point?” The frown on Snaith’s face when she turned confirmed he thought she was mad. “Who are you talking to?”



[The point is that Snaith will think on it, set the Hand before him as a goal and standard. That when the time comes, he will have steeled himself against the dread it evokes, like a beast grown used to the fire. He is necessary, Tey. You cannot do this alone.]



“Course I can’t. I’m crazy, remember?”



“What?” Snaith said. “What are you—?”



“Shush.” She put a finger to her lips, cocked her head as if she were listening. “Spirits.”



Snaith stiffened. Turned a slow circle, peering into the dark. “But Theurig said—”



“Superstition. I know. But do you believe him? Do you believe anything he says?”



[Five paces to your right
 ,
 ]
 the Shedim said.
 [Place your palm on the ground. I will guide you.]



“Like you did with my scars?” Tey muttered, measuring five lurching steps.



The Shedim didn’t answer.



“What spirits?” Snaith asked, coming to stand beside her as she lowered herself awkwardly to the grass. “The ancestors? You can hear them?”



“Theurig lies,” Tey said. “Just ask your parents.”



Snaith flinched, as if she’d slapped him. But like her father’s slaps with her, it did the trick and shut him up.



She pressed her palm against the earth. Instantly, she felt a vibration traveling through the grass. It weakened when she moved her hand one way, strengthened the other. Fine tremors ran up her fingers to her wrist. As the vibrations built in strength, shocking pulses shot through the bones of her arm, then settled into a pleasant heat deep in the marrow.



[Dig
 ,
 ]
 the Shedim said.



She began to scrape away earth with her fingers. “How deep?”



[A few feet only.]



“Tey,” Snaith protested. “This is—”



“Sacrilege? Punishable by death? Are you scared, Snaith? It’s all right, you can tell me.”



He glared at her, and in that narrow-eyed look, Tey saw the truth of things. It wasn’t love he felt for her. It was need, pure and simple. And he was no savior, as he imagined. A prod here, a poke there, and he’d strike her same as her father had, then rather than steal her essence, he’d sate his lust. And then she’d have to kill him. Lock his essence within her. Add his seed to the bubbling well at her core. Or were those crazy thoughts? The Witch Woman’s? Surely not the Shedim’s: it had implied that whatever task it had mapped out for her could only be achieved with Snaith’s help.



But Snaith didn’t need to know that. Not now. And he also didn’t need to know she’d seen right through him, judged him to be just like every other man.



“I’m sorry, Snaith. I see things. Hear things. I thought you knew. There’s something down here. Something buried.”



“But Theurig… The Weyd…”



“If the Weyd is what he says it is, you’ve nothing to worry about. Fear is the product of your lingering superstition. Isn’t that what he left us here to get rid of?”



It struck her how much she sounded like Theurig. It was like she was playing a role, and knowing so only made her feel even emptier than normal. Is that all she was, a mimic, creating personas that skimmed and swirled about the gaping hole at her center? She bit down on her lip to stop from whimpering. It was hard not to break the skin and steady herself with the salty taste of blood.



She’d dug only a few inches down, but already the ground was too hard to make much progress.



“Are you just going to stand there?” She shot a look of frustration at Snaith.



“Fine,” he said. “Move over. Let me dig.”



“I’ve a better idea,” Tey said. “Head down into the trees. See if they left a shovel.”



“A shovel?”



“Wooden handle, iron spade? You know, to dig with.”



Snaith raised a finger, as if he were going to make some cutting remark, but instead he puffed out his cheeks and shook his head.



As he hurried down the bank, Tey called after him, “And don’t go falling in any graves.”



She lay back against the grass and watched the clouds scud across the face of the moon. Something about the recklessness of what she and Snaith were doing calmed her, made her feel more alive. It wasn’t lost on her, though, that this is what the Shedim wanted her to do.
 One look, then leave.
 Was that because this Hand of Vilchus was dangerous, or simply because the Shedim didn’t want them to have it? Not yet. Not until they were ready.
 Like a beast grown used to the fire.



Snaith returned with a shovel. “There’s a shed full of them down there. And the graves… there must be hundreds. Most of them just bumps and rises in the earth now, covered over with grass and wildflowers. Who do you think it was, Tey? The elders? Sorcerers from other clans?”



“The parents, most likely,” Tey said. “It’s their responsibility.”



“No,” Snaith said. “They wouldn’t.”



“You’d be surprised.” She wouldn’t have put it past her father.



Snaith had trouble using the shovel with only one working arm. In the end, Tey had to get up and help him. She held the handle and he stamped the spade into the ground. Together they removed the soil. Before too long, the shovel hit something hard. They dug around the spot till they had a pit two feet deep. In the moonlight they could see patches of grey stone.



Snaith got down on his knees and scooped out dirt with his good hand, while Tey leaned on the shovel and tried to catch her breath. Within minutes, he’d uncovered a slab the size and shape of a window.



“There’s no way we can lift that,” Snaith said, dropping down to his haunches like it had all been a waste of time.



[Cut yourself
 ,
 ]
 the Shedim said.
 [Spill your blood on the stone. Our blood. The portal will know me.]



Tey hitched up the hem of her dress, felt about for the end of the crone’s knitting needle embedded in her flesh. Snaith was watching with horror as she drew it out amid a satisfying spurt of pus.



[Not just anywhere,]
 the Shedim said
 . [Away from the weave of your pattern.]



“Tey, your leg,” Snaith said. “The vile.”



“So what if it festers? I don’t care. Do you?” She did care on some level, but she was feeling witchy once more, and she liked how that made her fearless.



Rolling up her sleeve, she studied the scars in neat lines and rows that reached midway down her forearm. But now her secret was out. Now it no longer mattered if she cut lower, where her sleeve did not cover.



Away from the weave of your pattern.
 Why? In case she messed it up? Stopped it from working? Her scars were for the draining of essence from others. The Shedim had confirmed that much. What difference would another cut make? What would the Shedim do if she disobeyed? Or if she cut deeper? So deep she might bleed out and die?



The needle point hovered over the vein in her wrist. Wavered. No reaction from the Shedim. An anxious look from Snaith. Then she brought it to her palm and stabbed. Raked the tip across her skin. The sting was so familiar, she barely even flinched. Blood welled in her cupped hand, and she let it splash onto the slab.



Her blood, and the Shedim’s—closer to her than she was to herself.



All the while, Snaith watched her, barely harnessed repugnance on his face.



She returned the needle to the fleshy sheath of her injured thigh. Snaith swallowed so thickly she thought he was going to be sick. Then she ripped a strip off her shawl to bind her palm, and waited. Waited to see what would happen.



A muffled whir. A series of clicks. Her heartbeat skipped then pattered against her ribs. A low hum. A hissing, rasping breath, and then a sharp crack as the slab split down the middle and both halves slid back into the earth of the tumulus.



Green light spilled out from the shaft bored into the heart of the mound, not sheer, but at a steep gradient. The light came from emerald veins that webbed the black stone walls.



“The
 Hélum Empire built this?” Tey asked.



Snaith frowned at her. “Hélum?”



Did this mean the Empire had magic? Real magic, that made doors open at the spill of blood, and stones that lit up the dark?



[They would not know how. This place was old before their insipid race and yours ever climbed out of the trees. Before they had the Seven to mold them.]



As Tey’s eyes adjusted to the eerie glow, she could make out granite steps descending into the shaft.



“Theurig lied,” Snaith whispered, so close to her ear she could smell his sour breath. “About magic. He lied.”



Tey was as in awe as he was. All her life she’d known she had a talent, known there were things lurking in the dark, but nothing had ever shown itself before, not the power of her scars, not the monsters under her bed. But then the Shedim had appeared in her waking dream, and now this. Did Theurig know? Had he set foot inside the burial mounds of the ancestors? Had he any clue what lay within?



A shiver ran through her as she dragged her bad leg toward the top step. Snaith caught her by the arm, shook his head. He swallowed his distaste, but could do nothing about the way his cheek twitched. Then, surprising her, he went first, offering his back as support so she could lean on him and take each step slowly with a hop and a scrape. He felt stiff beneath her touch. Angry. Explosive. Barely able to tolerate her proximity. It left Tey feeling infectious. As if she, not Bas and Jennika, had contracted the rot.



Every footfall, every scuff, every breath returned muffled from the depths. The air was dank, thick with must. Dust motes swirled in the lime radiance coming off the walls. Cobwebs draped from the slanted ceiling.



Down they went, deeper and deeper, until Tey was sure they had gone below the base of the tumulus and halfway to the Nethers. They paused for breath, the knee of her good leg sore and starting to swell. Neither of them spoke. It didn’t feel right, somehow. The dead might hear.



Finally the steps ended at an arch that opened onto a corridor just wide enough for them to walk side by side. No green glow here, just a violet sheen that suffused the brickwork—grey bricks, not black; so pale they were almost white. And they were adorned with pictures, entire scenes painted onto the stone.



Tey reached for Snaith’s hand, felt something gnarled and twisted; realized it was his maimed one. He started to pull away, but she tightened her grip on the claws of his fingers. Her witch-born curiosity had left her. She was a girl once more, frightened of the unknown.



Snaith wrenched himself away from her. The rejection stung. Brought tears to Tey’s eyes. Stung even more when he abandoned her and moved to examine the wall.



Tey bit her lip bloody till her quivering stopped, till she located the Witch Woman’s strength in the coppery taste that coated her tongue. She turned her back on Snaith, lost herself in the images on the opposite wall.



The paintings formed a narrative of some kind that progressed one scene into another. The backdrop was intricate whorls of foliage—a forest or a garden. Here and there were buildings and monuments: triangles and squares, towers whose tops were lost in a cloud-covered sky with specks denoting rain. Branikdür, then. An artist with a sense of humor, or realism.



“These figures…” Snaith said.



Tey glanced over her shoulder. The same as on her side: slender, loping, elongated heads, featureless and black.



“Shedim,” she said. Hundreds of them, swarming over the land.



“Not just them,” Snaith said. “What about these others?”



Tey crossed to his side of the corridor and looked where he was pointing. In one vignette, Shedim with lightning, flaming whips, and sparking staffs were herding much smaller beings toward a void of swirling darkness.



[Evil once banished grows anew in other forms,]
 the Shedim said.
 [The
 Hélum
 Empire is but a child on the stage of this world.]



Tey shrugged in answer of Snaith’s question.



“Keep going?” he said.



A surge of anticipation in her blood told Tey the Shedim was anxious for them to get on with it. She nodded and took the lead this time, lunging with her good leg, scraping the bad behind her. On both walls the fresco grew denser with Shedim, and there was no more sign of the little people. Obviously, when they’d gone into the darkness, they’d not come back.



The pictures culminated in a monstrous Shedim either side of the corridor, gangly arms following the curve of the archway at the end, fingers interlacing above the keystone. Beyond, there was only… nothing.



“Like the dark the little people were ushered into,” Snaith said, peering over her shoulder.



Tey flinched at his sudden closeness, then chastened herself for being caught off guard. This time she donned her witch nature like a coat, and without a second thought limped across the threshold.



The light from the corridor died. Blackness swallowed her. She tried to step back, but something blocked her way. Snaith, coming through behind her. She turned, took a death-grip on the front of his shirt. Quick, sharp breaths lodged in her chest, never reached her throat. Cold sweat formed on her forehead, her arms, ran down her back. It was empty and she was lost. Empty and lost. Empty—



“Tey,” Snaith said. He pulled her head against his chest. His heart pounded a fierce tattoo, but it was steady. “Look!” There was awe in his voice.



Tey whimpered, pressed herself into him, absorbed his warmth. She steeled herself against his rejection. How long before he extricated himself from her? Before he struck her for coming so close?



“What is that?” Snaith said. Gently, he turned her around.



A pinprick of crimson winked out of the darkness. Tey watched it, mesmerized. Such a tiny light, yet it consumed all her attention. Nothing else existed.



She pushed herself away from Snaith, before he had a chance to reject her. The red light called to her, and she went to it, lurching across the empty space. She could hear Snaith following—the soft tread of his boots, the faintest rasp of his breath.



For four hobbling steps, all she saw was the red light, the all-pervasive dark. Another step, the scuff of her bad leg following, and then a second light appeared, this one green, blinking at twice the rate of the red. A whir and a click, a racing hum, and one after another, tiny lights winked into existence: violet and blue, amber, silver, golden, each radiating a hazy corona, touching, connecting, melding into one startling, brilliant burst of white. Tey shielded her eyes against its blinding flare. When she looked again, it had settled back into a living, vibrant, sheen.



A sheen in the shape of a hand.



She continued toward it, and she saw it rested upon a bony knee. A skeletal arm extended away from the hand. Closer still, and she made out a form seated upon a throne of copper. Even closer, and she could see it wasn’t human.



“A Shedim,” she whispered.



Snaith said nothing, but his fear was palpable.



[Vilchus,]
 the Shedim said inside her.
 [The Named, the Revered, the Architect. Look, and do not forget.]



Silhouetted by the pearly glow coming off the hand, Snaith reached out to touch it.



“No!” Tey cried, pulling him back. “Just look. Don’t touch.”



To her surprise, he obeyed.



“It’s a gauntlet,” he said. “A right-handed gauntlet, like they say the Vanndyr wear.”



“It is alive,” Tey said, feeling the truth of her words in the slither of her veins. The Shedim said nothing to contradict her.



She took in the giant figure on the throne, its cracked and brittle bones, the elongated skull with pinpricks of black where its eyes should have been. Standing, it would have been half again as tall as Snaith. Even her Shedim in its cavern of coal hadn’t been quite so imposing.



She edged nearer, running her eyes over the thorax, the complexity of its ribs. A dark patch on one temple stood out from the rest of the skull. A cavity, cracks radiating out from it. The site of a trauma, a blow. She reached out to trace the fracture lines. The instant her fingertip met bone, static thumped through her arm and she staggered back. Snaith lunged and caught her before she could fall.



In the silence that followed, Tey became aware of a low, pulsating hum coming from the Hand of Vilchus. The Hand’s radiance alternated between pearly white and a prismatic shimmering of every color imaginable. It began to rotate upon the arm it was attached to, unscrew itself from the wrist.



Already Snaith was edging her back toward the corridor they’d entered by, but Tey couldn’t wrench her eyes away from the macabre gyring of the Hand. A grating sound accompanied each turn, and puffs of bone dust wafted away in spirals. Then the Hand gave one final, grinding twist, and it came free. Tey half-expected the skeleton to rise from its throne and protest, but it did not move. It had one hand now. Where the gauntlet had been, there was nothing attached to the wrist. Vilchus remained a sullen presence, sightless, yet seeming to glower through the minuscule cavities that would have once burned with violet eyes.



Rather than falling to the floor, the Hand hovered in midair, still alternating between white and kaleidoscopic brilliance. Its fingers twitched, made sudden grasping motions. It pivoted, then pointed straight at Snaith.



Snaith gasped, half-screamed, and stumbled. And still Tey watched the Hand in fascinated dread. It scuttled through the air toward them like some malevolent floating spider. Not them: Snaith. She could hear the Grave Girl pleading, “Please let it be him!”



She barely felt Snaith pulling at her. Barely noticed her good leg give way, and Snaith dragging her across the floor on her back. Barely noticed the bump and scrape of stone.



Darkness enveloped her as they passed through the archway. The other side, Snaith helped her stand and they backed toward the steps.



The Hand of Vilchus emerged beneath the arch, hesitated, suspended in the darkness of the opening. It closed into a first but came no closer. It just hung there, waiting, as if it knew they would have to come back. Sooner or later.





A PATH WALKED ALONE


By the time
 he’d dragged Tey to the top of the steps and slumped beside her on the grass of the tumulus, Snaith was too exhausted to be terrified. But he had been scared; he was honest enough to admit that. More scared than he’d ever been in his life. That thing… That hand… Moving through the air. Pointing. Coming for him.



Tey remained motionless, eyes shut tight. He had to check she was still breathing. When he bent close to her lips to feel her breath, she started and her eyes snapped open. Her pupils were fixed, and blacker than the chamber that had held the hand.



Something was wrong. Not just with Tey. With the sky. Already it was banded with the red glow of dawn. That couldn’t be possible. They had only spent minutes beneath ground. Sunrise should have been hours away.



A rumble passed through the earth beneath him. He rolled over and watched as the two sides of the slab emerged once more to cover the opening. When they met in the middle, there was a resonant
 clack
 , and the hairline join vanished.



Snaith breathed a sigh of relief. He looked at Tey for a response, but she remained locked within herself.



Wearily, he stood and began to kick dirt over the slab. In a trance, Tey joined him, awkwardly balancing on her bad leg, using the shovel to throw clods of soil over the entrance to the burial chamber. When they had finished and patted the earth flat, Snaith looked around for some way of disguising where they had been digging. The barren patch stood out like a scar amid the green of the mound. Perhaps if they pulled up grass from the forest floor… Maybe they could cut out sods and lay them on top.



But before he could even suggest such a thing, Tey leaned on the shovel and began to giggle, childlike at first, but soon it was a full-fledged cackle.



She ended as abruptly as she had begun. Tears spilled down her cheeks. She wiped them on her sleeve, cocked her head, and fixed a smile on her face. It happened in an instant, the change from child to woman, from distraught innocence to something harder, more brazen.



“Come here,” she said.



Snaith stood his ground. She was starting to unnerve him. All he could think to do was divert her attention. “That thing,” he said, nodding toward the patch of dirt they’d piled over the entrance.



“Vilchus,” she said. “His hand. Don’t forget what you saw down there. Don’t forget how it felt.”



Snaith shuddered. There was no chance of forgetting. Probably no chance of sleeping, either. But all the same, whatever it was he’d seen was more than an impression given by the Weyd, no matter what Theurig might say. There had been no strings. No puppetmaster. Nothing but magic could cause a gauntlet to crawl through the air that way. Did the sorcerer know what was down there, buried beneath the Copse? Why had he lied about there being no magic? Or was he as ignorant as he claimed the clansfolk were in his belief there was no such thing? Had they been right to be superstitious?



“I’m cold,” Tey said. She let the shovel fall and took a step toward Snaith.



Her bad leg caught on the the uneven ground. She stumbled, and Snaith lunged to catch her. No flinching at the contact. As if he were becoming desensitized. Either that, or he was starting to want her near.



She chuckled, snuggled her face into his chest, worked her way up till her cheek pressed against his, then covered his mouth with hers.



She didn’t kiss him, just brushed her lips against his. They were dry, cracked. Her breath was sickly sweet. Heat stirred in Snaith’s loins. He tried to step back, but Tey held firm to the back of his head. Her other hand rubbed his inner thigh, moving upward. This time, he was powerless to pull away. All he could think of was the scars beneath her dress, whether the skin would be soft or hard where it puckered.



“We don’t need a sorcerer to marry us, Snaith,” she breathed in his ear.



Her hand unlaced his britches, felt its way inside. He gasped as she found him, shuddered at the coolness of her touch. This time, it was different. No taboo. No panic. Fleetingly, her hand was the sorcerous gauntlet they’d seen beneath the earth. Then he was the one wearing it on his own maimed hand. Fire and lightning streaked from its metal fingertips.



His mind screamed at him to break away, to flee the Copse and never look back. But whatever Tey had done to him, whatever spell she had woven, was one more proof that she knew things that Theurig had said didn’t exist.



She guided his good hand inside her dress, made him trace the scars on her chest. Forced him to cup her breast, press his thumb to her nipple.



“If we are to be parted,” she said, “I want to carry you within me.” She yanked on him urgently and he lost control. A torrent of flame erupted from his loins. He cried out, pushed her away from him. Turning his back on her, he laced up his britches, stumbled for the edge of the tumulus.



“It’s all right, Snaith,” Tey called. “I have you now.”



He looked back at her, horrified as she licked each of the fingers that had held him one after the other. When she’d finished, she met his eyes, hers moist and gleaming with affection. She was suddenly calm, contented, beatific.



“They are coming, husband, but don’t worry. We are one now. Forever.”



Husband?
 Snaith wanted to say.
 No. Not now. Not like this.



He heard voices approaching through the trees, the crack of twigs underfoot. He glanced away from Tey, looked back again. Held her gaze, tried to fathom what she was thinking.



And then Theurig entered the clearing, a stocky man at his side. Fat would have been more accurate. This other was robed in velvet, a material seldom seen in Malogoi and never worn. It was too costly, and more than that, it was the fabric of
 Hélum, a borrowed affectation that any clansman worth his salt wouldn’t even wipe his arse on. A gold chain hung heavy around the sorcerer’s neck—for his unusual dress marked him as such. His fingers were adorned with rings, each set with an enormous gemstone. He was bull-necked, soft of face. His nose and cheeks were veined purple, and his grey-streaked beard was glistening with oil. He waited, leaning on a twisted walking cane that came up to his waist. It was topped with a bronze skull as big as a baby’s.



“You survived the night, then,” Theurig said from the base of the tumulus. His eyes betrayed that he’d noticed the digging but he made nothing of it. “Come, Tey. Slyndon Grun is here to mentor you. He cannot tarry. It’s a long walk back to the village of the Valks.”



Tey brushed down her dress, tugged it straight, keeping her eyes averted from Snaith’s. She had grown shy, timid, a girl once more. It made what she’d just done seem even more wrong.



Tey let out a sharp rasp of breath and faced him once more. This time, there was steel in her eyes, a firm set to her jaw. She smiled thinly, nodded once, then gave him her arm to lead her down the hill.



At the bottom, she presented herself to Slyndon Grun, a haughty tilt to her chin. The fat man eyed her up and down, wrinkled his nose at where her injured leg had caused her hips to be uneven. Finally, he glanced at Theurig and nodded, then turned on his heel, snapping his fingers for Tey to follow.



Snaith took a step forward, fire in his veins, but Theurig held up a staying hand.



“She cannot remain here. One apprentice, one master. That is what the Weyd decrees. Ours is a path walked alone.”



“Theurig,” Tey said with a curt nod. “Snaith.”



She was cold. Distant. Not even a hint of sadness, a measure of past affection. No indication of what had just happened between them; the claim she had made on him.



And then she was gone, stumbling through the trees after her new master, leaving Snaith beside Theurig, numb with the horror of what they had seen beneath the ground, with a loss he couldn’t yet articulate, and with a rising sense of what he slowly began to recognize as shame.


 


PART 2

THE SORCERER AND THE WITCH




SLYNDON GRUN


Tey limped along
 a dozen paces behind Slyndon Grun, bare feet bleeding from the flint and chalk poking through the grass of the incline, but only one of them hurting. She squinted venom at the sorcerer’s velvet-robed back, as if he were the twin of Khunt Moonshine.

Nothing about him boded well. He was fat as a pregnant sow, for one thing. No one grew that big without being lazy and gluttonous. The rings on his fingers showed him both vain and avaricious. The walking cane was for show; for the most part it was slung over his shoulder, the bronze skull that topped it more like the head of a mace. His gold chain was a statement that he was better than the clansfolk, not to be trifled with—because only sorcerers possessed such riches. Not even the High King was so finely adorned. Theurig had been more dour in his dress, but that’s only because Theurig was a snake in disguise. This man, though, enjoyed the show of power as much as the thinness of his lips conveyed he enjoyed its use.

Every step took them closer to the summit of the earthworks surrounding Malogoi. They were closing in on the border no one crossed, save for war or reasons of personal gain. Tey had done it once, that time her father had made her help carry booze from his fishing boat, but this was different. This was permanent.

She tried to stay empty, tried not to care, but the taste of Snaith on her tongue, his scent in her nostrils filled her with a desperate longing for home, no matter how hideous the memories of her life there. It didn’t matter. Malogoi was what she knew. Rather that than the unknown. New things discovered were seldom better than the old and familiar. In her experience, they were always immeasurably worse.

There was a thready connection between her and Snaith now. She could feel it squirming in her guts, urging her to turn round and flee. Snaith would feel it, too, only far worse. They were bound now. She’d given him a parting gift, a way to ensure he never stopped thinking about her, never abandoned her. It was a hard thing to admit. She’d never needed anyone before; never even cared if she was wanted or not.

But she was lying to herself, like she always did. It was what made her a fraud and a sham. She wasn’t a person like everyone else. She was nothing but a shifting series of thoughts, a tangle of fear and guilt and self-loathing that skirted the bottomless pit at her core.

Truth was, she’d needed her mother, more than anyone could know.

Distress quickened her lunging, dragging gait, till she came within stabbing distance of Slyndon Grun. Not that she was going to stab him. It was just a thought. A searing in her veins.

The sorcerer stopped walking and turned on her.

Tey flinched. Did he know what had been playing out in her mind? Or had he been having similar thoughts himself? Atop the earthworks, so far from the village, he could do to her whatever he liked, and she wasn’t ready; she’d not prepared herself.

“Down the other side and we’ll be away from Malogoi lands, Tey Moonshine. How does that make you feel?”

How did it make her feel? It made her feel blank, empty, frightened. It made her feel alone.

She wrinkled her nose and shrugged.

“It doesn’t bother you? My dear, I had imagined it would feel like stepping off the edge of the world.”

It had the first time, and it did again now. He was right about that. The Malogoi all knew there were other clans, other lands, even, across the sea. But knowing such things made no difference to their lives. Except for the festivals, the village may as well have been the whole world to them. Some of the older warriors had seen more, but even they had been only as far as the contested land between borders.

“And you’re not tired? In my experience, clansfolk suffer a lack of endurance, there not being much call to walk any distance.”

It felt as though thorns were stabbing her beneath the kneecap, from where her good leg had taken the brunt of her weight. And there was a tightness in her hips from dragging her maimed leg, a dull ache in her lower back.

She cocked her head to study the sorcerer’s face. He was smiling, and his eyes glittered. She almost smiled back, almost dropped her guard, but something about the rolls of fat on his neck disgusted her. She dropped her gaze to his swollen belly, caught herself wondering if he could see anything when he pissed.

“Oh, don’t let this deceive you.” He gave his belly a playful jiggle. “I’m the first to admit I’ve a taste for good cooking, but it’s what’s inside that matters. These lungs have drawn upon the air the length and breadth of Branikdür, and it was these old legs that took them there. Perhaps that should be your first lesson: don’t be deceived by appearances. It’s an axiom that’s tinged with irony, as you will no doubt learn under my tutelage. The sorcerer’s way is, after all, about hoodwinking others.” He gave a goodnatured chuckle and started down the slope on the far side of the earthworks.

Out of the corner of Tey’s eye, something moved. A Malogoi warrior sitting up from the grass some fifty yards to her right. He’d been sleeping on watch, by the looks of him. A dereliction of duty punishable by death.

“Ho there!” he called in challenge, stumbling to his feet and jogging toward her, sword already in hand.

Slyndon Grun came back up the far side, an impressive sight in his velvet and gold. “Is there a problem, clansman?”

The warrior stopped dead, sheathed his sword. “I seen nothing,” he said, averting his gaze and backing away.

Slyndon Grun nodded. “A wise man and a warrior? Now that’s a rare combination.”

He set off back down the slope, and this time Tey followed. It was hard keeping her balance with her bad leg. She slipped and stumbled, before she decided it was easier to go the rest of the way on her backside.

At the bottom, Slyndon Grun gave an elaborate sweep of his arm. “Welcome across the threshold.”

Tey hesitated, watched his face for any sign of mockery or intimation of danger.

“It’s all right, my dear. One more step and you are in no-clan’s land, as I call it. See there, where the forest starts to thin out? There’s a ridge beyond, and down the bank the other side there’s a creek. That’s the border of the Wolvers’ territory.”

“And the Valks?” Tey asked. Her voice came out little more than a squeak, and it was then that she realized the Grave Girl had once more come to the fore.

Slyndon Grun extended a finger and slowly panned away from the direction of the Wolvers Clan, saying at successive points of his arc, “The Krosh, the Skaltoop, and way off to the east, the Lakelings, all forming a line of hostility between the Malogoi and the Valks. Hence, my accoutrements.” He touched his golden necklace. “I want none of these barbarians to doubt me as a servant of the Weyd. That said, however, I still prefer to take a more… discreet route.”

When Tey frowned her incomprehension, he simply turned and snapped his fingers twice for her to follow.

Crossing the border, same as the time she’d done so with her father, she expected to feel something, though she had no idea what. The way the elders warned against such a transgression, it seemed she should have been burned to cinders by magical fire, or blasted apart by a bolt of lightning. But that hadn’t happened the first time, and nothing happened now. It set her mind to thinking that the borders were as insubstantial as she felt. They were borders purely because folk said they were, but they had no real existence in the world of plants and beasts.

Slyndon Grun slowed down and offered his arm so Tey could walk beside him. She nearly took it. Anything to ease the pain of walking. But in spite of his kindness, she couldn’t shake her first impressions, though she was starting to think she might have been unfair.

They walked at her pace for hours, stopping only for water at streams and creeks, or for Slyndon Grun to snack on hunks of bread and cheese he kept in the bottomless pockets of his robe. At one point, he even produced a wineskin, tilted his head back and took long, gulping pulls on it.

Not once did he offer any food to Tey, and not once did she ask. She’d never been one for eating, beyond the minimum her body demanded to keep it this side of the Nethers. Over the years it had grown used to the scraps she fed it, and made fewer and fewer demands. Khunt Moonshine didn’t like it; said her face was sallow and skull-like, that he could see her ribs. Said if she ate more, she’d have more essence for him to sup on, then he wouldn’t have to drain her so frequently. Said he’d take a belt to her if she didn’t start gaining weight; but no matter what he threatened, it only made her more determined to put as little in her mouth as she could. She didn’t trust anything that vile prick told her. The only person she could trust was herself, and she knew for certain she wasn’t wasting away. Quite the opposite. That’s why Slyndon Grun’s obesity revolted her; it was a reminder of her own.

The sorcerer pointed out things along the way: squirrels, a red-headed woodpecker, vultures ripping into the remains of a snake.

“Looks like a death adder,” he said. “Or rather, a dead one.”

It was nothing new to Tey. She’d seen such things in and around the village, and she knew Theurig prized the snakes for their venom.

“A sorcerer must continuously study and categorize,” Slyndon Grun explained. “It is our calling to comprehend the world, to know each plant, each insect, each bird and beast inside out, and then put them to good use.”

“For hoodwinking?”

He laughed. “Legerdemain is our bread and butter. Keeps the dogs in their place and allows a sorcerer to pursue his heart’s desire.”

Tey wasn’t sure she wanted to know what that was, but Slyndon Grun didn’t wait for her to ask.

“Knowledge, my dear. Wisdom. The unveiled truths of the Weyd.”

“The Weyd that is no-thing?” she said.

Slyndon Grun rolled his eyes. “To be no-thing is simply another way of saying ‘not of this world,’ ‘the transcendent,’ ‘the outsider.’ To the Crafters who fashioned the world, if certain apocryphal pre-histories are to be believed, the Weyd is the wellspring of the sorcery that undergirds all there is, all there has ever been.”

“But Theurig—”

“Thinks magic doesn’t exist. I tell my candidates the same thing. And strictly speaking, we are being truthful. What clansfolk take for magic is largely superstition, manipulation, sleight of hand. But there is more to it than that. At one time sorcery held sway in the world, till the ancient war that ended its reign. It was a dire power, honed for destruction. We are told it was a good thing it was lost. But power once acquired is never truly forgotten. It is more the case that those who cling to it wish us to think it so.”

“Sorcerers?” Did they pretend to possess powers that were fake, only to hide the fact of their real magic?

Slyndon Grun scoffed and shook his head. “I’ve already said more than I usually do. Lore must be earned, Tey Moonshine. Each of us must follow the trail of evidence where it leads us. Most sorcerers lose sight of the goal and end their days with a knowledge of flora and fauna, methods of beguilement, and how to win at seven-card. Some rise higher, only to have their heads lopped off for seeing too much. Others”—and he chewed the words like gristle now—“prosper from stolen lore, or benefit from friends in far-off places.”

Just as she’d thought all along: magic was real, only it wasn’t what most people expected it to be. That much she’d worked out for herself. But this… sorcerers ignorant of true magic. Was it so hard to find? And who were they, “those who cling to it” while leading others to believe the knowledge was lost? Who were these “friends in far-off places”?

She glanced at Slyndon Grun’s face, saw that he had said all he was going to on the subject. To her surprise, the Shedim remained silent. Maybe it had nothing to add. Or maybe it did but was biding its time, meting out scraps of knowledge like breadcrumbs to trap a rat.

But there was still something the sorcerer had said that confused her.

“What’s seven-card?”

“It’s a game, Tey, one we sorcerers play at our gatherings. Coins to the winner, or more often knowledge: ancient writings, artifacts from before the time of the Four Invasions, snatches of oral tradition preserved in rhyming couplets.” With a conspiratorial wink, he added, “Other things of worth.”

Once, they stopped so Slyndon Grun could gather mushrooms growing in rough circles and place them in a draw-string pouch.

“Are they poisonous?” Tey asked in her little girl’s voice, thinking of Theurig making the powder that gave Vrom Mowry the rot.

“You know how to tell which ones are edible and which are not?” the sorcerer asked.

Tey shrugged. In the village, Theurig’s crones were the only ones allowed to harvest mushrooms. Knowing which were safe to eat was a gift granted by the Weyd, or so they claimed.

“Like anything worth knowing,” Slyndon Grun said, “there’s no simple answer and no one way. Is it gilled or bolete, spongey beneath the cap? What color are the spores? What does it smell like? If you split the stalk, is it fleshy inside? If you cut the gills, do they ooze liquid?”

“And how they taste?” Tey asked.

“Ah, there I would urge caution. I might occasionally nibble some to aid with identification, but I have years of experience with fungi. One bite of the wrong kind, even if you spit it out, and it won’t go well for you.”

“Like the…” Tey caught herself before she could say “rot.” That might arouse his suspicions. Presumably, she wasn’t supposed to know about how Vrom had contracted the disease. “And these ones?” she said, as Slyndon Grun fastened his pouch and stowed it back in his robe.

The sorcerer smiled and clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Just don’t eat too many at one time. Their main practical use is for persuading others of the reality of spirits.”

Tey eyed his bejeweled fingers as he gave her a reassuring squeeze. Her mind threw up an image of the Hand of Vilchus scuttling through the air. Maggots crawled beneath her skin. At first she thought it was her reaction to the sorcerer’s touch, but then she realized she felt no such disgust. If anything, Slyndon Grun was much kinder than she’d dared imagine. No, the sensation was not her own, even though it came from within her.


[What you did… upon the tumulus… to Snaith.]


There was a quaver in the Shedim’s voice.


[It must not happen again. Not without death. What power you imbibed from his seed is fleeting, wasted. As with stolen essence, only the taking of life will seal it in, make it truly yours. No man must touch you like that and live. You must take and never give back. Otherwise it costs us too much, both you and I.]


“Snaith did not touch me,” Tey whispered under her breath. “I did it to him. It was my choice.”


[Then you defiled yourself for nothing.]


Clearly, the Shedim didn’t know men, and it certainly didn’t know Snaith and his obsessions. What she’d left him would haunt his thoughts and dreams, keep him from ever forgetting her. And one day, if he earned the freedom of a fully fledged sorcerer, one day he’d come looking for her.

But the crawl of maggots beneath her skin… The Shedim wasn’t just disappointed; it wasn’t just angry. There was more to it than that, something she had started to suspect back in the cavern of coal. It was revolted by what she’d done to Snaith, and when she had offered herself to it that time it had fled in abject horror.

Tey became aware Slyndon Grun was speaking to her. He withdrew his hand from her shoulder.

“What just happened?” he asked.


[Say nothing
 ,]
 the Shedim hissed.

“Was it my touch?”

Tey lowered her eyes.

“Theurig told me you were… sensitive.” The sorcerer frowned; almost seemed to wince. “Please, forgive me.”

Forgive him? A sorcerer was asking her for forgiveness? All he’d done was lay his hand on her shoulder. Khunt Moonshine had treated her like a dog and drained her essence for years, and he’d never said sorry. It didn’t feel right. Guilt for the things she’d thought about Slyndon Grun, how she’d judged him by his appearance, bubbled to the surface. So much guilt she didn’t know where it all came from, didn’t know what to do with it.

But the Grave Girl did. She pushed straight past Slyndon Grun and stormed through the trees.

“Tey!” he called. “Not that way. Tey!”

A wolf howled in the distance. Another answered, and then another.

She turned back to the sorcerer, and he held up his hands.

“My fault.” He touched a finger to his lips. “I should have warned you. That is not the way we want to go. Wolvers Clan, remember? How do you think they got their name?”


Who cares?
 Tey thought. The recklessness was upon her. For a split second, she envisioned yellow eyes rolling with pleasure as a wolf ripped out chunks of her flesh.

“And no, I don’t mean the stories your elders probably told you about werewolves.” Slyndon Grun’s voice snapped her back to reality. “That’s what the Wolvers want you to think, the kind of scaremongering that ensures they are left well alone, and feared if they decide to go on the offensive. But there are real wolves in the hilly land they occupy, and the Wolvers have grown adept at hunting them. They eat their flesh for strength and wear their skins.

“Now,” he said, “the clans would never dare harm a sorcerer, but wolves, alas, are not possessed of the same good sense and breeding. Our route will ensure our safety, while taking us right under their noses.”

Slyndon Grun pushed his way through an overgrowth of bracken. Tey followed him into a depression and watched as he cleared a pile of brown leaves and deadfall. He uncovered a rusty half-dome set into the ground, a small metal wheel rising from its center.

Tey was shaking from what she’d imagined doing—throwing herself to the wolves and using them to end it all. It was the same thing that had happened with the bear. As Slyndon Grun turned the wheel and the half-dome began to hinge upward on one side, she started to moan and whimper, building toward full-blown panic. She couldn’t go back underground, not after the Hand.

“It’s quite safe,” Slyndon Grun said, coming toward her, leaning his weight on his walking stick. The bronze skull at its top leered at Tey. “There’s a system of tunnels down there. They run for miles in every direction.”

She studied him closely, searching out any hint of deception. But his eyes were inscrutable, dreadfully serious. All she had to go on was the rosiness of his cheeks, the gentle curve of his smile. His face looked warm and fleshy, and she felt herself almost pitying him, feeling sorry for him and ever more guilty that she continued to judge him. Thus far, he had shown her only kindness, and that was a rare gift to be cherished.

Tey nodded she was ready, and she followed Slyndon Grun to the opening the dome had covered. An iron ladder ran down the wall of a brickwork shaft as far as she could see. Grime-covered crystals set into the walls gave off a milky glow. She looked at the sorcerer for an explanation.

“All we know is that these tunnels are extremely old,” he said. “As you shall soon see, I am known for my library of ancient texts. Cawdor’s The Four Invasions of Branikdür
 places the tunnels before the coming of the Shedim, which itself preceded the rise of the Hélum Empire.”

That grabbed Tey’s attention. She took a long, shuddering breath and spoke in the voice of a woman. “How much do you know of the Shedim?”

“Only what Cawdor tells us, and then only what I can remember. I had to let that particular book go.” He glanced at Tey, let her know he was regretful. “And believe me, Cawdor’s not always being literal. But here and there he is consistent with other historians of the isle. I suspect the Archmage knows more than the rest of us, but if he does, he’s not saying.”

“Archmage?”

“You’ll find out soon enough. We are a happy bunch, we sorcerers, under the paternal care of the Weyd’s vicar on Branikdür.”

Was he being sarcastic? If he was, he quickly hid the fact, bowing his head and touching two fingers to his forehead. “May he be forever blessed, and,” he said, flashing a look of warning at Tey, “may he be spoken of only in secret, among friends. Among sorcerers and their charges. Come on now, let’s not dither. You first.”

Slyndon Grun set down his stick and held her hands as she angled her bad leg over the mouth of the shaft. With the foot of her good leg, she found a rung on the ladder. The sorcerer guided her hands to the stringers, and she was able to descend by taking her weight on her arms, reaching for each successive rung with her working foot.

Slyndon Grun’s bulk above her shut out the grey light streaming down from outside and left them in the pallid glow of the crystals. Tey wondered what gave them their light, whether it was natural, like the tails of the lightning bugs, or if the crystals, like the evidence Slyndon Grun had spoken of, were some long-buried footprint of magic.

At the bottom, she found herself in a tunnel with an arched ceiling. The glowing crystals continued along the walls on both sides, illuminating cracked brickwork and the dark lines of damp from where water had at one time come up to almost head height.

Slyndon Grun took the lead now, clutching his walking stick to his chest with both hands, the bronze skull glinting with reflected light. The thud of his footfalls, the scrape of Tey’s leg echoed along the passageway. Tey stiffened when there came an answering growl.

“Don’t mind them,” Slyndon Grun said. “Aberrations forgotten by the world. They’ve had more than one taste of my stick, and they’d have to be stupid or half-starved to risk another beating.”


[Sorcerous hybrids
 ,]
 the Shedim whispered in her veins. [Discards from before the age of the Wakeful
 .]
 There was scorn in its tone, and a great deal left unsaid. But what the Shedim seemed unwilling to share, Slyndon Grun more than made up for.

“Cawdor recounts the myth of a prehistoric age of great wonder, with Branikdür at its heart. There was an unimaginable abuse of power that warped all life exposed to it. The inhabitants of this isle retreated below ground and carved out this network of tunnels. But they were already infected, and generation by generation, they began to change. Their absence from the world above left Branikdür vulnerable to the dark sorcery of the First Invasion. A classic case of going from bad to worse. The way Cawdor tells it, the second invasion was a blessing, a liberation.”

The Shedim scoffed.

“And the others?” Tey asked.

“All civilizations rise and fall,” Slyndon Grun said, “and with them either the light burns brighter or darkness returns.”

“And now?”

The sorcerer chuckled. “Depends on your view of Hélum. But here on Branikdür, remote from the heart of the Empire, I like to think we hold a candle flame to the night. Then again, that depends on what you perceive as darkness and what you perceive as light. You’ll have to forgive me if I’m being equivocal. It’s part and parcel of a sorcerer’s role.”

Something squat rushed out of the shadows, gibbering insanely. Gangly legs, sinewy arms, bloated face with a single crimson eye. Slyndon Grun’s stick came down with a thwack
 , and the creature fled screeching.

“I’m going to have to start feeding them,” the sorcerer said. “Preferably with treated meat that will engender an outbreak of the rot.” He glanced at Tey for a reaction. She caught herself between a frown and a knowing smile.

“Theurig told me you were a clever one,” Slyndon Grun said. “And sly with it.”

So, Theurig had known she’d been spying on him. The fact that he’d said nothing meant he hadn’t felt the need to; that he’d been one step ahead of her all the time. How much more had Theurig known? How much had he worked out for himself? And more worrying, how much had he told Slyndon Grun? It made her feel exposed, naked. More than that, it made her feel foolish, a child in the world of grown-ups. She didn’t know what else to do other than be that child, avert her eyes, and wait for her punishment.

“Oh, I’m not saying it’s a bad thing to be sly,” Slyndon Grun said. “And neither is Theurig. He just felt, given the sensitive nature of what you thought you knew, it might be best for you to experience more of what Branikdür has to offer. Happens all the time among us sorcerers: people discovering things they’re not supposed to, being sent further and further north for their troubles. The clans up there are too busy fighting the cold to give a damn about forbidden knowledge. I tell you, it’s the fate most of us labor to avoid. The problem is, sorcerers are inquisitive by nature; it’s what suits us to the task. The more we know, the more we feel compelled to find out, and sooner or later we run up against the Archmage. Which leads us neatly to your second lesson under my tutelage: It isn’t so much what you know, it’s who knows you know it.” He pressed a finger to his lips and continued along the tunnel.

Tey followed the sorcerer along a series of twists and turns and switchbacks. It was a maze, and one she would soon get lost in by herself. They passed countless steel doors, hemp bags stuffed with sand stacked in front of them to waist height. Outside a few were brass tubes the size of her little finger scattered across the floor. Slyndon Grun stooped to show her one, sealed at one end, open the other, and blackened with a powdery residue.

“I use them for dried herbs and the like,” the sorcerer said, pocketing it. “A stopper of cork and they’re tight as a virgin’s…” He coughed into his fist and resumed walking. “Air-tight. Fit to task.”

From time to time, pinpricks of red light sprang up at the intersections, too many to count. Tey squinted at them and they drew into focus: single eyes, watching her every move.

When the sorcerer stopped at another ladder and gestured for her to climb up first, squat figures began creeping along the tunnel toward them, both fore and aft. Slyndon Grun reached into his pocket, produced a vial of powder and another of liquid. Hanging by the inside of her elbow from a rung midway to the ceiling, Tey watched him add a drop of liquid to the powder vial, which he then flung at the creatures approaching from the front. There was a fizz and a bang, and smoke filled the tunnel. Amid a chorus of gibbering, the creatures in front fled, and those behind slunk back, tentative, eyes narrowed to scarlet slits. When Slyndon Grun raised his skull-topped stick and roared at them, they dispersed back into the shadows.

Tey struggled up the ladder till she reached the concave inside of another dome lid, a metal wheel set into its center.

“Turn it to the—”

“I’ve got it,” she said, already spinning the wheel. It didn’t take a genius. She pushed her shoulder against the lid and it creaked open. Icy rain showered down, drenching her shawl and splashing the floor beneath.

“Sodding weather,” Slyndon Grun cursed as he came up the ladder behind her. “If Gosynag the Grey ever decides to step out of the realm of fantasy into my world, so help me I’ll brain him with my stick.”

Those would have been dangerous words back in Malogoi. Speaking about a god in such a way would have gotten Grun stoned or burned or fed to the fire ants. But Tey was starting to see how things worked, even more than she had from observing Theurig. There was one law for the clansfolk, quite another for sorcerers.

She emerged from the shaft into a skirling gale that carried the tang of brine. Chalk showed through the grass beneath her feet, and off to her left came a continuous rush and sweep, rush and sweep.

Slyndon Grun squeezed out of the opening and pulled up the hood of his robe against the rain. Wind tugged at Tey’s dress, caused the sorcerer’s robe to flap and snap behind him. Taking her arm roughly, he led her in the direction of the noise, until she could see they were high atop a cliff. Beneath them, frothing waves rolled in toward a sandy shore before they broke against a natural barrier of chalk boulders that must have broken loose from the cliff face.

“You’ll have plenty of time to stand and gawp once you’ve settled in,” Slyndon Grun said.

The weather seemed to have soured his mood. Still with a hold on her arm, he angled them along a clifftop path parallel to the sea, and Tey could make out the hazy smudge of a building in the distance.

By the time they reached the drystone wall at the building’s perimeter, the sorcerer had grown sullen. Maybe it was the cold and rain. Maybe he was just tired from having walked to Malogoi and back. But either way, Tey decided to withdraw inside herself in case any word of hers provoked him.

The house beyond was massive: a broad, stone-built base with rows of windows, a turreted tower, and a second, smaller tower topped by a metal dome green with patina. It looked impossibly ancient. Certainly, nothing of its like existed in Malogoi. On the sea-side, the perimeter wall came within a dozen yards of the cliff’s edge. The way chalk crumbled, it would be only a matter of years before the sorcerer’s house plunged into the sea. It seemed a precarious place to live.

A rake-thin woman opened the iron gate to them. She was dressed only in sodden undergarments. Perhaps she didn’t want her clothes to get wet. Dark hair clung to her bony face like strands of seaweed. Her ear seemed pressed permanently to her shoulder, and her neck was grotesquely swollen. For all Tey knew, the woman could have been waiting there for Slyndon Grun’s return ever since he set off for Malogoi. Maybe he’d even commanded it.

Within the compound, more women stood around drenched. Like the one at the gate, most wore only undergarments, but a few of them were naked. Some were missing limbs, others eyes. Some were hunchbacked or covered with tuberous growths. The deformed, the injured, the rejects of the clans. They all held rakes or shovels or sickles, and from the looks of it, they had been tending the immaculate gardens, despite the weather.

Ignoring them, Slyndon Grun followed the flagstone path to a covered porch. The ironbound door swung inwards before they reached it.

In spite of herself, Tey couldn’t suppress a shudder, then she felt herself foolish when another woman appeared in the entrance hall, having clearly opened the door.

The woman wore only metal cups covering her breasts, and a narrow strip of cloth at her loins. Her auburn hair was braided into two long pigtails, her eyes dull and unfocused. She smiled coldly at Slyndon Grun, more sweetly for Tey’s benefit, then stood aside to let them enter.

As Tey passed, she glanced behind; took in the long scars on the woman’s back as she closed and locked the door. They weren’t neatly ordered like her own. They were angry, violent, the marks of another’s hand.

Instinctively, she pulled away from Slyndon Grun, but he tightened his grip till it pinched her arm. She slipped on the wet floor tiles. When she looked, they were smeared with her own bloody footprints.

“Calm yourself,” he growled. It was an order. “This is all new to you. It takes time to settle in.”

He led her through a large hall divided by dozens of ceiling-to-floor bookcases stacked with clothbound and leather tomes. Theurig’s collection was nothing compared with this.

Slyndon Grun brought her through a door at the far side and into a dismal chamber with bare stone walls. Hanging from them were all manner of rusty tools: saws, pincers, chisels, and planes. A rare few similar items were owned by the Malogoi, artifacts left behind by the Hélum invaders. In among them, she saw a bullwhip and a birch cane, daggers and hatchets. There was even a bear trap. Just seeing it set her bad leg throbbing with remembered pain. There was a trestle table, folded up, leaning against the wall, and in one corner stood a throne-like chair of wood, leather restraining straps fitted to its arms and front legs.

“Here,” Slyndon Grun said, kicking aside a rug to reveal a ring pull set into the floor. “This is where you’ll sleep.” He bent over with a grunt and pulled open a trapdoor.

A rush of foul air rushed up from below—piss and shit and stale sweat. Tey heard gasps and moans, the clank of chains. She glanced down into the gloom, looked up at Slyndon Grun.

Bronze flashed as his stick swept down, and then her head exploded.




THEURIG’S APPRENTICE


When Snaith and
 Theurig got back from the Copse, the village was just starting to stir. It already felt different to Snaith. Everything did, after what the sorcerer had revealed about magic, superstition, the way of deception. After the slaughter of the other candidates—by their own parents, Tey had guessed. After what they’d seen beneath the tumulus.



It had come for him: the Hand of Vilchus. Pointed straight at him. His guts told him it was a predator selecting its next victim, which was why he’d grabbed Tey and fled. But his mind wondered if that was just an animal response. What if the Hand had pointed because it had chosen him? But for what, and why?



“Keep up,” Theurig said. “It’s best you are not seen. A sorcerer is never accepted by his own clan. He must first disappear from village life, then re-present himself when distance has been established.”



Snaith bit down his anger, resentment, grief—whatever it was that seethed beneath his skin. The Hand, if it had indeed chosen him, wasn’t the only one. Theurig had gotten what he wanted. The Weyd had not been denied. But at what cost?



The answer hit him with crushing force as they passed the wattle-and-daub cottage he’d shared with his parents. Empty now. Gathering dust. It wouldn’t be long before the roaches moved in. He felt a sudden need for the order of his wooden warriors; veered toward the garden path.



“That life is gone,” Theurig said, sweeping in front of him to block his way. “Dead.”



Snaith glared defiance at the sorcerer, clenched his good hand into a trembling fist. His maimed arm was stiff and useless, a reminder of what else he’d lost, of the person he could no longer be.



Grisel Vret’s mother, Yelsa, emerged from the mud-brick hut across the way, fishing pole over one shoulder, a basket of bait in her hand. Her eyes widened with recognition when she saw Snaith. She was about to wave, then her features set like sun-dried clay and she sharply looked away.



“Ignore her,” Theurig said, visibly relieved by the distraction, though doing his best to look nonchalant. “They don’t know how to act around you yet. But they will.”



Maybe. But that’s not what Snaith had seen on her face. It wasn’t awkwardness around the new sorcerer’s apprentice, and neither was it fear. It had been welcome familiarity, a cruel trick of the mind in which things were back to how they used to be: Snaith
 Harrow, up early for fight practice; a nod and a wave as she went off to fish, while her husband was out hunting and Grisel was cleaning up inside, getting the house ready for a feast when her parents returned. Then Yelsa Vret had remembered. Then her guilt had once more hit home. Guilt at what she and her husband had been forced to do, and resentment that Snaith had lived and her daughter had not.



“The clansfolk are not your friends now,” Theurig said, watching the new stoop to Yelsa Vret’s back as she trudged away toward the creek. “They are your charges. Old acquaintances end today. Show them only what you want them to see. What it is necessary for them to see.”



Snaith heard the sorcerer, but the words seemed distant, meaningless, the incoherent buzzing of annoying insects. All he could think about was his parents. Would they have dressed in black and come for him at the Copse, like the other parents had? He couldn’t imagine it. Not his mother, not his father. They had defied the Weyd for him, hadn’t they? They would have refused.



Not that there would have been the need. Theurig had admitted he’d wanted Snaith and Tey from the outset. In whatever way, they’d stood out from the pack. Always had, since the schoolhouse days. What it was about Tey, it was hard to say, but in some vague, indefinable way Snaith had always sensed it. She was different to everyone he knew, and since the Proving, that difference had grown beyond anything he could have imagined. Somehow, the Weyd must have let Theurig know, indicated that it had chosen her. Or Theurig had his own reasons, and just attributed them to the Weyd. It was difficult not thinking that way, despite the warnings about such doubt and suspicion that had been drummed into them over the years, if not by Theurig, then by the elders.



But why Snaith? Why had Theurig, or the Weyd, chosen him? Maybe Bas Harrow’s lust for knowledge and Jennika’s scrupulosity had rubbed off on him, and in a way spared them the horror of burying their child in the Copse. But they’d not been spared the rot for tending him after the bear attack, for not giving up on him despite what had happened to his arm. He wanted to ask Theurig how the Weyd could have cursed his parents if it was supposed to be no-thing, but then he remembered what Tey had told him. Before his mind made all the connections, he blurted out, “Tey told me it was you that gave Vrom Mowry the rot.”



Theurig turned away from Yelsa Vret’s retreating back, studied Snaith with a long and calculating gaze. Eventually, he sighed.



“Tey is quite mad, Snaith. And more than that, she is trouble. It’s why I had to send her away. Talented, I do not deny, but she needs expert handling. Slyndon Grun’s just the man for that. Let me tell you, Tey Moonshine is forever seeing conspiracies left, right, and center. I don’t agree with his methods, but Khunt needed to use a firm hand. That girl is tormented, Snaith. Has been since her mother died. You are too soft, too ready to sympathize, and to try to rescue that which does not want to be rescued.”



Tey had said something similar on the Copse, about how he was trying to save her.



He tried to think of some way to contradict Theurig, some way of sticking up for the woman he’d wanted to marry, but he’d seen and heard too much. His thoughts were in disarray, and it was undeniable that a good deal of what the sorcerer said rang true. It would take time to sift through his feelings about Tey.



“So, you didn’t kill Vrom?”



Theurig shook his head, gave a wry smile. “Vrom is not dead.”



“But he had the rot.”



“Did he?” A cold glitter entered Theurig’s eyes. “How do you know? Are you a sorcerer yet? Have you studied the signs and symptoms?”



“His face,” Snaith said. “His skin.”



“Lesions. What do you infer from that, Snaith? It could be any one of a thousand things. The rot, I’ll grant you, is a terrible disease, an affliction sent from on high, but that is not what Vrom had. You know how the villagers are, though. First sign of a rash, and you are cast out, unclean. Even if he recovered, poor Vrom would have never been accepted back.”



“So, where is he?”



“In safe hands.” Theurig narrowed his eyes. “Safe hands.”



“Is that what happened to my parents? They got chased away for nothing?”



Now Theurig chose to look genuinely sad. “I wish it were so. As I’ve already said, I have no control over the Weyd. I merely convey its wishes, as far as I know them. There was nothing I could do. I’m sorry, Snaith. I really am.”



Tears burned at the corners of Snaith’s eyes as he asked, “Are they dead, then?”



Theurig shrugged. “Not from the rot, I’d say. It is a slow punishment. Takes weeks, even months sometimes. It may be they ran into another clan, or perhaps some wild beast took them. It’s equally possible they found shelter and still live, but it’s all much of a muchness, I’m afraid to say. There is no coming back from this. The Weyd has spoken. Come now, we have lingered too long.”



More and more clansfolk were leaving their homes, shooting nervous looks Snaith and Theurig’s way.



As they cut across the village toward Theurig’s house on the edge of the woods, Snaith came back to the question burning inside him. “But if the Weyd is no-thing, how can it curse us?”



“The Weyd is not a thing because it is above and beyond the world. It transcends the entire interlocking system of the cosmos. All we perceive, all we truly know, is what we sorcerers term nature. But logic dictates, as you shall soon learn, that nature cannot be infinite, and it cannot be eternal. Everything that is, rots and decays.” He looked pointedly at Snaith, still maintaining his long, loping pace. “The curse of the Weyd is merely an acceleration of natural processes.”



“But—”



“More later,” Theurig said with a raise of his hand. “You mustn’t run before you can walk. Basics first, and believe me, there are a lot of basics. We’ll start with them on our trip.”



“Trip?”



“To the Wakeful Isle.”



“The what?”



Theurig chuckled. “You’ll see. There are checks and balances in place, to make sure we sorcerers don’t make bad choices. It does happen, you know. The Archmage likes to meet all new apprentices in person.”



“Arch—”



“Not another word on the subject,” Theurig said. “Villages have ears, though Malogoi’s have been somewhat deafened since Tey’s departure.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Archmage is not a term these people are familiar with. Nor is it right that they should be.”



The rest of the way to the sorcerer’s house, Snaith’s mind was abuzz with implications, hopes, fears, and resentment. There was no simple way to untangle it all, and the effort brought him frustration and a near-tangible pain. Worst of all was that he couldn’t rid himself of the memory of Tey’s touch atop the tumulus. Even now it inflamed him, but it also fired his cheeks with shame. Part of him saw it as a pleasure to one day be re-lived, but another part—the part of him that liked his neat rows and order, that insisted on his clothes being washed daily and folded—recoiled from the memory and yelled “contagion.”



“When we reach your house,” he asked, “will I be able to bathe?”



“We’re here already,” Theurig said, holding the front door open and waving him inside.



Snaith had been so caught up in his memories of Tey, in the warring sensations she evoked, he hadn’t even realized they’d arrived yet.



“And for the record,” Theurig said, “you don’t need to ask my permission to bathe. But you will have to draw your own water.”



Theurig preceded him inside, and Snaith lingered to rap three times on the doorjamb. Then three times more. And three more to make nine.



They went straight through to the kitchen, where Snaith rapped discreetly on the threshold this time, so Theurig wouldn’t see. Two of the crones were tidying away the remains of a meal from the night before: half-eaten fruits and cheeses, great slabs of meat, potatoes, some kind of sauce that stained the dishes orange, and a couple of earthenware bottles with ruby streaks down their sides from the pouring of wine.



Theurig wrinkled his nose. “Too much of a good thing, if you ask me, but that’s Slyndon Grun for you. Oh, I asked him to bring this.” He stooped to lift a hefty clothbound book from a chair and passed it to Snaith. “It’s for you. The start of your long training to be a sorcerer.”



“
 The Four Invasions of Branikdür
 ,” Snaith said, reading from the richly embossed cover. “By Josias Cawdor.”



“What are we without our history?” Theurig said. “And there are few better, or more entertaining, than Cawdor. Start on it tonight, and bring it with you when we leave.”



“For the Wakeful Isle? When are we going?”



“First thing in the morning.”





THE CELLAR


Tey was sinking
 through poisonous waters that filled the cavern of coal. Not water—air. A roiling cloud of stinking vapor. She glimpsed the blurry outline of the Shedim swimming through the brume with languid strokes, trying to reach her. A shadow formed in the darkness beneath it, and the Shedim’s eyes blazed violet with panic. The shadow bolted through the smog at an alarming rate, propelled by the snap and rush of tattered wings. She’d seen this creature somewhere before. Somewhere—

Cavernous jaws opened. The Shedim’s scream shredded her insides, filled her skull to bursting, till she couldn’t be sure it wasn’t her own.

And then they were lost in the murk, the Shedim and the dragon-thing. Snaith’s totem mark, that’s where she’d seen it. The design Theurig had inked on his chest.

Tey was left drifting, alone. Oblivion contracted and dilated all around her. She grew mesmerized by its fateful pulse, half desperate to flee, half daring to open her arms to the dark.

But the stench. The stench overpowered her, sent her into a reeling dive till she hit something harder than the mattress at Theurig’s house, and in that instant she knew there were no crones there to wash her. It was a vague recollection only, but she knew she was someplace else. Something had happened. Something bad.

She tried opening her eyes. They were stiff and refused her. All she could see was the blur of her lashes crusted over with sleep dust. Or was it blood? Her headed pounded, a crushing pain radiating out from her forehead to encompass her skull. She lifted her hands to her eyes, heard the clank of chains, felt their weight.

And then she remembered: the room of iron tools, the rug, the cellar beneath. She remembered turning to Slyndon Grun, the bronze skull atop his cane crashing down.

Frantically, she scraped at whatever was gluing her eyes shut, pulled and pried at the lids till they came open.

As her sight adjusted to the gloom, she could make out the forms of bodies chained to the walls, just as she was. Women, kneeling, heads bowed with exhaustion, or curled up on the packed-dirt floor. Not all women, she realized as she took in the whole cellar. Some of them were young men. Most of them were disfigured in some way. All of them were naked, covered in their own filth.

How long had she been there? Hours? Days?

She still had her dress on, though in places the wool was damp, in others stiff with dried blood. He’d hit her hard, Slyndon Grun. Her fingers probed the tender edges of a fist-sized knot on her forehead. It was split down the middle, hot and fleshy and weeping. She needed to see it, this wound she’d not given herself, see how badly she was hurt.

None of the others were talking. No one even moaned. Either they were drugged, or they were too far beyond hope to make a sound.


[Be alert
 ,]
 the Shedim said in her bones. [You must not end here. Too much is at stake.]


“You don’t need me,” Tey whispered. Her chains clinked as she rolled to her side. She wanted to curl into a ball, but her bad leg wouldn’t permit it. “Take one of these others.”

The Shedim was quiet for a moment. She had the impression it was considering. She’d half-drifted into oblivion when it answered.


[They do not yet rival you, Tey Moonshine. Their sufferings are new to them, and altogether passive. You were born to pain, and you know best how to use it. Survive this. You must survive.]


“Why? So you can use me? Use me to do what you cannot? Why is that? Can’t you drain your own victims and kill them?”

The Shedim squirmed in her marrow, but before it could respond, a boy spoke out of the gloom.

“Tey? Is that you? Tey Moonshine?”

At least he still sounded like a boy, though he should have been a man. He was the same age as her, after all.

“Vrom?”

Tey pulled herself upright by her chains. Manacles bit into her wrists. The pain brought her focus.

Vrom sat on his haunches. She couldn’t see his face clearly in the dark. She remembered how it had looked after Theurig’s concoction: blistered, weeping sores, rank with decay. And that was the last she’d seen of him before he… before he died.

“Vrom, how can you… I mean, you are… you were supposed to be…”

“Sick,” Vrom said. His breath shuddered as he spoke, and his voice was that of the child she used to play with. “I got sick. They took me to the Copse to die, and he was waiting there. Slyndon Grun. There’s a cure, Tey. For the rot.” He began to sob. “He had a cure.”

A cure? Then Snaith needed to know. She yanked on her chains. Maybe the bricks they were secured to were crumbling. Maybe the links were weak.

All around the cellar, other chains rattled. Eyes wide with fear stared Tey’s way through the darkness.

“Be silent,” a woman hissed. “He will hear. He will come.”

“I’m sorry, Tey.” Vrom’s whisper carried across the space between them. “Sorry you came to be here.”

It was quiet then, no one even shifting position, as if they feared the merest breath would bring Slyndon Grun down to the cellar. Tey wrapped herself in the gloom, sank into it till she was alone with herself, though since the coming of the Shedim she was never really alone.


[My people are immortal, Tey
 .]
 There was a barely perceptible tremor in its voice. It was scared. Frightened of losing her. Or was it more than that? Did it feel what she felt: dread as well as physical pain? [Age does not cause us to decay, but we are not immune to other forms of death. We were betrayed then banished, and now only a few of us remain.]


“So?” Tey muttered, soft enough that no one but the Shedim would hear. “Why should I care?”

But she was interested. Interested to see how much she could glean now the Shedim felt it had something to lose, even if that something was her.


[Before the rise of Hélum, there was order in this world. Order and goodness. The fruits of our cleansing. Branikdür, you see, was once the heart of a dark empire, from which tendrils of evil went out into the world. When we came, that is where we went, as liberators, as restorers of order and peace.]


“Came,” Tey breathed. “Came from where?”

The Shedim ignored her. [But there were too few of us for the task. And during the wars of liberation from the Gardeners’ tyranny we were further diminished, with no way to replenish our numbers. Our enemies knew this. Knew we did not reproduce like the beasts.]
 Again, that revulsion in its tone. [So we searched and experimented, seeking to emulate the Crafters who seeded all life, and we found a way.]
 It concluded in a solemn tone tinged with hatred and regret, [Vilchus found a way.]


“None of this has anything to do with me,” Tey said.

Deep within her, she felt the Shedim sigh. It seemed about to say more, when footfalls sounded from above. Chains clanked all around the cellar. There were whimpers, a succession of shuddering breaths.

“You’re new,” a woman hissed at Tey. “It’s you he wants, not me.”

Other voices, hushed and breathy, concurred. “You, not me. You, not me.”

Beneath it all, she heard Vrom Mowry repeating over and over, “I’m sorry, Tey. I’m so sorry…”

Her instinct was to hang limply from her chains, tell herself she wasn’t really there. If she believed hard enough…

The trapdoor creaked open, and stark light streamed through the opening.


SLEEPLESS


Snaith lay awake
 , flicking through the book Theurig had lent him: Cawdor’s
 The Four Invasions of Branikdür
 . He must have read the same sentence six or seven times before he finally accepted he was too tired to concentrate.



He shut the book and stared blearily at the embossed image in a filigreed circle on the cover: a rugged island of coal or obsidian jutting above the surface of a poisonous sea.



The manner of its making fascinated him, the subtle blending of red, green, and purple-dyed leather for the water; the way the isle stood out in sharp relief, as if it were a solid object. Forgotten lore. The art of illusion.



He traced its contours with his fingertip, his focus alternating between the multicolored sea and the Dark Isle; for that’s what Cawdor called it in his introduction, claiming the name had changed only following the last of the four invasions, that of the
 Hélum Empire. Branikdür was a native word from the most ancient times, which apparently meant “Fortress of the Raven.” It was a concession the
 Hélumites made to their human subjects, Cawdor said, after driving the Shedim from their midst. It honored the memory of their long-dead language, their histories, and their right to govern themselves. It seemed an odd name for an island, and Cawdor offered nothing but theories as to its meaning. The one that stood out to Snaith, though, was that “raven” was a cryptic reference to the dark god of
 Hélum, the very Wyvern of Necras that now adorned his chest.


Hélum had originally planned for the isle to become sacred to the cult of the Wyvern, Cawdor claimed, and had even started a vast program of temple building for the offering of bloody sacrifices. According to Cawdor, the Wyvern truly existed, a monster from the frozen wastes of Necras, beyond the furthest reaches of the Empire. In the aftermath of their invasion, the
 Hélumites began preparations to make Branikdür the Wyvern’s new home. They even planned to move their capital there.



And that’s where Snaith’s enthusiasm for Cawdor’s book left off. As Theurig had warned him, it was a blend of fact and fiction, of history and legend. He had little interest in the former, and none at all in the latter. Give him a book of actual instruction, like his father’s pig-skin book on fighting, and he’d read it cover to cover and put its teachings into practice. But this… if this was the start of his training in sorcery, it didn’t bode well. If anything, it just added to the idea that sorcery was make-believe, which for him made it a waste of time.



Yawning, he rolled off the bed and placed the book on the rocking chair the crones had taken turns using while they watched over him and Tey. But it was his room now, and his alone. Theurig had granted him that privilege. A sorcerer needed privacy, a place to study and think, he’d said, but right now Snaith was too tired for both.



He threw himself back down on the bed, turned to one side, and shut his eyes. If he willed it enough, perhaps sleep would come. But the harder he tried, the more his head was filled with the massacre at the Copse, the Hand of Vilchus, and worst of all, Tey’s hand and the shame it had brought him.



He couldn’t get her naked image out of his mind, the spray of hair over her breasts, the network of mutilation that covered her flesh. He was repulsed and attracted at the same time. She frightened him, disgusted him, and yet more than either, she fascinated him. Even now he could smell her musky scent, and in response he felt the first stirrings of arousal. He pressed his face into the pillow, tried to smother this new image he had of her. But no matter how he tried, his old, perfect simulacrum refused to come into focus.



But the scent: it wasn’t just in his mind. He sniffed at the pillow. It was there, despite the crones changing the bed linen: the smell of Tey, imbued deep into the fabric.



He flung the pillow aside and sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. He didn’t want to be in Theurig’s house, didn’t want to be a sorcerer, especially if it meant wading through rubbish like Cawdor. He just wanted things back the way they were, the way they’d always been. He wanted his home, his parents. He wanted Tey, shy, wrapped in her black dress and shawl, with no indication of what lay beneath. If he could turn back the days… If the Weyd could. If it would. If it ever listened to the petitions of its poor, pathetic creatures. Because that’s the image Theurig had left him with: a remote and indifferent source of all life, uncaring, inaccessible, yet capable of acts of great cruelty.



He knew he was missing the point. Knew Theurig had said there was more to come. Much more. But Snaith didn’t want to waste years and years studying mystery and riddle. If the Weyd was anything, anything at all, he wanted to know what it was now, not discover it was worthless when he’d already invested so much.



What kind of god accepted only the maimed and crippled into its service? What kind of god punished transgressors with the rot and banishment? No god worth pledging your life to. How was worship of the Weyd, this source or being outside the universe of created things, any better than the depraved cult of the Wyvern of Necras and its demand for human blood?



The more thoughts that swarmed about his mind, the bleaker he felt. The room seemed to him a cell. A tomb. He gasped down snatches of stale air, and still his lungs burned for more. His breaths came faster and faster, till he was panting, heart skittering about his chest. He stood. Stumbled toward the door. He needed to breathe, needed to…



He needed to be quiet, he realized, as he opened the door and crept out into the hallway. Last thing he wanted was to wake up the house. Theurig had retired early, given the long trek they had ahead of them, and the crones had gone to their beds in the basement. He needed to be quiet because he needed to get out, feel the night air on his face. And more than that, even if it were only for a moment, he needed to go home.



He crept to the front door on tiptoe, lifted the latch, and let himself out.



The moon was low in the sky, casting silvery ripples across the ground and limning the stooped branches of the weeping willows. There was a light drizzle, and the air was crisp, cooling his lungs as he sucked it in.



When he reached the garden fence, a chicken squawked, and the pigs began to grunt. Latching the gate behind him, he checked to reassure himself the house was still in darkness, and then set off at a brisk pace into the night.



In the distance, the orange specks of a brazier fire atop the earthworks that surrounded Malogoi winked just beneath the level of the lowest stars. Snaith turned a slow circle as he walked, taking in the entire basin the village was nestled in. There would be a warrior, hooded and cloaked against the rain, warming hands over the coals, cursing Gosynag the Grey for pissing during their watch against a surprise attack that would probably never come. It only ever had once in living memory, and the advantage the high ground gave the Malogoi meant their rivals weren’t likely to try again. It had taken a week to clear the slopes of bodies.



The flickering glow from a hooded lantern warned him of the approach of a nightwatchman as he came to the mud-brick dwellings on the edge of the village. Snaith pressed himself against a wall as the man passed—a grizzled veteran still proving he was good for something, despite the stiffness of his gait, the face etched and grooved with wrinkles.



The odor of weedstick smoke reached Snaith’s nostrils as the man passed by, oblivious. Ky Glivkin, if he wasn’t mistaken. The hero of the Boarwood Skirmish, when Malogoi and Valk and Wolver had fought over a disputed patch of forest, one that Theurig claimed was essential to the clan’s good standing with the Weyd. The sorcerer’s crones spent many a morning there nowadays, gathering herbs and mushrooms.



At one time, Snaith had aspired to be like Ky Glivkin. Greater than him, even. But in the space of a few short days, those dreams had turned bitter. Glivkin seemed a pathetic figure now as he continued on his patrol, taking what scant comfort he could from his weedstick. Hero or no hero, the Copse still waited. The minute he could no longer hold a blade or set one foot in front of the other, he’d be no good to anyone.



The rest of the village was as quiet as the burial mounds of the ancestors. Nothing but the dark bulk of houses against the black of the sky. It was the first time Snaith had walked the streets at night. Besides the watch, no one did. There were things that stalked the darkness, Theurig said. And besides, it was forbidden by the Weyd. It was hard to know how to take such a prohibition after what he’d learned at the Copse, but the clansfolk never questioned it. They imbibed obedience to the Weyd with their mothers’ milk.



Whatever horrors were supposed to come out at night—bodachs, ditch-hags, the Shedim—he saw no sign of them.



Maybe Ky Glivkin put them to sleep with the smoke from his weedstick.



Snaith still walked faster than was necessary, still felt his heart quicken at the pooling of shadows in the alleys between houses.



The world with all its certainties had become overnight a much more frightening place. The ground no longer felt solid beneath his feet. He could no longer say with surety that the sun would rise in the east come morning, or that the stars would not fall from the sky.



His footsteps grew more assured as he headed down the garden path toward the wattle-and-daub home that should have fallen to him now his parents were gone. But it was common knowledge a sorcerer’s apprentice had no possessions of his own. Even the clothes on his back belonged to Theurig now, and were only on loan. A sorcerer was expected to pass on every last bit of knowledge and wisdom they’d acquired during a lifetime of study. All they were, all they had ever been was poured out into the apprentice, so that when the master’s body finally succumbed to the decay that eventually touched all things, the flame of the Weyd’s mystery incarnate would not perish, but would simply be passed on. And the apprentice, for their part, was to become a vessel, a nobody, a mold for the sorcerer’s life and wisdom. It stood to reason, then, that if anyone owned the
 Harrow house now, it was Theurig.



Snaith entered through the front door. His maimed arm tingled as if it wanted to rap three times on the jamb. He hadn’t even thought about doing so. He paused on the threshold, momentarily saddened, mind awash with ghosting memories. Blinking back the tears, he lifted his good hand and tapped just the once.



No one had shuttered the windows against the night. Probably, no one had thought to when his parents had been told to leave. Moonlight and starlight painted the hallway the grey of gloaming. It was enough to see by.



He moved from room to room, aware that his heart thudded with a ridiculous hope, and knowing full well what he would find no one home.



On the bench in the hearth room, he spotted Bas Harrow’s pig-skin book, laid open from the usual evening reading. Snaith picked it up, let his eyes rove over the page, the last his father had read—or rather re-read, because Bas knew the book inside out. He said he continued to read it because of what he gleaned from between the lines.



It was the section on use of the shield as a weapon and not just for defense. It wasn’t what Snaith needed to see. What good was a shield when you had one working arm? He was about to set the book back down, when he was hit by a wave of grief, followed swiftly by a surge of anger. The house and all its contents might now belong to Theurig, but not this. Not his father’s book. It was too much a part of Bas
 Harrow, too painful a connection to relinquish. He shoved it in the pocket of his tunic. What Theurig didn’t know…



But the Weyd will know
 , an errant thought whispered. Snaith stamped down on it, dismissed it as a lingering superstition. But he still couldn’t be sure. How could he ever be?



In his parents’ room, he found a satchel his mother had stitched from boiled leather and took it with him to his own room. His urge to rap on entering had left him. Died as he lay his family’s ghosts to rest. Because even if they weren’t dead yet, they would be soon enough. There was no coming back from this.



He set the satchel on his bed, planning to fill it with his figures. Perhaps Theurig would let him keep them, if he explained. But when he turned to the model army lined up along his shelf, took in their rough and lumpy musculature, their swords, their spears, their shields, he lunged at them and roared. Swept them from the shelf with his maimed hand. Stomped them under foot.



As he danced his dance of destruction, Snaith’s animal cries of rage turned to curses, and the curses turned to sobs. And then he dropped to his haunches amid the broken figures he’d taken so long to carve—he and his Uncle Tubal together—and remained there, staring blankly at the wall, listening to the fading thunder of his breath, the retreating gallop of his heart.



Perhaps an hour later, maybe even more, Snaith crept back into Theurig’s yard, Jennika’s satchel over his shoulder, Bas’s book now within it. As he reached the front door, it swung open, and a crone stood there, something she’d been knitting in one hand. She looked him over with rheumy eyes, snorted, and stood aside so he could go in. Snaith nodded his thanks, unable to hold her gaze. But he felt her eyes on him as he passed down the hall to his room; heard the thud of the door being shut behind him.





THE WITCH OF THE VALKS


When he came
 for Tey, it was just her and him: Slyndon Grun and the Witch Woman. Everything else retreated into the background. In that moment, the cellar was a tomb, the others chained to its walls shackled skeletons, ghostly spectators. They may as well have not been there, they were so quiet, afraid to be noticed, so passive they made for perfect prey.

Tey met the sorcerer’s eyes, bored right into them, reading his hunger, and the Witch Woman smiled.

Slyndon Grun mistook the look on her face for insolence, raised his hand to strike, but then he seemed to get it, recognize what she was offering. He cocked his head to one side, considering the unwavering invitation in her eyes, the consent of her lips.

The sorcerer’s breathing quickened. He pulled a bunch of keys from his pocket, fumbled one into the lock of a manacle, got it open; immediately set about the other.

Tey rubbed her wrists, eyes never leaving the sorcerer as he put the keys away.

“Are you soiled?” he asked, sniffing at her dress. “Of course you are. Hirsiga!”

The woman who’d opened the front door to them came down the steps, carrying a heavy pail in each hand. She wore a frayed and dirt-stained tunic now, and knee-length boots crusted with muck. There was a simple dress of beige linen slung over one shoulder. She moved with an air of efficiency and preparedness. Clearly it wasn’t the first time Hirsiga had been down to the cellar.

“Don’t keep me waiting.” Slyndon Grun went back up top.

Hirsiga guided Tey to the bottom step, above the sludge of the cellar floor, and set down both her pails. Without a word, she helped Tey out of her dress and small clothes. She hesitated at sight of the scars, reached out with a finger to touch one. Her eyes met Tey’s, glassy, vacant. With a start, as if she’d suddenly remembered her duty, she lifted a pail and upended it over Tey’s head. The water was freezing; it made Tey gasp and shiver. Hirsiga produced a coarse cloth from her tunic and proceeded to scrub her from head to foot, leaving her skin raw and bleeding in places. She rinsed her off with the second pail, then helped her to put on the beige dress, still wet. Finally she gathered up the cloth and buckets, Tey’s soiled clothes, then nodded for her to go on ahead up the steps.

They emerged into the room with the rug and the tools hanging on the wall. Slyndon Grun was waiting, hands clasped over his belly. With narrowed eyes, he gave Hirsiga a sharp nod, and she hurried from the room.

The sorcerer dropped the trapdoor back in place with a reverberating thud.

The trestle table Tey had seen on the way to the cellar had been unfolded and decked out with saws and pincers, hammers and chisels, a fruit knife, wads of cloth, and bottles of colored glass filled with liquid. The wooden throne had been moved out from its corner. Slyndon Grun shoved her toward it.

“Sit.”

Tey’s grip on the Witch Woman persona faltered. She was a girl once more, frightened, begging, pleading. It was a split-second lapse; the words never reached her lips.

“Don’t make me tell you again.”

Tey sat stiffly in the chair, rigid and upright, like some queen on her throne. Like the Queen of Oblivion from her vision. Before Slyndon Grun could fasten her in, she swung her good leg over one of the chair’s arms, hoisted her dead leg in place beside it. She reclined against the other arm, arching her back so her wet hair draped toward the floor.

The sorcerer grunted and stood back to appraise her. “So thin,” he said. “Cachexic. You’d be highly thought of where I come from.” He ran a finger from her exposed neck to her belly, drew in a sharp breath, leaned in to stroke her breasts through the fabric of the beige dress. Tey moaned and pulled up the dress to expose her thighs. The sorcerer released one breast so he could feel the puckered flesh of her maimed leg.

“Theurig said it was a bear,” he said. “How?” He traced the crease of her thigh.

“I wanted it to hurt me,” Tey breathed.

“You like pain?”

“It is necessary.”

“I like pain, too,” he said. “Though not my own.” His other hand left her breast, found the scar on her neck. “And this?”

“I did it.”

He closed his fingers around her throat, started to squeeze.

“Tighter,” Tey gasped. “Make it tighter.”

Slyndon Grun’s face reddened with effort. For all his bulk, he was not a strong man. He lacked a laborer’s grip. Sweat beaded his forehead. With a fierce growl of passion and rage, he released her and staggered back.

Tey maneuvered her bad leg off the chair arm, swung round to face him, once more regal upon her throne. She eyed him coolly, expectantly. Left the trace of an enigmatic smile on her lips. He lunged at her, ripped open the front of her dress, gasped at the scars riddling her skin.

“What’s this?” Slyndon Grun said. He grabbed a fistful of her hair. “Stolen knowledge?”

“Mine.” She felt suddenly vulnerable, exposed, a victim once more. Her chin trembled as she tried to hold back tears of guilt and shame and self-loathing. “They are mine.”

He slapped her so hard, her vision doubled. The Grave Girl screamed before Tey realized she was back. He hit her again, a punch that split her lip. She tasted blood, slumped back in the chair as he released her so he could roll up the sleeve of his robe.

“Look!” He raised his forearm, showed her a warrior’s vambrace of bronze. It was etched with patterns of lines, all of them familiar, but ever-so-slightly different to her scars. “What have you seen? What have you stolen?”

“Nothing,” Tey whimpered, covering her face with her hands. “Not me. Not me.”

Slyndon Grun held her wrists, pried her arms away from her face. He manufactured a smile for her, eyes full of pity and concern.

“You must tell me, Tey. You must. Was it Theurig? Did you glean the knowledge from him?”

She shook her head.


[Do not tell him
 ,]
 the Shedim said.

“Theurig was right about you,” Slyndon Grun said in a kindly voice. He let go her wrists and gently stroked her hair. “You are unusual. Exotic. Fit to purpose. Work with me, and things will go well for you.”

Tey could not speak. She needed the Witch Woman, but the Grave Girl was paralyzed, staring wide-eyed at the sorcerer. She switched her gaze to his vambrace, tried losing herself in its patterns of lines. There was an answering itch in her scars. Something caught her attention: three lines on the vambrace that formed a triangle. The rest of the pattern seemed to emanate from its apex. Unconsciously, she put her hand over her sternum, where the Shedim had marked her with the same design. What did it mean? Was there a connection?

“I’ll share a secret with you,” Slyndon Grun said. “Then maybe you’ll do the same for me. This vambrace I stole, along with one or two other things. I took it from the Archmage. Knowledge, after all, is power. They are relics from Hélum, copies of the lore of the Shedim who once ruled this isle.”


[Crude copies
 ,]
 the Shedim said. [Blunt instruments in the hands of the blind
 . Nothing compared to the lunula I showed you. Even less compared to the Hand of Vilchus.]


“And then there’s this,” Slyndon Grun said. He reached into the pocket of his robe and produced a spearhead. When he held it up for Tey to see, she stared at the etchings on its surface: lines, old and familiar. “Theurig took it from your father after the bear attack.”

“You… You can use it?” Tey asked in a trembling voice. It was no longer genuine trembling; she was working out the implications of what the sorcerer had revealed, what the Shedim had told her. Already the Witch Woman was gathering herself, sensing a shift in the momentum.

“Probably,” Slyndon Grun said. “But if it’s anything like the vambrace, its full potential is closed to me. For now. There are clues, you see. In the Archmage’s predilections. In what little I have seen of Hélum society. In the teasers scattered throughout the histories. Tell me, did your father know how to use it?”


[Say nothing
 ,]
 the Shedim warned her.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Do you know how he acquired it? From a sorcerer, no doubt. Did he steal it?”

“Bartered,” Tey said. “He bartered for it.”

“Did he now? Well, that narrows the field. There are few sorcerers who would trade a relic from the Hélum occupation. Theurig, you might be surprised to learn, let me have it in exchange for a book. I suspect he had no idea how to use it and couldn’t be bothered to work it out for himself. These things take years, and Theurig is a man in a hurry. Always has been. I, however, have taken the time to research and experiment with similar relics, and while I still have some way to go, I have made significant progress.” He pressed the tip of the spearhead to Tey’s throat. “Pain is the key. Suffering. And lust.”


[Dolt!]
 the Shedim said. [He mistakes means for ends. It is the well that is important, the bubbling vat of raw essence you beasts hold at your core. Pain and passion are but the most efficient ways of filling it. And its capacity stretches, Tey. The more you fill it, the more it can be filled.]


“But something is missing.” The sorcerer withdrew the spearhead from Tey’s throat, glanced at his vambrace. “Sickness accompanies each use of these relics. Unnatural fatigue. The power is there, in the moment, but how swiftly it is gone.” A hardness came into his eyes. “My solution thus far has been more suffering. More lust and pain. Hence the people in the cellar. But the markings on this spearhead, your scars: their alignment is different somehow. Inverted. Do you know what they are for?”

“I’ll show you,” the Witch Woman said. Tey pushed herself to her feet using the arms of the chair, then ripped away the remnants of her dress till she stood naked before him.

He studied her, entranced, drinking in her scars, glancing nervously at her face, which she held cold and impassive. An itch ran through her scars, as if they responded to the sorcerer’s proximity—or to his obvious arousal.

The Shedim’s cackle reverberated through her bones. [His lust only makes it worse for him and infinitely better for you. Reversing the effects of the spearhead is one thing, but to snare an animal like this in the full throes of passion… with the pattern of your scars… The essence will be extreme! Do not resist. Your suffering will not be in vain.]


“Remove your robe,” Tey said.

Slyndon Grun flinched. “I do not usually—”

“Do it,” Tey said, smiling with encouragement, tracing the scars on her chest with a fingertip. A part of her knew she should have been scared. She was about to break a taboo that had been drummed into her since childhood—by Theurig, she reminded herself. Hardly the most trustworthy guide. If the Weyd was so certain to punish those who coupled outside of marriage, why did Branny Belgars not have the rot? Or Grisel Vret, or any of the other clansfolk who had strayed? And hadn’t Tey herself already strayed, in the way she had touched Snaith, in the thoughts she had harbored for the longest time?

Slyndon Grun stood mesmerized for a moment, then lifted his robe over his head and dropped it on the floor. His torso was smothered with an angry rash. In places, lesions oozed clear fluid. In others, the skin was dead and flakey.

Tey took a step back and collapsed into the chair.

“It is not contagious,” Slyndon Grun said, raising his hands, one of which was still holding the spearhead. “Though my clan, the Krosh—before I came here as an apprentice—thought it was. A curse of the Weyd, they said. You know how it is. They said the same when I started to gain weight. The Krosh have an aversion to fleshiness.”

Tey kept the revulsion from her face as he came toward her, tried not to think about the rot, tried not to imagine what they were about to do. If she were to endure this, she needed the Witch Woman squarely in control. There was no room for anything else. Deep down she knew that if the Grave Girl were to surface, there would be much more to fear. A man who kept young men and women chained up in the cellar would likely respond to crying and begging with unbridled cruelty.

Slyndon Grun stooped to set down the spearhead and Tey began to tremble. No longer the Witch Woman, the Grave Girl, or even herself, if there was such a thing, her thoughts scattered in pursuit of some way—any way—to avoid this. And then she had it:


Reversing the effects of the spearhead is one thing…


“Not yet,” she said, “The spearhead first. It has to start with the spearhead.”

Slyndon Grun straightened up, clutching the relic to his grey-haired chest. “But the excitation… the lust. I thought—”

“After… After a link has been established… You must drain me first.”

A frown creased the sorcerer’s face, and his gaze withdrew inward, as if he were considering, calculating.


[Do not stall,]
 the Shedim said. [Give in to him then strike back. The spearhead is irrelevant, a toy; it provides a momentary boost of essence that swiftly evaporates, leaving a craving for more. How insignificant that will seem after you drain a man at the height of his passion.]


Slyndon Grun nodded abruptly. “Very well. Show me what to do—what your father did.”

There was the thing: she didn’t know exactly. All she could do was try to recreate what she’d witnessed.

She stood and gestured for Slyndon Grun to take her place on the chair. Khunt Moonshine had always been seated during the ordeal.

“Lay the spearhead in your lap,” she said. “Now, my father used to chant…”

“Chant what?”

“I don’t know. Odd words. The same two or three over and over.”

“Ah,” Slyndon Grun said, “Probably in the Egrigorean tongue. An aid to concentration. A technique of induction. The actual words probably don’t matter.”

Tey shrugged. “Try it. Close your eyes and try it.”

Slyndon Grun did so, uttering a simple chant. After a minute or so, he opened his eyes.

“Well? What next? With the vambrace, I create mental pictures of what I want people to do, then verbally I command them.”

Tey nodded, though she had no idea if that’s what Khunt Moonshine had done. “Yes, pictures. A connection. You need a connection with me.”

Slyndon Grun stared at her for a moment then leered. He closed his eyes and immediately he gasped. Tey felt it then: the familiar hook in her guts, the insubstantial thread that passed from the sorcerer to her, like a ghostly umbilicus.

Slyndon Grun’s fingers began to open an close around the spearhead. A low moan escaped him, and he shifted in the chair. Essence began to leave Tey in spurts, pulsing along the unseen cord in tempo with the sorcerer’s breaths. He moaned again, then started to pant, and the flow of essence quickened.

“Yes, this is good,” he said. “This is very good. How long? How long does it take?”

“Soon,” Tey said. “Almost there.”

She started to swoon as the essence left her in torrents. She lowered herself to her knees, in case she should fall.

Slyndon Grun’s breaths came in ragged gasps, faster and faster. And Tey was growing empty. So very empty. A second or two and she’d black out, perhaps awaken in the cavern of coal, if the Shedim was still talking to her. She traced the ridges of her scars, willing them to respond. Already they itched all over, but there was more she needed to do, something more.


[Attune yourself,]
 The Shedim said. It sounded irritated, angry with her. [At the point of euphoria, you must feel what he feels. It is not hard: you are linked. If you had let him take you, it would have been easier, and so much more potent. Don’t forget: seal it with blood, else what life you steal will flow back to him.]


She dropped her hand to her injured leg, found the hard end of the crone’s knitting needle sheathed in her flesh.

A long groan built in Slyndon Grun’s chest, worked its way to his throat. His breaths started to slow, grew longer and deeper, until he seemed no longer lustful but calm, serene.

Tey matched her breathing to his, stared into his blissful face, let her consciousness flow along the umbilicus that connected them. And she saw: saw the things he had done to the prisoners in the cellar, saw what he wanted to do to her. She recoiled from the horror, the sickness, the cruelty, then before the link was broken she embraced it all, wrapped herself around it, and sprung her trap.

Fire coursed through her scars, streamed along the umbilicus, and sent blazing tendrils deep inside Slyndon Grun. The sorcerer screamed, at first in ecstasy, but it swiftly twisted into terror. Tey lunged to her feet as her stolen essence flooded back into her, borne on the crest of the sorcerer’s own ruptured life force. The needle came free of her thigh. She stabbed it through his eye, shoved it in all the way till she hit the back of his skull.

Slyndon Grun’s scream turned into a gurgling rasp. He shuddered and twitched. His eye was a bloody pool. Drool trickled from the corner of his mouth. And then he was still.

Tey’s scars lost their substance as they exploded in a network of scorching pain. Heat suffused her flesh, radiated outward, and engulfed her in a brilliant burst of argent. She screamed in exultation, then slumped to the floor. Her skin tightened as her scars lost their heat and once more took on the solidity of matter, closing in like a net around the essence of Slyndon Grun and making it her own.

Within her, the Shedim said, [Good. It is a start. You have him now, added to your well, waiting for you to draw upon.]


There was a wrench in Tey’s guts, a mangling of something intangible at her core. She felt choked, constricted, cut off from something essential, lost in the cold dark of space.

She lay on the floor, forcing back tears and trembling with a satisfied smile. She could feel the bloom of burning essence in her belly, coalescing into a tightly knotted fist of power.

But was it real? Was it really hers to use?


Don’t question it,
 the Witch Woman said. Just believe.


The unspoken words calmed her, allowed her to relax. Left her contented, blissful, like a well-fed cat.

But the Shedim wasn’t finished yet. [Not now. Rest later. Take the vambrace. Crude as it is, it may yet advance our plans.]


With a weary sigh, Tey rolled to face Slyndon Grun’s body slumped in the chair, careful to avoid the bloody mess of his face. The spearhead her father had drained her with for all those years was a charred and smoking mess in the sorcerer’s lap.


[See,]
 the Shedim said. [A plaything compared with your scars, and you will only get stronger.]


The vambrace was fastened by three metal clasps, which opened at the lightest of touches. She sat up on the floor to examine it, traced the score marks on its surface.


[A pattern of coercion,]
 the Shedim said. [Unlike yours, it does not leach and trap the essence of others. It grants the power of command. My people had similar craftings that aided our rule.]


“You used them to compel?” Tey said, still studying the etchings. She intended no criticism. It was the Witch Woman in her weighing up the possibilities.


[Sometimes it is necessary, when evil is to be overcome
 .]


“So, what do I do? How does it work?”


[Focus.
 See the filth of this man’s essence as fire in your veins, coursing through the marks on the vambrace.]


Tey put the vambrace on her right forearm and tried, but all she could picture was Slyndon Grun’s bloody eye, the needle jutting out of it. In place of fire in her veins she felt only an icy sludge.


[Remember the moment you sprung the trap. Relive the death throes.]


Coldness turned to heat in an instant, and heat into a roaring furnace at her core. On her forearm, the vambrace burned, and as she looked, its patterns of lines were fired with scalding iridescence.


[Yes,]
 the Shedim said. [You feel the connection? Imagination is the key that links your well to the vambrace and primes the patterns for use. Now, cut the link. Power must be preserved. Your well is still far from full, and what essence you have taken from this brute will not serve you long.]


“I must kill again?” A quaver had entered Tey’s voice. The Grave Girl was returning and starting to make her shake.


[If you will have magic, Tey Moonshine. If you will have control.]


She shunted herself back from Slyndon Grun’s corpse, pressed herself against the wall. Oblivion closed in around her, crushed her into an infinitesimal space filled with her own whimpering.


[It is necessary,]
 the Shedim said. [If you are to fulfill your promise to me
 .]


“What promise?” Tey said through chattering teeth. The heat of the vambrace lessened, till it no longer scalded her arm.


[To free us. Is that not what we agreed? In return for knowledge and power, the ability to control your own fate. I have shown you how to make real your dream of turning attacker into prey. Are you going to renege on your side of the bargain?]


There was an edge to its inner voice, but whether it was a threat or fear she might not continue with its plan, Tey could not tell. But the Grave Girl was a coward. It was safer not to argue.

“I’ll continue,” she said. “Do whatever it takes to free you.”

The Shedim settled into satisfied silence. It had the guarantee it wanted, but Tey was left feeling she’d signed a pact in her own blood.

“But I need to know,” she said. “Free you from what? From where?”

The Shedim did not answer.

“Where are you? Not just in me. Where is the cavern of coal?”


Stop it!
 the Witch Woman said in her head, violently supplanting the frightened girl. Look what we’ve done! Killed a sorcerer, that’s what. And we have the vambrace. This is enough for now. It is enough.


Tey faced the chair again, transfixed by the knitting needle she’d thrust through Slyndon Grun’s eye. She had the sense that if she pulled it out, he’d return to life. An irrational fear. A superstition, Theurig would have called it. All the same, she was taking no chances.

She looked away, resolved to give the Witch Woman her head. She
 , at least, seemed to know what to do. She stood and crossed to the door that led to the library, a plan already hatching in her mind.

“Hirsiga!” she yelled as she pulled the door open. “Hirsiga!”

There was a succession of sighs and thuds, then the sound of feet slapping on the wooden floor. Hirsiga appeared on the far side of the library, barefoot, her nakedness covered once more only by her metal breast cups and the strip of cloth between her legs.

“So soon?” she said in a dreary voice.

Two other women appeared behind her, both dressed seductively, one in wisps of satin, the other in a warrior’s leather harness with her breasts and the thatch of hair between her legs exposed. Her left leg was shorter than the right, causing her to limp. The other had a misshapen face, and the fingers of both hands were truncated, useless. It looked like they had been waiting, expecting to be summoned by their master, to assist with whatever perversion he’d originally planned. In some way to join in.

Tey stood to one side as they processed into the room then stood there dumbly, staring at the corpse of Slyndon Grun.

“Get his keys,” Tey said to Hirsiga.

No response.

She triggered the vambrace with a violent image of the needle piercing Slyndon Grun’s eye, felt the flow of his essence leaving her well and flooding the patterns and lines with white fire.

“Do it,” she commanded, and Hirsiga obeyed.

To the others she said, “Get everyone out of the cellar. Wash them and feed them. Oh, and wash my black dress, too.”

As they set about the tasks she had given them, Tey broke the link to the vambrace. She felt a pang of hunger, suppressed it, stifled a desire to yawn. Weariness was the ocean the Grave Girl swam in. She didn’t intend giving her any quarter. She’d killed a sorcerer. What was his was hers now—not just the vambrace: the women, the house, the victims in the cellar.

She already knew what to do with them. Judging by their deformities, they’d all been sent here, same as she had, to be apprenticed to the Weyd. Instead, they’d ended up as prey.

The victims came up from the cellar one by one, naked, covered in filth. The few who met her gaze swiftly lowered their eyes. She wished she could see herself then, see what she must have looked like.

When Vrom emerged from the cellar, he rushed toward her, till she stopped him dead with a flash of her eyes. Already, the vambrace was warming on her arm, and she’d not even thought about the connection this time. He mumbled something with downcast eyes, then followed the others out of the room.

But seeing Vrom once more reminded her he was supposed to be dead. Would have been, had Slyndon Grun not cured him of the rot. It made her think of Snaith, of his parents, driven from the village for bearing the marks of the disease. And the Witch Woman persona cracked a little. Enough for her to know she had to do something, anything to help the man who believed he loved her, the man she had made her own. She was the one who had to suffer, and she would do anything to spare him the same.

“Hirsiga,” she said, and the woman came without need for the vambrace to compel her.

“What do you know about a cure for the rot?”




THE LONG WALK WEST


It was still
 dark when Theurig woke Snaith, though the sorcerer insisted it was morning.



Snaith dressed as quickly as he could manage with one working arm. In the days since the injury, he’d developed a method of sorts, but even so it was a source of shame to him, and hurrying was out of the question. He found it best to pull his tunic sleeve up his maimed arm first, then maneuver his head through, and finally his good arm. Britches were an easier affair, save for fastening them. He’d started leaving them laced up, so he had to squeeze into them. He only hoped he didn’t lose any weight and have them fall down around his ankles. A belt was what he needed, with a simple buckle he could fasten with one hand, but for now he had to make do. He shouldered his mother’s satchel, patted it to reassure himself his father’s book was still inside, and then followed the smells of cooking to the kitchen.



A swift breakfast of bacon and eggs, prepared by one of the crones, then he and Theurig were out the door as the first streaks of pink, crimson, and purple topped the earthworks to the east.



The other two crones were waiting in the yard. One handed Theurig a hemp-weave shoulder bag. The other hefted a heavy pack from the ground and situated it on Snaith’s back.



“Thought you might need some help, darling,” she said with a nod at his useless arm. “I tell you, I don’t envy you lugging it all the way to the Wakeful Isle. Theurig don’t travel light now, do you, petal?”



The sorcerer’s face tightened into a grimace, and he gave her a seething look of irritation. The crone’s hands flew to her lips, and she muttered an apology.



With a shake of his head, Theurig led the way down the path to the gate. Once there, he turned and called back to the crones, “Don’t forget to feed the pigs.” Then, under his breath, he added, “Or they’ll be feasting on scabrous hag for a week after I get back.”



Snaith’s pack snagged repeatedly on branches as they weaved a way west through the trees of the forest that skirted the inside of the ring of earthworks. Theurig strode ahead blithely, at one point stopping at a lightning-blasted tree and breaking off a half-hanging branch. He produced a knife from his shoulder bag and stripped the branch of knots and leaves, then thumped its butt against the ground with a satisfied grunt.



“To replace the one that was charred to ash when I saved you from the bear,” the sorcerer said, before setting off again, leading with his new staff.



Snaith felt a sudden urgent need to ask how he’d done that, how Theurig had driven the bear back with lightning and flames that issued from his staff. Despite what Theurig had told them at the Copse, surely that was evidence of magic. Or was it just a cunning form of trickery? And even if he asked, would he get a straight answer? He decided it was probably better just to observe and say nothing.



The sorcerer slowed considerably as they made the ascent of the hills, but even so, Snaith lagged further and further behind under the weight of the backpack. As they neared the top, he was too exhausted to care that he’d come as far as he’d ever been, and as far as anyone was permitted to go. Save for those up to no good, or warriors out on a skirmish. And save for Theurig.



They rested awhile atop the crest of a hill, Theurig leaning on his new staff, scanning the way ahead, where a sinuous river wended its way into the heart of a dense pine forest.



Snaith sat on the ground, looking back at the village, the only place he’d ever known. He didn’t dare slip the pack off his shoulders in case he couldn’t get it back on again. Last thing he wanted was to ask for Theurig’s help, and something told him the sorcerer probably wouldn’t give it.



He focused on the black specks of people down below, starting to rise and go about their business; likely the same people he’d seen on his way to the circles for training each day. He felt detached from them. Numb. He’d expected to feel longing, sadness, a desire to rush back down the hill and beg to rejoin Malogoi life. But he’d have been chasing illusions or mourning phantoms, and right at that moment, already tired beyond belief and with an unknown distance still to go, he had no energy to spare for such fantasies.



As Theurig made ready to set off once more, a man hollered, then appeared from behind an outcrop of grass-tufted chalk. He drew up sharp when he saw the sorcerer, glanced nervously at Snaith, then backed away again, out of sight.



“Forty-three years I’ve been coming and going,” Theurig said with a dry chuckle, “and this is the first time the dunces have noticed. I shudder to think what would happen if the Wolvers or the Valks got cocky and came against us in the night.”



Snaith rolled to his knees and used his good arm to help himself stand. The weight of the backpack made him stumble, and when he’d steadied himself, Theurig asked, “How do you feel?”



You don’t want to know!
 “I’ll manage.”



“Not the pack. About being on the threshold. Down the other side of the earthworks, and you’re out of Malogoi territory. Surely you feel something.”



Snaith shut his eyes against the tangled mess of emotions vying for supremacy. He’d already done his looking back. There was no use dwelling on all that was lost.



“No different to stepping in the circle to fight,” he said, but when he opened his eyes, the sorcerer had already disappeared down the other side of the earthworks.



Snaith made the descent on his backside, scooting, half-tumbling, cursing the fact he was the one to carry the pack, while the sorcerer was already at the foot of the slope and striding for the woods. He cursed louder as he passed over a bald patch, where the bank had eroded, and the chalky bones of the hill ripped a hole in his britches.



At the bottom, one of the pack’s straps snapped, pitching all the weight to his injured side. With a wriggle and a roll, he managed to extricate himself from the load and get to his feet.



Theurig hurried back, either concerned or irritated—it was hard to tell. He looked down at the frayed ends of the broken strap, chewing his lip thoughtfully.



“I guess the easiest thing for you to do is to drag it,” the sorcerer said. And without further ado, he was back off toward the tree line.



Irritated, then. But not half so much as Snaith felt.



A sharp pain lanced through his injured arm. Then a spasm. With difficulty, he was able to roll the shoulder, partially flex the elbow. It wasn’t much, but it was something.



They headed on into the forest, Theurig in the lead, Snaith struggling to pull the pack along behind.



Glimpsed through gaps in the canopy of leaves, the sky was clear and blue, the sun a brilliant ball of gold that rose steadily as they walked until it was directly overhead. For once, Gosynag the Grey had taken a day off. Not that it made much difference in the gloom of the forest.



They followed the course of the river as it meandered into the west. In response to every splash or ripple or insect that buzzed across the surface, Theurig would call out incomprehensible words, not dissimilar to the barbarous names he uttered to frighten the clansfolk, or curse them. After about the tenth time, Snaith yelled back at him, “What’s that supposed to mean?”



Without pausing, Theurig called over his shoulder, “Egrigorean. The ancient language of the Dark Isle, from before the Restoration of the Gardeners, and before the
 Hélumites afflicted most of the known world with their drab and unimaginative tongue. You’ll learn it soon enough. It’s the language sorcerers use for cataloguing flora and fauna, and perhaps more importantly, it provides us with a secret code, and an antidote to eavesdroppers.”



“The Gardeners?” Snaith said, recalling what he could from Cawdor’s book.



“Oh, they had no tongue. Spoke mind to mind, so the theory goes. In perfect tune with each other and with all things. Save the Wakeful, it would seem. And save for the Shedim.”



“No,” Snaith said, “not their language. I meant, are they the Gardeners of the second invasion?”



Theurig began to whistle tunelessly.



“And who exactly are the Wakeful?” Snaith asked, feeling his hackles rise. He’d seen the name when he browsed through Cawdor’s introduction, and it was the name of the isle they were traveling to.



“Were,” Theurig shot back. “Who were they. Keep reading, my boy. It’s the best advice I can give you.” He picked up his pace. “And never stop.”



As they pressed on, hour after hour, Snaith’s feet grew sore from blisters, some of them bursting and dampening his socks. He adjusted his gait to lessen the friction, but that only caused other problems. After a few miles more, it felt like thorns pierced the underside of his kneecaps. Sweat drenched his back, pearled along his forehead and ran into his eyes. The palm of his good hand dragging the pack was chafed and raw, his mouth felt full of sand, and his stomach was twisted and growling with hunger.



From time to time Theurig took a costrel from his bag and drank, or produced a strip of jerky to chew on. Not once did he stop and offer any to Snaith. It was a test. It had to be. A physical counterpart to the test in the Copse. Or maybe not so much a test as a prelude to training. Snaith had seen the clansfolk do it with disobedient hunting dogs: break them down physically, then nurture them back to health, and the poor, desperate brutes would never disobey again.



He just hoped Slyndon Grun hadn’t tried something similar with Tey. If he had, he was going to be sorely disappointed. Tey seldom ate anyway. If anything, she’d probably enjoy a forced march and starvation. But then he remembered her wounded leg, and wondered if she’d be able to make the journey to the Valks at all. If she couldn’t, what would become of her? If Slyndon Grun was anything like Theurig, he’d walk off without her, leave her prey to any passing beast. It was wolves they had up there, he’d heard, on the border between the Wolvers and the Valks. Worse, even: creatures of horror, half-man, half-beast, some folk said. Werewolves, they called them.



Imperceptibly at first, Theurig began to slow. He trod more warily now, prodding the earth with his staff. Once or twice, he darted off into the bracken and came back chewing his lip, looking this way and that. As the trees began to thin out, and firs gave way to alder, oak, and ash, he slowed further still, scanning the brush either side of their trail along the bank of the river. A couple of dozen yards more, and he appeared to have found what he was looking for. In the shade of a giant yew tree, jutting out from between two curling roots, was a stick thrust into the ground. It came up to Theurig’s knees. The wood had been worked with some skill: patterns of dots and waves carved along its length.



“Looks like we’ve arrived,” the sorcerer said, stepping back and looking up into the branches.



“Arrived?”



“Not at the Wakeful Isle, fool. We’ve still a way to go. Skaltoop land. This is a marker.” He indicated the stick. “So they don’t accidentally stray too far. It also serves as a warning to other clans to keep out. And in case there’s any doubt…” Theurig reached up with his staff to point at something bulbous hanging from one of the yew’s branches.



Snaith took a lurching step toward it, craning his head to look up. At first he thought it was a bad fruit, rotten and about ready to drop to the ground. But yews had no fruits he could think of.



Theurig gave it a light tap with the end of his staff, and it spun round.



A shriveled, wrinkled face glared down at them, eyes stitched shut, lips slits of black. It was suspended by a knot of grey hair, and its underside was dark with dried blood, where presumably its neck had once been. But the thing about it that sent a shudder along Snaith’s spine and made the breath catch in his throat, was that it was no bigger than his fist.



“It’s a hobby,” Theurig said, apparently relishing Snaith’s repulsion. “To each clan their own. One of the benefits of being a sorcerer: you get to decide which direction to lead your clan in, and believe me, once you get into the histories and the myths, there’s a world of ideas for you to draw upon. Kepalon Drowse was the first sorcerer of the Skaltoop. Some said he was deranged, and I’ve half a mind to believe it. Things haven’t gotten any better over the centuries since his death. Evil begets evil, don’t they say? Each apprentice worse than the man who trained him. I’ve never quite understood why the Archmage doesn’t put a stop to it, all this savagery. But I guess it serves a purpose. Anyone approaching the Wakeful Isle from the east has to cross Skaltoop lands.”



“But we’ll be all right, won’t we?” Snaith asked. If both his arms were working, he wouldn’t have worried, but with only one he couldn’t be sure how well he’d fare in a fight, especially against savages who shrunk heads and hung them from trees.



“Oh, we’ll be fine,” Theurig said. “Even the Skaltoop wouldn’t go so far as to cross a sorcerer. Well, not most of the time. And speaking of time, isn’t it about time we stopped for lunch? I’m famished.”



“You’re famished?” Snaith said, letting go of the pack and leaning back against the yew’s trunk. He was too tired to care if a barrage of shrunken heads fell out of the branches on top of him. “What about me?”



“You?”



“Yes, me,” Snaith said. “You’ve been drinking and eating while we walked, but I’ve had nothing.”



“Nothing? But you’re the pack mule. You have most of our supplies. All I have in my bag are a few extra scraps for the road.”



“Supplies?”



“In the pack. Meldred stuffed it full of provisions. There’s a costrel in there for you, too.”



Snaith glared at the sorcerer in disbelief.
 When were you planning to tell me?
 “Meldred?”



“One of the ladies that… uh… assist me: Velyg,
 Graef, and Meldred. You really ought to learn their names. People like that. It makes them feel… valued.”



Snaith slowly sank to his haunches, till he was staring straight at the marker stick planted amid the roots. He could make no sense of its patterns, but then he was too dizzy with hunger to make much sense of anything else, either. He needed to eat, and he needed to rest. For a very long time.



“You open it,” he said to Theurig, indicating the pack, not caring if his tone was disrespectful.



“As you wish.”



While Theurig set about preparing them a meal of salted meats, fruit, and nuts, he talked incessantly, but Snaith didn’t miss the odd nervous glance into the trees.



“The current incumbent of the Skaltoop Clan is Shageye the Sly. The Weyd only knows where they come up with these names, but it’s all part of the effect. The nomenclature goes perfectly with the shrunken heads, the piercings, the fearsome cries of the warriors, who hunt solely at night. Branikdür really is a wondrous isle, don’t you think? Brimming with such diversity.”



“But why?” Snaith asked, hungrily eying the food Theurig seemed to be taking forever with. “Why aren’t the clans the same?”
 Or even the least bit similar?



“It’s how
 Hélum left us,” Theurig said. “With an Archmage and a cabal of sorcerers to govern the isle on their behalf.”



“And the High King,” Snaith said. He still smarted at the humiliation Theurig had caused him in front of Drulk Skanfok.



“Oh, that was something invented by the Archmages of old,” Theurig said, “when they started to enjoy their growing independence from the Empire. They retained the
 Hélumite plan of keeping the clans divided, as they were easier to manage that way, less inclined toward self-governance, but they needed some way to unite them, in case of invasion. You remember that business with the Vanndyr? Course you do. Your father would have told you about…”



Snaith dipped his head, not wanting Theurig to see the pain in his eyes. The anger.



“Forgive me,” Theurig said. “That was careless. Insensitive.”



With a deep breath and one of his mental affirmations, Snaith pushed his feelings to one side. He was the one who’d been careless. He couldn’t afford to give anything away. He needed to be calm. Unflappable. The same as he was during a fight. He looked up and nodded that no harm was done.



“But the High King,” he said, recalling what Theurig had taught them at the schoolhouse. “Why does he reign for only ten years?”



The sorcerer paused in his food preparation and gave Snaith a look of mock wonderment. “Why, so his ashes can fertilize the isle, encourage new crops.”



“The Corn King,” Snaith said. “That’s why they call him the Corn King.”



Theurig chuckled. “You are moving beyond the world of myths and superstition now, Snaith. When you were a boy, I fed you milk, but now you are a sorcerer in the making, you require the much stronger brew of cynicism. What do you suppose would happen were a High King to rule for a lifetime?”



“The clans would grow familiar with him?” Snaith guessed.



“Maybe even trust him,” Theurig said. “Over longer periods, favors can be sought, alliances hatched, secrets unmasked. Imagine how much a man in that position, so close to the Archmage and the workings of the Wakeful Isle, could learn. Imagine how dangerous that could make him, should he decide it was the right of kings to rule.”



Snaith looked down at the roots he was sitting among, struggling in his mind to bring order to a world that had grown mysterious, secretive, chaotic in the space of a few short days. How much more was there for him to learn? How deep did the deception go?



“Now, eat.”



He looked up to see Theurig standing over him with a wooden platter of food. The darting of the sorcerer’s eyes betrayed his continued unease.



As Theurig returned to the pack and began to wolf down his own food, Snaith found himself doing the same, mostly from ravenous hunger, but in part because Theurig’s nervousness was contagious. He’d devoured less than half of what was on his platter when an owl hooted, followed by the howl of a wolf.



With a start, Theurig emptied his platter onto the ground and stowed it back in the pack, motioning for Snaith to do the same.



“I thought you said they were night hunters,” Snaith said, handing Theurig his platter and waiting for him to fasten the pack.



“Must have gotten an early start,” Theurig said. “We’re probably all right. I’ve only ever known them to eat a sorcerer once, and I suspect it was a mistake.”



“Eat?”



Theurig coughed into his fist, grabbed his staff, and set off through the trees. Snaith hurried along behind, wincing at the pain in his feet and knees, cursing at the weight of the pack he dragged behind, which seemed hardly diminished by what they had eaten.



“Take your tunic off,” Theurig said. “They’ll know the Wyvern of Necras for a sorcerer’s mark. There are remnants of its cult all over this neck of the woods.”



When Snaith made hard work of trying to get out of his tunic, Theurig tsked and pulled a knife from his bag. He slit the tunic down the front and ripped it away. For an instant, he studied the tattoo he’d inked on Snaith’s chest with a cross between approval at his own handiwork and something Snaith couldn’t quite decipher. A hint of trepidation, perhaps. Or maybe an inkling of some dark calculation.



Then there came a fierce succession of howls that merged into a chilling, ululating cry, and Theurig was off through the trees faster than a man his age should have been able to run.



All Snaith’s pains were forgotten, along with the pack, as he sprinted to keep up, casting looks over his shoulder and half-expecting a horde of demons from the Nethers to come bearing down on him.





A GRISLY REMINDER


Tey sat naked
 on the throne of torture, staring at the equally naked corpse of Slyndon Grun now on the floor at her feet, scornful of his soft, womanish body, derisive of the flaccid maggot shriveled up beneath his gut. Blood from his eye spattered his cheek, and already it had started to congeal. His fat face had grown sallow, waxy, and in his beard she started to notice crumbs of food. He was a shell now, empty, devoid of the essence that gave him life. No more than decomposing flesh, soon to be feasted upon by worms, until nothing but crumbling bones remained.



She became dimly aware of the murmur of voices, the muffled thud of doors opening and closing throughout the sorcerer’s house: the victims from the cellar slowly returning to life. Temporary life. Meaningless. Pointless. A blink of some eternal eye.



“It’s not there.”—Hirsiga, standing in the doorway, flustered, as if she expected to be punished for her failure.



“Where have you looked?” Tey broke out of her reverie and switched her attention to the woman, studying her head to toe: the twin braids of her reddish-brown hair, the vacant stare, her unblemished flesh, shamelessly exposed save for the metal cups covering her breasts and the cloth hanging between her legs. Perfect. The best that meat and blood could muster. Before decay set in.



“The jars in his work room,” Hirsiga replied. “They are all labeled, but none of them mentions the rot.”



Not unblemished
 … Tey continued her assessment of Hirsiga’s flesh, only half listening to what was being said.
 Not her back, at any rate.
 “Turn around.”



“I’m sorry,” Hirsiga said in a dull, flat voice. “It’s my fault. I only have myself to blame.”



“What?” Tey pushed herself out of the throne and crossed to the doorway, bad leg scuffing the floor behind her.



“That I couldn’t find it,” Hirsiga said. “The cure.”



“Have you tried his books?”



“There are so many.”



Tey raised an eyebrow. Hirsiga dropped her chin to her chest and said, “As you wish.”



“Now, turn around,” Tey repeated.



Slowly, flinchingly, Hirsiga presented her back to Tey. The only sign of imperfection: the angry scars that made a chaotic mess out of her skin. There was no rhyme or reason to them. They were just the footprint of unbridled anger and cruelty.



“He did this?”



“I deserved it.”



“Face me again.”



Hirsiga turned around, this time meeting Tey’s eyes.



“You were apprenticed?” Tey asked.



Hirsiga nodded slowly.



“Then where is your deformity? You can handle a blade, work the fields.”



Hirsiga’s hand went to her tight, perfect belly.



“You were with child?”



Another nod.



“And you were not married?”



Moisture glistened in Hirsiga’s vacant eyes. “He took it out of me.”



“Slyndon Grun?”



“The elders asked him to. They said the Weyd was angry. That I had to atone.”



“By becoming his apprentice?” Though clearly the sorcerer had his own understanding of what that actually entailed.



“He did not tell them,” Hirsiga whispered, as if she were afraid of being overheard. “They stoned my brother for the deed. But it was
 him
 . He put it in me, and he took it out.”



“Slyndon Grun raped you?”



“It was my fault.”



Tey ripped herself away from Hirsiga and limped toward the corpse on the floor. Acid burned through her scars, and as she knelt on her good leg, letting the maimed one trail behind her, fire exploded in her womb. The vambrace on her forearm grew molten. Just seeing the pattern of its lines gave her an idea.



“He took something from you,” Tey said. “So I will take something from him. What do you think it should be? You choose.”



“A finger?” Hirsiga suggested, bemused.



“You surprise me.” It didn’t matter to Tey, so long as she could carve it. It was time she learned more about sorcery, without waiting for the Shedim to feed her scraps of knowledge. Her anger at what Slyndon Grun represented, at what he had done to her, the others from the cellar, and to Hirsiga would make a powerful trigger for the unleashing of her stored essence. And what better conduit than a design of scars etched into the sorcerer’s very own flesh? “Pass me some pincers.”



Hirsiga took down a rusted iron pair and handed them over, then stood back, watching, expressionless.



***



In the sorcerer’s work room there were floor-to-ceiling shelves crammed with assorted vials and jars, boxes and packages, all labeled, all perfectly ordered and categorized. In among them, there were furs and skins, bundles of animal gut, dried like the bowstrings of the Malogoi; rodent skulls, triangular teeth with serrated edges, pinned insects in glass boxes, and furry molds growing in open dishes.



While Hirsiga was going through the books in the library—not just for a cure for the rot, but also for methods of preserving meat, or embalming, or some other way of ensuring that the finger Tey had taken from Slyndon Grun—his pinkie—remained immune to the forces of decay. It lay in a bowl of vinegar on the room’s lone workbench, which was dominated by an apparatus of glass tubes and beakers, stained green with some congealed residue.



Tey checked for herself that there really was no cure for the rot among the things on the shelves, but all she found were potions and powders, balms for healing, tinctures to ward off the vile; jars marked, “Persuasion”, “Arousal,” “Sleep,” “Truth Telling”, “Visionary,” and the like. Others were labeled “Desiccant,” “Preservative,” “Sulfur,” “Reagent,” and “Solvent.” There was “Water of Life,” “Royal Water,” “Strong Water,” “Balsam of Soot,” “Butter of Antimony,”—all manner of meaningless terms that may as well have been written in a different language.



If this was the work of a sorcerer, if this was what was needed in order to know the Weyd, she was out of her depth. How could she learn so much without a mentor? Had she made a terrible mistake?



“I shouldn’t have killed him,” she muttered. And then, as if she’d awoken from a nightmare, she realized exactly what it was she had done, and she began to shake.



[All this is quackery,]
 the Shedim said.
 [Years of learning, and for what? Tricks, petty influences, minor healings. Not real power, such as I have taught you. I have taken you from nothing to the heights of sorcery, and left out all the stages in between. Slyndon Grun, judging by the things he told you, was on the cusp of true knowledge only after years of study and experimentation, whereas you have it now. All else is a parody of the truth, a dim reflection.]



Before Tey could respond, Hirsiga entered the room, clutching a heavy book to her chest.



“Forgive me. Still nothing on the rot, but there are many books yet to go. I did find this, though. I hope it pleases you.”



She opened the book on the workbench, and Tey moved to her side to see.



“It’s his writing,” Hirsiga said, glancing pointedly at Slyndon Grun’s pickled finger.



Courtesy of Shageye the Sly
 , the header read.
 Cost: bodies. Two. Living. Nothing left to pay.



Below were handwritten instructions for the shrinking and preservation of human heads.



“Will it work?” Tey asked.



Hirsiga shrugged.



[You are wasting time,]
 the Shedim complained. It couldn’t disguise the revulsion in its voice, but that only made Tey want to proceed all the more.



It had taught her a secret, that was true, but it hadn’t taught her all secrets. And she needed to do this; needed something more than the sorcerer’s impermanent essence within her, waiting to be used up as fuel. She needed a lasting reminder of what he stood for, him and Khunt Moonshine and all their kind. She needed a symbol to focus her hatred, a totem to add to the trap that was her scars. And anything that had the Shedim writhing with distaste had to be a good thing, as far as she was concerned. Any small advantage. Anything that might give her the edge when the time came. Because the time would come when she’d be rid of it, either when she gave it the freedom it wanted, or some other way.



For an instant, her guts cramped with dread at the thought the Shedim might stay inside her for good, that it was part of her now, or worse, a parasite, feeding on her as much as she had fed on Slyndon Grun to fill her well. She tried to make saliva, so she could speak.
 One step at a time
 , she reminded herself.
 First things first
 .



“Keep searching,” Tey said to Hirsiga, with a nod toward the door. She couldn’t explain it, but she felt she owed it to Snaith not only to find a cure for his parents, but to prove it was Theurig who had afflicted them.



As the door closed behind Hirsiga, Tey skimmed through the instructions on the page. A finger was a far cry from a head, but the principles were the same. And in among the sorcerer’s stored ingredients, she was certain she would find all she needed.



***



It was a complex process, but Tey was patient, and she was precise, just as she had been when cutting her flesh each time Khunt Moonshine had drained her. She opted for both the desiccant and the heat of a spiced brazier that Hirsiga fetched for her in between trips to the library. How long she worked was a mystery. Someone else might have measured the time by their hunger, but that had ceased to be a reliable gauge for Tey as far back as she could remember. Her stomach’s grumbling had long since receded into vain pleas in the form of ever-diminishing prickles of discomfort, and sporadic stabs and twists that increasingly lost their conviction. But she guessed it must have been hours, since the brazier’s coals had turned to grey ash, which she rubbed into Slyndon Grun’s shrunken and dried finger. She’d replaced the fat and blood with sawdust. Here and there, the skin was charred from where it had hung above the flames on a thread of animal gut.



Using a scalpel from the room above the cellar, she set about marking her new talisman with shallow cuts, knowing, without knowing how, where exactly to place the blade, and how long each incision should be. She worked tirelessly, diligently, building up a network of lacerations like, and yet unlike, those she had scarred herself with.



[That is not a pleasant pattern,]
 the Shedim said, though there was glee in its inner voice.



“Then it must be reflection of your character,” Tey said aloud. “Seeing as you are the one guiding my hand.”



[Not me. I did at first, with the trap comprised by your scars, but not this. You have… You are… Do you know my thoughts? The repository of my lore? Can you see into my mind, Tey Moonshine?]



She couldn’t, at least not consciously. Was she accessing the Shedim’s lore without knowing it? Without either of them knowing? Before she replied, she realized the true import of the Shedim’s question. It didn’t know that she couldn’t. One more advantage she had over it. One more secret. She chose not to answer.



“I want it to kill,” she said, continuing to score Slyndon’s Grun’s desiccated finger.



[And it will. But you must never use it when your well is empty. It has no amplifier like the vambrace. Its drain on your own essence could cripple you, or worse. Who do you have in mind?]



Tey paused in her cutting. She hadn’t really thought about that.



“Someone. Anyone, I suppose.”



Anyone who tried to harm her. No, that was the thinking of a victim. She already had her scar-trap, and she’d shown herself capable of finishing whoever she drained and sealing in their essence. So why? Why did she need this new talisman, this fetish that could arbitrarily kill? She couldn’t deny she was thrilled by the idea. Excited that it would enable her to strike preemptively. She caught herself grinning.



[It may prove useful,]
 the Shedim conceded.
 [But the key is what I have already shown you: the pattern of your scars, the filling of your well. These are your foundations. The rest I will teach you as you progress.]



“There,” Tey said,
 setting the scalpel down, turning Slyndon Grun’s finger over and over, admiring the intricacy of her pattern. “So, it will work?”



[Oh yes,]
 the Shedim said with a chuckle.
 [It will work
 .
 ]



With a needle, Tey made a hole at the tip of the talisman, then threaded a length of animal gut through it, knotting the ends together to make a necklace. She put it over her head, letting it hang between her breasts.



Almost immediately, she had the feeling she was being watched, as if she’d been caught doing something wrong. She turned to find Hirsiga standing in the doorway, Tey’s black dress draped over one arm. She looked different in some way.



“How long have you been there?” Tey asked.



Hirsiga’s eyes glinted as they met Tey’s. And there it was, the change that had come over her: Her eyes were no longer black pits; they were green and sparkling.



“Not long,” Hirsiga said, coming across the floor to inspect what Tey had made. There was a new sway to her hips, an assurance in her bearing that had not been there before. She reached out to touch the totem, but Tey covered it with her hand.



“You look different.”



Hirsiga took a step back, touching her fingertips to her cheeks. “I feel… I feel like a fog has lifted.”



Tey thought back to what Theurig had done to her and Snaith. Clearly, whatever potions Slyndon Grun had been giving Hirsiga had worn off. She nodded. “That’s good.”



Hirsiga smiled, her gaze never wavering.



Tey dipped her chin to her chest, then looked away, pretending to be absorbed in Slyndon Grun’s open journal atop the workbench. Something about the way Hirsiga looked at her was unsettling. Maybe it was just the change. Before, she’d been so passive, but now… now she was a person, and Tey had never been good around people. She risked a glance, but Hirsiga must have picked up on her discomfort and lowered her eyes.



“Did you—”



“I’ve looked everywhere, but still no cure.”



“It has to be here,” Tey said. “Else Vrom would be dead.”



Hirsiga nodded and shrugged at the same time. “I had him wash your dress and dry it.” Without waiting for permission, she proceeded to put it over Tey’s head and pull it down, covering her nakedness. Tey stood motionless, a child once more, as Hirsiga guided her arms into the sleeves and straightened out the creases. Last of all, Hirsiga tucked Slyndon Grun’s preserved finger out of sight beneath the collar line. Her cheek twitched as she touched it.



“There, that’s better,” Hirsiga said, in a voice that reminded Tey of her mother.



For some reason, the thought that Vrom had handled her dress made Tey cringe. Her arms began to itch beneath the wool, though she knew it was just her imagination. Why should it matter that Vrom had washed it for her? She should have been pleased. But it felt like a violation, despite the fact Vrom had always been a victim and could never conceivably harm anyone.



“My shawl?”



“It was torn. I think Vrom threw it away.”



Kept it more likely,
 the Witch Woman said.
 To sniff and rub against his skin. To clean himself up with.



Tey bridled at the thought, then immediately chastised herself for thinking of Vrom like that. After all he’d been through. All he’d suffered. It was the loss of her mother’s shawl upsetting her, she told herself. Another piece of her slipping away.



Hirsiga affectionately touched Tey’s hair, let her hand linger as she tilted her head to one side and smiled—a mother’s smile, though tinged with something else. Tey felt herself coming apart at the seams, but rather than let that happen, she summoned the gory memory of what she’d done to Slyndon Grun, and once more allowed the Witch Woman to assume control.



She clamped her fingers around Hirsiga’s wrist and pulled her hand away. Hirsiga retreated, eyes downcast, as if she sensed the change and knew she’d overstepped the mark.



When Tey touched the front of her dress to feel the lump of the talisman beneath, Hirsiga flinched. As if seeking to deflect a scolding, she quickly said, “The others from the cellar have all been washed and fed. What would you like done with them?”



Tey took in a long, slow breath. What indeed? She’d have to give that some thought. She could hardly send them all back home. If she did, their clans would stone them for defying the will of the Weyd. But what need did she have of them here?



“They are yours now,” Hirsiga said, “to do with as you will.” She glanced up at Tey’s eyes, then looked away to one side, a pinkish blush blooming on her cheek. “As am I.”



Left to herself, Tey would have fled in the face of all these people. One at a time she could handle, but not so many, and all of them expecting something from her. But the Witch Woman… the Witch Woman balled her fingers into fists. She was starting to see how this might work.



“No one denies that you have replaced Slyndon Grun as head of this house,” Hirsiga said, so softly it seemed she expected to be struck for her insolence. “Just tell me what you want us to do.”



Tey thought about that for a minute, then she asked, “Does he keep… Are there pigs in the yard?” She knew Theurig kept pigs, and that they famously ate anything. Anything at all.



“Pigs?” Hirsiga said.



“Slyndon Grun. I want him gone.” It wouldn’t be long before he started to molder, and she knew that once she caught a whiff of that stench, she’d never be rid of it.



Hirsiga stared at her blankly for a moment then swallowed. “There are seagulls atop the cliffs. They’ll pick a carcass clean, same as vultures.”



Tey gave a jerky nod and crossed her arms over her chest to ward off the sudden cold.



“I’ll see to it,” Hirsiga said, then turned and left the room.


 

 




THE SCARS OF EMPIRE


Hoots, squawks, and
 gibbers skirled through the forest behind Snaith. He forgot his blistered feet, the pain in his knees, and kept on running, unhindered by his injured arm. If there was magic, maybe this was it. And the same power was at play in Theurig, who seemed to shed years like a snake shed skin. The sorcerer tore ahead with the dignity of a startled chicken, only twice as fast. But it wasn’t magic that fed them new strength. It was fear. And fear was a mundane power. It had limits. It had an end.



As the cries of the Skaltoop hunters died down, Snaith’s running dropped to a brisk walk, then, as stinging agony crept back into the soles of his feet, he slowed to a painful shuffle. He kept casting anxious looks over his shoulder, but still there was nothing, no sign of pursuit. He couldn’t even be certain it was the Skaltoop they’d heard.



For once the sorcerer waited for him, but as Snaith drew closer, he realized it was more from necessity than concern. Theurig was leaning on his staff, gasping for breath. His almost preternatural vitality had leached out of him, leaving his face gaunt and grey.



They walked on in silent misery, hour after hour. Snaith lost all sensation in his feet, which was a small mercy. It made him wonder how much more damage was being done to them. Without pain, there was no way he could tell, until he could stop and take his boots off.



His hunger returned, more insistent than before, leaving him heavy-limbed and listless, no longer caring if the Skaltoop came rushing out of the trees with axes to lop off heads and potions to shrink them.



Without warning, Theurig picked up his pace, as if he’d gotten a second wind. “Not far to go now,” he said. “Then we’ll be safe.”



“We’re already safe,” Snaith grumbled.



“Just because we can’t hear them anymore doesn’t mean they’re not still out there.”



Snaith held his breath, waiting for the slightest rustle of the undergrowth, the merest glimpse of movement, but there was nothing.



They continued at a snail’s pace, crunching the detritus of the forest underfoot: crisp brown leaves, acorns, the odd tail feather, and the spoor of various beasts. There was a pervasive odor of loam and rotting vegetation. Then Theurig began to point out a weatherworn flagstone here, a broken balustrade there, mottled black and yellow with lichen.



As the forest thinned and they came into a clearing, glints of white showed through the creepers carpeting the ground. Snaith stooped to get a closer look, then ripped up some vines to clear a patch. There was smooth stone beneath, squares of it locked tightly together with only hairline joins between them—a floor of once-pristine white, streaked with roseate veins.



“Marble,” Theurig said. “Testament to the time the
 Hélumites were here.”



“Marble?”



“Later.” The sorcerer closed his eyes and let out a long, weary sigh. “Too tired. Just a little bit further now.”



Up ahead, dozens of fallen pillars blocked their way. They were fluted, cast from some manner of pale stone. In among them were broken segments of arches and shards of colored glass. The stumps of the pillars’ bases remained in situ, flanking what might have been a colonnaded approach to the main body of ruins beyond.



“The cloister,” Theurig mumbled, steering a course around the debris and in between piles of rubble, until they came to the bare bones of a once-vast building. All that remained were foundations of squares and rectangles that marked out a floor plan of corridors, halls, and chambers. One former hall had a mosaic floor of blue and white tiles. Much of it was speckled with a dark mossy growth, but the image of a monstrous dragon-like beast with tattered wings, and horns curling away from its exposed skull was still clearly visible. It sent a twinge of foreboding through Snaith, and he felt once more the prickling pain he’d experienced when Theurig had inked the Wyvern of Necras on his chest.



On the far side of the foundations stood a circular space hemmed on one side with partially eroded stone benches that rose in a gentle gradient. The top tier of the seating was limned red by the sinking sun. In the center of the circle stood a five-sided block of granite topped with a slab of jade.



“We’ll rest here for the night,” Theurig said. “The Skaltoop think the temple ruins are haunted.” He headed straight for the stone benches and slumped down onto the lowest tier. He lay his staff on the ground and set his bag beside it.



In spite of his tiredness, Snaith was drawn to the center, to the jade-covered block. He slowly walked around it. Each of its five sides was etched with linear patterns, reminiscent of Tey’s scars, only they were stained dark. A rusted iron ring was set into the middle of the jade. He gave the ring a tug, but the slab didn’t budge. If it was a lid, it was either crusted in place, or too heavy for him to lift with one arm. He glanced at Theurig for an explanation.



“It’s a font,” the sorcerer said. “For blood. Though what they did with it, the Weyd only knows. Slyndon Grun thought they might have used it to draw patterns, magical sigils or whatnot.”



Snaith eyed the etched lines on the base, certain now what the stains were. Lost in fruitless contemplation of the patterns, he said, “But magic doesn’t exist.”



“Not in the sense the clans think it does,” Theurig said. “Maybe not at all, in the strict definition. But there are effects that have the appearance of magic. Experience teaches me, though, to expect a day to come when a more mundane explanation will present itself.”



Snaith turned away from the font and approached Theurig. “What effects?”



“Oh, things. Things I saw in
 Hélum when I visited as an apprentice. Things I’ve witnessed maybe one or two times since.”



Snaith seated himself beside the sorcerer, looking at him expectantly, wanting to know more.



“Here? On the isle?”



Theurig nodded pensively, then he suddenly blurted out, “You left the pack!”



“You know I did.”



“I do now.”



“I had to leave it. The Skaltoop, remember?”



Theurig sighed and shook his head. “Yes, well, the less said about that little episode, the better.”



“You were scared, weren’t you?” Snaith said. “Even though they’re not supposed to harm sorcerers, you weren’t quite sure.”



“I was merely being prudent. You, on the other hand, once fancied yourself a warrior. I had expected you to stay behind and fight, then bring the pack with you once you’d finished them off.”



Snaith stared at him, open-mouthed, but then the sorcerer’s face cracked into a smile, and he winked.



“Oh, you were joking,” Snaith said.



“By now,” Theurig said, “I’d have thought you would have learned: I seldom do anything else. Nevertheless, I am hungry, and we have no food.” As if to illustrate his point, he rummaged about in his bag. There was an answering clink of glass on glass, the rustle of papers. Then he pulled out his costrel, upended it and let the last drops fall onto his tongue.



“Dusk is upon us.” He stoppered the costrel and placed it back in his bag. “I had a pillow in that pack you left behind, and a blanket.”



“How was I supposed to know?” Already Snaith was feeling the chill in the air, now that they had stopped moving and the sun had finally set.



“It’s of no matter.” Though the set of the sorcerer’s jaw said that it was.



“I’m sorry,” Snaith said. He wasn’t, but he was too tired to argue, and it was only a white lie, apologizing for something that wasn’t his fault.
 But that’s where great lies start,
 his old, ingrained attitudes seemed to say.
 It’s a slippery slope.
 Every falsehood turns solid ground into shifting sand.
 But isn’t that what he was going to have to do, in order to be a sorcerer? Lie to people? Trick them? Manipulate with word and deed?



“Well,” Theurig said, “let’s not dwell on what’s past. At least it’s not raining.”



It was a clear evening, and the moon glared down at them, a pallid skull.



“Gibbous waxing,” Theurig said, following Snaith’s gaze. “According to the myth of the Gardeners, the best time for restorative magic, for healing and growth.”



“Is that in Cawdor?” Snaith asked.



“Read it and find out. Of course, the Gardeners dealt with weeding, too, but that was best done at the waning of the moon. It’s said they excised entire species of flora that imperiled the Crafters’ vision for the unfurling of Nemus.”



Theurig checked to see if Snaith was listening, if he was keeping up. It was an irritating technique he’d employed at the schoolhouse, throwing out words and terms, then looking to see who was most confused.



“Nemus is the Egrigorean word for the world we live in,” the sorcerer said. “To my knowledge, the most ancient name we have, from before the dawn of history.”



“And the Crafters?”



“Who do you suppose made the mountains, the trees, the rivers, and everything else that makes this world so beautiful and so dangerous?”



“I thought Elesia, the Lady of the Isle.”



“Did you now?”



“That’s what you taught us?”



“Did I indeed?”



“But Elesia doesn’t exist, right? Is that what you’re going to say?”



Theurig looked up at the sky, where the stars were starting to scatter across the gathering dark. He pointed at a cluster of them. “We call that a constellation. See? The head, two arms, admittedly bent at impossible angles. A leg. The Weyd only knows what happened to the other one. That is Elesia. And that,” he said, pointing to another grouping off to the west, “is Cabyl the Plague Lord. Gosynag the Grey is… there, hunkered down beneath his cloak, they say.” One by one, he pointed out the gods of the Malogoi, nothing but patterns of stars in the night sky.



“So, why did you teach us all this?” Snaith asked. “About gods who don’t exist?”



“But they do exist,” Theurig said, indicating the sky. “Just not in the way you thought they did.”



“And the other clans?”



“Not my business.”



“So, these Crafters created the world—Nemus?”



Theurig nodded. “Apparently.”



“How do we know?”



A shrug.



“And who created the Crafters?”



“Ah, well isn’t that just the question?”



Theurig fished about inside his bag and produced a vial containing some dark liquid, and a metal tin. He showed Snaith the tin’s base, where a coarse brown material had been stuck over the metal.



“Gather some wood,” he said, “then I’ll show you how they make fire in
 Hélum.”



Snaith frowned, but he had to admit he was interested. He hobbled to the outside of the seating, where the encroaching forest had left plenty of fallen branches. Most were damp. One day without rain hadn’t been enough to dry them. He could only gather a few at a time with his good hand, but he’d given up expecting Theurig to help him. As he went back and forth, slowly building a pile of firewood, he started to construct a picture in his mind of what the temple must have looked like in its heyday.



Even tired, he had no trouble mentally reassembling the broken arches, pillars, and walls, rebuilding the edifice one piece at a time. If he’d had longer, he’d have made a better job of it, given it the attention to detail he’d used in his simulacrum of Tey, but for now he just wanted to see for himself what the
 Hélumites had built here on Branikdür. The image of the temple he constructed seemed too vast, too majestic, too impossible to have really existed. Yet here he was, gathering wood amid its ruins, and he was left with the sense that he’d lived his life up until now in a dark and dismal hole.



“How did it get destroyed?” he asked Theurig as he brought back the last batch of deadfall.



“The temple?” Theurig rose from his stone bench and brought his tin and vial over to the wood pile. “They did it. The
 Hélumites. Probably didn’t want anyone to benefit from what they left behind.”



“But that’s—”



“Wasteful? Tragic? Not to them. What they built here is nothing in comparison with the City of Hélum.”



Snaith’s heart skipped a beat. “Will I get to see it?”



“Unlikely,” Theurig said. He looked pensive for a second. Shook his head. Sniffed and straightened up, as far as his twisted spine would allow him. “And that might be a good thing.”



Good for who? You got to see it, so why shouldn’t I?



Or did Theurig mean it might be good not to see Hélum because of what he’d witnessed there as an apprentice? Any culture that made use of fonts for blood…



It still made no sense to Snaith, though, why the
 Hélumites would make something so magnificent as the temple and then destroy it. It must have taken an age to build. Years. If the stories were true, and the Empire had abandoned the isle due to the weather, then why had they waited so long? Why had they started building in the first place? He said as much to Theurig.



“To be honest, I’ve never given it much thought.” The sorcerer shrugged, but there was a shift in his demeanor. He’d either never considered the question before, or he already knew there was some other, more plausible, reason for the
 Hélumites’ departure.



Theurig unstoppered his vial and turned his attention to the wood pile.



“It’s damp,” Snaith said. “Might not take.”



“Oh, it will with this.” Theurig poured dark liquid over the wood then passed Snaith the empty vial.



The glass was oily and slick from where the liquid had splashed the sides, and there was a pungent odor, almost sweet. It made Snaith’s head swim when he inhaled it.



“Might give off a bit more smoke than I’d like, though,” Theurig said, opening his tin and plucking a thin stick from it. One end was slightly bulbous and brown. He scraped it along the abrasive base of the tin. Sparks flew up, then the end of the stick was consumed by fire, the same as the sorcerer’s staff had been the day of the bear attack.



“Stand back,” Theurig said, as he flung the flaming stick onto the wood pile. With a whoosh and a flash of blue, the branches ignited.



Smoke plumed into the air, carried into Snaith’s face by the slightest of breezes. He stepped to the side, out of its way, wiping stinging tears from his eyes. Sorcerous blue flames wavered beneath the orange of natural fire, but slowly, they died away until there was no difference between this and any natural blaze.



Theurig took back the vial from Snaith and returned to his bench so he could pack it away in his bag, along with the tin.



“Was that one of the effects that look like magic?” Snaith asked, hobbling over to join him and seating himself on the hard stone of the first tier.



Theurig sat next to him, gazing out at the flames, which fizzed and spat as they consumed the damp wood.



“The Black Viscosity,” he said, absently. “There’s some evidence that our predecessors on this isle drilled into the bedrock to get at it. Now it’s a rare commodity, known to very few people outside of
 Hélum. Some of my brother sorcerers once started a project digging for it, but after a series of setbacks, and the death of an indiscreet number of clansfolk, they abandoned the work.



“It is a slow path back to greatness, I’m afraid. These things can’t be rushed, especially if we don’t want to draw the attention of
 Hélum. Branikdür is a simple land filled with simple people, but it was not always so. Mighty civilizations flourished and died here. That is why I have given you Cawdor to read. His book, despite the embellishments, provides a context for all you will learn, and for all you may later discover on your own. While it is true that
 Hélum exceeds us in lore and might, there are things buried beneath the soil of this isle that surpass even the pinnacle of their achievements, things older and more stupendous than this temple in all its former glory.”



“What things?” Snaith asked. “What lore?”



“Patience, Snaith. One step at a time. Continue with Cawdor, and then you must turn your attention to the rudiments: the identification of flora and fauna, the preparation of salves and potions, the myths of the gods of the Malogoi, and the corresponding demons; the study of numbers, shapes, and forms, the inclinations of the mind and the body, clarity in thinking. You must pry into the nature of things.”



Snaith couldn’t help thinking of his father cutting open insects, and of Theurig mocking him for it.



“Take the stars, for example,” the sorcerer said. “Do you even know what they are?”



“Lights in the sky,” Snaith answered with a shrug. “Like the moon and the sun.”



“Pinpricks in the canopy of the heavens,” Theurig said, “that give the impression of being lights, but that is an illusion. They are openings onto what lies beyond: the pleroma of the Weyd. The sun and moon are indeed lights, as you say, one a ball of fire, the other ice lit from within by the same kind of glow we find in the tails of lightning bugs, or in the scales of the lunatine mushrooms. You know the ones?”



Snaith shook his head.



“Probably just as well. One bite, and it’s a long, painful…” He coughed, then rubbed his eyes as if he’d gotten smoke in them.



Death?
 Snaith thought.
 A long, painful death? Like the rot?
 He couldn’t stop from glaring at the sorcerer, boring through the layers of falsehood with his eyes. Had Theurig lied about Vrom in the face of Tey’s accusation? Was he responsible for what had happened to Bas and Jennika Harrow, after all?



“Nasty things, mushrooms,” Theurig said. “At least, some of them are. But a necessary part of our craft, and the edible kind are quite tasty.” He ended with an exaggerated yawn and a stretch. His eyes briefly met Snaith’s, then he turned away, made a show of appreciating the ruins. “We’ll be safe enough here for the night. Didn’t I tell you superstition was our ally?”



Snaith continued to stare. To wonder. He no longer felt the night’s chill. Beneath his goose-pimpled skin, his blood was boiling.



“How are those feet of yours?” Theurig asked, rifling through his bag.



The question broke Snaith out of his seething reverie. It was unexpected, almost baffling.



“Take your boots off,” Theurig said, “and I’ll apply a salve.” He unscrewed the lid from a jar and sniffed at the contents, wrinkling his nose in distaste. “Why do I always do that? Smells like a three-day-old carcass, but it does wonders for minor wounds.”



“No,” Snaith said. He was particular about what came into contact with his skin.



“Don’t mind the maggots,” Theurig said, scooping out a congealed mass of writhing grey with his fingers. “All part of the healing.”



“I said no.”



Theurig met his eyes then. Gone was the earlier nervousness. He was back to his old imperious self.



“I insist.”



Those two words were backed up with all manner of unspeakable curses and threats. Or at least they were to Snaith’s mind. It’s how he’d grown up: afraid of what the sorcerer would do if he didn’t listen in school, or if he broke any of the ordinances of the Weyd. It was all very well learning it was mostly superstition, but that didn’t mean Theurig’s were empty threats. Snaith was starting to view the sorcerer as more dangerous, more ruthless than ever.



He removed his boots and let Theurig apply the salve. After that, the sorcerer took a tightly bundled ball of cloth from his bag and cut off strips with his knife, with which to bind Snaith’s feet.



Snaith bit down bile at the thought of the maggots wriggling against his flesh, burrowing into it. Maybe they’d be squashed when he stood. Maybe some would survive. But when he put his boots back on, he had to admit it was an improvement. The stinging gave way to a pleasant tingling, and his feet felt cool and refreshed.



“Early start in the morning,” Theurig said, putting the salve and the cloth away. “There’s still a fair distance to go, and you’ll need all your faculties about you. The Wakeful Isle will give you your first glimpse of how things really work on Branikdür.” He yawned and lay down, clasping his hands behind his head and closing his eyes. Within moments, he was lightly snoring.



Snaith peered closer, certain Theurig was pretending to sleep. It was a way out of the uncomfortable tension that had congealed between them. Had the sorcerer merely stopped talking about the lunatine mushrooms mid-sentence out of sensitivity, knowing the kind of death they produced was likely to remind Snaith of the rot that afflicted his parents? Or was it more sinister than that? And if it was, how could he best use the knowledge? Theurig had already stated the rot was not a quick death. Bas and Jennika
 Harrow might endure for weeks yet, even months. But if he had been the one to introduce the rot, as Tey had implied, was it not possible he also knew of a cure?



Before he knew he was doing it, Snaith had his good hand an inch from the sorcerer’s throat. His fingers twitched, and the muscles all along his arm tensed with the desire to throttle Theurig where he lay. Just long enough to force him to confess he had done it, and to make him give up any antidote. And if he denied doing it, and he had no cure, then there would be no need to let go. Sharp as his image of Tey, Snaith saw the sorcerer’s purpling face, the bulge of his eyes, the drool from the corner of his mouth as he stiffened and died.



He snatched his hand away before he lost control. With a gasp, he turned back to the fire, letting its flames burn away the violence of his imagination.



He needed to do something to reset, to shift his mind from its tortuous speculations about what Theurig might or might not have done and the answering compulsions it engendered in his body. He needed to move, to run, to swim, to fight. But how could he, with only one decent arm and feet a lacerated mess?



In frustration, he sat before the flames, and that’s when he remembered his father’s pig-skin book inside his mother’s satchel along with Cawdor’s
 The Four Invasions
 . He took it out, lay it in his lap and turned the pages, squinting at the sketches of weapons and stances, the detailed instructions beneath them.



At the back of his mind, he was already adapting the stances, formulating what could be done with his disability.



Many of the pictures were of warriors with shields. They only used the one hand for sword and axe work. And then there were the movements he was most familiar with, those that required no weapon, save for what the warrior was born with.



But it was the section on how to kick that struck him, and made him feel a fool for being so quick to give up, so full of self-pity. There, the warrior was shown with hands tied behind his back, so that he had nothing to rely on but his legs and feet. It was an exotic form of fighting Bas said had evolved among manacled slaves in the Emerald Lands beyond the Wastes of Necras, outside the boundaries of the
 Hélum Empire. The Malogoi had never adopted it. It was too demanding, took too much time to master. But Snaith had learned the basics from the book, and even then his kicks had been second to none.



With a surge of renewed vigor, he left the book and the satchel on the ground by the fire and stood. His enthusiasm was almost quashed when he remembered his blistered feet. Theurig’s salve had numbed them, but he didn’t want to risk making them worse. After some hesitation, he decided he’d start gently today, and maybe tomorrow he could build on it.



With a grunt of determination, he headed back toward the main ruins in search of a secluded space in which to practice. The last thing he wanted was for Theurig to wake and see him.



It was time he had some secrets of his own.




THE VISITOR



Tey sat within
 the ambit of the silvery light that painted the floor of the workroom, perfectly still, good leg tucked under her, bad one stretched out in front. She stared unblinkingly at the dust motes swirling along the length of the moonbeam lancing through the clerestory window. She should have been asleep hours ago, but each time she closed her eyes, Slyndon Grun’s burst and bloody eye was there watching her.



Judging by the silence of the house, Hirsiga and the others were bedded down for the night, though where they slept she couldn’t say. Wherever it was, it had to be better than the cellar. Likely they’d want to thank her in the morning. She could hardly wait.



Besides the soft susurrus of the ocean, all Tey could hear was the song of the cicadas from outside. Their continuous clicking and humming filled her skull, and she listened acutely, until she thought she could distinguish scatters of different calls and answers, the intimate patterns of attraction and mating, the continual struggle of life in the face of inevitable decay.



[I have been thinking,]
 the Shedim said, interrupting her reverie,
 [about Snaith
 Harrow
 .
 You said yes to him, did you not? But would you have gone through with it? Would you have really married him?]



“Would you?” Tey asked, surprised to find the Witch Woman still present, in spite of her contemplative mood.



A shudder passed through her marrow.
 [We do not mate,]
 the Shedim said.
 [We cannot.]



It had said as much before, when she was locked in the cellar. That they did not reproduce like the beasts.



[We are an abomination to nature, a melding of beings that was not meant to be. From our fathers we inherited immortality, and from our mothers we received the protection of flesh. The two intertwined to make us what we are. What we once were. Manifest and immune to the ravages of time.]



“Your fathers had no flesh?” What did that make them, some kind of spirits?



[Nevertheless, they mated with humans
 .
 ]
 Again, a shudder.
 [I cannot conceive how. Nor do I wish to. But it was necessary. Our fathers, the Wakeful, believed it was the only way they could endure in the face of the sorcery unleashed against them. These Gardeners Slyndon Grun spoke of: do not believe all you hear. It was their allies, your ancestors, who wrote the histories, and the vanquished Wakeful were treated most unjustly. What you call Branikdür was once the heart of their empire.
 Hélum
 has been the dominant power for centuries, but the Empire of the Dark Isle that preceded it endured for aeons.]



“Dark Isle?” Tey said. “Is that what history has labeled it? It sounds demonic, or was that the intention?”



[No, the Dark Isle was its true name. At least that is how it translates. But once again, do not be deceived. What is it that is said of the Weyd? The closer you get, the more you are blinded by its brilliance. The same could be said of the Dark Isle and its rulers. But we have strayed from my initial question.]



“Snaith,” Tey said. “Would I have married him? Would I have shared a home with him and borne his children? Is that what you mean?”



[Is it not the case that, in marriage, two humans become one?]



“No,” Tey said. She only had the example of her mother and father to go on. “I don’t think so.”



As for the others in the clan, she’d always assumed everyone else’s parents were the same as hers, though over time she’d come to think she’d been mistaken. But if marriage made them one, how come Brok Lanis used to meet Grisel Vret in the woods, and his wife, Orivia, was none the wiser? Still, now Grisel was buried in the Copse, Brok might not be so keen on her. Maybe he and Orivia had gone back to being one.



But what about Snaith? Would she have married him? She’d felt she had no choice, he’d been so persuasive. And she did like him. Really like him. But she could never have been what he wanted. It wasn’t his fault. It was hers. She’d been selfish to hide her scars from him. He’d thought she was something she wasn’t. But when he saw her for what she really was, the way she saw herself, he’d have regretted taking her for his wife. His reaction after the bear attack was testament to that.



Did she want him? Yes, in some indefinable way. That’s why she’d made him hers that night on the tumulus; why nobody else could have him. She felt safe around Snaith, and there was a kinship between them, though she suspected it was more the camaraderie of misfits. But that didn’t mean she should marry him, and the thought of him lying with her and filling her with his seed…



“No, I wouldn’t have married him. Well, I might have, back then, but it would have been wrong.”



[Oh?]



“We could never have been one.” He’d have been a rutting pig, and she’d have been his prey, until she awoke the Witch Woman within her and harnessed the power of her scars. “It would have ended badly.” With Snaith lying at her feet, flesh livid, as in her vision of the Queen of Oblivion, a smoldering hole ripped through his chest.



[I see,]
 the Shedim said.
 [I shall have to think more. What you lack, he has in abundance, but what you have, no human I have seen comes anywhere close to. It is good, at least, that you are friends.]



The Shedim went quiet then, leaving Tey alone in the slowly darkening room.



For an indeterminate time, her mind was awash with images of the lust and cruelty she’d seen when linked to Slyndon Grun. Khunt Moonshine drifted in and out of focus, siphoning off her essence with his spearhead. Old wounds smarted, from where he’d hit her or where she’d cut herself. Blood, sickly sweet and coppery, haunted her lips and nostrils. The stench of the victims in the cellar.
 She could still feel black scales beneath the skin of her ruined leg, hidden from the world, but not from her.
 The vitriol of all she’d endured burned through her veins, and corrosive thoughts teemed within her skull.



Broken, blood, shit…



She saw herself rubbing
 down her grisly talisman with ashes from the brazier. Then the Hand of Vilchus, scuttling like an airborne spider, pointing at Snaith, wanting him, and Tey relieved that it didn’t come for her.



Her awareness of the Shedim lurking in her marrow grew more acute with each excoriating memory. Bile rose in her throat, burned as she swallowed it back down. Her stomach clenched, and cold sweat beaded her brow.



Was it her leg, infected with the vile, in spite of Theurig’s best efforts? She’d get a saw from Slyndon Grun’s torture room and cut it off, if it was. In the dim light, she couldn’t see, but where she probed with her fingers, she found no weeping wetness. It was almost a disappointment. But she was ill, she knew she was, if not in her flesh then in her spirit. Was it the Shedim’s parasitic presence, or had she always been sick? Was that why her mother had died? Had she contracted her daughter’s disease? Was that why her father had punished her?



She rolled to her side on the floor, wanting to curl up like a child, but unable to because of her leg. She closed her eyes, willing the onset of sleep, but the images kept playing, over and over, and in between them, relentless, the jagged barbs of thoughts, derisive, derogatory, demeaning.



Hour after hour she lay there, only shifting position each time her arm grew numb beneath her head. When the first ruddy glow of dawn lit up the clerestory window, it was a merciful end to a fitful night. But it was also a presage of worse things to come. Morning, and with it the expectation she would leave this room and have to face the victims she’d released from the cellar, and the women who ran the sorcerer’s household.



The thought of leaving the room sent her heart pitter-pattering in her chest. She caught herself breathing too fast, shallow and gasping. She could feel the Witch Woman's scorn, but then she heard her advice, too, in some strange, silent way.



Rising from the floor, she crossed to the workbench and flicked through Slyndon Grun’s journal. Perhaps there was a remedy for the fear that transformed this room into a prison of her own making.



As she turned the pages, she kept glancing at the shelves, comparing their contents to what was listed in the book. And then she had it: the jar labeled “Truth Telling”. According to the journal, it relaxed the subject to the extent they had no inhibitions and would be highly suggestible. It made it all but impossible for them to lie. But a larger dose, Slyndon Grun had noted in the margins, could be used for sedation, and a smaller to relieve the fear of one “too agitated for purpose.”



She took down the jar from the shelf, unscrewed its lid, and dipped her fingers into the white powder it contained. It tasted bitter, and her tongue began to fizz. Returning to the journal, she checked the dose for agitation, then scanned the shelves for something to measure it out with.



There, stacked one inside another, were small wooden cups with measures inked on the sides. She selected the one marked 1/8 and filled it with the powder. It needed to be dissolved in liquid, and that threw her into a panic. To get water, she’d have to leave the room, and that meant running into someone. Already, she could hear floorboards creaking, muffled footsteps, the clatter of pots and pans.



And then her eyes fell upon stubby glass bottles on one of the lower shelves. They were stoppered with corks, and the labels read, “Moonshine,” like her name. She snatched one up and uncorked it, sniffing the contents within. Her eyes filled with acid tears, and she almost choked. She emptied half the liquid onto the floor and quickly added the powder to the rest, re-corking the bottle so she could give it a vigorous shake. And then she opened it once more, threw her head back, and drank the mixture in one.



Her throat burned as it went down. Astringent fumes inflamed her nostrils. She started to gag, but instead belched and forced herself to swallow. Her chest ignited, then her belly, then the fire spread to her limbs—even her bad leg.



She took a step toward the workbench, but she underestimated where the floor was and stumbled. Her head swam, leaving her giddy. She tried another step, missed her footing again, and lunged, grabbing the workbench for support. Not trusting herself to pull out the stool and sit on it without falling, she lowered herself to the floor. No sooner had she settled herself with her back to the workbench, than she started to giggle. She let out a cackling caw, clamped her hand over her mouth, and proceeded to snort with muffled laughter.



A gentle tap at the door made her hold her breath. Her entire body shook with suppressed mirth. The tap became a knock, and in response, Tey hummed a tune. The handle turned, and the door creaked as it opened. She should have locked it.



“Tey?” Vrom said from the doorway.



Behind him, at the far end of the corridor, Tey could make out Hirsiga, watching with arms folded beneath her metal-cupped breasts. For some reason, Hirsiga’s outfit, or rather lack of one, made Tey explode with laughter.



With a concerned frown, Vrom stepped inside the room and closed the door. He watched as she wiped the snot from her face, trying and failing to stop giggling. Her stomach clenched, and then she proceeded to hiccup. Vrom hurried across the floor and knelt down in front of her.



“Tey, are you all right?”



She slapped him playfully, but perhaps too hard. He recoiled, hand flying to his cheek.



“Course I’m all right, idiot boy. What makes you think I wouldn’t be?”



“I just thought—”



“Did you now? Ooh, Vrom just thought, everyone. He thought poor Tey needed his help, and he came to give it to her… behind closed doors.” She squawked out a laugh that made her sound a callous bitch, even to herself.



Vrom only looked more concerned. He leaned in, put a hand on her shoulder. Tey’s eyes tracked his fingers, daring them to move, to touch her elsewhere.



“It’s only natural you should feel this way,” Vrom said with a gentle squeeze. “We all do, after what we’ve been through. And what you did—”



“What way? What way do I feel?” Tey slowly pried his fingers from her shoulder. “Hot? Cold? Soft?” She looked him in the eye. “Hard?” This time her laugh was derisive.



Vrom turned his face away, red blooming on his cheeks. “I meant upset. Distressed.”



“Is that how I feel?” Tey asked, pushing him back to make room for her to stand. She tried, but couldn’t get her bad leg under her. Vrom stood first and offered her a hand. Reluctantly, she took it.



They stood facing each other, an uncomfortable silence forming between them.



“The others, Tey,” Vrom said finally, casting a look at the door. “They asked me to thank you. They were hoping to see you, tell you themselves.”



Just what she was dreading. Without the potion, it would have spun her into a panic, but with it… with it, she just felt angry.



“Thought we were talking about how I felt.”



“Tey, please—”



“No, you started it. You’re the one who thinks he knows what I feel like. How about you? How do you feel? How’s my shawl working out for you?”



He dipped his chin to his chest, started to mumble something, but she rode right over him.



“How did you feel when Slyndon Grun—what did he do to you, Vrom Mowry? Same as your father? And you let him?”



Vrom’s hand came up, causing Tey to flinch. He held it there, shaking, ready to hit her.



“I knew it,” she said. “Like father like son.”



“You don’t know,” Vrom said through gritted teeth. “You don’t know anything about me.”



“Save what you told me,” Tey said.



She stopped laughing. Scorn sloughed away from her, leaving her ashamed of what she’d said. She’d gone too far, and she hadn’t meant any of it. It was the Witch Woman, she told herself. No, it was the Shedim. The effect of the potion.



She met Vrom’s eyes, hoping he could see the sincerity in hers. “I’m sorry, Vrom. Really, I am. I’m not myself. I mean, you’re right. It’s distress or something. I killed him, Vrom. Put a needle through his eye.”



“You did right,” Vrom said, stepping in and cradling the back of her head, pulling her face into his chest. “I just wish… I wish I had your courage.”



Part of her liked that he thought she was brave to have done what she had, but the truth was, courage had very little to do with it. It was the Shedim’s advice she had followed, and far from bravery, what she’d felt was implacable control, something much more predatory. It was a feeling that calmed her, but it might cloud how Vrom thought of her. Like with Snaith and her scars, she had to hide the truth from Vrom. So, he was doubly wrong about her: wrong about her being a distressed victim, and wrong about her courage. She didn’t even have the guts to reveal her real nature to him.



And why should I?
 The Witch Woman did her thinking for her.
 See how quick he is to hold me, to take advantage of perceived weakness? Test him. Go on, put him to the test.



Tey lifted her head, pressed her cheek to Vrom’s. He stiffened, then tentatively stroked her hair.



“It’s all right, Tey,” he said, holding her out at arm’s length so he could gaze comfortingly into her eyes. “It’s going to be all right.”



“Really?” the little girl said, released from her grave for just this purpose.



Vrom took hold of her hands, gently squeezed them. “Really.”



Tey pretended to swoon. Vrom caught her and held her close. She gasped, making sure to leave her mouth open a crack. Her breaths she made into pants, and she locked eyes with him again, her friend, her protector, her savior.



Vrom leaned in to her, hesitated, seeking permission, then a groan escaped him. He kissed her fiercely, and she returned it coldly. Dispassionately. The kiss of a fish.



Vrom pulled back, eyes narrowed with rejection and frustration masquerading as concern.



“What’s the matter? I thought you—”



And she knew she had him then. “If you know what’s good for you, Vrom Mowry, you will never do that again.” To emphasize her point, she reached inside the collar of her dress and pulled out her amulet—Slyndon Grun’s desiccated finger threaded through with animal gut.



Vrom blanched and stumbled away from her. “What have you done?” he asked, backing toward the door.



“Consider yourself warned,” Tey said, advancing on him, flooding the talisman’s patterns with power from her well. Each of its scars effused white light.



“Magic!” Vrom whispered. “By the Weyd, Tey, magic!”



Tey closed her well and the talisman dimmed. She hid it away again beneath her dress. Just a trickle of energy she’d drawn upon, but she was acutely aware of its loss. It wouldn’t take much to deplete her, to use up all that remained of Slyndon Grun’s essence. And then what? Should she go back to being empty, or would she need to drain someone else? Would she need to kill again? She cocked her head, studying Vrom in a new light.



“I’m sorry, Tey,” Vrom said, fumbling with the door handle. “This is too much.”



“No,” Tey said, this time flooding her vambrace with sorcerous energy. Beneath her sleeve, the metal scalded her skin.



Immediately, Vrom let go of the handle and turned to face her.



“It is not too much,” Tey said.



“No,” Vrom replied in a dull, flat voice. “It is not.”



“I’m just the same old Tey.”



“The same old Tey,” Vrom repeated.



She cut the flow from her well, and again felt the loss of power.



The euphoria from the potion had worn off, but in its place she felt calmer, more confident. Was that the intended effect, or was it more to do with her exercise of power? Maybe it was both. Perhaps she should mix up more of the powder and moonshine, just in case. For now, though, she felt strong enough to do what she had to. Now, she was ready.



“Let’s get this over with.”



When Vrom frowned, she said, “The others, remember? They wanted to see me?”



Vrom led her from the workroom and along the corridor. Hirsiga still waited at the end, appraising Vrom cooly. As they passed her, she fell into step behind. Tey found herself hurrying to keep pace with Vrom, lunging with one leg, scraping the other after. The walls of the corridor careened and swayed, and Hirsiga slipped an arm under Tey’s to keep her steady. Vrom turned back at that, a flash of anger in his eyes, but Tey waved him on ahead. Hirsiga’s touch felt less intrusive than his. Less sickening. And Tey was pleased for the support. Though she was back in control of her mind, she still walked like a newborn foal. She made a mental note to mix the truth powder with water next time.



Slyndon Grun’s kitchen was the size of a hall. The stove took up one entire wall, an enormous iron flue rising away from it and disappearing through the ceiling. A young girl with a hunchback was feeding logs to the flames from a tidy woodpile, while an older woman was stirring a pot. At a chopping-block table, a boy was dicing carrots, a single string of drool hanging from the corner of his mouth. One of the near-naked women Tey had seen upon her arrival was whisking eggs in a bowl. There were rough wooden shelves stacked with bottles on their sides, corked and labeled, coated with dust. Kegs of ale sat in one corner. Cast iron pans hung from hooks. Baskets of mushrooms, cured meats, strings of sausages, pots of spices and dried herbs…



The older woman glanced round, one eye milky and useless, then removed the pan from the heat. The others also stopped what they are doing, and they all followed Tey, Vrom, and Hirsiga through the open barn doors on the far side, into the even larger dining room where the rest of Slyndon Grun’s household were waiting. His servants and victims—or perhaps they were one and the same. Not sitting at the banqueting table, though there were easily enough high-backed, dark wood chairs. They were standing around the edges of the room, all of them sporting some imperfection, eyes downcast, waiting dutifully to be told what to do. Tey started to count them, but she’d reached only six when Vrom broke her concentration.



“We are yours now,” he said simply. His eyes sparkled with the sunlight coming through the windows. It had been the rot that had been Vrom’s imperfection, only that had been a lie. Slyndon Grun had cured him, then rendered him imperfect in another, more insidious way.



Murmurs of agreement spread around the room.



Tey ignored them, got back to her counting. Fifteen, plus Hirsiga and Vrom, plus the four from the kitchen. Half of them had been in the cellar, but now here they all were, gathered in one place, washed and rested and waiting for her to say something.



Hirsiga said, “It is the will of the Weyd.”



“Leave, then,” Tey said. “I have no need for slaves.”



“But where would we go?” Vrom said.



Around the room, the others reiterated his alarm. Mutters were exchanged, and glances passed back and forth.



“How should I know?” Tey said. But she did know they couldn’t simply return home. They had been chosen by the Weyd.



[Think, Tey,]
 the Shedim said, startling her because it had been so quiet.
 [Think before you send them away.]



“But, Tey,” Vrom said, “you know what our clans would say: good for nothing, cursed by the Weyd. The only reason these others are alive is because they were apprenticed. And me…” He squeezed his eyes shut. When he resumed speaking, his voice broke. “I just tried to defend myself against my father.” He opened his eyes, looked at her imploringly, saying without having to, “Like you, Tey. Just like you.”



“And it’s not true,” the older woman from the kitchen said. “We ain’t good for nothing, else how come we can cook and clean and tend the gardens?”



“Maela is right,” Hirsiga said. “It’s a different life here.”



“You mean locked in the cellar?” Tey said.



“In time they would have been allowed out,” Hirsiga said. “Once they had learned what was expected of them.”



“Some never do,” Vrom muttered.



Tey found herself wondering just how many victims had died down there, while they tried to work out what was expected, and whether they had what it took to do it. She cast a derisive look over Hirsiga and the others who had been given the freedom of the house. How long had each of them taken to meet Slyndon Grun’s needs? What sufferings and humiliations had they willingly endured for the sake of their illusion of freedom?



[You could stay here for now,]
 the Shedim said.
 [Develop your new powers. There is much this vile sorcerer has collected that may prove of some worth. There may be other treasures here, like the vambrace. And look at all these broken humans willing to serve you. Think about it.]



Tey let her eyes rove the room. She should have felt something for them, a sense of camaraderie, of compassion. But none of them looked quite real to her, as if they lacked density or substance. Any one of them could drop dead, and it wouldn’t change her life a jot. They were just sacks of skin holding in bones and blood. Discards. Nobodies. Nothing.



Her eyes came to rest on Hirsiga, the only one brazen enough to hold her gaze. She was the canniest of the bunch. Tey could see the quiet scheming in her eyes, the subtle vying for position, same as with Vrom, only better at it. Tey smiled, and after an instant’s hesitation, Hirsiga smiled back. It could have been mistaken for warmth, but Tey was a master of insincerity, and she knew it when she saw it. Hirsiga’s mouth parted a crack. She wetted her lips with the tip of her tongue. Tey felt an answering twinge in her belly and she looked away.



“We can help you, Tey,” Vrom said.



“Aye,” Maela said. “I’ll cook up your favorites, make sure you never go hungry.”



Tey glared at her. It was all she could do not to spit. The color left Maela’s cheeks, and she looked to the others as if to ask what she had done wrong.



[But your well will still hunger,]
 the Shedim said.
 [Every use of sorcery comes at a great cost. Even now, it is not far from empty
 .
 ]



Tey’s jaw dropped with the realization of what it was saying, and she realized the same thought had been forming below the surface of her mind, only she’d not yet looked it in the face. It was a thought she was not ready to entertain.



“You… Maela,” she said, “will run this house.”



Maela looked shocked, and for a moment Tey thought she was going to refuse. Already, the vambrace was warming upon her forearm. But then Maela nodded.



“Give everyone a job to do, and make sure I am left in peace.” To Vrom, she added, “I come out when I choose to, no exceptions. Oh, and no—”



A fierce rapping sounded from the front door.



“Visitors,” Tey finished under her breath as Hirsiga scurried away to answer the knocking.



The dining room was shrouded in silence as Tey waited to hear who it was. A dog growled, then someone shushed it. Muffled voices reached her ears—a man’s, and Hirsiga’s in reply.



Hirsiga’s feet slapping on the tiles approached. When she appeared in the doorway, she looked pale.



“Someone to see Slyndon Grun,” she said. “I didn’t know what to say. He’s waiting in the hallway.”



“Who?” Tey asked.



“He says he’s a sorcerer.”





NIGHT HAUNTINGS


Gentle wasn’t a
 word Snaith should have applied to his fight practice. He couldn’t do things halfheartedly. It was all or nothing with him. Beneath the star-speckled sky, he danced across the mosaic floor of the ruined hall, twirling, crouching, and kicking at shadows. His salve-numbed feet scuffed over the wyvern design the
 Hélumites had left as he went through his sequences one after another. Twenty-seven times he performed each move, for nine was the best of numbers, and twenty-seven was three times nine.



As he whirled about the floor space, spinning wheel-kicks and turning his hips to deliver fierce roundhouses, his shadow sparring partners swirled around him, pressing in, retreating, always managing the distance. And the more he got caught up in his exertions, the more solid his opponents grew, the more tangible. He knew it was a trick of the light, from where the rising breeze sent clouds racing across the face of the moon. And in part he knew it was his imagination, his knack for making images out of nothing. But all the same, he grew wary, more tentative in his strikes.



Gradually, he wound down, then moved to the remains of a wall and sat. His torso was slick with sweat that swiftly chilled in the night air. He wished he’d brought a towel with him, but any towels they might have had would have been in the pack he’d abandoned when they fled the Skaltoop.



Once his breathing settled, he stood and went through his stretches, all the while casting nervous glances around the ruins. Besides the whistle of the wind through the surrounding forest, it had grown eerily quiet. Snaith had an overwhelming urge to get back to the stone benches, where Theurig lay sleeping.



“Superstition is the ally of the sorcerer,” Theurig had told him and Tey back at Coldman’s Copse. “I dare say you are not immune to its taint.”



Maybe he had a point. But there was some way still to go before Snaith could consider himself a sorcerer, so jumping at shadows was probably to be expected.



But was it superstition, the way the shadows seemed to glare back at him, the way they’d mirrored his movements like partners in a dance? He tried fixing his eyes on them where they stood at points on the mosaic floor, daring them to materialize, to show themselves for what they really were. But under his stare they dissolved into nothingness, only to re-form a pace to the left, a step to the right.



A whisper from behind made him turn, heart clamoring in his chest. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he glimpsed movement out of the corner of his eye.



Snaith held his breath and waited. Off in the forest, an owl hooted. For a moment he feared it was the Skaltoop, but when there were no answering cries, he told himself it was just an owl.



Finishing off his stretches, he made his way back across the foundations of the temple, stepping over low brick walls—all that remained of corridors and rooms.



He felt sluggish, heavy. At first he thought it was the result of his training, of pushing himself harder than he had planned. But then he had the sensation of something stroking the fine hairs on the back of his neck, felt a weight clinging to him, some indiscernible presence that made his flesh crawl. Invisible fingers traced the tattoo on his chest, recoiled, then moved to the inside of his thigh. He tried swatting them away, but only hit his britches. Then he felt them again, this time on the other leg, above the knee, and there was a buzzing in his ear, a whispering in his mind. As the fingers spider-walked their way up his thigh, a voice rustled inside his head:
 Pleasure yourself.



With a gasp, Snaith slapped at the invisible fingers and started to run. He tripped on a half-buried brick, pitched forward, and hit the ground hard. Ghostly hands grasped at his ankles. Talons scuttled across his back. He screamed and scrambled to his feet, beating at wherever he was touched, stumbling away from the ruins.



As soon as he entered the circle with the tiered seating, the hands released him, and the fingers ceased their teasing. Heaviness fled his limbs as the clinging presence sloughed away.



He was drained and utterly exhausted, but it was a natural tiredness born from traveling and exercise. He felt suddenly foolish, a child afraid of the dark. Theurig would have thought him ridiculous, would have said he’d let his imagination run away with him.



Was that what had happened? Had tiredness and grief conspired to give substance to his thoughts and fears? He knew he had an unusual mind. No one else could build the images he could. Or was it worse than that? Was it the effect of the bear attack, the loss of his parents, the horror of the Hand of Vilchus, all catching up with him, making him crazy? Or could it be an infection of madness he’d contracted from Tey that night in the Copse, or the curse of the Weyd for what she’d done to him?



Already his feet were starting to sting again. He shouldn’t have pushed himself so hard. Patience is what he needed, if he were to rediscover perfection in the forms of fighting. Patience and consistency. And if he kept it to himself, his renewed interest in training would be the perfect counter for what he had to learn as Theurig’s apprentice. If he ever became a sorcerer, he’d be a sorcerer like no other: a wizard
 and
 a warrior. He felt certain there must be some yet-to-be revealed lore that could compensate for his injured arm. It was a thought that made him smile. A glimmer of hope he’d not dared to expect.



“Interesting book.”



Snaith started. He’d not seen Theurig there, seated beside the fire.



The sorcerer was absorbed in his reading, wetting his thumb to flick through the pages.



“That’s mine,” Snaith said, striding across the circle, fire flooding his veins.



As he reached for his father’s book, Theurig held it away from him.



“My master, Kardish, spoke of such teachings: an art of combat in which the ancestors had excelled. He mentioned a book just like this, only when he tried to find it for me, it was gone. He was, shall we say, quite angry about it.” Theurig flinched at some vivid memory. “Apparently, he’d copied it from the crumbling parchment of the original by hand. Until his dying day, he claimed his book had been stolen.”



“This is my father’s book,” Snaith said, trying to snatch it, but the sorcerer passed it behind his back. When his hand reemerged, the book had vanished.



Snaith stared at the empty hand, open-mouthed. He knew it was some form of trickery, but he had no idea how Theurig had done it.



“I recognized his handwriting,” Theurig said. “Your father has a talent for all things to do with words, which I’m sure is where you get it from. But this book contains knowledge from the Weyd. It belongs to sorcerers alone. No mere clansman has a right to own it.”



Snaith’s good hand bunched into a fist. Tremors passed along his frame from where his muscles clenched, ready to spring. Through gritted teeth he said, “Give it back.”



“Maybe one day.” Theurig stood and stretched till his back popped. One shoulder drooped, while the other was up by his ear. Clearly, sleeping rough didn’t agree with his twisted spine.



“Now,” Snaith said.



The sorcerer narrowed his eyes. “Are you challenging me, apprentice?”



Snaith took a step toward him. Theurig’s hand came up, curled into a claw. He waggled the fingers, and instinctively Snaith backed away. He couldn’t help it. Years of believing in the terrible power of magic couldn’t be erased overnight.



Theurig lowered his hand. “Have no fear. I am not angry with you. It is understandable, your emotional attachment. But you will learn continence of the feelings as you progress in your training. You are forgiven. Now, if you don’t mind, I think I might try to get back to sleep. I just hope my spine will permit it this time. I suggest you do the same. We’ve still a fair way to go in the morning. Good night.”



The sorcerer walked back to the stone benches and lay down. He cast a few surreptitious glances Snaith’s way, then closed his eyes and once more pretended to sleep.



Snaith turned away to face the fire. He had to retain control. That was his path to victory. Theurig knew exactly how to rouse his anger, but Snaith wasn’t going to allow it this time. His body was aflame with suppressed violence; he could do nothing about that. But his mind… that was the key to controlling his feelings. In the circles he’d been able to switch off all emotion so that he could pick his opponent apart methodically, without being goaded into a mistake. He needed the same approach here. If only it were that easy.



He sat cross-legged before the dying flames, watched them jump from the blackened wood to the un-charred leaves and branches in a frantic attempt to snatch a few more moments of existence. It was no surprise to find that Theurig hadn’t bothered to add fresh deadfall to the blaze. That would have been asking too much. And Snaith wasn’t about to replenish the fire now, not with the way he felt. He just stared and stared at the flames, willing them to sear away the murderous thoughts that sliced and stabbed at his mind.



Distractedly, he ran his good hand through the stubble starting to sprout from his scalp either side of his crest of hair. It only served to irritate him further. If he’d been at home, he would have shaved it there and then. He’d half a mind to let his hair grow out, in the fashion of most of the Malogoi warriors. It was tempting. It would be a statement to Theurig, if nothing else. If hair could be magically grown in an instant, he wouldn’t have hesitated, but the thought of it taking months, if not years, was a frustration he didn’t need right now. He could do with a hood, at least until his hair had grown to the point it no longer looked ridiculous. Last thing he wanted as a trainee sorcerer was to be a laughing stock, and if anything, a hood would add to his air of mystery and menace.



Thinking about his hair was the distraction he needed, and the prospect of a solution started to calm him. As the tightness left his muscles, he lay on his side, as close as he dared to the heat of the fire. The book could wait, he told himself with grim determination. Theurig could wait. He still needed to learn the rules of this new world he was entering into. There would be so much to take in at the Wakeful Isle, he was sure; so much that he’d need Theurig’s guidance with. So, he could wait. But he couldn’t wait forever. The book was his, now that his father had no further need of it, and nothing Theurig said or did was going to change that.



As his mind grew cloudy with the onset of sleep, whispers once more filled his skull. A cold wind gusted against his back, startling him and causing him to roll over.



Nothing there. Just shadows on the edge of the circle. He stared at them for a minute, then closed his eyes and settled down. He shuddered at the memory of invisible touches and the presence that had clung to his back.



Pleasure yourself
 , the voice repeated in his mind. Was it a memory, too, or was there something there with him?



He opened his eyes.



Again, he saw nothing.



This time, when he tried to settle into sleep, he knew it was pointless. A memory for sure now, he kept hearing the whispered command:
 Pleasure yourself. Pleasure yourself.



He tossed and turned, tried to shake off the imaginings of cold, clammy hands caressing his skin. Desperate to rid himself of the sensation, desperate to sleep, he summoned his image of Tey, the simulacrum that had proven a lie. But it did not come. Instead, he saw the sultry witch Tey had become in the Copse. Felt once again the coolness of her hand. Shuddered with a mixture of desire and shame. He tried to banish her with violent lashes of his mind, but she refused to let go. As he groaned and writhed under her touch, he could no longer distinguish between Tey’s hand and his own. He tried once more to wrench himself free of her specter, but she owned him now, and he was powerless against her.



When she’d finished with him, she left quietly, of her own accord, and sleep closed in on Snaith like a hungry scavenger.



PHEKLUS THE CLINCHERMAN


“I had expected
 —indeed I asked for—Slyndon Grun. You know: robe, beard, a bit too much to eat.”



The figure standing in the entrance hall with his back to the open door was silhouetted, surrounded by a corona of sunlight. At first glance, he was a tall and spindly shadow to Tey, and a thread of darkness led from his closed hand to a devil dog with yellow eyes.



“Now, it may be that the young lady who answered the door to me, wearing the metal cups and very little else, is as deficient in comprehension as she is in clothing, but I am not in the habit of tolerating the exchange of one servant for another, when it is the master of the house I have come to see.”



A shift in the cloud cover, and the mirage passed. Not a shadow, but a cadaverous-looking man in a long black coat with buttons of either bone or ivory. Lank hair hung in dark strands to his shoulders. It was pushed back from protruding cauliflower ears, like warriors’ ears after years of practice in the circles. Only, this man was no warrior. In a fight he’d have snapped like a twig. He was gaunt, with sunken cheeks, and shadowed cavities surrounded eyes the color of diluted blood. He held the leash of a war-dog: stocky, powerful, drooling saliva. Unlike the man, the beast had hardly changed at all in the muted light. It was still black as pitch, its eyes jaundiced and feral.



This man unnerved Tey. Coldness emanated from him in waves, although it could have been an illusion, same as the shadow. That was what sorcerers did, wasn’t it? Created impressions, played upon the superstitions of others. As Theurig had implied back at the Copse, Tey still had a lifetime of conditioning to overcome, and the Hand of Vilchus had only served to make matters worse.



She tried to think of something to say, but all she could do was stand and stare. Footsteps behind her gave her the excuse she needed to look away.



Hirsiga entered from the corridor, Vrom following closely on her heels. They moved to either side of Tey, heads bowed, submissive, as if they feared the visitor even more than she did. But then, they were both seasoned victims. They feared everyone.



The black dog snarled at their arrival, curling back its lips to reveal dirty yellow teeth that had been filed to dagger points.



“Now, now, Gulgath,” the sorcerer said, tautening the leash. The dog dropped to its haunches, growling softly in its muscular chest. “We don’t eat the servants of friends, do we now? You know better than that.”



Gulgath whimpered and lay flat on his belly, waggling his rump and his stumpy tail.



“Ah, the culprit,” the sorcerer said, giving Hirsiga a narrow-eyed look, then indicating Tey with a jab of a slender finger. “This woman you sent me is thin. Slyndon Grun is fat. By definition she is female. He is not.” He leaned in close to study Tey’s face. “Unless my old friend has discovered the alchemical means to transmute base matter into something altogether more… exquisite, then I have to assume you are not the man I am looking for.”



Tey stood her ground, eyes locked to his, as he extended a skeletal finger and used it to tilt her chin up. He examined her neck, traced the white line of her scar with a yellowish nail. His finger ran along the ridge of her collarbone, her shoulder, the length of her arm. He made an appreciative grunt, but it wasn’t lust she detected. This was something else.



“Tell me,” he said, “do you have Krosh blood?”



Tey frowned her incomprehension.



“My clan. I do hope Slyndon hasn’t been poaching our girls. That would be politically awkward.”



“I’m Malogoi,” Tey said.



“Really? I had no idea Theurig’s backward little savages were so… lissome. We of the Krosh have an inherent distaste for anything too fleshy. A body should have the hardness of bone, don’t you think? After all, when the worms have finished with us, is not bone all that remains? It is so much more permanent than flesh and blood, and thereby so much more important.”



Tey took a step back. Was he mocking her? Making fun of her figure? Gods, if she ate any less, she’d die of starvation. Or would she? Maybe she was just being weak, lacking in will and discipline. She made a mental note to halve her already scant portions. Perhaps she should only eat every other day.



“I’ll say it again,” the sorcerer said with a thin-lipped smile that promised infinite patience. Gulgath’s rumbling growl, however, told a different story. “I’m here to see Slyndon Grun. We have a conclave to attend, and time is a-wasting. Tell your master to slip his pox-ridden wand out of whichever grease-pot he’s oiling it in and get ready for the road. And while you’re about it, remind him he owes me an apprentice. The young lad from Malogoi.” He cocked his head to take in Vrom. “Or is that you?”



Vrom pressed in closer to Tey, still keeping his eyes averted.



With a tremor in her voice, Hirsiga said, “You didn’t give me your name, sir. Whom shall I say is calling?”



The sorcerer tensed, then slowly rolled his head, eliciting sharp cracks from his neck. “Remiss of you not to ask when you first answered the door to me. Nevertheless, thank you for pointing out my discourtesy, though I might say the same of you. In the absence of an introduction, I have been forced to think of you as Copper Tits. Or is that brass? And you,” he said to Tey, “my emaciated beauty, what am I to call you?”



Tey tucked her chin into her chest and smiled.



“Well?” the sorcerer prompted. “You have no deformity, so I’m guessing you’re not an apprentice. What is your name?”



Tey hitched up her dress to reveal her mutilated leg.



“Oh,” the sorcerer said. “Better and better. Do you think your master will renegotiate? You for the lad?”



Tey sniggered. “I doubt it.”



“Oh?” the sorcerer said in an amiable voice. “Why’s that, then?” Without warning, he pressed his face against Tey’s. His breath smelled of loam and something metallic. Behind him, the dog barked.



Tey slid her hand in between them, used it to fish out her talisman. She clutched Slyndon Grun’s shrunken pinkie between thumb and forefinger and held it in front of the sorcerer’s eyes. He leaned back so he could focus on it, and when he did, he gasped.



“This is all that’s left of him,” Tey said.



A tic started up under the sorcerer’s eye, and deep furrows creased his brow. “I see.” With the skill of a consummate actor, he molded his face into a mask of approval and amusement. “The way he used to talk, I thought he would have been bigger than that.”



“It’s a finger, stupid,” Tey said. “Now get out.”



The sorcerer’s pinkish eyes hardened. He tugged sharply on the dog’s leash, opened his mouth to say something, but in that moment Tey flooded the vambrace on her forearm with vitriol from her well.



“Go!” she commanded.



Without hesitation, the sorcerer turned on his heel and headed for the front door, trailing Gulgath behind him.



“No, wait,” Tey said, and he stopped. “What conclave?”



“Of the sorcerers.” The words came out slow, ponderous. He did not turn around, perhaps because she had not ordered him to. “On the Wakeful Isle. The new apprentices need to be approved by the Archmage.”



[Yes,]
 the Shedim hissed within Tey.
 [You must meet the Archmage. You must impress him.]



“Why?” Tey asked, intending it for the Shedim, but it was the sorcerer who replied.



“To make sure they are acceptable.”



“He doesn’t trust the sorcerers’ choices?” Tey asked. “Tell me more.” She could feel the power of her well bleeding away—all that remained of Slyndon Grun, save his pinkie and what the seagulls hadn’t yet devoured. “Everything you know about this conclave.”



“Those that are found worthy by the Archmage will take the pledge of allegiance. Then they will return home to commence their training.”



“And you,” Tey said, thinking on her feet, conscious she had only seconds remaining. “What is your name?”



“I am Pheklus, known as the Clincherman, Necromancer of the Krosh.”



The last few dregs of power…



“Necromancer? What does that even mean?”



“That there is a way for the dead to be returned to life.”



“And you know of it?”



“It is my passion.”



Not an answer. An evasion. Was the fault with her question, or had Pheklus adapted somehow, found a way to resist the vambrace’s compulsion? “What else?” Tey asked. “What do you know about magic and the Weyd?”



The power of her well trickled away to nothing. The vambrace grew cool and inert on her forearm.



Pheklus the Clincherman turned slowly to face her, a bemused expression on his face. He shook his head, blinking, then reached down to pet his growling dog.



“What else do I know about magic?” He chuckled. “More than many, less than some. I might ask the same of you. What was that you were using, an artifact from
 Hélum? Some kind of mind control, yes? Where do you draw your power from? Why did you stop?”



Tey instinctively put her hands behind her back, in spite of the vambrace being covered by her sleeve. She chose not to answer his question, keep him guessing.



“You say you had an alliance with Slyndon Grun,” Tey said. “I offer you the same. You’ve seen what I can do. Take me to this conclave.”



Pheklus pursed his lips, thinking. After a long moment, he said, “You have your story prepared for the Archmage?”



“I’ll think of something.”



Pheklus chuckled. “Yes. Yes, I’m sure you will. And if I refuse?”



“Then I will command it.” She held his gaze, kept her face devoid of expression. Would he know she was bluffing? Could he?”



“You have discovered other secrets, I assume?” Pheklus said.



Tey raised an eyebrow. Let him make of that what he would.



“Thought as much. Well, I have secrets of my own. Understood? Try that mind-control thing on me again, and I will cause you to decompose in the time it takes me to snap my fingers.” He did so to illustrate.



Tey had a feeling he was bluffing, too, but there was enough of a doubt to keep her guard up, and so she continued her charade. “Whatever you do, I will counter.”



“I am deadly serious, lady,” Pheklus said. Gulgath bared his jagged teeth and growled.



“As am I.”



The air between them grew thick with menace, until Pheklus suddenly relaxed and smiled.



“Then I agree. And I have to say, I’m relieved. The thought of spending time on the road with that overbearing, fat, pompous… git,” he said, observing Tey tuck the talisman back inside her dress, “was about as appealing as the contents of Gulgath’s intestines.”



The dog’s ears pricked up, as if he knew he was being spoken about.



“So, are you coming as an apprentice, or Slyndon Grun’s usurper? My understanding is the Archmage is not at all against such things. If the latter, you might want to bring along an apprentice of your own. He’ll see that as a positive.”



“I’ll come with you, Tey,” Vrom said.



“No,” Pheklus said, “you’re coming with me. Agreements are binding, even if the person I made it with is now no more than a shriveled finger.”



“Let me,” Hirsiga said to Tey. “I could be your apprentice.”



Tey looked at her dumbly for a moment, wanting to admit she had nothing to teach. But did any of them, these sorcerers? Wasn’t it all just lies and misdirection? Not all, she reminded herself. Not if the vambrace was anything to go by. And it stood to reason others may have learned what the Shedim had taught her. Surely she wasn’t the only one.



“Good,” Pheklus said. “Then that’s settled. Slyndon promised me provisions, too. Nothing much. I eat only sparingly.” He beamed at Tey. “I’m sure you understand.”



“Arrange it,” Tey said to Hirsiga. At the same time, she had the thought that she should prepare more of the truth powder and moonshine mixture. It had helped, undeniably. Without it, she’d have remained frozen, locked within herself, incapable of acting.



“And tea,” Pheklus said, handing Gulgath’s leash to Vrom and gesturing for Tey to lead him into the house. “Have your servants brew some tea before we go. Sharpens the mind, lifts the spirits. But tell me first, what am I to call you? You failed to answer last time.”



Tey stopped in the doorway, watching Hirsiga retreat down the corridor. She glanced back at Vrom gingerly holding the dog’s leash, then met Pheklus’s gaze coldly.



“I am Tey Moonshine, once of the Malogoi, now Witch of the Valks.”



***



“You know about the tunnels?” Tey said, as Pheklus the Clincherman ordered Vrom into the bracken to open the domed metal lid she and Slyndon Grun had exited on the journey from Malogoi.



Around them, the woodland had grown still, save for the distant sound of surf on the shore beneath the cliffs.



Pheklus pulled a folded piece of parchment from his coat pocket and handed it to her. Not parchment, Tey realized: vellum, made from the skin of some animal. She shook it open—a map, roughly drawn in flaking, brownish ink.



Blood.



An icy clump formed in her guts.



And the vellum was human skin.



Hirsiga peered over Tey’s shoulder, bowed by the weight of the pack of provisions Maela had prepared for the journey. She’d switched her metal cups and the strip of cloth between her legs for a plain woolen dress and sturdy boots that seemed too big for her.



Vrom carried his pack with greater ease, despite the way he’d grumbled about the burden since they left the house. He no longer seemed the sweet boy Tey remembered from Malogoi. His every utterance annoyed her now, as if he were always angling for sympathy or trying to elicit attention.



Pheklus knelt to scratch his evil-looking dog behind the ear. “They go on for miles, a network of passageways and chambers that spans most of southern Branikdür. As far as I’m aware, Slyndon was the only sorcerer besides me with an extensive map. His was a copy I gave him in exchange for access to a rare tome on the Gardener pictograms found inside the pyramids of Necras. The copy may or may not have been entirely accurate. Mine, however, is the original, handed down from sorcerer to sorcerer of the Krosh.”



Gulgath panted, then rolled onto his back for a tummy-rub.



The map had all the complexity of a maze. There were chambers at various positions within the labyrinth, and crosses topped with numerals that presumably marked the ways in and out.



Pheklus insinuated himself between Tey and Hirsiga. “We’re at 423.” He pointed at one cross then slid his finger along to another in the middle of what looked like empty space. “And this is where we exit: the Wakeful Isle. We pass right underneath Lake Pleroma.”



“But there are creatures in the tunnels,” Tey said.



“Which is where Gulgath comes in, don’t you, boy?” Pheklus tugged on the leash, and his dog rolled to its feet, barking excitedly.



“Swore I’d never go down there again,” Vrom said, glaring into the shaft. Ghostly light from the crystals set into the walls spilled out of the opening.



“Slyndon Grun brought you this way, too?” Tey asked.



Vrom nodded, remembering.



Hirsiga resituated her pack, wincing from where it chafed her shoulders. She looked deep into the trees of the forest, as if considering her options. When she spoke, she could have been talking to herself. “I’d sooner we went across country.”



“Then don’t let me stop you,” Pheklus said. “If you don’t get eaten by the Wolvers, the Skaltoop will likely turn you into a pair of shrunken breasts. And then, of course, there’s the matter of navigation. Does anyone besides me have a clue how to get to the Wakeful Isle?”



The sorcerer’s question was met with silence.



“As I thought. Well, then, apprentice,” Pheklus said to Vrom, “lead the way.”



***



Pheklus designated Tey map-reader. Apparently he didn’t see too well. Something to do with the condition that colored his eyes pink and left his skin looking bloodless. The same couldn’t be said for his cauliflower ears, though. They were the result of beatings he took as a child. His clan viewed his affliction as a curse and treated him accordingly. Once he became a sorcerer, though, no one mentioned it again. He was quite open about his past; wittered on endlessly about it as they traversed equally endless tunnels. He even mentioned that Tey reminded him of his sister. It gave Tey the impression he was nervous, and doing his best not to let on. Either that or he was fishing for information, disclosing things of no consequence in the hope she would reciprocate. If that was the case, he was going to have to try again. She’d never been much of a talker, and down here, with the unearthly light from the crystals, the flitter of shadows, and the occasional groan or gibber from the intersecting passages they passed, she was even less inclined to make inane conversation.



Her leg felt stiffer than ever, no more than a dead weight. She moved with staggered lunges that had her breathing as though she’d been for a run. Not that she ever went running, even before the bear attack. Maybe as a child, but those times were hard to remember.



Pheklus, Vrom, and the dog kept getting ahead, then waiting for Tey and Hirsiga to catch up. Tey wanted to think Hirsiga held back out of concern for her, but in truth it was probably the weight of her pack. It ill-suited Hirsiga’s lithe frame, carrying such a burden. The woolen dress she’d adopted had damp patches beneath her arms, between her legs. Her forehead was slick with sweat that glistened in the pale light, but it wasn’t sweat Tey smelled on her; it was a scent she’d not noticed back at the house: musk and honeysuckle, same as Branny Belgars wore to attract the widowers back in Malogoi. Hirsiga must have smothered herself in perfume while they were preparing to leave.



Once or twice, scuffs behind alerted Tey to dark shapes creeping along the passage in their wake: the same gangly monstrosities she’d seen with Slyndon Grun. There was something tormented about their swollen faces, featureless save for a gash of a mouth and a plate-sized red eye so bright it seemed to be lit from within. The instant Pheklus came back toward Tey and Hirsiga, with Gulgath barking and growling, the creatures loped away into the shadows.



Nevertheless, in spite of the dog’s protection, Tey found herself planning what she could do to defend herself. She should have been terrified, the same as Hirsiga looked, but since she’d ceded the Witch Woman more control, fear was no more than a childish memory. With enough power, she could have put her talisman to the test. She had an inkling it would channel her well’s essence into something destructive. Problem was, her well was dry, and it was a dryness that felt like hunger pangs. As if now she’d awoken its potential, it cried out to be fed. It was a disturbing thought, knowing that the Shedim wanted her to kill again. There had to be another way.



Maybe Pheklus would know of one, although how could she talk to him without the Shedim overhearing? It wasn’t worth the risk, she decided. Chances were, Pheklus was a charlatan in the mold of Theurig. Slyndon Grun would have been a better choice to ask; he’d been on the brink of understanding something about genuine magic, but even he had known less than she already did.



Just thinking of Grun reminded Tey of the vambrace she’d taken from him. Surely, the way that worked—focusing her commands through the patterns etched into its metal—it had to double as an amplifier, like the lunula the Shedim had shown her in its cavern of coal. If it did, was there a way she could use it to amplify her own essence and direct it through the talisman? Would that enable her to defend herself without draining herself completely dry in the process?



It made her want to activate the vambrace and the talisman at the same time, see if she could link them somehow, but how much of her essence would that require? What if she didn’t have enough left for when she really needed it?



Only her scars seemed to function with no loss of essence from within. Why was that? Because they were designed to leech the essence from a victim, not project it outwards from her well? Because the victim provided the energy for their own depletion?



Tey shook her head to clear it. She’d never been much of a clear thinker. That was Snaith’s specialty. Her mind was driven by torrents of feeling, not measured deduction; the same feelings that buffeted her from one persona to the next, always struggling for control but never really achieving it. She felt like a tiny boat at the mercy of a stormy sea.



Before she realized what she was doing, she’d opened her satchel and was reaching inside for one of the six potions she’d prepared before leaving the house. She’d doubled the truth powder, but diluted the moonshine with water. At first she’d considered leaving the moonshine out altogether, but she’d worried the powder alone might not be enough.



It was only Hirsiga’s surreptitious glance that gave Tey pause. She didn’t like the way the woman shadowed her. Of course, it could have been that Hirsiga was simply being an observant apprentice, but Tey couldn’t help thinking it was an attempt to glean secrets, to get to know her inside out, in the hope of gaining some advantage. After all, it’s exactly what she would have done.



She refastened the satchel and wished there was some way she could increase her pace and leave Hirsiga behind. If nothing else, the stench of musk and honeysuckle was starting to get up her nose, literally as well as figuratively.



Some way ahead, Pheklus and Vrom called a halt then waited for Tey and Hirsiga to catch up. The passageway beyond where they stood was dark, and Tey could hear the drip, drip, plop of water.



“The wall crystals have been shattered,” Pheklus said, “and it sounds like there may be flooding. Is there another route?”



Tey pulled out the map from her satchel, suppressing a sigh and turning her back when Hirsiga tried to see over her shoulder. “If we double back, take a right, then another, then a left.”



Pheklus nodded. “Unless they’ve darkened those corridors as well. This has all the hallmarks of a trap.”



Tey shrugged. “Does that frighten you?”



“Me?” Pheklus affected a malign grin. “Not at all. It’s you lot I’m worried about, although worry is probably stretching it.”



The dog began to bark into the darkness of the passage, and he strained at his leash.



“Not a good idea, Gulgath,” Pheklus said, and there was no mistaking the quaver in his voice as he tugged the dog the other way. “Good boy. Come on now.”



A chorus of gibbering started out of the gloom, and Pheklus bustled past Tey and the others, dragging Gulgath with him. This time, he didn’t wait for Tey and Hirsiga to keep up. When they reached the first righthand turn, the sorcerer was out of sight.



At least Vrom showed his Malogoi colors, which came as something of a surprise. He offered Tey the support of his shoulder, and with his help she was able to move much faster. Hirsiga kept pace with them, apparently drawing new strength from her fear.



They caught up with Pheklus and Gulgath in a passageway that ran parallel to their original course. The sorcerer had regained his composure, and was stooping to stroke his dog as if he hadn’t a care in the world.



“Thought the dog was supposed to protect us,” Vrom said.



In the ghost light of the crystals, Pheklus was a wraith sweeping toward him. The necromancer reached for Vrom’s face with skeletal fingers. Gulgath picked up the end of his leash in his jaws and padded up behind his master, whimpering.



“Remember your place, apprentice,” Pheklus hissed. His eyes narrowed to bloody slits.



Vrom swallowed and glanced at Tey for support, but she could see what Pheklus was doing: maintaining an appearance, keeping his apprentice in check. She could learn from that, use the same approach on Hirsiga.



She looked away from Vrom and met Pheklus’s gaze. When she nodded her understanding, he relaxed, and the hint of a smile played across his face, intended only for her.



And that was the start of it, the first acknowledgement from either that they were colleagues now, part of a cabal that stood over and above the humdrum people of the isle. Maybe Hirsiga and Vrom would get there one day. If they did as they were told.



But the instant Tey recognized what had passed between her and Pheklus, doubt began to gnaw away at her. What if the Archmage didn’t accept her as Slyndon Grun’s replacement? What if he wanted her punished for what she’d done? What if she just wasn’t clever enough to be a sorcerer? What if she was too damaged, too unstable, too crazy?



They continued on in silence, hour after hour. Tey’s progress went from slow to slower as Vrom no longer lent his shoulder, and her good leg was a swollen agony from bearing the brunt of her weight. It felt like glass fragments rubbed beneath her kneecap, and her foot was so badly blistered, it took all her willpower not to cry out at every step.



Even so, Vrom lagged behind, a sullen presence trailing them. Dark stains spread from beneath the straps of Hirsiga’s pack, as if the skin beneath her dress were so chafed it wept blood. A determined look was fixed upon her face, and when Tey caught her eye, Hirsiga stared right through her, bit down on her lip, and continued to struggle on.



A few times, Pheklus asked Tey to check the map, and they discussed the best route to take. When the sorcerer suggested they find somewhere to rest up awhile, no one disagreed with him. Tey located a door on the map that appeared to lead into a large chamber or hall, and within minutes, Pheklus had found it.



Like the others they’d passed, the door was metal, rust-free and strangely burnished. There were heavy hinges one side, a handle and a clunky lock with a keyhole the other. They had similar locks on the wattle-and-daub houses in Malogoi, an invention from another time, Theurig had told them. He’d once demonstrated how to open them without a key, using what he described as a pick and a torsion wrench, more artifacts from the distant past. An inverted triangle had been riveted to the door at head height. What looked like yellow paint flaked from it, and there were symbols in black at its center, too faded and smudged with grime to recognize.



“Apprentice,” Pheklus said, gesturing for Vrom to try the handle. “Come on, we haven’t got all day.”



Vrom muttered something but did as he was told. “Locked,” he said.



“Put your shoulder into it.”



Vrom threw his weight against the door; winced when it didn’t budge.



“Can you pick it?” Tey asked.



“What does that even mean?” Pheklus asked.



“Open the lock without a key.”



“Of course I can’t,” Pheklus said. “What a ridiculous thing to ask.”



“Theurig could have.”



“Then it’s a pity he’s not here. But I bet you Theurig couldn’t do this.”



Pheklus rifled about in his coat pocket until he produced a stoppered glass tube the size of a forefinger. It was filled with black powder, and a foot or so of glistening thread protruded from the center of the cork. He inserted the tube into the keyhole, letting the thread hang down in front of the door. From his other pocket, he took out a sliver of flint and held it up for Tey to examine. A pattern of lines had been carved into the stone. At one end, the score marks formed a tight triangle, and she almost gasped, on the brink of some realization that wouldn’t quite manifest. It was the same pattern as on the vambrace. The same the Shedim had marked between her breasts. It had to be important, but what was it for?



From within her bones, the Shedim scoffed, but it said nothing. Was she supposed to work this out for herself?



“Stand here,” Pheklus said to Vrom. “Take Gulgath’s leash.”



He put one hand on Vrom’s forehead, and with the other held the sliver of flint, thumb covering the triangle. He then touched the end of the flint to the thread hanging from the cork and closed his eyes, concentrating. Vrom groaned and Gulgath whined. A shudder passed beneath Pheklus’s coat, and silver sparks sprayed from the flint.



“Everyone stand back,” Pheklus said, as flames traveled up the thread toward the tube nestled in the keyhole.



Pheklus covered his ears, and on instinct Tey did the same. There was a fizz and a bang, and a flash of blinding light. Somewhere in the distance, a chorus of gibbering sounded in response.



“Now try it,” Pheklus said, taking back the dog’s leash.



Vrom took a step toward the door, bent double, clutching his stomach, and vomited all over the floor.



Pheklus rolled his eyes. “You, then,” he said to Hirsiga. “Assuming, of course, that’s all right with your mistress.”



Tey nodded absently, staring blankly at Vrom. What had just happened? Pheklus’s hand on Vrom’s head, the other holding the flint, thumb touching the triangle symbol… Had the necromancer just used Vrom to power his artifact, his sliver of flint, and create fire? If he had, he must have siphoned off Vrom’s essence directly, rather than storing it in his well. Did he even have a well? But if she was understanding what she’d just witnessed correctly, no one had been killed to effect the magic, and the sliver of stone looked exactly what it was: flint carved with lines, nothing at all like the lunula the Shedim had shown her, or the cleverly crafted vambrace she’d taken from Slyndon Grun.



Hirsiga’s fingers curled around the door handle. She turned it, and there was an answering click. She looked at Tey, about to ask permission to push the door open, but Vrom dropped to his knees, now dry-heaving. He looked different somehow. Frail, lighter. As if he’d lost substance. Odd as it sounded, he seemed less real.



[Crude and inefficient,]
 the Shedim said, startling Tey back to alertness.
 [This fool knows even less of sorcery than the last one. Why do you think I taught you about your well? Without it, you would be forced to use up your own essence, and you would not long survive. But this charlatan has no store within him. Instead, he is dependent upon what he finds around him: a willing apprentice, perhaps an animal, maybe even that dog. But see the effect it has on the other party.]



Pheklus watched patiently as Vrom climbed unsteadily to his feet. “Good boy,” the sorcerer said, clapping him on the back. “Well done.”



Vrom let out a hacking cough. He covered his mouth with his fist, then looked at his hand in horror. It was speckled with blood.



Hirsiga cast a worried glance at Tey, still holding onto the door handle. Tey simply glared in return. It wouldn’t do to let the others know she’d been surprised by Pheklus’s action. She needed to appear harder than she felt, accustomed to the use of sorcery. And Hirsiga needed to believe that she could be next in line.



[It is more humane, don’t you think, to take all of a person’s essence in one go, so that their suffering is not prolonged. And how much more potent the force drained, when the donor is at the height of both pleasure and pain.]



“Go on,” Pheklus said to Hirsiga. “Don’t just stand there gawping. You’d think you people had never seen magic before.” He raised his eyebrows at Tey and gave a mischievous smile.



Hirsiga pushed the door open, and they followed her inside.





LAKE PLEROMA


Water lapped at
 the prow as the boat cut through the blanket of mist covering the surface of Lake Pleroma. The waterway seemed unimaginably vast to Snaith, like the ocean he had heard about but never seen. Wispy vapors curled above the gunwale, directed by some hidden malevolence. Snaith knew it was his mind again, playing tricks on him, probably as a result of the specters at the ruins.

The Lakeling stood on a raised platform at the stern, a clot of shadow in his beaked mask and cloak of black feathers. His oar made a gentle splash, first to one side of the boat then the other. The butt of the oar above the Lakeling’s shoulder flashed silver as he rowed. Affixed to the pole was a wicked steel spike.

The man hadn’t uttered a word since they found him waiting for them at the edge of the lake. One of the guardians of the Wakeful Isle, Theurig had whispered. That was the purpose of the entire Lakeling Clan, apparently: to ferry others to and from the isle, to guard its secrets, and to protect the Archmage who held dominion over Branikdür, while no one barring the sorcerers and the High King ever even suspected he existed.

Snaith did his best to shield the open book in his lap from the droplets that accompanied each oar-stroke, but it was a losing battle. The pages were spattered with damp spots that smudged ancient ink and threatened to wear through the papyrus or whatever it was Cawdor’s The Four Invasions of Branikdür
 was comprised of.

Theurig sat up front, pointing out cormorants and osprey in the branches of the solitary cypress trees that poked above the water, remnants of a drowned forest. The frequent interruptions were an irritation Snaith could have done without. It was hard enough plowing through Cawdor’s turgid writing without having to keep going back and re-reading the same line over and over. Even so, he persisted. He had to know whether the shadows that had tormented him were real, and whether there was any clue in recorded history as to what they might have been.

Several times he considered asking Theurig but rejected the idea. If the sorcerer knew the ruins were haunted, surely he would have said something. After all, he’d warned Snaith about the Skaltoop. The fact that he hadn’t left Snaith questioning his own sanity, but a part of him had to wonder just how much Theurig knew about a great many things and kept to himself. Including what had happened to Bas and Jennika Harrow. He was growing more and more certain that Tey had been right. The thing was, how to prove it. And even then, what could he do about it? He was starting to think the sorcerer had a contingency for anything he might do or say, so right now, the safest thing seemed to be to do nothing, and to keep as many secrets as he could of his own.

Theurig’s insistent voice drew Snaith’s eyes from the page yet again. It was getting hard not to curse, or better still, shove him overboard.

“You missed it,” the sorcerer said with a sigh of exasperation. “A gator-turtle. Big one, too. Dived down between those cypress knees.” He pointed to a cluster of spikes sticking up out of the shallows close to the bank.

Snaith made a show of looking disappointed. Then, with just enough reluctance to appear polite, he dragged his gaze from the receding spikes to the water up ahead, where patches of sparkling blue formed islands in the mist. Lazy ripples rolled across the surface, while beneath, slender black fish glided in among the long grasses on the lake bed.

They passed a debris bank of compacted algae, silt, and mulched leaves that had collected around a partially submerged log. Lined up along the log were dark-shelled turtles, some with yellowish underbellies, others red.

“Sliders,” Theurig said. “Snappers that will take your finger off with one bite.”

Snaith gave an impressed nod then turned his attention back to the book.

The problem with Cawdor’s writing, he decided, was that it was deliberately obscure. The section he’d been reading—there were four: one for each invasion—began with a verse couplet that summarized the main gist of the prose that followed. Flicking through the rest of the book, Snaith realized this was a device Cawdor used at the beginning of each part. It was the language of folk tales, like the kind Theurig frightened the clansfolk with whenever he felt the need to remind them of the dangers of straying from the village.

With a deep breath, he bent once more to the task of wresting some sort of meaning from the lines, and again came up blank:


FIRST INVASION:



THE COMING OF THE WAKEFUL



Surprise blood spilled ere armies thronged



—The Wakeful’s wintry blast.



No one-quick-strike chimera song



Would cleanse the Dark Isle fast.


The prose that followed was no better: vague accounts of spirits falling from the stars to take up home on the Dark Isle that came to be known as Branikdür. These beings, the Wakeful, adapted to their new environment by growing carapaces of flesh, and it was this enfleshment that proved their downfall. But at this point, Cawdor again reverted to verse. Snaith got the impression these poetic summaries were drawn from some older text, perhaps even an oral tradition, which to his mind made them the most important passages, and the most frustrating:


The denser skin that Nemus spawned



Sloughed free from Gardeners’ pall.



So human flesh took Wakeful lords



Before the Isle should fall.


Snaith’s head started to throb. He shut the book and stared at Theurig’s back for a long moment. Finally, he decided he had to ask. Even without all the distractions, it would take him a lifetime to work out what Cawdor was trying to say. And what if Cawdor didn’t really know the true history of the isle? What if he was making it up?

“Nemus is the name of the world,” Snaith said, seeking clarification. “The world the Crafters made.”

“Look!” Theurig jabbed a finger toward a rust-colored bird as it took flight. It had a long neck and a broad wingspan. “Some kind of heron, I think. But the hue—not something I’ve seen before.” He glanced back at the Lakeling rhythmically shunting them ahead with strokes to either side. “Have you? Do you know what it is?”

No answer.

“Of course not.” Theurig sighed and swiveled round to face Snaith. “Nemus, yes. You’re telling me something I told you.”

“But who are the Wakeful?”

“A myth.” Theurig was looking past Snaith’s shoulder at the Lakeling.

Snaith realized the rowing had stopped. When he cast a look behind, the Lakeling was glaring down at him through the glassy amber eyes set either side of his curved beak. The mask was cleverly molded, stitched along its center with coarse thread. The cloak of feathers that obscured all but the Lakeling’s black-wrapped arms glistened blue and purple like oil where the muted sunlight clipped it.

“Cawdor says they fell from the stars,” Snaith said.

The Lakeling resumed his monotonous strokes, and the boat continued to drift ahead.

Theurig scoffed. “Naturally. Where else would they come from? Spirit-beings, he calls them, who adapted to the conditions on Nemus, somehow grew a husk of flesh.”

“Which sloughed away.”

“A magical battle, we are led to believe,” Theurig said. “The Wakeful waged a long campaign of terror from their island fortress—the ‘Isle Within the Isle’ as it was then known; what we call the Wakeful Isle, which you shall soon see for yourself. After centuries of struggle and decline, our ancestors appealed to the Gardeners, the tenders of the Crafters’ creation, and they unleashed a sorcerous plague that returned the Wakeful to their natural state.”

“But then they took on human form.”

“That isn’t what Cawdor says.” Theurig raised an amused eyebrow. “He says ‘took’, not ‘took on’. The Wakeful, before they lost their bodies, mated with human women. It was a union that produced the Shedim.”

“And none of this is true?”

“I didn’t say that. I said the Wakeful were a myth. That is not the same thing as a lie. There are some who believe—and Cawdor is among them—that when the Wakeful were ‘un-enfleshed’ their spirits seeped into the very ground of Branikdür.” He looked into Snaith’s eyes and held his gaze for an uncomfortably long time. “This is why I want you to read Cawdor. Not just for the Wakeful, but for knowledge of the Crafters, the Gardeners, and the Shedim. It’s all in there in some form or another, all the long, terrible history of Branikdür. It then falls to the reader to apply Cawdor’s history to the facts that can be gleaned from the world around us, from the clues that lie hidden beneath the earth, or among the ancient ruins that stain its surface.”

Snaith looked out across the lake, imagining with all the vividness that came naturally to him that the mist was the crest of the cloud cover that kept Branikdür in perpetual gloom, and the boat a gigantic bird that bore them high above the world. Then, just as vividly, the bird became a black-scaled dragon with tattered wings, and he was riding on its back. It craned its sinuous neck to glare at him with eyes of crimson fire. Like a man buried alive digging his way free, Snaith gasped in a snatch of humid air that failed to fill his lungs. He panted for breath, and sweat trickled from his forehead into his eyes.

“Snaith?” Theurig said. He sounded more curious than concerned. “What just happened?”

“Nothing.” At least nothing he needed to share with the sorcerer. Had it just been an image thrown up by his overactive mind? It should have come as no surprise, given the tattoo Theurig had inked on his chest, and the mosaic floor back at the ruins. But as with the specters, Snaith couldn’t suppress the feeling there was more to this than his own imaginings. For Theurig’s benefit, he added, “Just a lingering superstition.”

“Oh, and what might—”

Snaith opened his eyes wide and stared out beyond the prow. This time, he was aware he was deliberately creating an image, one in response to a niggling thought. He pictured a vast waterfall up ahead, then the boat tipping over the edge.

“What would happen if we reached the end of Nemus and fell from the world?” he asked. “Where would we fall to?”

It was a question that had never occurred to him before, in the narrow confines of Malogoi. But here, in the middle of a mist-shrouded lake that seemed to have no end, it took on a compelling relevance. It was also a diversion to keep the sorcerer from prying.

Theurig followed his gaze then turned back to him and frowned. A moment later, he laughed. “If we were back home, I’d pull out a map and demonstrate just how large the world is. Even if it had an edge to fall off of, you’d see we are in little danger of reaching it. But I’ll let you into a secret.” He leaned in close and whispered. “Nemus isn’t flat. It’s round.”

Snaith gave a knowing laugh.

“No, really,” Theurig said. “It’s a sphere. A gigantic ball that spins as it passes around the sun.”

“Really?” Snaith said with a shake of his head and a raise of his eyebrows.

“Really. Just don’t tell our friend.” Theurig nodded toward the Lakeling, then sat back with a self-satisfied grin on his face.

“And how do you know?”

“Better books than Cawdor’s,” Theurig said. “Better-held secrets. And one or two corroborative artifacts from the time of the ancestors. I’m talking before the First Invasion and the coming of the Wakeful. Our people knew things back then. They had a quite remarkable body of lore, which is only extant in fragments. And relics whose use we can but guess at.”

Snaith found he was the one frowning this time. He watched the sorcerer’s face for any hint of mockery. “You’re serious.”

“Sometimes. Ah, look! A water moccasin! Do you know, their poison can—There! In among the bullrushes…” He pointed to the bank they had been traveling parallel to. “Hemlock! The perfect tisane for a friend you despise. Take us over to it.”

The Lakeling turned the craft with three deft strokes to one side, then nudged the bank with the prow so that Theurig could hop out. Only, he didn’t. After a perfunctory show of turning out his robe pockets, the sorcerer glared at Snaith.

“My gloves were in the pack you left behind, along with the cloth I need to wrap the leaves in. Forget it,” he said to the Lakeling. “Carry on down the lake. This is your fault, Snaith. Next time, I’ll expect better of you.”

Theurig fell into a sulk, hunched over at the prow, muttering to himself. Soon enough, though, he was back to pointing out the flora and fauna: maple trees, sweet gums, a mating pair of cranes, a wood duck.

As they passed through a dense reed bed, Snaith covered his nose against the stench. His stomach clenched, and it was all he could do to stop himself from vomiting over the side.

“Swamp gas,” Theurig said. “Unless it was something you ate. Oh, it couldn’t be; all our food was in my pack. If the smell doesn’t kill us, starvation almost certainly—”

He was cut off by a rasping growl that punctured the mist. The Lakeling lifted his oar from the water and kept perfectly still, listening. The sound came again, this time louder, a guttural bellow. It was answered by several distinct grunts further away.

“Mating season,” Theurig said. “The loud one is female. Nothing to worry about. They’re not interested in us, eh, my friend?”

The Lakeling scrutinized Theurig for a second, then returned the paddle to the water and set them underway again.

“Lake Pleroma is teeming with alligators,” Theurig explained. “Some of them quite large.”

Again the impulse to push the sorcerer in. Fleeting only, but it frightened Snaith how close he’d been to doing it before his mind had a chance to catch up. Usually he thought things through, visualized them, weighed up all his options.

He knew what the root of the problem was: his father’s book, which Theurig had taken from him. And it wasn’t just the book; it was what it represented. His injured arm tingled from the desire to make a fist. His good hand was already clenched and ready to strike. Theurig had his back to Snaith, scouring the misty waters. He hadn’t noticed. But the Lakeling had. He was watching through his amber eyes, but nothing about his body language revealed what he was thinking.

Theurig sat back away from the gunwale, apparently satisfied there was no threat from the water.

Snaith cast a wary glance at the Lakeling then forced himself to relax. It was no easy task. His blood was on fire, his muscles taut with anticipated violence. As the Lakeling resumed his rowing, Snaith tried to lose himself in the rhythm of the oar-strokes, but it had the opposite effect. Each splash became for him a stab, the spray of water the spilling of blood. Desperate for calm, he threw up his image of Tey but grew angry at its falsehood. And then, on impulse, he visualized her naked, as she’d been on the bed at Theurig’s house, and he added her scars to his simulacrum. One by one he placed them, diligently, precisely, perfectly. He could see them as clearly in his mind’s eye as he had in reality. That was his gift. That was how the Weyd had blessed him. If indeed there really was a Weyd. And if there was any purpose in this world that had, for him, been turned on its head.

Once more he deduced a pattern to Tey’s scars, but he had no key with which to decipher it. His attention was drawn to the triangle etched between her breasts, three sides too equal in length to have been the product of chance. And the patterns that flowed from it: cuneiform, like the crude lettering masons had carved into the granite slab beneath the chair of the Malogoi chief, listing all his predecessors. But although some of Tey’s scars had the feel of letters, they were no letters Snaith recognized. The rest seemed merely to be lines in relation to one another: parallel, perpendicular, diagonal, weaving a design that bespoke some hidden purpose. And yet that made no sense. The scars were self-inflicted. Since the bear attack, since the unveiling of her disfigurement, Snaith had little doubt Tey’s mind was as chaotic and void of purpose as a roiling brume.

Frustrating as it was to intuit meaning in her scars yet have no idea what it was, the exercise of rebuilding his simulacrum and revising his previous imperfect image was enough to divert Snaith from his murderous thoughts. There would come a time when he could avenge his parents. For now, he had to sit patient and learn what he could, if he was going to survive. What little he’d discerned about the wider world outside of Malogoi told him the currency of power was knowledge, and particularly knowledge that very few others possessed. Survival, for him, was going to involve a game of masks and layers of deflection. Maybe that was what Theurig had seen in him from the outset, why the sorcerer had pursued him so tenaciously. That, and Snaith’s near perfect recall, and his aptitude for mental imagery.

The best place to start, he told himself, was to play the role that had been assigned to him: to be the inquiring and attentive apprentice. That meant showing interest and asking questions, but just the realization he would have to suppress his violent inclinations toward the sorcerer was enough to dry up all his spit and make it an effort to talk. He ran his tongue around his lips, took a long, deep breath, and began as carefully as he could.

“How do you know the names of so many plants and animals? Are they passed on from sorcerer to apprentice, or do you make them up yourself?”

“The answer, once more, is books. Very old books, and very rare. Some of them written in Egrigorean. I have Slyndon Grun to thank for many in my collection. He has his needs, and I have mine. Where he gets them all from is another matter. Experience teaches me it is better not to ask. I have one tome in particular that is a veritable catalogue of genera from the largest whale in the oceans to the smallest of insects. There is even mention of creatures so tiny they can’t be seen with the naked eye.”

“Then how do you know they exist?”

Theurig shrugged. “They had their ways, the ancestors. One day, I hope to find out what they were. But for now, we must take their teachings on faith.”

Snaith shook his head. If you couldn’t see something, reach out and touch it, then it wasn’t real, as far as he was concerned. Except maybe for the Weyd, but even then he wasn’t so sure. He believed only in what was tangible, what was useful. Skills that could be acquired, the meat the hunters brought back to the village, the produce the farmers grew. His mind inserted the recollection of Tey’s cool hand on him and the sensations that brought. His cheeks began to burn, and he glanced up to see Theurig watching him, reading his thoughts, mocking his shame.

Abruptly, the sorcerer looked away to the sky, where a cluster of birds, no more than distant specks, undulated beneath the clouds.

“Swallows,” Theurig said. “No need to see them up close if you know how they flock.”

He went on to speak about the flight formations of various species of bird, then moved on to their eating habits, which led to a discussion of insects, those to avoid, those that were edible, those that laid their eggs inside a living host, so the hatchlings could eat their way out.

“All life is parasitic, Snaith. Once you understand that, it changes how you go about things. To come to know the Weyd, observe everything and apply it to that basic paradigm. See how it fits into a world of competing, insatiable organisms vying for supremacy, yet ultimately succumbing to decay. The totality of knowledge, from the most infinitesimal detail to the fullness of creation, the undergirding of all that exists, even those things we cannot see, every thought, feeling, or concept, is but a fragment of the Weyd, which at its fountainhead is the root of existence itself. But there are strata upon strata of the Weyd, each denser the further it is from the source, until we reach the solidity of the world we inhabit.

“Consemius—one of my favorites among the post-Wakeful lore masters—speculates in his Ruminations: A Metaphysic of the Weyd
 that the higher strata seep through to the lower. Indeed, it was Consemius who came up with the idea that the stars are pinpricks in the heavens letting through the essence of the strata above. Each higher level of existence, he says, is supernatural to the one beneath. In the system he posits, magic is simply a matter of the forces of one strata acting within a lower realm. Ultimately, though, the Weyd is a mystery knowable only through inference and observation, and subject to the limitations of our finite minds.”

Theurig’s words clumped like wet clay in Snaith’s guts. So, the Weyd was everything and nothing—no-thing
 , Theurig had called it. Worth devoting your life to
 .

But was it, if that’s all it was? If all you could do was observe and infer and rely on the far-flung speculations of long-dead lore masters, what was the point? Gloom every bit as oppressive as Branikdür’s skies settled over his mind, gave it the cast of melancholy. Before he sank even further into despair, though, a new question shone through, like a shaft of sunlight penetrating the clouds.

“Does the Weyd possess thought?”

Theurig looked at him curiously.

“I mean, does it have aims and plans? Does it act in the world?” Because Theurig had always been warning about the will of the Weyd, about what would happen if the Weyd was thwarted. Wasn’t that what he’d threatened Bas Harrow with?

“All I am prepared to say at this juncture,” Theurig said, again glancing at the Lakeling, “is that the Weyd should not lightly be dismissed.”

“This is important,” Snaith said. “Does the Weyd curse us?” Because if it didn’t, that was one more reason to suspect Theurig was the one to decide what constituted a transgression and who was afflicted. “Does it—”

“It is considered bad form to press a sorcerer on what he does and does not know. Especially concerning the Weyd.”

“And what about magic?” Snaith said, desperate for some sort of foundation to stabilize his fractured world. “Is it just made up, like the gods?”

“Weren’t you listening when I spoke about Consemius? If he is right, and I believe that he is, magic may simply be the bleeding of one strata of existence into another. There is another school of thought, though—Pharsanion’s—that says magic is seeded within all life, an attribute no different to breathing, or mentality, or the circulation of blood. Consemius’s critique of Pharsanion points out, though, that, if the theory is correct, the magic within must be a dormant trait, else why do we not see its expression here, there, and everywhere?”

“You have this?” Snaith asked. “You have magic within you?”

Theurig waved off the question. “And then there is the matter of ancient lore, artifacts we have yet to—”

The boat careened, pitching Theurig toward the gunwale. Snaith lashed out with his good arm and snagged the sorcerer’s robe. In the same instant, the Lakeling reversed his oar and thrust down with the spiked end. Water churned pink as something scaly thrashed to one side of the boat. The Lakeling withdrew his oar amid a spurt of crimson, and the alligator rolled away beneath the surface. The boat bobbed in the agitated water, violently at first, then gentler as the disturbance stilled.

Clenched silence fell over the lake. Snaith sat rigid, eyes flicking left and right, seeking out the merest shadow of movement beneath the carpet of mist. But there was nothing. Just the terrible emptiness of anticipation.

Theurig exhaled sharply, and Snaith took that as a signal to breathe.

The Lakeling stirred his oar-spike through the water, then, apparently satisfied, reversed it once more and set them underway.

Snaith glanced at the sodden pages of Cawdor’s book then back at the water. It wasn’t lost on him, how close the boat had come to capsizing, and the images of what could have happened that his mind threw up seemed a curse more than a blessing.

They drifted on, the anticipation of another attack twisting Snaith’s stomach. Theurig caught his eye, a half-formed smile of gratitude on his face. The Lakeling seemed unfazed, though his oar strokes had noticeably quickened.

The mist coating the lake thickened, as if attempting to conceal the dangers lurking beneath. Snaith could no longer see further than the prow of the boat, and then even Theurig and the Lakeling were obscured by swirling clouds of vapor. The splash that accompanied every oar-stroke was now heavy with menace, and Snaith sat tense and rigid, flinching at every sound.

Little by little, the mist brightened, backlit by a wavering emerald glow. As the boat drew nearer, the radiance separated into globes of green fire, and Snaith could make out shadowy forms holding aloft lanterns.

The Lakeling brought them alongside a jetty of dark wood, and the shadows became men and women dressed like him in feathered cloaks and bird masks with elongated beaks. Behind them on the craggy shore were flaming torches, black smoke pluming from them, carried inland by an imperceptible breeze.

The Lakeling shipped his oar and cast a rope onto the jetty, hopping after it to moor the boat. Once he’d tied off around a cleat, he stepped into line among the other masked figures, motionless, indistinguishable. Except Snaith had seen enough of the man to recall every idiosyncratic movement, every stitch of his mask, even the minor flaws in his feathered cloak.

Snaith gave Theurig a worried look as the sorcerer stood next and tried to gain his balance against the rocking boat. From their vantage on the jetty, the cloaked and masked Lakelings were giants peering down at them. Emerald light reflected from devil-eyes of amber.

Theurig retrieved his staff from the bottom of the boat and disembarked. From the jetty, he reached down to lend Snaith a hand. No reassuring smile. No words of encouragement.

Snaith refused his offer. Tey’s touch he’d swiftly grown used to, and look where that had led. And with Theurig, he didn’t know where those fingers had been, what unsavory concoctions they had come into contact with. He packed Cawdor’s book in his satchel and climbed out onto the jetty.

With a shake of his head, the sorcerer turned away and strode along the silent line of watching Lakelings.

Snaith glanced at the boat and past it into the mist, then at Theurig’s retreating back. All sense of choice drained away into the water lapping at the mooring posts, and he set off along the boardwalk after his master.


THE CHAMBER OF DARK MIRRORS


The door opened
 onto a vast chamber lit by some kind of sorcery that washed everything inside with a soft lavender glow. The floor space was comprised of alternating black and white hexagons of a sleek material that was soft underfoot. In the middle was a broad iron grate that covered some kind of pit. Directly opposite was another metal door, just like the one they’d entered by. Tey counted eight walls in total. The six without doors were paneled with riveted brass, and dark rectangular mirrors were set into their centers. Before each mirror was a tarnished silver desk and a high-backed chair on a pedestal base, molded from a substance that resembled tar. The chairs were occupied by skeletons dressed in faded, dust-caked tunics and britches that may once have been blue. Snouted masks with yellow-tinted glass eyes covered their skulls, and their hands rested atop sleek grey tablets. A gentle breeze came from vents set into the ceiling, carrying with it a scent that was both musty and astringent.



Tey looked at Pheklus for an explanation, but he simply shrugged.



“Don’t ask me. First time I’ve come so far down here. I normally take the long route over land. It was Slyndon who suggested we give the tunnels a try this year. Something about his knees not holding up over rough ground, and a minor scare he had with the Skaltoop a while back.”



As Tey went to examine one of the seated skeletons, she heard Pheklus tell Vrom to check that the far door was locked. Vrom groaned but obeyed, crossing the open floor space with a pained shuffle. Hirsiga set down her pack and closed the door they’d entered by with a resonant clang.



The skeleton was old. Ancient, even. Its clothing was brittle, ossified, with the appearance of flaking plaster. When Tey touched it, a section crumbled to dust, revealing mottled bones beneath that looked as if they would disintegrate just as easily. The hands resting on the grey tablet atop the desk were fossils, the fingers no longer connected by ligaments which would have rotted away centuries ago.



There was a bracelet on the skeleton’s left wrist, a slender black band made from a similar material to the chairs. Set into its center was an oval crystal. On closer inspection, Tey saw no patterns of lines inscribed into either the oval or the band. If it was a sorcerous artifact like the vambrace, it was of an altogether different kind.



She whispered “What is it?” hoping the Shedim would hear and reply, but if it knew anything, it wasn’t sharing.



“Interesting, aren’t they?” Pheklus said, startling her. He stooped to take a good look at the skull and its peculiar snouted mask.



Across the room, Gulgath roamed free, trailing his leash, sniffing one skeleton before moving on to the next.



“Locked,” Vrom said, returning sullenly from the door he’d been asked to check.



“We’re talking,” Pheklus snapped. “Go do something useful, like Witch Moonshine’s apprentice.”



Vrom stiffened, then loped away to where Hirsiga knelt beside her pack, taking out the contents: cheese wrapped in muslin, jerked meat, dried fruit, bread rolls, and a skin of water. Vrom slung down his own pack and proceeded to open it.



Eyeing the door Vrom had just inspected, Pheklus said, “I have one more tube of black powder. After that, it’s all gone. But at least if anything enters the same way we did, we won’t be trapped.”



He took the tube from his pocket, flipped it and caught it, then tucked it back away. He puffed out his cheeks and whuffed like a horse.



“I probably shouldn’t have done that. Nasty stuff, black powder. Unstable. Cost me an arm and a leg to get some from Calzod Murcifer, the old snake. Literally an arm and a leg. Not mine, but all the same…. Do you know, he abandoned his clan to set himself up as a hermit in a cave on the Wakeful Isle. He’s fooling no one. We all know he’s maneuvering to be the next Archmage. Little does he know, the current incumbent is on to him. Or at least that’s my information.”



Tey eyed him coolly, waiting to see how much he was willing to say.



“Keep your eyes open when we reach the Wakeful Isle,” Pheklus said, studying her in return, worrying his bottom lip. “It’s a dog-eat-dog world you’ve entered into. It was set up that way, and not for our benefit, either. You do realize Hélum…” He stopped mid-sentence. Rolled his pinkish eyes.



“I talk too much, and it’s likely to get me into trouble. You’ll find out for yourself, sooner or later. A sorcerer is expected to piece things together by themselves: a snippet of information here, a rumor there. Knowledge isn’t free, you know. You have to work for it.”



He sounded like a spiteful child playing at being grown-up. The dark affectation of his clothing, his sunken visage looked comical to Tey in that moment. Pathetic. A weak man. A cock with legs, like they all were. A boy in an aging body doomed to decay. It was hard not to laugh.



“Will Theurig be there?” Tey asked, unable to suppress the smirk on her face, scenting how it unnerved Pheklus, though he tried to conceal it. “At the conclave?” Because if he was, then his apprentice would be, too.



“Of course he will. It’s not optional, you know. If any of us failed to show up, we would lose standing with the Archmage, and there’s only so far you can fall from grace before you are replaced.” He seemed to delight in the widening of Tey’s eyes, as if this were a game of tit for tat and he’d just scored a point. “The Weyd has a tendency to separate sheep from goats, even among sorcerers, if you know what I mean.”



Tey would be able to tell Snaith about the cure for the rot. Surely it was in Theurig’s possession, given how she’d seen him inflict the disease on Vrom. Bas and Jennika
 Harrow had always been kind to her. There might still be a chance to save them.



But more than that, this was about protecting her own. Snaith was part of her now, as assuredly as she was part of him. To her mind it was a marriage, and she knew he would feel the same. A perfect marriage, never to be spoiled, never to be shared in the flesh. As perfect as the image Snaith had created of her in his mind… which had been shattered when he’d seen her scars. Her thoughts fractured around that point. Confidence bled from her like blood from her wrists.



“Did you know Vrom had the rot?” Tey asked in a quavering voice, reeling from the knowledge she’d been deluding herself. “Before Slyndon Grun cured him.”



Pheklus pursed his lips. “If Slyndon had a cure, he would have gotten it from Theurig. Wonder what it cost him.”



“Do you know where—”



“
 If
 I do,” Pheklus said, a cruel glint in his eye, “what will you give me in return?”



They were all the same: sorcerers, warriors, fathers, men. Tey licked her lips, gave a knowing smile.



“Something other than that,” Pheklus said with evident distaste. “Do not mistake me for Slyndon Grun. The flesh is anathema to me. To all the Krosh. Should have been to Slyndon, only he rejected our ways when he was apprenticed to the sorcerer of the Valks.”



He made a show of puffing out his cheeks and pushing out his belly.



“Slyndon always ate more than was considered decent among the Krosh. A few greens and a slice of tomato is about the norm for us. My one indulgence is tea sweetened with honey. Emaciation is a badge of honor where I come from. The Valks honor slenderness too, though they are not quite so insistent upon it.”



Tey was starting to bristle at the direction the conversation was taking. It didn’t matter that Pheklus was talking about Slyndon Grun; didn’t matter that he’d called her thin when first they met. He was a liar, like all other sorcerers. It was just his way of reminding her how fat she was.



“What do you suppose killed them?” she asked Pheklus, changing the subject back to the skeleton she’d been examining.



The sorcerer gave a “How should I know?” look. He lifted the snouted mask, and with a sharp crack and a whoosh, the skeleton turned to dust that collected in a pile on the chair. The mask fell to the desktop with a muffled thud. Pheklus grabbed it, squinting as he examined the material it was made from.



“Pliant,” he said. “I wonder what it is.”



A cockroach scuttled over his foot, and he dropped the mask so he could stoop down and cup the insect in his hands.



“Vrom,” he called across the chamber. “Here. Quickly.”



Vrom abandoned unwrapping the food parcels Maela had sent along for the journey and hurried over to them.



Hirsiga remained seated on the floor. She held up some bread and jerked meat, but Tey waved it away. Even if she was hungry, she wouldn’t have eaten anything. Not in front of Pheklus.



“In my coat pocket,” the Clincherman said, and Vrom gingerly put his hand inside. “Should be a jar. Yes, that’s it.”



Vrom pulled out a glass jar filled with white powder.



“Unscrew the lid,” Pheklus said. “Come on, before it gets away.”



Vrom got the lid off, and Pheklus popped the cockroach inside, snatched the jar, and screwed the lid back on. The insect thrashed its legs, throwing up puffs of powder, but its struggles slowed and then finally stopped.



“Is it dead?” Tey asked.



“Naturally.” Pheklus shoved the jar back in his pocket. “But it doesn’t follow that it will remain so.”



When Vrom shot him an inquiring look, Pheklus merely winked in reply.



“Anyone else eating?” Hirsiga said from over by the door. She noisily sucked crumbs from her fingers, causing Tey to wince.



Pheklus rolled his eyes then scowled. At least they had that in common.



“I am,” Vrom said, heading back over to join Hirsiga.



Tey caught sight of the black bracelet the skeleton had been wearing, sticking out from the pile of bone dust on the chair. She plucked it up and slid it onto her left wrist. Like the mask, it was pliant. It was too big for her, but then a vibration passed through the bracelet and it contracted. When the vibration stopped, it fit perfectly.



Tey swallowed thickly. The bracelet was alive. She went to pull it off, but it was no longer moving. Perhaps it had been sorcery.



She raised the bracelet to her eyes, expecting the oval of crystal to glow, or whatever it was sorcerous items were supposed to do, but all she saw was a blurry reflection of her face. It confirmed how fat she was. An honest reflection, if nothing else.



“Some kind of poison, at a guess,” Pheklus said. “Either that, or eldritch rays.” Seeing the dumbfounded look Tey gave him, he said, “The cause of death. Whatever it was, they weren’t expecting it, otherwise why would they be sitting at their desks so calmly? Perhaps you shouldn’t have killed Slyndon; he was the history man. He’d have had a theory or two. I can’t tell you how many times he tried to get me to read Cawdor’s book on the invasions—at a price, of course. Maybe I will now; shed some light on things. I take it his copy is still back at the house?”



“Don’t ask me,” Tey said, consciously mimicking what he’d said to her earlier.



Pheklus gave a good-natured chuckle. For a scary necromancer, he was starting to seem very ordinary. The menace he’d projected when first they met had receded the more time Tey spent in his company. And as she did whenever anyone got too close, the Witch Woman made her analysis. Pheklus was just a pitiful, sickly individual who relied on the superstition of idiots to grant him power over them. His black coat, his mannerisms, even his demonic dog, were an act designed to disguise the fact he was a pathetic little man who’d been born with pink eyes and pale skin, and who’d been bullied and beaten by his people until he was chosen by the Weyd. That made him a fraud, in her opinion. Or just another of life’s victims.



The sad thing was, Pheklus didn’t even seem to be aware he’d dropped his menacing persona. It was as if he thought he knew her now. Trusted her, even. Considered her a newly acquired friend.



He saw something in her eyes that unsettled him, and he turned away to examine the metal grate in the floor.



Gulgath stopped at yet another desk to sniff, and this time he cocked his hind leg and relieved himself on the skeleton’s boot. Tey turned her nose up. She hadn’t realized just how much the dog disgusted her.



She fiddled with the bracelet and found that it loosened enough for her to slip it off. Relieved, she was about to sling it on the floor when she changed her mind and put it back on again. It might convey the impression of power to others, hint at secrets they weren’t aware of. She almost laughed, realizing she was doing just what she’d criticized in Pheklus. Plus, there was always the possibility that the bracelet had a function she’d yet to determine. She would ask the Shedim about it later.



Grunting with effort, Pheklus lifted one end of the grate, then, amid much scraping and clattering, dragged it away to the side. It was as big as a door, and it had indeed been covering a pit. With a glance at Tey, the sorcerer swung his legs over the side and dropped down. Only his head and shoulders remained in view.



“Storage space,” he said. He held up a metal canister, turning it over as he scrutinized it. “No idea what they’ve got in here, though. Looks like this one had a label once. Rotted away, no doubt. And there are chests, some metal, some sleek and black like the chairs. Bottles of… green stuff. May once have been water. Bones—rodents, judging by the skulls. Cobwebs… Ah, and steps on wheels. Ingenious. I was wondering how I’d get back up.”



He dropped the canister and ducked down out of sight. There followed the sound of squeaking and rattling, then metal steps came into view as Pheklus pushed them against the wall of the pit. He quickly came back up top, brushing his palms together.



“Before you stuff your faces further,” the sorcerer said to Vrom and Hirsiga, “bring some of the chests up and stack them in front of the door. That way, we’re less likely to be taken by surprise if anything comes when we’re resting.”


While Vrom and Hirsiga did as they were told, Pheklus wandered over to the food they had unpacked and turned his nose up. Gulgath let out a sharp bark, wagging his stumpy tail excitedly, and Pheklus rewarded him with a sliver of jerked meat.

Tey wasn’t hungry, no matter how much her stomach tried to convince her she was. But she was tired, and she desperately needed to rest. She swept the bone dust from the disintegrated skeleton’s chair and seated herself. She found herself staring into the dark mirror on the wall, half-expecting it to do something, but it remained blank, not even reflecting the chamber it faced onto.

The skeleton’s hands—all that remained of it—still rested on the tablet. It was the size of a slim book. Tey brushed the brittle bones onto the floor, where they shattered, then picked up the tablet. It was surprisingly light, though it looked as if it were made from slate. There was a panel of dark glass on its front, beneath which were brass studs inscribed with symbols she did not recognize. She touched a few, depressed them to the accompaniment of a click, but nothing happened.

Giving up, she set the tablet down and turned away, the chair swiveling on its pedestal. She pressed her head into the backrest, and it reclined. Startled, she sat forward, and it returned to upright.

Hirsiga and Vrom finished barricading the door then went back to their scant meal. Pheklus sat apart from them, feeding scraps to his dog. Eventually, they each followed Tey’s lead and found themselves chairs, and within minutes they had worked out how to recline them.

Gulgath settled himself on the floor beside his master’s makeshift bed, and it wasn’t long before before the dog, at least, was asleep. One of the others started snoring lightly—Tey thought it might be Hirsiga, and soon after there was a rasping, gurgling exhalation that had to be Pheklus.

For a long while, Tey sat and listened, suppressing her yawns, wanting to be certain everyone else was asleep before she succumbed to her own fatigue.

She couldn’t tell how long it was before she noticed, but the lavender light in the room had dimmed to the point she couldn’t see the others now. In fact, there was just a faint corona around the chair she sat in. The rest of the chamber was in darkness.

She reclined her chair again, and this time the light disappeared altogether. She came back upright, and she was once more in the center of the soft radiance. She caught herself holding her breath. More hidden sorcery. Now there was no way she would sleep.

Absently at first, and then with more purpose, she dug the nail of her left index finger into the palm of her right hand. The skin popped, and she felt the sting. She tried recalling the patterns emanating from the tip of the triangle on Pheklus’s sliver of flint. He’d used it to generate sparks and produce flame. She scratched a long line across her palm, wincing as it smarted, comforted by the warm seep of blood. She made another mark parallel to it, then another. But it was no good. She didn’t have Snaith’s memory. She could only approximate what she’d seen.

But the triangle—the same as on her vambrace, the same as the Shedim had cut between her breasts—did that need to be part of the pattern, or was the one she’d already been given enough? She thought about cutting a fresh one on her wrist, so she could connect it with the lines on her palm, but she hesitated. She didn’t know how she knew, but it didn’t feel right.

She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She needed to relax, stop thinking so much, let her intuition guide her. Almost as soon as she had the thought, she knew that would be hopeless. It had never been her intuition in the first place. It had been the invisible hand of the Shedim guiding her, ever since she was a little girl. Even the markings on her amulet she was certain came from the Shedim in some passive way. About all she could claim as her own was the initial impulse to do something, to create a trap to snare her father. Without the Shedim, that would have amounted to an impotent fantasy, as delusional as her perfect union with Snaith. Worse than that, it would have confirmed her in her madness.

Angrily now, Tey raked another line. This time she almost cried out, and the wound flooded her palm with hot blood.


[Not like this,]
 the Shedim said. [And not without a full well. You saw what happened to the boy.]


To Vrom? She’d seen right enough. Seen how Pheklus had siphoned energy from him but left him alive. So, the Shedim hadn’t told her everything. She’d been led to believe it was necessary to kill to seal the essence in. But maybe that wasn’t true if the essence was used directly, rather than stored in a well for another day.

She cut again, digging in her fingernail and gouging the flesh of her palm.


[What are you doing? You will spoil the patterns!]


Tey raised her finger to her lips, sucked the blood from its tip. She expected a shudder from the Shedim, but it disappointed her. Was it only lust that rattled it? And why was that? Because its kind had been created without the means to reproduce? Because mating was alien to them? Or because they loathed what they knew they lacked, what their sires had deprived them of?

It didn’t matter. What did matter was that her cutting had riled it. This was new. It had never objected before, but that’s because it had been guiding the patterns of scars she had worked into her skin. You will spoil the patterns!
 Really? In what way? How much was at stake?

“Answer me this,” Tey whispered, so as not to wake the others. “Does Pheklus have a well? Did Slyndon Grun? Do any of them?”

There was a long pause before the Shedim answered, and when it did, it spoke with slow deliberation.


[Of course. Whether they are aware of it is a matter to be determined through observation. A well is a latency that lies dormant in all your kind. Your Hélumite overlords know this.]


So, the Shedim was willing to impart a little more information. Clearly, it wanted the pattern of her scars untainted, which confirmed that it needed her, but also demonstrated it could be bargained with. Of course, there was no way of knowing that the scraps it threw her were true, but its words had the ring of truth. And earlier it had said that Pheklus could have siphoned off the essence not only of his apprentice, but of an animal, even of his dog. Did the same apply to wells? Could they be filled from the same non-human sources? If so, how?

“Pheklus placed his hand on Vrom’s head and concentrated, so is there some mental trick I need to learn? You told me I needed passion and death to store an essence in my well.”


[That is the most efficient way. As for Pheklus, he channeled only a portion of Vrom’s essence. He stored none within himself, therefore it was not necessary to seal it with death. But you saw how much the boy suffered, and for so paltry an effect.]


“I have hardly achieved more,” Tey said. “Even with a well. And how quickly the well runs dry.”


[For now,]
 the Shedim said. [But with each stolen essence it stretches. To maximize your growth in sorcery, you must push yourself to the limit each and every time; take more than you can currently hold; force your well to expand.]


“But how do I—” Tey stopped herself. She already knew the answer, but in case there was any uncertainty, the Shedim finished the thought for her.


[More passion, more fear, more cruelty. The donor’s final agony must be excruciating, if you are to magnify every last drop of their essence.]


“Why?” Tey asked.


[Why so much pain and suffering? Why so much passion? Or why do you need so much power?]


“Yes, that.”


[Isn’t that what you wanted?]


It was and it wasn’t. She couldn’t deny that she wanted the means to protect herself, to make sure no one could do to her what her father had done. That had always been her plan. But Tey was no fool. She knew this was all about what the Shedim wanted. What it needed her for.

The Witch Woman strained to be unleashed so she could commence her probing, so she could interrogate and cajole and threaten. But that might force the Shedim to retaliate or withdraw. Tey didn’t know enough about the creature yet. She needed to be patient.

“What about the bracelet I found on the skeleton?”


[It is nothing. A relic from an ancient time. It is of no worth.]


More reason to keep it, then. The Shedim was lying. She could tell somehow, whether from the subtle change in its voice or the nearly imperceptible shift in her marrow. But she knew.


[You should rest now.]
 The Shedim sounded benign. As though it had her best interests at heart. More than likely it was satisfied that the crisis had been averted, that she had ceased to cut herself in ways that were outside of its control.

Tey reclined her seat, clutching her satchel to her belly, and the room was once more pitched into darkness.

Eyes wide open, she lay there trying to think, wishing she could project her scars onto the blackness so she could study them, make comparisons with the markings on the vambrace and Slyndon Grun’s finger. Come to understand them. Learn how to make her own designs.

“Tey?”

It was Vrom’s whispered voice. She couldn’t see him in the darkness.

“Tey, are you awake?”

She lay still. Something about his tone made her feel uncomfortable. She heard the scuff of his boots on the floor.

“Tey, there’s something I want you to know.” He was breathless. Maybe afraid. “I thought… I feel… I mean…”

Afraid of being rejected.

“Go to sleep, Vrom.”

She rolled onto her side. Instinctively she reached for the knitting needle embedded in her injured leg, but it was no longer there. She’d left it in Slyndon Grun’s eye.

“Tey, please—”

“I mean it, Vrom.”

She heard him start to leave, hesitate, then move away. Her hands shook with the need to stab or cry or scream. She held her breath so long, her lungs began to burn. When she was certain he’d returned to his reclining chair, she exhaled, then began to suck in shallow gasps of air that made her dizzy.

She fumbled open her satchel and took out a potion. Raising herself on one elbow, she unstoppered the bottle and drained the contents, then lay back as the truth powder mixed with moonshine suffused her skin with heat and slowly began to drown her racing thoughts.




THE WAKEFUL ISLE


What Snaith had
 at first taken for a craggy shoreline was in fact the ruins of an enormous fortification shrouded in mist. Obsidian buttresses rose from the depths of the lake to the height of twenty men. Broken-toothed stonework, glistening and black, was all that remained of the curtain walls above. The end of the jetty the boat was moored alongside met a passageway through the base of the structure. Overhead, a portcullis was suspended within grooved jambs cut into the stone, an invitation to enter, a threat you might never leave. Snaith couldn’t imagine anything breaching those walls, and yet clearly something had, if this was all that was left.

Following his gaze, Theurig said, “The Citadel of the Wakeful once covered this entire island. Tall as a mountain, they say. Tiers upon tiers of ramparts, embrasured turrets, murder holes, and arched walkways crisscrossing the heights. All of it glistening black stone harder than diamond, impervious as steel.”

“Then how—”

Theurig jabbed a finger at the tattoo he had inked on Snaith’s chest. “The Wyvern of Necras, during the reign of the Shedim—they inherited the citadel at the heart of the Dark Isle from their sires, the Wakeful.”

“Whose spirits seeped into the earth, you say?” Snaith needed confirmation that the shadows that had assailed him during the night weren’t just the yearnings of his disquieted flesh for more of what Tey had done to him.

Theurig chuckled, eyes focused on the corridor through the buttresses, where a Lakeling waited for them. “Ghosts haunting the ruins and wastelands of Branikdür. Why do you think the Hélumites left?”

“The rain?”

“That too.” Theurig’s eyebrows shot up with amusement. “So, the Wyvern of Necras: it was the turning point in the war and ultimately led to the banishment of the Shedim from Nemus. Is it any wonder the Seven of Hélum worship it as their deliverer?”

Before Snaith could ask any further questions, Theurig was off beneath the portcullis, bag over his shoulder, staff in hand. The Lakeling’s feathered cloak was a swirl of shadows as he turned and took the lead.

Snaith followed at a wary pace, craning his neck to take in the sheer breadth of the buttresses he passed between, while automatically counting the steps it took till he was within the ruins of the citadel. Sixty-six paces wide, the stonework seamless, as if the buttresses were cast from one mountainous piece of rock.

He looked up into the overcast sky, wondering at the immensity of the structure this had once been and marveling that the Wyvern could have even scratched it, let alone brought it crashing down. Unconsciously, he traced the inking on his chest with a finger. And then a thought occurred to him:

“Where’s the rubble?”

Theurig turned back to face him, leaning on his staff.

The Lakeling drew up sharp, the tilt of his bird-mask giving Snaith the uncomfortable feeling he was being scrutinized, or perhaps threatened.

“Much of it was shipped to Hélum, if the Seven are to be believed. It was used to build their compound, keep them safe from those they govern.”

“Safe?”

Theurig gave a lazy wave of his hand. “Oh, you can never be too careful, no matter how powerful you are. No matter how ancient. Of course, it could all be propaganda; you know, a connection with the mythical past: ‘See, we reside in a building made from the ruins of the citadel we conquered.’ For all I know, the Seven’s compound could be black-painted dung-brick.”

The Lakeling led them deeper into the interior and away from the shadow of the walls. Clouds of mosquitoes followed them, zipping past Snaith’s ears with a whining buzz. He swiped at them with his good hand, but they still pricked his skin until it was an agony of itching, and he cursed Theurig for making him remove his tunic.

They climbed a gentle gradient, the ground rough and coal-like, as if it had been scorched a long time ago by flames impossibly hot. It was tufted with shrubs and thistles, most of which also grew on the mainland but some Snaith had never seen before. Skeletal trees dotted the escarpment, bark effusing a soft green radiance the same hue as the lanterns. He caught fleeting glimpses of Lakelings with bladed staffs gliding between the trunks.

They reached a plateau forested with cypress, maple, and sweet gum, and passed beneath the canopy of leaves. Squirrels leapt between branches, and skinks darted amid the roots.

The forest was awash with sound: the warbling cackle of some kind of bird, the chatter of unseen monkeys, the rat-tat-tat
 of a woodpecker. A damp, peaty smell permeated the air, interspersed with whiffs of scented smoke whenever they headed into the wind.

After a mile or two Snaith’s blistered feet began to protest once more, and he lagged further behind. Theurig called a halt and waited for him to catch up. The sorcerer’s beard was matted with sweat, and his forehead sported a cluster of angry bites that he couldn’t refrain from scratching. The Lakeling crossed his arms over his chest, pulling his cloak of feathers tight. The amber eyes of his bird mask panned between Snaith and Theurig. It was hard to tell whether he was impatient or simply appraising his charges.

“If I ever become Archmage,” Theurig said, “I’ll abandon the Wakeful Isle for the northern hinterlands, where they say the hills are carpeted with snow and mosquitoes are only a traveler’s tale.”


Is that what you want? To be Archmage?


Snaith forced a smile. He looked around at the neverending forest, at the overhanging branches that added their weight to the oppression of the churlish skies. “How big is the isle?”

Theurig shrugged. “A few miles. Though walking in this heat makes it seem more.”

“And the citadel encompassed the whole isle?”

“Remarkable, isn’t it? I’d like to see people today construct something on that scale. Can you imagine Chief Crav Bellosh
 and the clan doing such a thing? I’d be surprised if they managed so much as a mountain of wattle and daub that collapsed under its own weight.”

“I still can’t picture it,” Snaith said, trying in his mind to reconstruct the curtain walls above the buttresses. He stalled when he considered where the turrets would have been, how big they were, the pitch of their roofs.

“There are sketches in Cawdor. You are planning on continuing with Cawdor, I assume?”

Snaith gave a noncommittal grunt. He was about ready to give up on The Four Invasions of Branikdür
 . Maybe he’d just flick through the rest, take in the pictures, read the odd line or two. If only. He knew himself better than that. No matter how tedious it was wading through Cawdor’s prose, no matter how badly he wanted to stop reading, Snaith knew he’d be poring over every last word again and again until he understood all that Cawdor was trying to relate. His mind wouldn’t stand for anything less.

The pictures were another matter entirely. One glance and he’d have them stored away. Give him a team of laborers and a glimpse of Cawdor’s sketches, and he’d be able to rebuild the Citadel of the Wakeful from memory. It was a heady thought. But what would he do with an island fortress? More to the point, how long would it take to build? Decades? Centuries? How long had it taken the Wakeful? He put the question to Theurig.

“Well, there’s the thing,” the sorcerer said. “According to the myths, the citadel wasn’t built, it was grown.”

“Magic?”

“So they say. Lore stolen from the Gardeners, who themselves inherited it from the Crafters, the creators of Nemus.”


The magic of creation?
 Snaith glanced at Theurig. If magic exists.
 He looked away, up at the heights, imagining, seething, remembering. Lies upon lies. The conniving bastard probably has no idea what the truth is anymore. If he ever did. But he’s going to know it soon. And then I’ll get my book back.


It was the curse of a mind like Snaith’s: one thought led to another; associations were heaped upon associations. Theurig had said there was no magic. People had died. Then he’d recanted. Or had he? Then what Tey had told Snaith about Vrom Mowry and the rot. Theurig taking his father’s book. It was a volatile chain of sparks that raced toward an explosion. But it was a sorcerer’s game Snaith was playing now, not a warrior’s. The tactics were different. It was all about observation and timing.

With an effort of will, he unclenched his fist and shook his head at the immensity of the ruins. That was what people did in the face of awe-inspiring spectacle, wasn’t it? It was what was expected.

Theurig’s eyes sparkled, and he gave Snaith a nod that said he understood, that it was the same for him the first time he’d seen what was left of the Citadel of the Wakeful.


Twat.


They pressed on through the forest, following the Lakeling, until they reached a vast circular glade. Standing at the center of the clearing was the gigantic effigy of a man woven from branches, vines, and creepers. Fresh flowers had been arranged at its feet. Its legs were filled with straw, the torso an empty cage of wood bound together by vegetation. Its arms were raised to the sky, and its oval head was covered with skins, one side black, the other white. The painted face bore an expression that might have been ecstatic, might have been agonized. Snaith couldn’t tell. In all, the figure must have been over fifty feet tall.

“I wouldn’t be High King for all the books in Slyndon Grun’s library,” Theurig said. “Ten years of glory, and then this. Imprisoned within the chest as they set the legs alight. The last High King melted before the flames reached him. Like wax it was, the way his skin dripped. I’ll never forget how the bones of his feet clattered as they fell—a hail of metatarsals and phalanges. What does he have left, Drulk Skanfok? Two years? Three?”

“Four,” Snaith said. Poor bastard.


On the far side of the glade they passed through another stretch of forest, but here they followed a well-used track rife with cattle dung and hoofprints in the mud. Gradually, the trees gave way to fields, and the Lakeling led them in among wheat crops and corn until they reached the outskirts of a village.

Smoke from dozens of bonfires plumed into the air, carrying with it the scent Snaith had first detected back in the forest: sweet and pungent, reminiscent of weedstick smoke but with something else mixed in.

The Lakeling stood aside and gestured for them to go on without him, then turned and headed back the way they had come.

Theurig approached the village with the assuredness of someone who had been there many times before, and Snaith kept close to his side.

There was little design to the settlement. It struck Snaith as a random cluster of domed huts made out of mud, bark, and leaves. As Theurig led them down the central thoroughfare, Lakelings began to emerge from canvas-covered doorways—men, women, and children, all of them masked and cloaked, birdlike beings better fitted to the Nethers than the world above. They watched in silence as Snaith and Theurig passed by.

The sorcerer stopped beside a well at the village center and drew up water to freshen his face and wash the worst of the dirt from his boots. Snaith followed suit, only wishing he could unwrap his feet and soak them. Any other place he would have done, but not here. Not with the sense of foreboding that had been creeping up his spine since they’d arrived at the Wakeful Isle.

After they had washed, a solitary Lakeling—a woman, and elderly, judging by her stoop—brought them a basket of warm bread and spiced meats, along with a goblet each of wine sweetened with honey. The drink left Snaith feeling refreshed, and more relaxed than he’d been in a long time.

While they were finishing up the food, an ox-drawn cart clattered from between the huts toward them, the Lakeling driver goading the beast on with lazy lashes of a birch cane.

They traveled in the cart, seated on bales of hay, downwind of the village and its scented fires. The forest grew more sparse, until there were just isolated trees scattered about the charred and rocky ground. Shrubs gave way to cacti, and coal-black termite mounds stood in clusters, some of them as tall as a man. In the hazy distance Snaith could make out the outline of a mesa, and this time he shook his head in genuine awe. A tabletop mountain within the walls of a citadel. The idea was staggering.

Snaith was bounced around on his seat as the cart bumped along a rough road. In places, deep grooves had been gouged into the rocky surface, and he wondered just how many carts had come this way, and over how many centuries.

Theurig pointed out a distant shape along the side of the road up ahead, the mesa looming sullenly in the background. At first it was too small for Snaith to see any details, but as the cart took them nearer, he could make out wings and a vicious-looking head atop a sinuous body.

“Is that—”

“Yes,” Theurig said. “The Wyvern of Necras.”

 


HIRSIGA


Tey started awake
 and sat upright, the backrest of the chair she’d been reclining on coming up with her. Red light limned the eight walls of the chamber. That was odd; it had been lavender before, and it had been dark when she’d fallen asleep.

A vibration passed through the black band on her wrist. She glanced at its crystal oval. It was glowing. Sorcerous specks of green light chased each other across its face, forming shapes that instantly dissolved, too fast for her to keep up. A second vibration, and the crystal’s light died. It was a dead thing once more, inert. All its magic apparently spent.

She scanned the room for sign of her companions, but they were gone. Had they abandoned her down here? She didn’t know about Pheklus or Hirsiga, but Vrom? Surely not. Unless he’d been angered by her rejection and had persuaded the others to leave her behind.

A fist of ice enclosed her heart. What if she couldn’t find the way out on her own? Remembering the Shedim, she tried to call to it, but her lips were paralyzed, her jaw rigid. Was it an effect of the moonshine potion? Or had Pheklus done something to her while she slept?

Dust motes swirled in the stale air coming down from the vents in the ceiling. They formed a vortex above the pit in the floor. It tugged at Tey’s dress, sucked her hair out in front of her face. She grew entranced by it. Somehow she knew that if she stood and went to it, she would be lost. Part of her would have responded, but she couldn’t rise from her chair. Her maimed leg refused to move. She examined it with both hands. It felt cold: coarse and granulated, textured like stone. She tried getting her hands beneath it, but it was too heavy to shift.

The chill from her leg seeped into her groin, then up to her belly. Her hands followed the sensation, feeling the hardness of rock spreading beneath her dress. Her breath clogged in her throat as she tried to scream and could not. The coldness reached her chest, solidified around her heart.

Movement.

A silhouette standing from a chair in the red glow of one of the walls.

Then another, and another. Some she could only see out of the corners of her eyes, as she could no longer turn her head. The snout-masked dead, who’d spent an eternity in front of their mirrors, were rising and turning toward her, advancing with shuffling gaits, hands outstretched, reaching, groping.

One drew ahead of the pack, the oval eyes of its mask burning like embers. Poisonous fumes plumed from its snout. Tey willed herself to wriggle, to struggle, to fight her way free of the chair, but still she could not move. The creeping cold petrified her neck, seeped into her cheeks.

A masked face appeared right next to her. In the background, more silhouetted shapes pressing in. The snout of the mask brushed her face. The smell of dust and damp. It sniffed at her, like a hog snuffling for truffles, then with skeletal fingers, the creature raised its mask. A wave of rot washed over Tey as a dark maw opened. The stubs of broken teeth. A tongue thick with fur. Mouth crawling with insects. It pressed down over hers, and all went black.

***

Musk.

Musk and honeysuckle.

Tey knew that scent.

She opened her eyes to find Hirsiga looking down at her, mouth parted, white teeth glistening. The chair was reclined, as it had been when she’d fallen asleep. She was on her back, Hirsiga astride her. Naked. Her breasts were full and firm. Milky, as if they had never seen the sun.

“I couldn’t sleep,” Hirsiga whispered, nuzzling her cheek against Tey’s.

Tey gulped in air. Ran her tongue around dry lips, relieved it obeyed her. “What are you doing? Where are your clothes?”

Hirsiga dipped her head, smothered Tey’s neck with bites and kisses. Her scent was overpowering, cloying, but Tey was too drowsy to object. This time, it was the effect of the potion, she was sure of it. It left her warm and heavy and indifferent. She stared numbly up at the darkened ceiling as urgent fingers opened the front of her dress, slipped inside to stroke her breasts. Lips replaced them. Hirsiga’s tongue.

The fingers began a renewed assault, this time from the hem of the dress, traveling up Tey’s inner thigh, studiously avoiding her injured leg. The instant they touched her secret place, some inner fire blasted away her lethargy. No one had touched her there before. It made her think of what she had done to Snaith, but by comparison this was a gentle touch, skillful, almost tender; the touch of someone wanting to give rather than take.

But it was still a violation.

She rolled out from beneath Hirsiga, reversing their position, and let the Witch Woman assume control. Hirsiga gasped as Tey did to her what she had dared to do, gently at first, then with more force, greater urgency. She touched between Hirsiga’s legs, grinning at the moans she elicited. Heat blossomed there. Energy tangibly bled from Hirsiga, traveled along the lines of Tey’s scars, making them burn.

In her mind’s eye, Tey saw Hirsiga’s passion gushing into her well. Hirsiga’s hips began to buck, almost dislodging them both from the recumbent chair.


[Take her,]
 the Shedim said, inner voice tight with disgust. [Consume her essence.]


Tey sucked at Hirsiga’s throat. The bucking intensified, along with barely suppressed groans of pleasure. Tey’s teeth broke the skin. She tasted blood. Any deeper, and she’d have hit the jugular.


[Ready…]
 the Shedim said, and now there was eagerness in its tone. Hunger.

Hirsiga ground herself against Tey’s hand, gasping and shuddering. Spasms racked her frame. She shrieked.


[Now!]


Tey bit down hard, worrying at the flesh like a dog with a bone. Hirsiga’s shriek turned into a gargled scream. And Tey ripped her throat open. Hot blood filled her mouth, gushed over her face, the front of her dress. Incandescent heat flooded her well to bursting, leaving Hirsiga hollowed out and empty. Silent. Drained. Cold as the grave.

Tey could feel the Shedim squirming through her marrow. And she could sense her well, stretched beyond its limits, bubbling over with stolen energy. Its overflow pricked her skin with delightful jolts of pain.

The potion, the Shedim, the throbbing tide of power, all combined to make Tey rear up on her knees above the desiccated corpse of Hirsiga. She threw back her head and cried out. No words. No thoughts. Just an abrasive rush. A scouring surge. A cleansing howl.

And when it ceased, Tey knew she was already ravenous for more. Knew that was what the Shedim wanted. That it had her now. That she was halfway to being lost.

Her hands curled into claws, poised to rake her own skin, to gouge and gouge till she ripped the creature from her. But before she could start, a violet light winked on further back in the chamber, swiftly followed by another. A dog barked—Gulgath. Footsteps crossed the floor. She could tell it was Vrom before she saw him.

Shaking, she gasped in air then began to sob. What had she done? Hirsiga! Hirsiga was no more than a frigid carcass beneath her. Once more the feeling of satiety gave way to a choking constriction, leaving her bereft, alone.

“You!” she said, meaning it for the Shedim. “You made me do it!” And this time, she ripped at the skin of her breasts.

“Tey!” Vrom cried. He grabbed hold of her wrists, held her tight. “Tey, stop…” His voice trailed off as he saw the dead woman she was mounted upon. He took in the gore staining Tey’s mouth, the front of her dress.

“Vrom?” It was the Grave Girl speaking, choked up and trembling. “Do you love me? Do you love me, Vrom?”


[Him next,]
 the Shedim insisted. [Push yourself while you can. There is no limit to your well’s expansion. No limit!]


With scarcely a thought, Tey flooded her scars with the virulence of her well. On her wrist, Slyndon Grun’s vambrace burst with heat. Vrom screamed and let go. With the voice of the Witch Woman, Tey commanded the Shedim:

“Be silent!”

She expected a retort. Derision. Some kind of backlash. But there was nothing. Was the creature playing games with her? Or had it really fallen victim to the power of command? If so, how much control did the vambrace give her over it? What could she make it do? And could she force it to leave her?

“It’s blistered,” Vrom said, holding up his palm.

Behind him, Pheklus the Clincherman loomed out of the near-dark, the twin pools of violet light casting his sunken face into eerie shadow.

Beneath her dress, Tey’s maimed leg felt different. She rubbed at it through the fabric, felt its hard rigidity. Dread clenched her heart. She had to see. Had to know.

Gingerly, she climbed off of Hirsiga’s corpse and slid down to the floor, sat so she could inspect her leg.

Gulgath was on her in an instant, licking the blood from her face, panting and wagging his stumpy tail.

“Get it off me!” Tey snapped.

“Gulgath!” Pheklus said, and the dog went to his side, still slobbering and lapping crimson from his lips.

Tey’s heart was in her throat as she lifted the hem of her dress. Even in the low light, she could see the scales had returned. She ran a finger over them, traced their ridges. Her foot was black and swollen, a clubfoot with even darker claws. She glanced at Vrom, who was staring, wide-eyed. So, it was real this time. She wasn’t the only one who could see it. What was happening to her? Was it the Shedim? Was it causing her to change?

Pheklus stepped in for a closer look, and this time Gulgath seemed reluctant to approach. It might have been because of his master’s command, but Tey couldn’t help feeling the dog was disgusted by what she’d revealed.

“A knife!” Tey demanded. “Cut it off.”

Pheklus threw up a staying hand. “You know what it is?”

Tey squeezed her eyes shut. Tears leaked from their corners. How could she explain it? How much should she say? Nothing
 , the Witch Woman determined for her. These fools can’t help you. Deal with it.


“It looks necrotic,” Pheklus said, crouching down and reaching out with a finger. “May I?”

When Tey didn’t object, he touched her leg, then recoiled. “Scales? What is this? Did Slyndon do this to you?”

Tey held his gaze. Pressure swelled within her. Pressure to say something, do something. Anything. The Grave Girl wanted to cry, beg for help, but she wasn’t to be trusted with things like this. Fear bred fear, turned you into a victim. Only the Witch Woman could be counted upon to know what to do, and she had her own way of doing things.

More power from her well. Heat from the vambrace. Another command, this one aimed at Pheklus.

“Forget that you’ve seen this.”

The necromancer bowed his head.

“And Pheklus: Vrom will be my apprentice.” Two against one, should it come down to it. She could tell from the reaction on Vrom’s face that this is what he wanted, that he’d reward her with loyalty.

And then the well ran dry. That couldn’t be right. So much power for so little? Three commands for a life?

Pheklus lifted his head. “Do you mind if I try something? It’s so seldom I get to practice on a fresh body.”

Tey looked at him blankly.

“May I borrow your apprentice to lay the corpse on the floor?”

So he’d acknowledged Vrom was hers now, but did that mean he accepted it?

Pheklus interpreted her silence as acquiescence, and had Vrom help him lower Hirsiga’s body to the floor. In death the woman seemed shrunken, a husk without a kernel.

As Vrom stood to one side, Pheklus snapped his fingers and Gulgath approached hesitantly, whining. The necromancer withdrew something from his robe: a palm-sized disk carved from bone. It was etched with lines which he did his best to conceal. He lay the disk on Hirsiga’s chest and placed his hand over it. His other hand he set atop Gulgath’s head then shut his eyes, concentrating.

Vrom glanced at Tey as dust motes coalesced around Hirsiga’s corpse, drawn like iron filings to a magnet. Gulgath whimpered and dropped to his haunches. A shudder passed along the dog’s body into Pheklus’s hand, sent a ruffle through the necromancer’s robes. His hand on Hirsiga’s chest stiffened, and the fingers splayed. Hirsiga bucked, a poor parody of how she’d responded to the Witch Woman’s touch.

The recollection stung Tey with shame, but she swiftly saw the reaction for what it was: a taboo attributed to the Weyd. The Weyd that was no-thing and also did nothing, as far as she could see. She withdrew into herself, asking whether she’d taken pleasure from what Hirsiga had done to her. None that she could recall. She remembered only numbness, then fire.

Dust motes swirled into a halo around Pheklus’s cowl, then streamed down his arm into Hirsiga’s chest. Dirty yellow light seeped from the bone disk beneath the necromancer’s palm. Gulgath flattened out onto his belly, panting, gasping for breath. He seemed to diminish before Tey’s eyes. Where moments ago he had been stocky and thickly muscled, she could now see the outline of his ribcage.

Hirsiga bucked again. A shudder rocked her corpse, then petered out.

Pheklus sighed and stood, pocketing his bone disk.

“Any more, and Gulgath won’t survive.” He looked intently at Vrom, who backed away. “Don’t worry. You’re not mine now,” Pheklus said. “I shan’t take of your essence. And even if I did, weak as you already are I doubt you’d survive. It’s hardly an achievement: the substitution of one life for another. What’s needed is more power, some kind of repository.”


A well
 , Tey thought. And an amplifier
 .

He didn’t know. But he knew enough to attempt to restore a dead woman to life. Perhaps if she worked with him… But that would mean giving up her secrets. And besides, Hirsiga had gotten what she deserved, as would anyone who touched her like that.

“Insects are easy,” Pheklus said, taking out the jar of powder into which he’d put the cockroach. “Rodents less so. But it’s people that really interest me. I had thought a fresher corpse might… Never mind.”

But he did mind. Tey could tell from his demeanor. Another hope dashed. Another failure. And she got the sense that a great deal hinged upon it.

Pheklus met her gaze. She realized she could see his pink eyes. The illumination in the room had increased once more, leaving the masked skeletons at their desks clearly visible. Tey shivered at the memory of her dream, then again at the thought of all that had happened since.

“I’m dying,” Pheklus said with great seriousness. “As are you, Tey. All of us. Everyone. Even you, Vrom. Right now, Gulgath is closer to death than the rest of us, but in every case, it’s only a matter of time.”

“You fear death?” Tey said. She meant it to be mocking, but there was a strain to her voice. She was too close to Hirsiga’s corpse for bravado, and she knew she could only convince herself she wanted to end her own life up to a point. She was a coward when it came to it. The bear attack was proof of that.

“What is there not to fear?” Pheklus steepled his fingers in front of his nose. “Death is an agency alien to this world. It had no part in the Crafters’ original creation. It is an invader, a cancer, just like the powers of corruption and decay. Don’t you feel it, this poisonous mire we live and breathe in every day?”

Vrom clearly didn’t, judging by the baffled look he gave Tey.

“Go on,” Tey said.

“Slyndon and I spoke about it often. He has books, you know, that detail the Gardeners’ ancient ruins in Necras. There are inscriptions, pictograms showing the Gardeners combating the oncoming tide of death, trying to restore the natural order. It was their role, you see, to tend the creation of the Crafters. Ultimately, they failed, and they withdrew from Nemus.”

“But where?” Vrom piped up. “Where did death come from? Theurig said it’s just the way of the world. All things decay and die.”

“Yes, yes, the will of the Weyd,” Pheklus said. “And it all sounds so plausible, doesn’t it? But just think: a world in which nothing died, in which we all lived forever.”


A madman’s fantasy
 , Tey thought. And I was worried about myself!


“We’d run out of space,” Vrom said.

Pheklus held up his hand. It was shaking. “Think what it must have been like before they came.”

“Who?” Tey said. Now she was interested.

“The Wakeful.”

Not the answer she’d been expecting.

“The sires of the Shedim.”

And there it was.

Creatures from outside of the world. Unnatural beings. Bringers of death and decay.

And they wanted her to restore them somehow, return them to the light of day.

“That’s crazy,” Vrom said to Tey, shaking his head. “You remember the stories Theurig used to tell us to keep us from straying from the village? Slyndon Grun said they were all made up. I believed them because I was a child, and naive. But this…”

Pheklus unscrewed the lid of the jar he was still holding, then plucked out the dead cockroach. He blew white powder from its carapace.

“Hold it,” he said.

Vrom looked at Tey.

“Do it,” she said. There was no need for the vambrace; he was only too willing to obey.

Pheklus placed the dead bug on Vrom’s outstretched palm. He then produced his bone disk once more, holding its edge against the cockroach.

“May I?” he asked Tey. “I’m sure Vrom has enough essence left to survive raising an insect.”

Tey inched closer, squinted to get a better look at the disk. Pheklus glanced at her, then covered the inscriptions with his fingers. But she’d seen enough to recognize the pattern, or at least some of it: like a smaller version of the pattern of her scars. Not quite the same, though. There were different arrangements of score marks here and there, and something extra: a tag-on pattern that she hadn’t had time to get a good look at.

She nodded, and Pheklus rested his hand on Vrom’s head. Vrom began to shake, and his teeth chattered. Dust motes swarmed around him, coalesced in his palm. The disk glowed an off-white this time. Vrom cried out as the cockroach twitched. It righted itself and scuttled onto his arm, but Vrom swiped it onto the floor.

“How else do you explain the dead returning to life?” Pheklus said.

“Trickery,” Vrom said, watching as the cockroach disappeared beneath one of the desks. He looked green. About to vomit.

“The power of the Nethers,” Tey said.

That’s what the Malogoi would have said: demonic forces that shouldn’t be dabbled with. Of course, Theurig would have smiled smugly and claimed a more rational explanation. She wished she’d not shut the Shedim up. It would have been interesting to hear its thoughts on the matter. But whatever the case, Pheklus had restored a dead insect to life, and he’d almost done the same for Hirsiga. Or had he? Maybe Vrom was right, and it was trickery. How did she know the cockroach had really been dead and not merely incapacitated by the white powder? How did she know Hirsiga’s movements weren’t just lingering reflexes?

She glanced down at Hirsiga’s corpse, shocked to find Gulgath gnawing at a leg.

“Oh, don’t mind him,” Pheklus said. “Poor thing’s starving after expending all that essence.” He frowned down at the desiccated corpse then looked slyly at Tey. “Drained dry. Still, I’m sure Gulgath could use the protein. I can see why Slyndon took you for an apprentice. Your leg… What you did to this poor woman… You know things. Things the uninitiated shouldn’t know. Things the initiated don’t know. Slyndon and I were in cahoots over a great many things, and I still can’t tell if he was holding back. We knew the myths, we knew about the power of passion and pain. But you… I’m sure there are things you could teach us both. Well, not Slyndon, perhaps.” He gestured toward the shriveled finger around Tey’s neck. “But me.” Pheklus leaned in and sniffed at Tey’s dress. “I can almost smell it… Your puissance. Interred like a corpse, deep inside you.”

Tey was distracted by Gulgath muscling down a big chunk of flesh. Her stomach clenched, and she fought back the urge to be sick.

She grabbed her satchel from the floor beside the chair, took out a potion and gulped it down. It settled her instantly. Flooded her with warmth. She reached for another; stopped herself. There were only three left, and her need for the potions was growing as swiftly as her need to fill her well.

“Come on,” she said, shouldering her satchel. “We should go.”

“Momentarily,” Pheklus said, eyeing her warily, as if he feared she might command him once more. Did he know? Had he any idea she’d exceeded her limitations? “Gulgath needs to replenish himself. It’s a poor meal you’ve left him, but it’s the best he can hope for right now.”

Tey was about to object, but then there was a colossal thud that rocked the chamber.




THE ARCHMAGE


“Don’t worry,” Theurig
 said. “It’s not the real thing. It’s a statue.”

The driver lashed the ox onward, and the Wyvern grew larger and more distinct. There were dark specks milling about its base, and when Snaith looked at Theurig for confirmation, the sorcerer nodded. They were people.

Closer, and Snaith could see the statue was carved from the same obsidian as the buttresses, each scale meticulously worked and utterly realistic. The head reared a couple of hundred feet above the plinth the beast stood upon—a seven-pointed star.

The ocher rock face of the mesa formed a looming backdrop in the near distance. The people they’d seen from far off were now easily distinguishable. Besides the milling Lakelings, most were robed sorcerers in their various styles and affectations. Many of them Snaith recognized from the Proving. There were apprentices, too, no doubt as new to this as he was. If it hadn’t been for the bear attack, he might have faced some of them in the fight circles. Deformities abounded, as he would have expected: missing limbs, eyes, ears—which caused his stomach to clench in memory of his mother. He scanned their number for Tey. His disappointment at not finding her was mingled with relief. He knew she’d be able to see right through him, and would know all the sordid things he’d thought and done.

He became aware of the low thump of drums, the skirling music of pipes, growing louder the nearer they got.

The driver brought them through a space in the stalls that formed a perimeter around a wide and desolate clearing of scorched earth. The wyvern statue was the focal point around which sorcerers and their apprentices congregated, some bending down to read the inscriptions that covered the base in cursive script.

As the cart drew up, Theurig jumped down, wincing before he straightened his knees. Snaith followed him in a daze, gazing around at the Lakeling stalls selling crafts and foodstuffs, scrolls, trinkets, and all manner of clan fetishes that could be used to propitiate the Weyd. Or so it was said. Sorcerers moved from stall to stall like excited children, and even Theurig was not immune. He cupped his hands in front of his mouth and called out to Snaith above the music.

“I’ll meet you by the statue once I’ve picked up a few items.” He headed toward a table displaying dried roots and a selection of pestles and mortars.

Snaith watched the sorcerer’s retreating back, thinking how the kink in Theurig’s spine had grown more pronounced during their trip. Maybe it was just muscle fatigue. Or perhaps it was for show. The pounding of the drums, the shrillness of the pipes was disorienting. It clouded his thinking—a disability every bit as diminishing as his maimed arm.

He wandered away from the ox-cart to the obsidian seven-pointed star supporting the Wyvern of Necras. The sun peeked through a slit in the clouds to the west, casting the statue’s long shadow over him and bathing him in a blessed coolness. It would soon be dusk. Had they really been traveling so long since the night at the ruins?

He waited for a group of sorcerers and apprentices to move off then found himself a spot in front of the base where he could study the inscriptions. The letters were familiar, but the words they formed were not. He frowned and turned away, considering whether to ignore Theurig’s instructions to wait here and instead go peruse the stalls.

“Egrigorean,” a voice rasped from his left, somehow carrying above the din of the musicians.

Snaith looked around, but there was no one there. A rustle of cloth he shouldn’t have been able to hear. A blur of movement to his right. This time, when he turned, he came face to face with an old man, found himself arrested by cataract-clouded eyes. The face that housed them was grey and wrinkled, shadowed by a hood. The man was robed in patched and mottled velvet with traces of purple still discernible amid the faded drabness of the whole. An arthritic hand was extended toward Snaith, and despite his revulsion, he took it. Almost, it seemed, he had no choice.

“Calzod Murcifer.”

“Snaith Harrow.”

“Yes, Theurig’s apprentice. It’s about time. He’s put it off about as long as he could hope to.” Calzod Murcifer leaned in close for a conspiratorial whisper. “Like we all do in our youth, Theurig considered himself immortal, an exception to the decay that surrounds us. His aching joints must have finally convinced him otherwise. A sorcerer needs an heir, else how would the Weyd be served upon his death?”

That made it sound as though the Weyd needed service, that it was dependent upon it. With the way Theurig had started to muddle his mind, Snaith wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the Weyd was indeed made up, that it depended upon sorcerers like Theurig to convince others of its existence.

“Is your apprentice with you?” Snaith asked, noting the sorcerer was alone.

Calzod smiled a toothless smile. He shook as he chuckled. “Want to know what it says?” He gestured toward the inscription Snaith had been examining. Without waiting for an answer, he pressed on. “It’s a curse upon the Wakeful, a crude banishing, if you like. The statue is both a ward and a warning.” Again, the close whisper: “But between you and me, hardly likely to be heeded when those that created it fled the Dark Isle in panic.”

“You mean Branikdür?”

“I do not. Renaming a thing does not change what it is. Personally, I like the Dark Isle. I’ve always found it rather fitting.”

“So, the Hélumites built the statue? From the ruins of the citadel?”

“The Seven commanded it,” Calzod said, already starting to walk away. He craned his neck to look back at Snaith and winked one milky eye. “Like a fighter beaten bloody in the circle, then vowing to crush his opponent next time they meet, it’s a threat, a promise, a denial that they were forced to leave by what they encountered here.”

“What was that?” Snaith asked, but Calzod kept on walking. Almost at once sorcerers and their charges flocked to the old man, and he was lost to sight.

But the hood—Calzod’s hood—reminded Snaith that he needed one of his own, now that he’d decided to grow out his hair. He set off toward the stalls, tempted, despite just eating, by the cauldrons of steaming broth, the cured meats and sweet pastries.

A Lakeling woman in a molting cloak of feathers offered him hot kaffa in a ceramic mug. She had a hooked beak that gave the impression of a witch, and he hurried on with an apologetic wave.

He found a stall with an awning, where clothing was displayed: hemp britches, woolen coats that looked too thick to wear in the heat, but which apparently kept the skin cool; leather gauntlets for falconers, belts and girdles, and in among them a selection of cloaks with hoods. It was at that point he remembered he had nothing with which to pay for the goods. For an instant, Snaith considered snatching a cloak when the stall-keeper was distracted, but he shut down the thought immediately. He’d never done such a thing before. Thievery in Malogoi was a sure way of getting the rot. Even the thought of it was anathema to Snaith, so why would he consider it now? Because the rules had changed, he realized, since that night at Coldman’s Copse, since Theurig had muddled his world. And if rules could change so much, perhaps that’s because there were no rules.

“Thought I told you to wait for me by the statue,” Theurig said. Over his shoulder, his bag was bulging more than it had before.

“What did you buy?”

Theurig patted his bag. “Things. How about you?”

“I was after one of these cloaks, maybe a shirt.”

“Ah, your shirt. And you blame me?”

“No, I—”

“Here.” Theurig tossed him a pouch.

Snaith tried to catch it without thinking—with his maimed arm. The pouch thudded to the ground and spilled silver coins.

“Funny how we forget what we’ve lost,” Theurig said, pointedly looking at Snaith’s arm. “Like my pack. You’d best pick up the coins before someone else does.”

The sorcerer waited at the front of the stall while Snaith fumbled the coins back into the pouch. They were stamped with the Wyvern of Necras on one side and a seven-pointed star on the other. Hélum coins, not the rough copper currency of the clans. He glanced at Theurig for an explanation, but the sorcerer was looking the other way. What was Theurig up to? Why did he have foreign coins? And what made him think the stall-keeper would accept them?

But the Lakeling did, and Snaith bought a black hemp shirt and a hooded cloak woven from dark wool. He struggled into them by himself. The thought of asking for assistance lit a fire in his veins. He pulled up the hood, and his tension fell away markedly. No longer did he feel passing sorcerers were looking at him, reading his secrets, like he was sure Calzod Murcifer had.

Thanking the stall-keeper, he rejoined Theurig and offered the coin pouch back.

“Keep it. You may need it again.” Before Snaith could thank him, the sorcerer added, “But you owe me.”

Theurig wandered away in the direction of the mesa, passing beyond the perimeter of stalls. He turned and gestured impatiently for Snaith to follow him, as if he shouldn’t have to be told.

Set a way back from the sellers and their wares was a broad dais that also appeared to have been made from the obsidian of the ruins. Lakelings, stripped bare save for their bird masks and loin cloths, crouched around the platform beating on skin-covered drums and playing strident melodies on pipes and whistles. Up close, the music was deafening. But it wasn’t the musicians who caught Snaith’s attention; it was the dancers on the dais: men and women, bird-masked, naked skin painted with serpent scales in purple, blue, and yellow. They swayed and cavorted. Women circled men, stalking and predatory, then closed in with obscene touches before swirling away out of reach.

Sorcerers were filing through from the stalls, gathering in pockets. There must have been more than fifty of them, talking among themselves, glancing at the spectacle. Theurig joined a small group, where he was greeted with animated conversation.

The apprentices, fewer in number than the sorcerers, perhaps as many as thirty, were largely ignored. Most of them stood gaping at the dancers, exchanging red-faced looks.

Snaith found himself a spot close to the dais. He could smell the sweat of the dancers, and grew mesmerized by their sensuous movements. Heat flooded his groin, and he pulled his cloak tight to cover the swelling. The poison of shame flowed through his veins, burned his face, and he willed himself to look away. On instinct, he threw up his simulacrum of Tey, tried to distract himself with its details; but it was the true Tey he saw, scarred from neck to toe, not the one he’d built for himself. He relived the feel of her hand, and his shame gave way to something stronger, more urgent, that made him turn back to the dancers.

With the drumbeat pounding in his ears, he was lost to all but the cavorting figures on the dais. A dancer noticed him swaying in time to the music. She broke off from her partner, running her hands over her sumptuous breasts while glaring down at him through the beady eyes of her bird-mask. Snaith took a stuttering step forward, and she held out a hand to him. His heartbeat quickened, thudding the same tattoo as the drums. Not thinking, he extended his maimed hand to the woman, and she spun away from it, rejoining the swirl of the dance.

Snaith cursed himself for a fool, cursed the woman for a whore. Anger blasted all sense of shame from him, and he held his mangled limb before his face, trying in vain to will the fingers to clench into a fist. They moved slightly, which was better than before, but all he could manage was a stiff and crooked claw. He watched the dancer through the gaps in his fingers. She saw him and stumbled.


Bitch
 , Snaith thought. I’ll get you for that
 .

He tensed as images of rending and blood invaded his mind. They made him gasp, and he stepped back from the dais, clutching his chest against the fierce pounding of his heart. His throat tightened, forcing him to pant for every breath. He swayed and staggered, knocked into an apprentice, who cursed him. Then even his panting drew no air, and he started to swoon.

Somewhere in the background, the clash of a gong, its resonant echo lingering in his ears. The sound startled him, broke the spell of his panic. Instantly the music stopped dead, and the dancers froze in their places.

Everyone turned to face the backdrop of the mesa, the light of the sinking sun limning the summit in flames of orange and red.

“Come,” Theurig said, hurrying back over from his group. “It’s time.”

The rest of the sorcerers were collecting their apprentices and walking toward the face of the mesa, master on the left, student on the right.

Theurig and Snaith fell into line as the procession passed down a scree bank into the depression in which the mesa sat. It looked like the effect of erosion. Either that, or a mountain of limestone had at some point thrust up through the heart of a crater. Or it could have been grown with magic. After all, if that’s what they said about the Citadel of the Wakeful, the same could have been true here.

From the foot of the scree bank, Snaith could see an arched opening set into the wall of the mesa. The gong they had heard stood atop the summit a couple of hundred feet above, a giant Lakeling beside it, beater over his shoulder.

Cloaked and masked Lakelings processed from the archway, dusk light glinting red from the tips of pikes. They formed a line either side of the entrance. Fifty, Snaith guessed, but before he finished counting, more emerged, these carrying recurve bows, with quivers of arrows slung over their backs. They fanned out to form a pincer, inviting the arriving sorcerers and their apprentices to take the center. All Snaith’s instincts shouted that it was a trap, but Theurig seemed unperturbed.

As they drew near the entrance, Snaith could make out cuneiform etchings scarring the face of the mesa, complex patterns of lines forming channels between all manner of geometric shapes with three, four, five sides; some with as many as twelve. He thought of Tey, of the triangle between her breasts, then focused hard on the patterns before him, ensuring he never forgot them.

The train of sorcerers and apprentices entered beneath the arch, and soon it was Snaith’s turn. They passed through a rough-hewn corridor of limestone that glowed a gentle violet. Theurig pointed out fungal growths on the walls and ceiling which appeared to be the source of the light.

The passageway opened up into a vast cathedral cavern lit by the same phosphorescence. Snaith lifted his hand to rap three times on the wall, but resisted the compulsion. Someone might see. He didn’t need to reveal anything about himself to these people. They were rivals now, all of them. He was growing more and more certain that was the way things worked among Branikdür’s sorcerers. The less they knew of him, the better.

Stalactites hung overhead, twisted and glittering with minerals. Bronze censers were suspended from chains, yellowish smoke billowing from them, redolent with incense that was both peppery and sweet.

The sorcerers and their apprentices emerged at the top tier of stepped seating carved from the natural rock of the cavern. They descended the aisles to seat themselves along the first few rows. Snaith and Theurig took their places at the front.

The floor had been constructed from the same marble they had seen at the ruins, a perfect circle bordered by uncut limestone. Instead of the Wyvern of Necras, it was dominated by the emblem of a seven-pointed star. Opposite the seating stood a three-stepped dais, atop which was an intricately carved obsidian throne with a high backrest. Lakelings carrying either bows or glaives were stationed all around the cavern and at various heights. Rough-hewn steps led to dozens of irregular-shaped openings, which suggested the mesa contained a warren of interconnecting tunnels.

Without warning, there was a sudden pressure in Snaith’s head. Apprentices put fingers in their ears and waggled them about. Snaith went to do the same, but Theurig stopped him.

“It will pass. Be ready now. And be quiet. Apprentices should be seen and not heard. Listen. Observe. And remember, this is just a formality. I’ve been to dozens of these conclaves, though this is the first time I’ve brought an apprentice.”

The pressure increased until Snaith felt his eardrums were going to burst. A frisson of anxiety passed among the apprentices. Even some of the sorcerers grew agitated. Maybe they weren’t as seasoned as Theurig.

Then, as suddenly as it had started, the pressure relented, but it was replaced by a prickling sensation—insects swarming over Snaith’s skin. A shadow fell across one of the openings behind the throne.

Like a fussy mother, Theurig reached out and pulled Snaith’s hood down, exposing his face and head. He nodded, as if to say, “There, that’s better.”

The air within the cavern bristled. The atmosphere was charged, pregnant with expectation. A new scent entered underneath the incense: sulfur and something metallic, like the smell that was in the air following a lightning strike.

The shadow resolved into the figure of a man as it came into the light. He was slight to the point of appearing frail, of average height, and bald, save for a long grey beard that fell below his knees. His face was sharp, angular, sun-touched but slightly jaundiced. One eye was blind, perfectly white; the other was a virulent yellow veined with red. His robes were dark crimson trimmed with silver. A gold medallion etched with lines hung around his neck. Rings adorned his fingers, each with a huge, multifaceted gemstone. He walked with the aid of a blackwood staff, around which a brass serpent twisted, wings flaring from the back of its ram’s-horned head. A stylized depiction of the Wyvern, no doubt.

As the man seated himself upon the throne, a booming voice resonated around the cavern, though there was no indication of where it came from.

“Anathoth Xolor, Archmage of Branikdür, Servitor of the Seven of Hélum.”

Snaith glanced at Theurig, but the sorcerer responded with a finger pressed to his lips.

An unnatural hush fell over the assembly, all eyes fixed on the figure on the throne. Around the cavern, the shadowy forms of Lakelings looked on.

The Archmage rested his staff on his knees then scanned the sorcerers and apprentices, swiveling his head so that he could bring his good eye to bear. His bejeweled fingers clenched and unclenched around the staff in his lap.

“Something’s wrong,” Theurig whispered.

It should have been impossible, but the Archmage seemed to hear. His yellow eye came to rest on Theurig. A blaze of color rushed to his cheeks. He looked angry. More than that: he was furious.

“Theurig of the Malogoi!” The Archmage’s voice rumbled like thunder, and Theurig visibly flinched. “Explain yourself.”




THE HORROR BENEATH


Tey turned to
 face the door they’d entered by—the door on the far side of the room which Hirsiga and Vrom had barricaded with crates from beneath the grille. The metal had buckled inwards. A second bang and the door flew from its hinges, crushing the crates blocking it and spilling their contents—sleek silver packages and brightly labeled canisters.

There in the doorway stood a mound of rags, furred with mold, black with mildew. Not a mound: some kind of creature: four arms, tree-trunk legs, all bound with diseased cloth. But the head… The head was a gelatinous clump of goo, clear and speckled like frogspawn. Only, Tey saw with fascinated dread, these were no mere specks, no seeds of new life: they were tiny eyes, hundreds of them, gyring within the substance that made up the misshapen head, looking everywhere, missing nothing.

Simultaneously, the four arms disappeared within the rags shrouding the central mass of the body. They returned with their ape-like hands clutching blades of dark metal.

In the corridor behind the beast, the macabre inner light of dozens of crimson eyes pierced the gloom. Tey caught glimpses of squat forms, and jagged maws that emitted a ceaseless chatter—not the gibbering they’d heard earlier, but a chorus of clicks and grunts, guttural, belching roars. The tunnel creatures had grown bolder, no doubt on account of this monster they’d brought with them.

Gulgath looked up from his meal, growling and yapping, but without conviction. The dog looked as though he could barely stand, let alone fight.

“Is it any wonder, the noise you two were making?” Pheklus said, taking the last vial of black powder from his pocket. Without asking permission, he grabbed Vrom by the arm and dragged him over to the locked door he’d designated their escape route.

“Tey?” Vrom said, looking to her for help. He tried to pull away, but Pheklus was clearly stronger than he looked.

Tey backed towards them, unable to rip her eyes from the beast in the doorway. It clashed its blades together and advanced into the room—not with the lumbering steps she’d envisaged but flowing forward with the balance and economy of movement she’d seen from the best warriors in the circles.

The sound of a scuffle behind her, then a thunderous blast. She glanced round as Vrom groaned and slumped to the floor. Pheklus already had the door open, and only stopped to pick up Gulgath and carry him through.

“Come on!” the necromancer yelled over this shoulder.

The mound of rags and goo glided across the room toward them.

“But Vrom!” Tey cried.

The door slammed shut, and Pheklus was gone.

On instinct, Tey grabbed the amulet she’d carved from Slyndon Grun’s shrunken finger, held it out before her. In her mind, the beast became the bear that had savaged her, the bear she’d tried to back away from. This time, there was nowhere to go.

With all her will, she pictured dark fire streaming from the shriveled finger, but nothing happened. She should have tested it. No, she realized, she should have preserved her well’s essence.

The creature flowed right at her. The stench of rot was overpowering. All four blades came down. Tey shut her eyes.


[No!]
 the Shedim shrieked. And in that cry it communicated something: guided her the same way it had guided her to pattern her scars.

Lightning streaked through her bones. Something sucked at the inside of her skin. She felt turned inside out, shredded, dispersed. The vambrace on her wrist sparked and caught fire. Magma surged through its patterns, leapt to the amulet pinched between thumb and forefinger. And the beast stopped in its tracks, blades quivering inches from her face.

Tey screamed as the flesh of her forearm began to blister beneath the burning vambrace. She hurled her outcry at the beast. The shriveled finger throbbed in her grasp, wriggled and writhed. A pulse passed through it, then it exploded in a virulent cloud of purplish smog. Without a sound, the monster dropped to the floor, a puddle of bubbling pus.

Choking, Tey stepped back, snapping the cord that held the amulet around her neck. Of Slyndon Grun’s finger, there was nothing left save for strips and tatters. She slung it from her, into the poisonous brume. Then she set about the clasps on the vambrace, gritting her teeth against the scalding pain. It came away from her forearm, clattered to the ground still blazing. Her skin was blistered and scarlet. She whimpered, fighting back tears.

When the flames consuming the vambrace died down, the metal cracked open to reveal charred and smoking tendrils of copper interspersed with faintly winking specks of light. One by one they flickered and went out.

Beyond the obscuring cloud of purple, the tunnel creatures had returned to gibbering. Through the haze, she saw them fleeing the way they had come.

Vrom groaned. She turned to him, crouched down, surprised at how easily her scaled leg bent at the knee; at how strong it felt. Moving made her swoon. She clutched her stomach as it went into spasm. She started to dry heave, then leaned away from Vrom to vomit.


[You will recover,]
 the Shedim said. [With your well empty, you used up your own essence. Not enough to kill you, but close enough.]


“You spoke,” Tey said, coughing up the last of her gorge. “Even though I commanded you to silence.”


[Fear is a strong antidote to the power of command. Yours called to me, though you did not; and my own responded: my fear that you would be lost.]


“And that would never do,” Tey said bitterly. “You need me.”


[We need each other
 . It is the will of the Weyd.]


“Hah!” Tey said, wiping her face. Gods, she was a mess. Hirsiga’s blood and her own vomit down the front of her dress. It was on her chin, in her hair. The Witch Woman was probably loving it. It gave her manifest form. But Tey didn’t feel the least bit witchy right now. All she wanted to do was curl up and die.


[Don’t you want to know what happened?]
 the Shedim asked.

Tey looked toward the door the monster had smashed open. No sign of the tunnel creatures. They’d seen what she’d done and must have thought they were next. Impressions. It was all about impressions.


[The aberration you created, that crude and shrunken thing, would not have been sufficient against an Old One of such puissance.]


“Old?”


[From before the reign of my sires. The result of dark theurgy during a devastating conflict. This isle has always been at war. It is part of what drew the Wakeful here.]


“To revel in it?”


[To bring peace.]


It was hard not to scoff. The Shedim was as full of itself as Theurig, and just as full of lies. “So, what is it you did? How did you make me fire the vambrace and discharge the amulet?”


[A desperate ploy. Another second and you would have been finished. I guided you in the merging of two patterns: that of the vambrace and that of the thing you created. When patterns are crossed, it is not without risk, and the effects are unpredictable. This time, we were lucky.]


Vrom stirred and tried to rise. “Who are you talking to?” he muttered.

Tey crawled to him on her knees and helped him sit.

“You stink,” he said, then caught her eye and smiled weakly. “Pheklus left?”

“So long as he’s all right, eh?” She thought she had the measure of the necromancer now. For all his posturing, he was no different to anyone else. He was as scared as they all were. Maybe more so, given his fixation on death.

“Thanks, Tey. Thanks for staying.” Vrom grasped her hand.

Something alien flashed across Tey’s mind. It wasn’t the Shedim. It was hunger, raw and crimson; a craving to be filled, a longing to be renewed. Her well was a tangible void at her center, calling to her like a half-starved cat.

She looked sharply away from Vrom and snatched back her hand. He must have taken it for embarrassment.

“I won’t forget, Tey,” he said. “If you need anyth—”

“No, Vrom.” Tey reached into her satchel for another potion. After this, she’d only have two left, but it couldn’t be helped. It was either drink one, or do to Vrom what she’d done to Hirsiga. She ripped out the cork and downed the potion in one. She must have been getting used to it; there was no rush this time, no warmth flooding her skin. But it took the edge off her need for passion and blood. If only for now.

She caught Vrom watching her, a frown on his face. At her glare, he looked away to the door the beast had broken down.

“We should get moving,” he said. With effort, he got to his feet then gathered his pack, stopping to transfer Hirsiga’s provisions into it.

When Tey stood, she swayed. At first she thought it was the potion, but then she looked down at the club-foot of her scaled leg poking from beneath her dress. It unbalanced her, forced her to hobble. She should have been pleased: it was better than dragging it, scraping her maimed leg across the floor. But it was another reminder of violation, the same as her well, which hadn’t been there before; or if it had, it had been a latency, one that should never have been awakened. Always there was something with her—Khunt Moonshine, her well, the Shedim—and her leg was indisputable evidence she was losing the battle for herself. And that, she realized, was what she feared more than anything.

“Want me to go first?” Vrom said, adjusting the straps of his bulging pack.

He was still trying to show his gratitude, still trying to persuade her she could rely on him, that she needed him. Didn’t the idiot realize that made him just as bad as all the other things making their demands on her?

She shook her head and limped through the doorway Pheklus had left by. It wasn’t a pained limp, either. Nor was it the result of stiffness. Her scaled leg propelled her forward with powerful, lunging strides, and it was her good leg now that had to struggle to keep pace.

Anger distracted her. Anger at Vrom, the Shedim, at herself for letting things go this far. Her head was swimming. Maybe the potion had affected her after all. She barely registered the corridor, the stark glow of undamaged crystals lining the ceiling; barely even noted Vrom’s footsteps behind her.

“Slow down, Tey,” he called. “The pack… I can’t go that fast.”

A shadow flowed around the corner ahead of her, and Tey drew up sharp, clutching for the amulet around her neck that was no longer there.

“You made it,” Pheklus said, stepping into the light. Gulgath was asleep in his arms. “Might I ask how?” There was trepidation in his voice, and he cast worried looks over Tey’s shoulder, no doubt checking to see if they were being pursued.

“No thanks to you,” Vrom said, coming alongside Tey, hands on his hips. He was trying to look tough for her benefit, but he couldn’t hide his true nature from Tey. Vrom was a mouse, not a lion. He’d always been a mouse.

Pheklus narrowed his pink eyes and stared until Vrom looked away. “Remember your place, apprentice,” he said in a chilling whisper.

“His place is with me,” Tey said.

Pheklus had no idea what she’d done in the chamber back there, and he had even less idea of what she was capable now. Not much, judging by the residual nausea from drawing upon her own essence. Do that again and she had no doubt she’d be incapacitated, or worse. And her well was empty, her vambrace and amulet gone. Without the offensive patterns carved into both, what threat could she possibly be? But Pheklus didn’t know, and he didn’t strike Tey as the type to gamble his life from a position of ignorance.

Emulating Vrom’s hands-on-hip stance, she consciously assumed the Witch Woman persona. More and more, it was the one that fit.

It was an eternity before Pheklus forced a crooked smile and nodded. “You are right. And we must hurry. I fear we may be late.”

The necromancer led them through a maze of passageways, following his map, until they reached a ladder ascending to a domed cover in the ceiling.

“Would you ask your apprentice?” Pheklus said, indicating the cover with a flick of his head, then the sleeping dog he was carrying.

With a sigh, Vrom climbed the ladder, struggling under the weight of his pack. When he opened the dome and climbed out, the muted thuds of drums reached Tey’s ears, along with an eerie melody played on pipes.

“Good,” Pheklus said. “We’ve passed beneath Lake Pleroma. Slyndon was right about this route. We’re right at the heart of the Wakeful Isle.”

Somewhere in the near distance, a gong clanged, its echoes reverberating down below.

Pheklus winced, then lifted Gulgath by the scruff with one hand. The dog opened a bleary eye then resumed his gentle snoring as the necromancer began to climb.

“Be quick,” Pheklus shot over his shoulder to Tey. “It’s started.”




THE CONCLAVE


The Archmage’s eyes
 blazed violet, lit from within by a radiance that had not been there moments before. The air in the cavern bristled with unseen forces. Tingling waves passed across Snaith’s scalp, sending ripples through the stubble on either side of his crest. Around him on the seating, sorcerers and apprentices patted down hair standing on end. Theurig gripped his beard in a white-knuckled fist, though it continued to curl unnaturally upward. Pressure built and built, till the apprentices were covering their ears and groaning. The sorcerers shut their eyes and winced. Theurig rolled his head, face contorted in agony.

But Snaith fought it; fought the need to cry out and writhe in his seat. He directed his full attention at those incandescent eyes, etched them into his memory along with every other feature of that wizened face, every crease and shadow on the scarlet robe, every intricate carving that adorned the onyx throne. Even so, he felt an invisible pinch on the bridge of his nose. His ears popped. A vise gripped his skull. And he could smell blood.

The Archmage blinked, and the pressure abated. A palpable wave of relief passed through the others in the cavern. Theurig let out a long sigh and released the death grip on his beard.

Snaith wiped moisture from his nose. Crimson stained his fingers. To the far right of the row he was seated on he caught sight of Calzod Murcifer, completely unfazed. The sorcerer glanced surreptitiously in Snaith’s direction, the hint of a smile curling one corner of his mouth.

Around the cavern the Lakelings stood perfectly still, amber eyes reflecting the background phosphorescence, bows and glaives unspoken threats.

“Well?” the Archmage said in a deep, soothing voice that somehow seemed more menacing than his earlier rumbling thunder.

“Excellency,” Theurig said, “I do not know what to say.”

“Now that I find hard to believe,” the Archmage said. Muted titters passed among the sorcerers, though there was no disguising their tension. Anticipation permeated the cavern, held everyone in clenched expectation of a sudden lightning strike.

“Perhaps some hint of what Theurig is being accused of, Anathoth?” Calzod Murcifer said in an affable tone. “Age may have blunted his wits, as indeed it has done for many of us. I, for one, haven’t the foggiest what you are referring to.”

The Archmage narrowed his eyes, one milky and blind again, the other back to its virulent yellow veined with red. He did not register that he’d heard Calzod. His gaze remained unwaveringly on Theurig. The Lakelings, though… Snaith thought some of them might have moved, maybe tightened their grips on their weapons.

Calzod Murcifer appeared to have noticed. He grinned to himself, then adopted a mask of seriousness and deference. Behind him a woman, naked save for a slender girdle of plaited hide and what looked like a grey tufted tail, flashed feral looks with her ice-blue eyes. Black hair streaked with white. Face weather-worn and wrinkled. Body firm as a teenager’s, no doubt from a life on the prowl. For the apprentice with her was clad in the wolf’s head and skin of the Wolvers.

“You were all there for the Proving,” the Archmage said, finally releasing Theurig from his glare. “Well, most of you. I’m sure some of you must have spoken with Theurig. Shared… knowledge.” He frowned. “Where is Slyndon Grun? And where is Pheklus the Clincherman?”

One of the sorcerers, a man in a motley robe of patches and a tall, crooked hat, coughed politely and said, “They were traveling together, Excellency. Perhaps they were delayed.”

The Archmage gave a fierce nod, apparently satisfied. “So, is no one willing to tell me what happened at Malogoi? Believe me, it will go far better for you to speak now before you are exposed. What I don’t already know, I will find out. And if you have been keeping things from me…” His eyes flashed violet for an instant, accompanied by a brief swell of pressure. At the same time, Snaith noticed the Archmage lightly touch one of the rings adorning his fingers.

No one spoke. Either they were too frightened to reveal whatever it was they knew, or they really didn’t know anything.

After a long, tense silence, the Archmage said, “All the sorcerers of Branikdür, greedy for hidden knowledge, scouring the ancient ruins for traces of lore, and no one saw anything unusual? Heard more than was intended for their ears? Detected anything out of the ordinary? Sorcery far beyond what any of you possess? Something so puissant that it pricked the attention of Hélum?”

Hushed words were quickly exchanged up and down the rows. Theurig was frowning, tapping the side of his nose with a finger.

“The sort of thing,” the Archmage said, “that we all search for: relics of the old times, when the Shedim ruled the Dark Isle, and before them, when the shadow of the Wakeful fell over the whole of Nemus. Something
 long buried and now unearthed.”

Theurig squeezed Snaith’s knee, gave the slightest shake of his head. He put a hand over his mouth as if rubbing his beard; spoke behind it. “The digging at the tumulus…”


The gauntlet
 , Snaith realized. The horror Tey had led him to. He could see it now, pointing at him in his mind’s eye, so vividly he recoiled.

“Snaith,” Theurig muttered under his hand. “What have you done? What did you find?”

Snaith’s mind raced in a dozen different directions. Had he been wrong to explore beneath the burial mound? What would the implications be? The punishment? Wasn’t Tey the guilty party? Was that why she wasn’t here? And what exactly was the gauntlet? How had news of its discovery reached Hélum, when only Tey and he had been present?

Despite Theurig keeping his eyes on the Archmage, Snaith could feel his anger palpably. He’d jeopardized the sorcerer’s position somehow; undermined his need to always be the one in control.


What did you find?


Snaith opened his mouth to respond, but the words had not yet formed. What should he say that wouldn’t make him the focus of the Archmage’s ire? He was about to say something, protest his ignorance, when a disturbance passed along the sorcerers and their apprentices, and everyone turned to look behind at the aisle they had come down.

There, at the top, was a sunken-faced man in a long black coat, with a leashed dog at his side. A man who looked like a living corpse. Behind him… Snaith half stood from his seat as he recognized Vrom Mowry of the Malogoi.


So, Theurig wasn’t lying. Vrom’s alive. He never had the rot.


Snaith glanced at Theurig, the one to afflict Vrom with the disease, according to Tey. The sorcerer’s face was a mask of indifference; not even a hint of “I told you so.”

Then, following Vrom onto the top of the aisle came Tey Moonshine. Snaith didn’t even attempt to disguise his shock at her appearance. The task would have been beyond him. Black dress frayed and stained, hair matted, chin crusted with dried blood. She looked a crone before her time. Beneath the hem of her dress, the foot of her maimed leg was swollen and black, the toes curled like talons—or were
 they talons?

“Pheklus,” the Archmage said. “Glad you could join us. Where is Slyndon Grun?”

The cadaverous man stood aside and gestured to Tey. “Excellency, may I present his successor, Tey Moonshine, Witch of the Valks.”

Gasps from the sorcerers, followed by animated conversation.


Slyndon Grun’s successor? He’s dead? Does that mean Tey—


“Killed him?” Theurig muttered to himself. He licked his lips and glanced at Snaith.

The Archmage gave Tey a sharp look. His milky eye widened, giving the impression it wasn’t fully blind. The yellow one narrowed to a slit. “Tell me later,” he said, switching his gaze back to Theurig. “First, I have another matter to deal with. I would speak with you, Theurig Locanter. Join me.” With that, he pushed himself out of his throne and strode for the tunnel he’d entered by.

Theurig swallowed thickly, then stood. “I hope for your sake, Snaith, this goes well. And while I’m gone, stay away from Tey. Don’t even speak with her till I can establish what’s going on.”

Snaith barely noticed as Theurig left. He couldn’t take his eyes from Tey and Vrom as they seated themselves three rows back, along with Pheklus the Clincherman and his dog. Snaith’s heart quickened as Tey turned her head his way, but her eyes were unfocused, and she looked right through him. Vrom gave a surreptitious waggle of his fingers, no more than an acknowledgment. He immediately dipped his chin to his chest.

Had Tey lied about Theurig giving Vrom the rot? Why would she do that? Snaith drummed his fingers on his thigh as suspicions started to coalesce. What if she’d been right? What if the rot wasn’t what people thought it was? What if there was a cure? Hope for his mother and father?

Snaith stood, intending to ask Vrom what had happened, when Theurig’s instruction forced him back down. Too much was going on here. There were too many things he didn’t understand. He needed to wait. Do as he was told. Keep gathering information.

Many of the sorcerers got up and started to mingle, talking in hushed voices. The apprentices exchanged nervous glances, overawed by the situation, too scared to move.

Pheklus the Clincherman lifted his dog into his lap, where it fell immediately asleep. The black-coated sorcerer stroked its broad head absently as his unnerving pink eyes roved the cavern.

Tey seemed withdrawn, but that was nothing new. After what Snaith had learned about her recently, he recognized it as something essential to her survival. He called to mind Slyndon Grun, who had come for her in the Copse. Pictured all manner of things the fat sorcerer could have done. Tried to create the scenario in which Tey might have killed him and how. A dozen vignettes, each bloody and repugnant, and yet strangely arousing. He kept flicking looks at Tey, reminding himself of how filthy she looked. How ruined. But still he pictured himself lying with her. Longed for the touch of her hand.

Theurig returned far sooner than Snaith expected, red-faced and trembling with barely suppressed rage.

“He wants to see you next,” the sorcerer said, plonking himself down on the rock-carved bench and crossing his arms over his chest. “Alone.”

As Snaith started to rise, Theurig put a hand on his shoulder and said, “He already knows about the digging. I was going to deny all knowledge, but there seemed no point. Someone must have told him. But who?”

“Slyndon Grun?” Snaith suggested. “He did come to the Copse to collect Tey.”

Theurig wrinkled his nose. “No. Slyndon was no friend of the Archmage. Unless… Unless he was.” The look on his face said, “Unless he was playing me all along.”

“Chief Bellosh?” Snaith said. A man who knows a thing or two about betrayal.


Theurig scoffed. “That buffoon? But he didn’t see the digging.”

“Unless he’s been to the Copse since?”

“Maybe,” Theurig said. “Unlikely. It’s beside the point. Anathoth Xolor has eyes and ears everywhere. More so than I had imagined. Whatever you found in the Copse, Snaith, you must tell me. The Seven of Hélum are involved. I may not be able to protect you.”

Snaith nodded. He didn’t know what to say. The living gauntlet he’d seen below ground—Vilchus, Tey had said; she called it his hand—what was it exactly? Why was it important to Hélum? He thought about asking Theurig then and there, but that might give away an advantage.

“Remember, say nothing you don’t have to,” Theurig said. “Whatever you know, feign ignorance. Later we will talk, and then I’ll work out the best course of action.”

Snaith nodded, shrugging free of the sorcerer’s hand. “Don’t forget,” he shot over his shoulder as he headed for the marble floor of the cavern, “Tey knows.”

Theurig’s eyes did a frenetic dance, flitting this way and that. Blood leached from his face, and he clenched his jaw. “One more thing,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

A Lakeling armed with a glaive met Snaith behind the onyx throne and led him through a warren of cylindrical tunnels bored through the rock of the mesa. Snaith wanted to ask how they had been made, but doubted he would get an answer.

The Lakeling brought him to an oval door set into one of the limestone walls. It was made from the same shiny black stone as the ruins of the citadel. He rapped his glaive against the door and stood aside.

“Come,” the Archmage called from within.

Snaith reached for a handle, but there was none. He gingerly touched the surface of the door, and it dissolved into thin air. He stepped back, heart thumping wildly in his chest. The Lakeling shook his masked head, then peered at Snaith through amber eyes. A shake of the glaive was all the incentive Snaith needed to enter. This time, he rapped on the jamb three times. He couldn’t help himself.

In contrast to the passageways outside and the rough-hewn cavern of meeting, here was a chamber of exquisite construction: seven-sided, with walls, ceiling, and floor of glistening black. It felt like entering a void, and Snaith braced against falling till his body registered the darkness beneath his feet was solid. He swayed in place for a moment as nausea washed over him.

Then he noticed a bulge in the wall opposite: a cabinet of the same dark material, as high as he was tall. Beside it, a blackwood bookcase packed with the spines of hefty tomes, all somber-colored and merging with the surrounds.

Gaining his bearings with the bookcase, Snaith slowly turned his head till he found twin pools of violet staring at him out of a patch of coagulating shadow. They immediately winked out and a ring of flames sprang up, illuminating the Archmage seated at its center. A prickling sensation ran across Snaith’s skin, this time from dread rather than some unseen sorcery. Heat from the circle of fire drove him back a step.

“Come,” the Archmage said. “The flames will not burn.”

Snaith hesitated. All his senses screamed that the skin would be melted from the bone if he drew too near.

The Archmage sighed, and he twisted his staff upon his lap with impatience. Clenching against the expected pain, and shutting his eyes against the glare, Snaith lunged forward and crossed the threshold, feeling only a pleasant coolness as he passed through the flames.

The Archmage raised an eyebrow and tilted his head to one side. “Of course, they could burn, if I so wished. Like most things, it’s simply a matter of will.”

Snaith swallowed, eyeing the perimeter of fire that surrounded them.

“Keeps us safe from prying eyes,” the Archmage explained. “And eavesdropping ears. A sorcerer can never be too suspicious of his fellows. Did Theurig not tell you that?”


Is he bluffing? Can he really control whether the flames burn or not? More smoke and mirrors? Or does he have real power?


Snaith shuffled away from the fire toward the Archmage’s chair—padded and black, made from some kind of ensorcelled fabric with the texture of shadows.

“Well?” the Archmage prompted.

“No.”

A frown.

“I mean no, Theurig did not tell me… Excellency.”

The Archmage settled back in his chair with a satisfied nod. He fixed Snaith with his yellow eye. The white one looked straight through Snaith, as if it saw into another realm.

“Coldman’s Copse, I believe Theurig said the place was called. Some sort of sacred ground blistered with burial mounds. He says he does not know who is interred there, and I’m inclined to believe him. Older than the most remote ancestors of the Malogoi, he tells me.” The Archmage pursed his lips and shrugged. “That wouldn’t be unusual. Branikdür is littered with the vestiges of lost civilizations. But you know this, of course. Theurig lent you Cawdor’s book, did he not? The Four Invasions of Branikdür
 .”

Snaith started to reach for the clasp of his satchel, but the Archmage held up a staying hand.

“Don’t show me. I have a copy of my own. They are two a shekel in Hélum. I take it Theurig procured yours from Slyndon Grun?”

Snaith nodded. “That’s what he said, Excellency.”

The Archmage stroked his beard, a pensive look on his face. “That girl who deposed Slyndon: you know her?”

Snaith’s mouth felt suddenly dry. If he denied knowing Tey, the Archmage might find out he was lying, and what would happen then? He might already know. Theurig could have told him. Wincing internally, he said, “Tey Moonshine. She is of our clan. I was to…” Too much. Don’t say too much. Only what I have to reveal, Theurig said
 .

The Archmage leaned forward. “Yes?”

Drawing in a deep breath, Snaith said, “We were to be married.”

“What happened?”

Snaith raised the misshapen lump of his arm. In response to the cock of the Archmage’s eyebrow, he said, “A bear attacked her at the Proving. I tried to save her. It’s why I couldn’t compete in the circles.”

The Archmage nodded slowly, as if he understood. As if he cared. “You wanted to be a warrior. Have a wife. Raise the next generation of Malogoi. You feel cheated. Angry.”

Snaith felt the rush of heat in his veins. A tic began to pulse on his cheek. He covered it with his good hand.

“Understandable,” the Archmage said. “The Weyd’s gifts can easily be misconstrued as cruelty.”

Snaith locked eyes with him then. “The Weyd…”

“Go on.”

“Theurig said the Weyd was no-thing.”

“And he’s right,” the Archmage said.

“But not nothing.”

A nod of encouragement.

“It has intelligence?”

The Archmage smiled.

“It knows us? Acts in the world?” It punishes transgressors?


“What does Theurig say?”

“I’m not really sure. Sometimes I think he deliberately confuses me.”

“He is your master,” the Archmage said, a harsh edge returning to his voice. “Follow the path he has set. I will say only this on the subject: Theurig’s is one way among many, a facet of the infinite truth. But back to the Proving. Something happened just after the other clans left. I am told there were emanations, and Theurig does not deny that there was digging in this Coldman’s Copse. You were there for the night, he says, with the young lady you were so wise in not denying that you knew. Talk about it.”


Told there were emanations?
 Told by whom? Hélum?
 Did that mean the Archmage hadn’t detected anything himself?

The Archmage was watching him closely through his yellow eye, but it was the blind one that gave the sense it was looking deeper, studying the possible paths of Snaith’s fate.

A complex network of lies festooned Snaith’s mind in vivid pictures, each with its own accompanying phrases. Each sending out roots in search of antecedent causes, should he be forced to justify them. It didn’t sit right with him, how swiftly his allegiance to honesty had been betrayed. It was the difference between a warrior and a sorcerer. Deception was a tool of the trade.

But what if the Archmage’s blind eye possessed the sorcerous ability to discern the truth? Snaith should have tested him, lied about some inconsequential detail. But what would be the point? Why was he even considering taking such a risk?

Because Theurig had told him to be evasive, that’s why. Because the sorcerer wanted to be the one in control, until he could determine “the right course of action.”

And so Snaith told the Archmage the truth, about how Tey had dug with her fingers into the soil of the tumulus. How he’d fetched a shovel to help her. How they had uncovered the burial chamber. What they had found inside. At mention of a living gauntlet that scuttled through the air, the Archmage stiffened.

“You know what it is?” he whispered, as if he feared his fiery perimeter could not contain the words. “You know what you found?”

“The Hand of Vilchus,” Snaith said.

The Archmage let out a long exhalation. Turned his face to the perfect dark of the ceiling. Studied it for a long while. When he returned his yellow eye to Snaith, he said, “Did Theurig tell you that?”

Snaith shook his head.

“I’ll ask again.” The Archmage stood from his chair and rapped his staff against the ground. A feint dweomer encompassed the wyvern at its tip, and the Archmage’s eyes excoriated Snaith with their violet blaze. “Did he tell you what it was called? Does he know what you discovered?”

Invisible hands pressed either side of Snaith’s head—hands of iron that threatened to crack his skull like a nut. His vision narrowed to a tunnel of incandescent violet. All he could hear was the echoing slam of his heart.

“No,” he gasped. And then louder, “No!”

The glare died down. The pressure relented. Snaith sighed and dipped his head.

“So, Theurig wasn’t lying,” the Archmage said. “When he said he didn’t know what was found. Vilchus! The Named, the Shedim called him. The Architect. Do you have any idea how long he has been hidden from the world? How hard the Seven searched for his Hand before they left Branikdür?”

“Since the end of the Fourth Invasion?” For that’s when Cawdor said the Seven had driven the Shedim from the Dark Isle, banished them to whatever region of the Nethers.

“Centuries!” the Archmage said. “For a thousand years or more, the mightiest sorcerers of Hélum have failed to find the Hand of Vilchus, and yet you, barely into manhood, an apprentice to a skeptic whose only faith is in what can be empirically observed and measured, you just happen to stumble across it?”

His eyes were back to yellow and white now, but the intensity of his glare was just the same. He expected an answer, but Snaith had no idea what to say. What more was there?

“Those Shedim captured by the Hélum invaders confessed under torture that Vilchus possessed a hideout,” the Archmage said, “an impregnable bunker with the most secure mode of access. They revealed it as a taunt. All of them died before giving up its location. So, how did you get inside?”

Snaith let his expression go blank. Tey’s blood, spilled on the stone of the entrance. But why that had worked, and how, was beyond him. Would any blood do, or was it just Tey’s? And if he told the Archmage, what would that mean for Tey? More blood to gain access? Would she be handed over to Hélum until the burial chamber was opened? And then what would become of her? He thought of her descending the aisle in the cavern, pictured once more the filthy hag she’d become. Why did he even care? His lips parted, and the Archmage’s yellow eye sparkled in anticipation. But then Snaith clammed up and shrugged.

“I see,” the Archmage said. He resumed his seat, settling his staff once more across his knees. “We all have at least one secret, don’t we? I don’t blame you. These are treacherous straits we inhabit. Better than I expected. Your performance. Better than Theurig’s. But to build a fuller picture of what has transpired, a third voice is required, don’t you think?”

The Archmage nodded toward the chamber’s entrance. There, standing in the doorway, face half hidden by a thatch of lank and greasy hair, was Tey.

 




UNANSWERED QUESTIONS


The black chamber
 , the winged staff, the gold-trimmed scarlet robes, the blazing violet eyes—it was all an affectation. Tey was hard-pressed to stop the Witch Woman from laughing out loud at the old man on the throne. She should never have taken that extra potion when the Lakeling summoned her.


[The flames are an illusion,]
 the Shedim told her, even as she stepped across their boundary.


Well, that wasn’t obvious.


She misstepped with her taloned foot and stumbled into Snaith, who was watching her with barely disguised revulsion on his face. Either that, or it was surprise. He reached out on reflex to steady her, but it was his injured arm, all stiff and purplish, with fingers curled into claws. She flashed him a smile full of teeth, and he looked away. Part of her was glad to see him here, wanted to hug him and cling on tight. But it was a diminishing part, drowning in a riptide of moonshine and powder.

The violet glare ebbed from the Archmage’s eyes. The yellow one looked genuine enough; maybe he’d eaten the wrong kind of mushroom and was in the process of dying a long and painful death. The blind one, though: she wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d done that to himself, just for the sake of appearance. Theurig’s stories had been littered with one-eyed wise men, as if there were some virtue in cataracts.

The Archmage touched a ring, and immediately Tey’s skin started to tingle. Her hair stood on end, but at least it was out of her face. She tried to suppress a giggle. Failed.


[Tread warily,]
 the Shedim said. [He has real power—Hélum trinkets. Lore stolen from my people.]


“Well, well, well. Slyndon Grun’s usurper,” the Archmage said in a booming voice that resonated around Tey’s skull and convulsed her into fits of laughter. He sounded like a declaiming actor from one of the morality dramas that taught the ordinances of the Weyd. Except he’d barely moved his lips.

The Archmage leaned half out of his chair. “You know who I am, girl?”

Tey sobered in an instant, her mirth razed by murderous anger. She kept her eyes downcast, lest the Archmage read it in her face. Girl!
 That’s what her father used to call her.

“No answer?” the Archmage said. His tone softened, and whatever power he had unleashed dissipated. Tey’s skin ceased to tingle, and her hair fell in tousles over her face, a curtain that hid her assassin’s eyes.

“What did the Clincherman call you?” the Archmage said. “The Witch of the Valks? Are you a witch?”


[You must speak,]
 the Shedim urged. [Answer him
 .]


“Have you nothing to say?” Strained patience tightened the Archmage’s voice, threatened an eruption. “No curse to sling at me?”

Hate turned to promise as Tey lifted her chin from her chest and swept the hair from her face. She let murder melt into doe-eyed passivity that told him she was his to do with as he wished. She wanted him to witness his own baseness reflected in her gaze. Wanted him to know she had seen to the heart of him, a man like any other.

The Archmage surged out of his chair, staff raised to strike her. “Answer me, you insolent—”

Snaith stepped in between them, good hand held out in placation, bad one frozen mid-clutch. Tey could almost see tongues of dark sorcery dancing on the curled-claw fingertips. She blinked and it was gone—the effect of the moonshine, no doubt. Or the flicker cast by the circle of flames.

“Excellency,” Snaith implored, a whine in his voice. “She is touched. Unwell. I don’t think she understands.”

“A simpleton and a murderer? Bah!” the Archmage said. “Slyndon Grun was no fool, and no fool would be able to take him unawares.”

“No, not a fool,” Snaith said. “Damaged. Her father—”

“Don’t!” Tey said. “Don’t you fucking dare!”

Snaith flinched at the ferocity of her outburst. The Archmage took a step back.

Tey tightened her face into a grin. Glaring at Snaith, she raised her hand to her mouth and licked each of her fingertips in turn. Crimson flushed Snaith’s face, and she gave a disparaging laugh.

“Enough,” the Archmage said, voice low and measured. No theatrics this time. No bluster or shouting. Much more effective.

Tey looked at him with newfound respect. He’d surprised her, and that didn’t happen often. The Witch Woman’s virulence gushed back into the pit it had come from, leaving her numb, bereft, not quite knowing who she was now, how she should act.

Nodding in acknowledgement of order restored, the Archmage sat back down in his chair. “Talk or don’t talk,” he said. “It matters not to me.”

He was good. Just that statement alone made Tey want to open up to him, tell him anything he wanted to know. Please him. But now she felt unworthy. She was only too aware of the grime on her skin, the fur coating the inside of her mouth, the rankness of her breath. And her leg: hard and scaled and unnaturally strong… What was she? What must she have looked like? She withdrew her taloned foot beneath the hem of her dress and kept her eyes averted.

“I know about the burial mound,” the Archmage said. “I know about the Hand of Vilchus. What I don’t know is how you found it; how you knew where to dig.”


[Say nothing,]
 the Shedim warned her.

That was just the prompting she needed. “The Shedim,” she said. “The Shedim told me.”

The Archmage glanced at Snaith, who shrugged.


[Be silent!]


“What makes you think it was the Shedim?” The Archmage’s voice had a gentle quality now. He didn’t believe her. He was humoring her, as if she were a child claiming there were dryads at the bottom of the garden.

She hitched up her dress and put her scaled leg forward.

The Archmage’s throat bulged as he swallowed. Again a glance at Snaith, this time met with a bewildered shake of the head.

“Help me,” the Grave Girl whispered.

The Archmage cupped a hand to his ear and leaned closer. “I’m sorry?”

This time, it was all Tey could do to mouth the words, but no sound came out. Help me.
 Tears welled at the corners of her eyes. Her stomach clenched with the need to have the Shedim ripped from her. But it was weakness speaking—the Grave Girl’s, not her own. She was too strong for this sort of thing. She was the one in control.

“Who did this to you?” the Archmage said, now a devoted grandfather. “Slyndon Grun? The Clincherman? I knew they were working on some dubious things, but this…”

“The bear attack—” Snaith started.

“Would not cause this,” the Archmage snapped. “Are you an idiot, boy?”

Snaith clamped his jaw shut. Tey didn’t miss the flash of rage in his eyes. He was a killer, her Snaith. Always had been, even if he still didn’t know it.

“The Shedim were banished,” the Archmage said to Tey. “You know this, right? Oh, some of the sorcerers still use their name for scaremongering—Theurig among them—but they no longer walk the surface of Nemus.”

“On the way here,” Snaith said, “Theurig and I spent the night at a ruin. There was a mosaic floor, and outside, a font set within an amphitheater—”

“So?” the Archmage said. “Such ruins litter the wilds of Branikdür. Remnants of the Hélum conquest. They were built atop the sites of pre-existing ancient structures attributed to—”

“—and there were shadows,” Snaith interrupted, as if he were reliving the experience. “Ghosts… some kind of wraiths.”

“—the Wakeful,” the Archmage finished with a frown. “Ghosts, you say? You are a sensitive?”

Now it was Snaith’s turn to frown.

“You see things that others do not? You wouldn’t be the first. The spirits of the Wakeful, the sires of the Shedim. The great evil that breached the wards that surround the world and infected Nemus from within. It has long been said that, after their defeat, their essence seeped into the very bedrock of Branikdür, the heart of their dark empire. It is even said their lingering presence was the real reason the Seven abandoned these shores and returned to Hélum, haunted, terrified, afflicted by infernal dreams.”


[They ran,]
 the Shedim said to Tey. [Fled the Dark Isle. They should never have stolen from us, never turned our lore against us. The Wakeful—but shadows on the walls—drew substance from this betrayal, from the need to avenge us.]


“You’ve read Cawdor?” the Archmage asked.

Tey shook her head.

The Archmage smirked at Snaith. “You should lend her your copy. But this leg of yours,” he said to Tey, “is something of a mystery. Bear indeed! Now, that’s a point,” he said to Snaith this time. “Show me your arm.”

Snaith started to roll up his sleeve.

“No, no. Shirt off,” the Archmage said. “I want to see all of it.”

Snaith hesitated, then unfastened his cloak and pulled his shirt over his head.

No sign of the vile, and certainly no scales. But the Archmage barely looked at the arm. He was far more interested in the tattoo on Snaith’s chest.

“The Wyvern of Necras. Who… Where… Theurig did this?”

Snaith gave a guarded nod.

“The sly, conniving… And you’re certain he didn’t know about what you found beneath the tumulus?”

“He wasn’t there,” Snaith said. “So, unless he was told…” He looked at Tey, and she glared back at him. “No, Slyndon Grun came to take you. There’s no way Theurig could have known.”

The Archmage rapped his staff on the polished black floor. “So, what is he up to? Currying favor with the Seven? His master Kardish tried that. Ask Theurig where it got him. Did he tell you he visited Hélum as an apprentice? Oh, it was a very long time ago, but these alliances, these intrigues foment over years or even decades, an insidious crawl up the ladder of dominion. The Seven encourage it: Hélum’s is a dog-eat-dog empire. Calzod Murcifer is the same: always up to something I can’t quite put my finger on.” He bit his bottom lip and drew in a labored breath, thinking, agitating. His yellow eye flicked left and right, hunting out betrayal in the shadows. He gave Snaith a considered look, then Tey, fingers clenching and unclenching around his staff. Pressing up close to Snaith, he asked, “Do you know something?”

Snaith mumbled his denial.

The renewed violet glare of the Archmage’s eyes splashed across Snaith’s face. When he spoke this time, it was in a voice of thunder. “Do you?”

“No,” Snaith said. A tic started up on his cheek as he held the Archmage’s gaze unwaveringly.

“Has Theurig spoken with Calzod since your arrival? Did they talk at the Proving?”

Snaith gave a slow shake of his head.

After an age, the Archmage looked away, nodding. He appeared suddenly stooped, bowed by some invisible weight. He turned to face Tey, and again his eyes blazed, but before any words left his lips, the glare died down and he sighed.

“No, you wouldn’t know. Neither of you would. Theurig’s too devious for that.” He gave a low chuckle and drew himself up. Confidence, purpose, control he donned like a seamless garment. “Put on your shirt and cloak,” he told Snaith. “And don’t let on that I know. Whatever Theurig’s game is, we’ll let it play out. As for your leg,” he said to Tey, “it is beyond my ken. Perhaps when the delegation from Hélum arrives, their warlocks will know what it is.”


[And they will kill you
 ,]
 the Shedim said. [Or worse
 .]


Tey’s body clenched, and her hands bunched into fists. Death was her companion, but only when she chose it for herself. She winced as her fingernails cut into her palms. She was shaking, and she saw the Archmage acknowledge the fact with a widening of his yellow eye.

Snaith watched her, an inscrutable look on his face. Did he hate her now? Find her disgusting? He’d be right to. She started to reach into her satchel for a potion; withdrew her hand. There was just the one left. What if she needed it later? Sweat broke out on her forehead, rolled into her eyes, stinging.

“Now, before we get back to the cavern and the tedious task of approving all these apprentices,” the Archmage said, “is there anything more you want to tell me? Either of you?”

Again, the kindly voice. Tey wanted so badly to trust him, to tell him how she had gained entry to the burial mound. In response, the Witch Woman came streaming back, and clamped her lips shut as she glared defiance.

“Well,” the Archmage said, “the Hélumites are sending a warlock named Imtep Khopeth to investigate. He is not a man to be trifled with.” He let the words hang in the air then banished the circle of fire with a wave of his hand. “But don’t concern yourselves. I have no intention of sharing your story with him. The Hélumites would assume I knew about the Hand all along and didn’t alert them. There would be consequences. Ignorance is our best defense in this situation. Come now. Let’s get this over with, and then we can go feast.”


A WARRIOR’S ADVANTAGE


“You were in
 there a long time,” Theurig whispered as Snaith sat down next to him on the rock-carved bench. “Far longer than I was.”

Pressure once more began to build in the air, and invisible insects scuttled across Snaith’s skin. All along the front rows, sorcerers and apprentices ceased their chatter as the Archmage emerged from the tunnel behind the dais and resumed his throne.

Snaith glanced over his shoulder at Tey, who squeezed in between Vrom and the sorcerer Pheklus. The dog was awake now, sitting on its haunches, wagging its stump of a tail and looking at the Clincherman imploringly.

“Well?” Theurig said. “Are you going to tell me how it went?”

“Later.” Snaith turned back to face the front, leaning forward to make it clear he wanted to hear what the Archmage had to say.

Again, the violet eyes and the booming voice. “A delegation is being sent from the city of Hélum.”

At mention of the Empire’s capital, most of the apprentices looked to their masters for an explanation.


They haven’t been told, then. And they haven’t worked it out for themselves.


Branikdür wasn’t the bastion of freedom they’d been led to believe it was. It was a vassal state presided over by puppet rulers. Snaith thought about the High King and the terrible fate that awaited him. And he thought about the warring clans, the squabbling sorcerers all vying for position. The fact that he was numbered among them, the dupes of the Hélum Empire, caused him to chafe. His good hand clenched into a fist, and jolts of pain lanced through the bad, from where he tried to will the fingers to uncurl from their claw.

“They’ve done this sort of thing before,” the Archmage continued, voice still carrying but gentler now, reassuring. “Apprentices, ask your masters to explain it to you, once we are done here. Hélum does not come for war. We are… allies. Knitted together as one. Now, be seated and be calm. Sorcerers of Branikdür, we are all to assemble at Gosynag Bay, twelve days hence, at dawn.”

Grumbles immediately started up among the sorcerers.

“I know,” the Archmage said. “Some of you have further to travel than others. Those from the northern Hebrud or west of the Caerryg Divide will remain here, as my guests. Missives have already been sent to all the clan chiefs. They will meet us at the bay. A decree has gone out across Branikdür: an armistice by command of the High King. No warring until the order is rescinded. The clans must come together: not to repel invaders from Vanndyr this time, but to extend our full welcome to the visitors from Hélum. Each will send ten warriors along with the chief. And of course everyone
 here will be in attendance.” The emphasis was aimed at Pheklus the Clincherman.

Some of the sorcerers were vigorously shaking their heads.

“This is not up for debate,” the Archmage said. “We must put our best foot forward. The Seven are sending a high-ranking legate. Some of you older sorcerers have no doubt heard of the warlock Imtep Khopeth. He is not a man any of us would want to offend.”

Silence. Nervous glances.

Calzod Murcifer coughed into his fist. “Excellency, are we to be party to what exactly transpired at Malogoi? If Imtep Khopeth is coming, it must be dire indeed. We have a right to know. What is it that has drawn the eyes of the Seven?”

“Discuss it with Theurig,” the Archmage said. “When we’re finished here.”


But Theurig doesn’t know
 , Snaith wanted to protest. Maybe that was the point: to foster suspicion and rivalry. Has Theurig spoken with Calzod since your arrival?
 the Archmage had asked. Did they talk at the Proving?
 For some reason he suspected Theurig and Calzod of conspiring against him. Was he mistaken, paranoid, seeing threats where there were none?

“So, on with the approvals,” the Archmage said amicably, the violet blaze leaving his eyes. “Theurig’s apprentice I have already seen, and I acknowledge the usurpation of Slyndon Grun by the Witch of the Valks.”

Snaith craned his neck to gauge Tey’s reaction, but she was slumped over in her seat, hidden beneath a greasy veil of hair. Vrom nodded proudly. Nauseating little turd.
 The Clincherman merely reached into his coat pocket and held out something for his dog. It looked like an ear encrusted with dried blood, which made Snaith think of his mother. Every muscle in his body clenched in response.


“He’s approved you already?” Theurig muttered. “But I’m supposed to be present.”

Calzod Murcifer caught Theurig’s eye. Something was communicated between them, and Theurig gritted his teeth.

The approvals themselves were a rather staid affair. One at a time, sorcerers led their apprentices to the Archmage’s throne and a brief conversation transpired, none of which could be heard from the seating. There were nods and smiles, and the apprentices invariably returned to their seats wide-eyed and puffed up with a sense of their own importance. Interestingly, everyone was approved. Even Vrom, who went up at Tey’s bidding. This wasn’t so much a validation of the sorcerers’ choices as it was a show of allegiance.

Finally, when the last apprentice—a red-haired woman with a half-melted face—returned to her seat, the Archmage said, “Before we feast, perhaps the Clincherman would like to tell us when, if ever, he intends to pick a successor. None of us is immortal, Pheklus. Even Theurig Locanter brought an apprentice this year.”

Pheklus stood, slowly, stiffly, straightening his spine vertebra by vertebra and ending with a crack of his neck. He looked askance at Vrom and Tey, then pitched his reply at the Archmage. “I almost had one this year. You know how they sometimes slip away. But please don’t fret on my account. It is not my intention to die.”

The Archmage chuckled. “Nor, apparently, is it Calzod Murcifer’s, but we all know the real reason he doesn’t want an apprentice. He has his eyes set on loftier goals.”

Calzod’s face was a mask without emotion. Not even a glance at Theurig this time.

“But death is the will of the Weyd, Pheklus,” the Archmage said. “All things perish. The evidence is irrefutable.”

Theurig was nodding impatiently. “Yes, yes,” he muttered to himself. “Now can we go and eat?”

Pheklus responded to the Archmage with a nod and a crooked smile. “Perhaps next year, Excellency.”

***

It was full dark by the time they left the cavern and returned to the the Wyvern of Necras statue, the stalls, and the dancers. The music had devolved into sonorous drumming, a monotonous sequence of calls and answers. Torches had been planted around the perimeter, and in their flickering light Snaith saw that it wasn’t just the music that had devolved. The masked and naked dancers now writhed and cavorted atop the dais, grappling, seeking dominance, first one partner on top, then the other shrimping out from beneath to mount. They were skilled, dangerous, using arms and legs defensively, then suddenly sweeping to the attack with explosive submissions. The loser would make lewd overtures to the victor, and the rolling would begin again, men on men, women on women, women on men. It was combat of a high level, but it was also sensuous, arousing, orgiastic.

The sight was jarring to Snaith’s sensibilities. In Malogoi, people would have forfeited their lives for such acts of depravity. The Weyd, they were told, demanded it. But the sole source of knowledge of the Weyd back home had been Theurig. Snaith had come to learn, even so early in his apprenticeship, that each clan had its own customs, its own interpretation of what the Weyd wanted, of what it was. Surely here, at the heart of the Archmage’s dominion, the truth was rendered in a much purer form.

Snaith studied the dancers with renewed intensity, seeing in their struggles the interplay of opposing forces, the perpetual drama of the cosmos: life and death, growth and decay, good versus evil, all in flux, no one state better than another.

That last thought stayed with him, unsettling as it was. Is that why Theurig could do the things he did—to Vrom Mowry, Bas and Jennika, to those who failed the test at Coldman’s Copse? Did he consider himself above good and evil, beyond right and wrong?

“Don’t forget to eat,” Theurig said, moving away toward the base of the statue, where tables had been set up, laden with food and crystal bowls of a rose-tinted beverage the sorcerers were ladling into goblets. “There’s a long road ahead of us later.”

“Later?” Snaith said, turning away from the bodies on the dais. “You mean tonight?”

“We’re not staying any longer than we have to,” Theurig said. “You and I need to talk. Alone.”

“Great,” Snaith muttered. His feet hadn’t had time to recover from the outbound journey.

As Theurig grabbed himself a drink, Snaith scanned the crowd mingling around the stalls—a good number of Lakelings, some children, all of them masked, many cloaked in feathers. The apprentices were there too, untethered from their masters, exploring the wares on offer. He strained for sight of Tey, but couldn’t find her or her companions. Had they left already? Was that even permitted?

He pinched the bridge of his nose. He was starting to get a headache, a bad one that had come out of nowhere. A hand clamped down on his shoulder. On instinct, he spun and raised his ruined arm to strike.

“Once a warrior, eh?” the Archmage said. He was flanked by two Lakeling guards, neither of whom reacted to Snaith’s aggression.

“Forgive me, Excellency.” Snaith dipped his head and tugged his cloak over his bad arm.

“Nothing to forgive.” The Archmage’s yellow eye widened, and he nodded toward the statue’s base, where Theurig had been joined by Calzod Murcifer. The two sorcerers edged along one of the tables, sampling food, topping up their goblets, and talking in hushed voices.

“There’s not much I don’t see or hear,” the Archmage said with a sigh. He slung an arm around Snaith’s neck. A faint tingling played across Snaith’s skin—nothing as intense as at the cavern, just a dim echo, a coiled power waiting to be unleashed. “Have you availed yourself of the stalls? There is much the Lakelings prepare that is hard to procure elsewhere.”

“Perhaps later,” Snaith said.

“Ah, you need to eat? Don’t let me detain you. But one thing first: Where do you stand, Snaith of the Malogoi?”

“Excellency?”

“To whom are you loyal? The girl, I see that—the Witch of the Valks. I can understand why. She’s raw, that one. A feral creature. Not at all a conniver like some of these others. She’d sooner spit venom in your face than stab you in the back.”


Then you don’t know her
 . If the last few days had taught Snaith anything, it was that if you thought you’d worked Tey Moonshine out, you were going to be in for an unpleasant surprise. In that, she was like the Weyd—or at least the Weyd that Theurig had spoken about in the schoolhouse: the ineffable deity that dripped like water through your fingers once you thought you’d grasped it.

The Archmage was still watching the exchange between Theurig and Calzod Murcifer. “Did Theurig tell you he was a thief? No? He’s not the only one, either. Well, don’t let on that I know. He stole something from me some time ago. A pendant. A sorcerous crafting I brought back with me from Hélum. I hear he uses it to make fire, or to put on dazzling displays of sparks.” He chuckled and shook his head. “That is but a fraction of its power, but Theurig lacks certain keys. Maybe one day, when you and I are better acquainted, when our allegiances are plain, I will reveal them to you.” He turned to study Snaith’s face, and again Snaith had the impression the Archmage’s blind eye saw far deeper into him than the other. “I’ll tell you what, Snaith: I have a good feeling about you. I’ll take the initiative. Let me give you one of the keys to using Theurig’s pendant as it was intended.” He enunciated his next words carefully: “Emotion is the ox that pulls the plow.” He winked with his yellow eye and moved away, startling Theurig and Calzod with a bellowed greeting, then embracing them and taking over the conversation.

Snaith was left wondering why the Archmage had told him all this, about Theurig’s theft of the pendant and one of the keys to using it. Was he meant to steal it for himself? Or was this a test? Was he supposed to take it from Theurig and return it to its rightful owner?

No, it was neither. There was a deeper, darker game at play here. The fierce pounding of his heart told Snaith he’d already intuited the answer at some level. He was being asked to choose sides, that was for certain. But was more being asked of him? The Archmage hadn’t disapproved of Tey deposing Slyndon Grun. If anything, he seemed impressed by it. Hélum’s is a dog-eat-dog empire
 , he’d said back at the cavern. Was he encouraging dissent and infighting, giving Snaith permission to do what he’d been thinking about since Tey had accused Theurig of afflicting Vrom with the rot and what that implied about his mother and father? Since the sorcerer had taken his book?

Thoughts and pictures conspired within Snaith’s mind, twisted it into a nest of serpents. He angered too easily, he could see that. In the circles, emotion was always a weakness. A clear head brought victory, and that’s what he needed right now: a clear head to determine his place in this cabal of sorcerers jostling for position. This brood of liars and deceivers scrabbling their way toward the top of the heap.

He dragged his attention outward, away from the turmoil within his skull and onto the tables at the base of the statue, piled with food. He gave Theurig, Calzod, and the Archmage a wide berth, coming at the tables from the far side.

And what fare they offered! Like nothing he’d ever seen in Malogoi. There were cheeses of infinite variety: soft, hard, holey, creamed; spiced meats, blood sausage, freshly baked bread that steamed in the night air. Pinkish mudbugs with their claws intact were arrayed on beds of lettuce. Clay pots with lids contained beans and mint and golden grains; others held curd flavored with cinnamon and sweetened with honey.

He sampled the liquid in the bowls that the sorcerers had been ladling. It burned his throat and he nearly choked. To help himself recover, he poured a goblet of one of the many wines standing uncorked in earthenware casks. It was full-bodied and dry, far stronger than he was used to. He sipped it slowly as he picked at the food until Theurig returned, stern-faced and bristling with agitation.

“Fill your satchel. You can eat on the way. Come on, we’re leaving.”

***

“Every year it’s the same,” Theurig complained. “Rich food, strong wine, and that evil brew in the bowls.” He put his hand to his chest and belched. “Never again, I always say to myself, and yet every time, I succumb.”

Snaith looked back across the darkness of the lake, watching the receding orange glow of the torch mounted at the stern of the Lakeling’s boat.

“Now what?” he said, pulling up the hood of his cloak against the night chill and the mosquitoes. “Back to the temple ruins for the night?” It wasn’t a pleasant thought. “We’ll break our necks walking in the dark.”

Theurig leaned on his staff and drew out a pendant on a chain from beneath his robe. He glanced at Snaith then gave the slightest of shrugs. “I was going to show you this at some point. Might as well be now.” He closed his hand around the pendant and shut his eyes. After a moment, he let out a sharp exhalation. Pearly light bled through his fingers, and when he released the pendant, it gave off a lantern’s glow from where it sat against his chest.

“Where did you get that?” Snaith asked carefully.

“A sorcerer comes across such trinkets from time to time.”

“Magic?”

Theurig scoffed and set off into the trees hemming the shore. “I doubt it.”

The sorcerer set a good pace, and Snaith was hard-pressed to keep within the ambit of the pendant’s light. His blistered feet were raw and stinging. He considered asking Theurig to wait awhile and re-bind them, but he’d only be wasting his breath.

“So,” Theurig said, “Imtep Khopeth. Even laying superstition aside, a very frightening man. I saw him, you know, when I was about your age. In Hélum. Must be an old man now, but word is he’s just as active. Just as dangerous.”

“The Archmage mentioned your trip to Hélum.”

“Did he now?” Theurig’s pace slowed, as if he needed to cede more effort to his mind than to his body. As if he needed to think. “Did he tell you the story? Did he gloat?”

Snaith shook his head.

“No mention of my master, Kardish?” Theurig asked.

“Kardish? No.”

It felt to Snaith some invisible presence walked alongside them now, brooding and heavy. Not the lingering memory of Kardish, so tangible in Malogoi. Something neither of them was saying. For Theurig, no doubt it concerned the digging at the tumulus, and what the Archmage did and didn’t know. But for Snaith it was the matter of his parents.

The pendant’s glow seemed to have dimmed. When they had set out from Lake Pleroma’s shore it had been akin to steely daylight, but now it was crepuscular, the half-light of dusk.

“Bit of an imposition, don’t you think,” Theurig said, “that His Excellency expects us to reconvene at Gosynag Bay twelve days hence? A stone’s throw from the Wakeful Isle, but another bloody long hike from Malogoi. Does he think I have nothing better to do? Full welcome, my beard! As if the Hélumites will care one way or the other.”

“Unless they demanded it,” Snaith said. “Perhaps they told the Archmage who should be there when they come ashore.”

“Pah,” Theurig said, but then he frowned and rolled out his bottom lip. “Did he say that? Is that what the Archmage told you?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Don’t remember? How can you not… Ah, I see. It’s like that, is it? And I suppose you’re not going to tell me what else you discussed with His Excellency? Or about what you were digging for in Coldman’s Copse? You might think you have friends in high places now, but don’t fall for it, Snaith. Anathoth Xolor is playing you, as he does all of us at some point or other. Be disloyal to me, and he’ll know what kind of dog you are. You think he won’t grow suspicious of you, too?”


Loyalty? You expect my loyalty, after what you’ve done? After all the lies?


It was oddly invigorating, watching Theurig fret and bubble over with frustration. Let him stew
 . Snaith decided to add fuel to the flames by answering with a question of his own.

“What did you talk about with Calzod Murcifer?”

Theurig stopped walking. “Did the Archmage ask you to find out?”

“He saw you,” Snaith said. “But you already know that.”

“But did he overhear?” In the fading light from the pendant, Theurig’s eyes were set within calderas of shadow.

Snaith shrugged.

“Fine,” Theurig said. “Let’s play it your way. Calzod is worried about the involvement of Hélum. The Seven ordered a withdrawal from Branikdür all those centuries ago for a reason. Whatever has drawn them back must be very important indeed. It could even prove catastrophic.” Theurig waved a hand dismissively. “That’s how Calzod thinks: always the conspiracist. Everything is an augury, a portent, an omen. For an intelligent man, he demonstrates an alarming degree of superstitious claptrap.”

“And what do you think?” Snaith asked.

Theurig puffed out his cheeks and spread his arms wide. “Politics. That’s what everything boils down to. Something was discovered, something unearthed that gives the whiff of an advantage to some faction or other within the Empire, perhaps even within the Seven themselves. To my mind—and Calzod’s—there are only a handful of possibilities, most of them shrouded in myth. But you, of course, already know what it is.”

Theurig looked at him intently, but Snaith was giving him nothing. Not until he had what he wanted: an admission of guilt concerning his parents and the rot. Where to find them. A cure. And his book back.

“Snaith, I urge you—”

Theurig swooned and fell against a tree, steadying himself with one hand on the trunk. The pendant’s light flickered and winked out.

“Useless…” Theurig gasped. “Piece of junk. I thought… thought it would light the whole journey home, but it’s draining, the concentration needed. Only… used it in short bursts in the past.” He gulped and then bent double, clutching his stomach. His staff dropped from his hand. When Snaith stepped toward him, he waved away the help. “Always get a little nauseous when I use it. It’ll pass.”

Theurig promptly vomited down the front of his robe.

“Why don’t we camp here the night?” Snaith said, as the sorcerer sunk to his knees, muttering and wiping his mouth with a sleeve.

“In the dark?”

An owl hooted somewhere in the distance. Suddenly, the treetops were awash with noise: rustling, cicadas, the patter of tiny feet.

“I’ll build a fire,” Snaith offered.

“And light it with what? Rubbing two sticks together? I never did master that technique,” Theurig said. He was no more than a clump of blackness, rolling to a sitting position and leaning back against the trunk. “Far be it from me to remind you, but you only have one arm.”

“The pendant,” Snaith said. “Surely you can muster enough strength for one quick spark.”

“How do you know? How do you know the pendant can make fire?”

Snaith winced. He’d given away more than he intended. Lightning fast, his mind gave him a way of keeping the Archmage’s revelation secret. “When the bear attacked, you drove it off with sparks and flames from your staff. I just figured—”

“Put two and two together, eh?” Theurig said, with evident relief. “Saw me use the so-called sorcery of the pendant, and realized it was behind what I did with my poor old staff. See what you and Tey cost me? That staff had sentimental value.”

Snaith couldn’t tell if the sorcerer was joking, and in the dark it was impossible to read the expression on his face. He found it hard to think of Theurig as sentimental about anything.

A dim glow spread outward from the pendant, just enough to see by.

“Go on, then,” the sorcerer said. “Gather some wood and I’ll set it alight, before I throw up again.”

Within minutes, Snaith had built a sizable pile of deadfall and kindling, and Theurig crawled forward, taking off the pendant so he could dangle it over the stack. He grunted with effort, and sparks cascaded onto the wood. One or two caught, and the sorcerer flopped onto his side, exhausted. In the flicker of the blaze, he looked gaunt, wasted, close to death.

“Sleep,” he said. “Just need sleep.”

“No.” Snaith said, lunging across the space between them and snatching the pendant from Theurig’s grasp.

The sorcerer’s eyes widened in astonishment, then drooped shut again, as if he lacked the strength to keep them open. “My pendant,” he muttered.

“Not yours,” Snaith said. “But don’t worry, I’ll return it to its rightful owner.” Maybe. Probably not.


Theurig groaned something incomprehensible. His chest expanded with a long, rattling breath. “Talk in the morning. Need rest.”

Snaith went down on one knee and, with his maimed arm, delivered a clubbing blow to Theurig’s cheek. The sorcerer cried out and tried to sit, but Snaith hit him again, this time on the nose. He was rewarded with a pulpy splat.

Theurig squealed and sputtered and tried scooting backward, but Snaith got astride him, pinning his arms with his knees. He let the pendant swing above the sorcerer’s upturned face. Theurig’s eyes tracked its motion left and right. Blood streamed from his broken nose into his beard, and he panted heavily from having to breathe through his mouth.

“This pendant isn’t the only thing you’ve stolen,” Snaith said.

“I have no idea—”

“My father’s book.”

“In my bag. Let me up and I’ll give it to you.”

“No need,” Snaith said. “I’ll take it when we’re done.”

“Done? Snaith, whatever this is about, we can work it out. I’m sorry I took the book. I was wrong to do that.”

“And my parents,” Snaith said. “Are you sorry about them?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Snaith chuckled, a low, gurgling noise, dark and intoxicating. He feinted another blow with his clawed hand, and Theurig screamed. That only made Snaith laugh more.

“Tell me about Hélum,” he said abruptly. “About what happened to your master, Kardish.”

Theurig squeezed his eyes shut. After a while, he opened them again. They were moist, and he blinked rapidly to regain focus.

“Hélum is a barbaric city, Snaith. A retarded empire. You think some of the clans here are superstitious, but that is nothing compared with the mainland. Ours is a smokescreen, a game, a means of maintaining control.” His voice was reedy, distant, as if he’d transported himself someplace else in his mind. As if he couldn’t face the reality of his predicament.

It was sad to see. Pathetic. It made Snaith ashamed to be associated with the sorcerer. A warrior would not hide from danger so. A warrior would have put up some sort of a fight.

“The Wyvern of Necras,” Theurig continued. “It is a cult in Hélum. They worship it in blood-drenched temples. That’s what Kardish told me. And they believe, Snaith. They believe in magic. Attribute their ascendancy to it.”

Theurig looked up and forced a chuckle of his own, as if they were sharing a joke. As if they both looked down on the idiot Hélumites together. Only, lying prone as he was, with Snaith’s weight keeping him there, the sorcerer was in no position to look down on anyone.

“They have power, right enough,” Theurig went on. “Martial, and something else. Like my… the pendant. Crafted objects. Items forged from metal, inscribed with patterns. Somehow they work in concert with the user’s mind. I’ve discovered a little of how the pendant works, but you’ve seen for yourself how much it drained me.”

Snaith was nodding, piecing it all together. Certain keys
 , the Archmage had said. That Theurig lacked. Well, he’d given Snaith one of them.

“Go on,” Snaith said. “You were telling me about Hélum.”

Theurig licked dry lips. “Kardish took me there, to the capital, during my apprenticeship. It’s a rare thing for a sorcerer to leave Branikdür, let alone an apprentice. Anathoth Xolor had not long been Archmage at the time. He did not approve of our journey. He and Kardish had been friends once, shared secrets with each other. But when the Seven decreed Anathoth was to succeed Archmage Sutech, who had displeased them in some way, the friendship cooled. I don’t know what happened, but I do know Kardish was furious about something, and that the point of our trip to Hélum was to register his complaint with the Seven. I now suspect he had designs on replacing Anathoth as Archmage.”

Theurig paused to gingerly press the bridge of his nose. He winced, sniffed up blood, and continued.

“I was not permitted to enter the compound of the Seven with my master, but from the outside it is an imposing edifice, made from the obsidian that once formed the Citadel of the Wakeful. Seven-sided, with seven stone doors, each as thick as a buttress. Kardish went in a forceful, virile man. He came out haggard and hollow. He could walk only with my assistance. Midway across the sea from Granygg he was dead. His last words concerned the Wyvern of Necras. The Seven, he said, had accused him of disparaging its cult. He was certain Anathoth had gotten word to them in advance of our visit, filled their heads with lies.”

“Is that why you inked me with the Wyvern? To convince the Seven you’re onside if your squabble with the Archmage boils over?” Was Theurig playing the same game as his master, after all these years?

“Squabble? I do not squabble. I was trying to protect you.”

“From whom? The Archmage?”

“He’s not the friend you think he is, Snaith. To any of us.”

“And are you?” Snaith said. “A friend?”

Theurig nodded. His bloodied-up nose and beard lent him an air of sincerity.

“To my parents? Is that why you gave them the rot?” Before Theurig could deny it, Snaith went on: “Tey saw you poison Vrom. You denied it. Said it was something else. I don’t believe you. I think you did give him the rot, and that there’s a cure. An antidote.”

“You worked it out!” Theurig said. “I knew you would.”

“You were testing me?” Do I look like an idiot?


“Just as I did at the Copse.”

“So, you’ve administered the cure? My parents are all right?”

“They will be, once Meldred prepares the antidote. That’s her specialty: gathering fungi and herbs, drying and grinding them. The minute we arrive home, I’ll set her to it.” At Snaith’s frown, he added, “Don’t worry, there’s plenty of time. Weeks it takes, the rot. Weeks. And she knows just where to find Bas and Jennika.”

“Meldred, you say?” Snaith said.

“That’s right. Meldred. You’ve met her…” Theurig trailed off as Snaith lowered the pendant toward his face. “I’ve said too much, haven’t I?”

Snaith couldn’t resist a smug smile.

Theurig shut his eyes in resignation. “You don’t need me.”

“Shrewd of you to realize,” Snaith said.

Theurig’s eyes shot open. He’d had an idea, it was obvious. He started to babble, but Snaith clubbed him on the temple with his bad hand.

“A warrior can make a weapon out of anything,” Snaith said, trying once again to move his rigid fingers. The failure only heightened his resolve. “Could this be a weapon?” he asked, twirling the pendant above Theurig’s broken nose, so close the sorcerer’s eyes crossed. “How did you say it works?”

“Concentration,” Theurig blurted. “On the patterns. I don’t know. Forge a connection. Mentally. With the mind.”

Snaith chuckled. “A bit dry, wouldn’t you say? Sterile, like your philosophy of the Weyd as no-thing. Do you want to know what I think?”

Theurig’s nod this time was pathetic, hopeful without him believing there was any hope.

“Fantasy is the ox that pulls the plow,” Snaith said.

He shut his eyes. Visualized the pendant’s pattern of lines, no need to study it again: it had been burned into his brain first time he saw it.

Nothing.

He cursed inwardly with frustration; forced himself to think. No, not think: feel.
 Emotion was the key, the Archmage had said. Snaith thought about his dying parents. Theurig’s guilt.

Heat on his fingers. A sputter. A sparkle that whipped his eyes open. Theurig whimpered and twisted his head aside.

It was a start, but it wasn’t enough.

This time when Snaith shut his eyes, holding onto the image of the pendant’s pattern, he summoned his simulacrum of Tey, the true one. Overlaid her scars with the markings on the pendant. Visualized the triangle between her breasts erupting with white fire. He let his inner sight linger on her nipples, then dropped it between her legs. Unbidden, he felt once more the touch of her hand, and his cheeks burned with shame.

Theurig gasped.

Heat surged along the pendant’s chain, flooded Snaith’s skin. Something ruptured deep inside of him. Fire flooded from the breach, streaked down his arm, hit the pendant, and exploded.

Theurig screeched and wailed.

Snaith opened his eyes, blinking against the fury of the conflagration that consumed the sorcerer. The pendant blazed like a small sun, its fire encompassing Snaith’s hand without burning.

But Theurig was not so lucky.

As Snaith’s shame gave way to an avalanche of shock, the pendant’s fire died down. Of the sorcerer, all that remained was a charred and flaking husk, his bag smoldering beside him, Bas Harrow’s book visible through the disintegrating fabric.

Snaith pushed himself off of the corpse, eyes flicking between it and the pendant. He snatched the book. The pages were fire-blackened at the edges, the cover melted like wax, but it was cooling rapidly. Placing it in his bag, he backed away a step. Strength leached from his legs. He stumbled and almost fell. Tired. He felt so tired, as if he’d fought ten bouts in the circles and hadn’t slept for days.

The breach within him rippled and yawned. Corrosion seeped from its edges. His stomach clenched, and he bent double. Bile rose in his throat. It burned where he swallowed it back down. He groaned as his mouth opened of its own accord, and he vomited.

Empty, hollow, appalled at what he had done, Snaith made a fist around the pendant and stumbled away into the night. He felt blindly before him with his clawed hand, safer in the absolute dark of the forest than he would have felt with Theurig’s pearly glow. Safe from the retribution of the Weyd. Even now, with all that he’d been told since the Proving, he couldn’t shake a lifetime of superstition. Nor the sense it might not be superstition at all.

What if Theurig had been lying about that?

Or what if he’d simply gotten it wrong?




PART 3

THE COMING OF HÉLUM




LITTLE SISTER


Pheklus pushed open
 the front door of his house back home in the Krosh village and was immediately hit by the stench from inside. He’d not noticed it before—well, he had, if he was to be brutally honest, but this time it was worse. Overpowering. He’d been away too long.

He and Tey and Vrom had traveled back from the Wakeful Isle overland, a much more circuitous route, but no one had wanted to risk the tunnels again. He’d left them both on the fringes of the Valks’ domain.

Gulgath yipped excitedly and strained against his leash. Pheklus released him, and the dog scampered indoors.

Pheklus paused for a moment on the threshold, taking in the dilapidated state of the house: rotting fascias, cracked masonry overgrown with creepers, missing roof tiles, and a lopsided chimney. Like all the homes of the Krosh, Pheklus’s was brick-built to last, and it had stood as long as anyone could remember. Longer, given that it had been the residence of his predecessor, the Necromancer Talis, and his master before him, Caliophanus the Resurrectionist. Not that Caliophanus ever resurrected anything, as far as Pheklus could gather from the dead sorcerer’s notes. Certainly not himself. In that department, Pheklus was way ahead of the game. Insects in the main, although the odd rodent had managed a shuddering post-mortem breath. But he was onto something. It was only a matter of time.

He entered the hallway and shut the door behind him. The hinges squeaked, just the way he liked them to. The damp of Branikdür’s perpetual rain had seeped through the walls, leaving the plaster cracked and crumbling. Black mold mottled the ceiling, exuding a dank, mustardy odor. It was supposedly bad for the lungs, so Slyndon Grun had told him on a visit, but Pheklus lacked the time and the inclination to fix the problem.

The house was more of a mausoleum than a dwelling place, but that only enhanced his reputation. Indeed, the Krosh revered such things. They were all as obsessed with death as he was, and all just as fearful of the land of shades that awaited them after they breathed their last. They looked to him to guard them from it, to come up with a remedy. Same as they’d looked to Caliophanus and Talis, who had both gone down as dismal failures. Caliophanus had died of consumption, Talis of an infection of the vile he’d sustained when he scratched his thumb on a rusty gibbet. At least, that was the story Pheklus had put about.

Talis and Caliophanus had made it harder for their successors to gain the trust of the people, dying like that. Dying at all was unacceptable, for anyone. It undermined all the Krosh stood for, all that Stygus Kroshtek, the first sorcerer to govern them, had put into place, his own distinctive take on the mysteries of the Weyd.

The cobwebs in the hallway stretched from floor to ceiling. Or was it the other way round? Each time Pheklus left home, he parted them down the center like a curtain. When he returned, the rent had been sealed. Funny thing was, he never saw the spiders—the size of the web alone dictated there had to be more than one, unless it was a particularly large spider, in which case, where was it hiding? Dead roaches collected in piles at the sides, obscuring the baseboards. Those at the bottom were desiccated, midway to dust, those at the top bloated, and some still twitching. He was never short of specimens.

Some of the stench was coming from the kitchen, he noted, as he passed the ever-closed door. It was probably overrun with maggots again. He had so little call to use a kitchen.

He caught sight of Gulgath padding toward the bedroom, frowned when the dog cocked his leg by the doorjamb, where a pile of dried-out turds had accumulated, waiting for someone to scoop them up. Gulgath had to share some of the blame for the olfactory assault.

Pheklus made a beeline for the narrow stairway leading down to the basement.

The rest of the smell, though, was Lettia’s scent.

His dear, sweet sister.

She was just as he’d left her, in the little-girl’s room he’d made for her in the basement. Amid the nest of plumped-up pillows with which he’d festooned the bed, Lettia lay, wrapped head to toe in age-yellowed bandages. He should have changed them, he knew, but he didn’t want to risk damaging what was left of her beneath.

Nine years she’d been entombed in a cairn in the Place of Many Sleepers, the graveyard bordering Krosh. The last resting place for those not supposed to die. Seven years old she’d been when the clan had put her there. After Pheklus had watched her drown.

He would have disinterred her sooner, but only the Krosh sorcerer was permitted to enter the Place of Many Sleepers. That had been all the incentive the young Pheklus needed to depose Talis.


Young indeed!
 Forty-three years since Lettia passed to the Nethers. She’d have been fifty this winter. Thirty-four since he’d settled her in his home. Thirty-four years of research and experimentation, all so he could bring her back. So he could right the wrong of failing her, of being too scared to follow her into the lake. So he could fulfill the deepest longings of his people, starting with Lettia as the first fruits.

Pheklus crossed to the bed and planted a kiss on her bandaged face, right where the bump of her nose used to be. He’d noticed lately how it was less pronounced than it once was. Not a problem, he told himself before panic set in. Easily fixed.

“I’m home, Letty,” he said, voice thick with emotion. “Sorry I was gone for so long.”

Four days in all, but it felt much longer. Especially given all that had happened in the tunnels, and the Archmage’s announcement at the isle.

It was a worry, this business with Hélum. Not a peep from them in all his time as Krosh sorcerer, and now a lot of fuss over nothing. Well, something, apparently. Something that had happened just after the Proving at Malogoi. Pheklus hadn’t been there. Slyndon had tried to convince him to show his face, but he had been too busy. He stroked Lettia’s cloth-wrapped face, the bandages brittle, flaking, near-fossilized. Far too busy.

“The Archmage wants me to leave you again. Something about greeting a delegation at Gosynag Bay. But don’t worry, Lettia, darling, I have no intention of going.” He doubted he’d be missed. The Archmage was going to be up to his ears preparing for his imperial visitors.

“I met someone,” he told his sister’s mummified remains. “At Slyndon’s. A girl. A young woman, I should say. Reminded me of you. Of how you might have been, had you… had I not failed you.”

She’d been a willful child, Lettia, and gifted. She saw things others didn’t. Heard things, too. In her company, he felt in touch with the Nethers, the shadow realm of the dead, and whilst it frightened him, it was better to face your fears than to hide from them. That way you had the best chance of comprehending them. And then conquering.

But Lettia hadn’t conquered. The voices in her head started to frighten her, and then they commanded her. The only person she could tell was her older brother: “Do they speak to you, Pheklus? Do they make you do things?” She was shaking as she said it, riddled with doubt and fear, but wanting to hear it was normal.

When Pheklus shook his head, speechless, Lettia had run. Run to the lake.

“Letty,” Pheklus’s little-boy voice carried to him across the years, still lame, still weak, still ineffectual. He’d been ten at the time. “Lettia, you can’t swim!”

He felt the constriction in his throat, the pressure of tears that would not come.

“Should have been me,” he told the mummy on the bed for the thousandth time.

She did not answer.

She was angry with him, and she would be until the day he unearthed the secrets that would restore her to life, and after her return the whole of the Crafters’ creation to what they had intended. For he’d seen the brass rubbings of pictograms in Slyndon Grun’s most jealously guarded books—taken from the abandoned pyramids of the Gardeners in Necras. Not only had they given him the primary pattern of resurrection he used in all his experiments, but they’d hinted at a Nemus in which death held no sway, a world perfectly in harmony with the all-powerful, beneficent Weyd.

A skeptic like Theurig would have heaped scorn on the idea. The Weyd for Theurig was a reductive concept, the end of a chain of causality, or rather its unshifting starting point. Theurig’s was a bland and ultimately nihilistic philosophy. A world devoid of meaning. An infinite ocean of possibilities. Violently competing forces. Everything up for grabs. Theurig was only interested in how things worked, and how he could use the knowledge to his advantage, not why there was something rather than nothing. To him, the Crafters’ creation of Nemus was an aberration: creatures who were themselves the product of blind chance imposing their delusional order on the chaos.

Pheklus was still looking down at Lettia, moisture blurring his sight. She drew him like a lodestone, hardened the abstraction of his thoughts into purpose. The point he’d been making to himself, around which all his experiences old and new coalesced, was that Theurig Locanter was wrong. Nemus and all the life it contained was the Crafters’ homage to the Weyd they believed in, the ever-giving source of all being that lay behind the warring chaos. That is why on Nemus there had been no disease, no decay, no suffering, no death.

Until the coming of the Wakeful.

“I had another triumph,” Pheklus told his sister, perching on the edge of the bed and holding her heavily bound hand. Something cracked and he withdrew his touch. “Sorry, my sweet. I’ll try to be more gentle.”

He waited—hoped—for her chastisement. She seldom spoke, and then only in his thoughts. But when she did, he listened. Fervently.

“Another insect,” he told Lettia. “A cockroach I brought back to life. I know it’s not much, but I’m making progress.”

After all these years. All these decades. A risen cockroach. The sum of all his efforts. At this rate he’d be dead before he held the secret of life. And then he’d have failed Lettia a second time.

“You need to do better than that.” —Lettia, speaking in his head. She was seven again, precocious yet disturbed.

“I will, Letty, I promise.”

“Much, much better.” Her voice was rasping this time, dust-choked and wheezy. The utterance of a larynx desiccated with age.

Pheklus stared at the mummy, then shook his head to clear it. It was the fatigue of the journey, he was certain, but even so, he stood abruptly and headed for the stairs.

Back to work.

There wasn’t a moment to lose.




A WITCH ALONE


How it should
 have been. A little girl once more, only this time safe. A sliver of Tey’s awareness stood aloof and scoffed. Comfort was a trap, a false security. Happiness a lie. The love of a mother and father too obvious to be convincing.

But the bed was soft and plump with pillows. She was snuggled down inside the sheets, drifting, dozing, enjoying her moment of peace. And she really was a child, the Tey she’d been on her seventh birthday. The day her mother had died. The day Khunt Moonshine had first drained her.


Not here
 , she chastised herself. Not now
 . She didn’t want to spoil the illusion.

Her little-girl fingers explored the hollow contours of her face, the bony ridges of her body. Her thinness shocked her. She slung the covers off and sat up so she could see. Free from scars, but her skin was translucent, tinted blue by her veins. And she could see her ribs. Sticks for arms, chicken legs—no sign of blacks scales and talons. Wasting away. The Grave Girl was dying.

A sound from beneath the bed, coaxing, calling. That voice: soft, as if afraid to speak. Kindly, encouraging, loving.

“Momma?” the Grave Girl said, daring to hope.

She slid down onto the floor and knelt to look underneath the bed.

Cold hands gripped either side of her head. Strong hands. Pulling her under. A cruel face pressed up close to hers. Feral eyes. Curled lips. Rotting teeth. Her own face! Only older. A hag. A cynical squint to the eyes. A predatory grimace.

The Witch Woman’s hands around her throat, immovable, squeezing. There was no point fighting back. The Grave Girl could never break a grip like that. And she was tired. So very tired.

Her chest heaved, vainly trying to fill her lungs. She gasped then choked. The Witch Woman’s face was a blur of malice. Walls of night pressed in from both sides, compressing the light into a gully, a groove, a crack.

The warmth of a solitary tear on the Grave Girl’s face. Not for herself. For Tey. How would she cope alone?

Not alone, she realized, as even the last hair’s-breadth of light was flooded with black. The Witch Woman would have her to herself now.

Doubt rose up, followed her into the void. Was that who Tey Moonshine had been all along? The Witch Woman? Had the Grave Girl been nothing but an imperfection, a delusion that she was just like other girls? That she might once have been normal?

***

Tey woke languidly, not with the start she was expecting. Slowly, gradually, fingernails clawing the bedsheets to acclimate to the real world. Emptiness gnawed at the pit of her stomach. Nothing so familiar as hunger. The emptiness of loss, of grief for something she couldn’t quite remember from her dream. A fleeting moment of terror, of losing something that could never be reclaimed. And then it was gone. She smiled. Confidence covered her like a cloak. Purposes coalesced around her.

She sat up, swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and stood. The hole in her stomach yawned wider, begging to be filled. Demanding. Not food, though. She could already differentiate between the old demon hunger and this new sensation, which was more akin to corrosion.

She spotted her satchel on the chair beside the bed—Slyndon Grun’s bed. Clean sheets, fresh pillows, but she could still smell him. Smell his victims. Like a half-starved dog, she threw herself at the satchel, scaled leg propelling her with one powerful lunge.


Shit!
 She’d already used her last potion. Shit, shit, shit!


“Maela!” she shrieked, then louder still, “Vrom!”

Footsteps coming down the corridor. Muted voices.

“Hurry!” she snarled.

Vrom made it first, of course. He threw open the door, stood there with worry gouged into his forehead.

“Tey?”

“Potion. Now.”

Maela came up behind him, peered over his shoulder. “Potion? What potion?”

“I’ve run out.”

“Tell me what to do,” Vrom said, “and I’ll make you one.”

Tey’s hands curled into claws. Sweat dripped into her eyes. “Useless! What’s the point, Vrom? What’s the point of you breathing?”


[Don’t fight the hunger with potions,]
 the Shedim said. [Your well needs to be filled. Its appetite swells.]


“Kill them?” Tey said, before she could stop herself.

Vrom paled and glanced at Maela.

Tey waved a hand to stop them distracting her. “I’m thinking,” she said. “Talking out loud.”

She could kill them, couldn’t she? One at a time, later, when she could get them alone. The passage of her thoughts was grating, unfamiliar. Lacking regulation. But it felt wrong. Not just the killing, but the pouring of stolen essence into her well. The feeding of an addiction, no better than the potions. And the swelling the Shedim spoke of: to her it felt more like a constriction. The clogging of a pipe that would eventually burst apart.


[We all kill to survive,]
 the Shedim said, as if it sensed her hesitation. [Everything that lives is a parasite. Think not of the person, only of the end we are working towards. Nobody else could do this. You are special. Unique. No one else can turn the sufferings of others into such triumphant good. Focus on your patterns. Drain them both first, where they stand. Then finish them off when they have no strength to resist. Seal in their essence.]


Tey concentrated on the itch of her scars. “But if they don’t drain me first… If I don’t lie with them…” she muttered. How could she rob them of their essence? “Do I need to draw upon my own essence to power my scars?”

Vrom took a step back, right into Maela. The way they exchanged looks, they thought she was mad. They wanted to help her, but they had no idea what to do.


[Touch,]
 the Shedim said. [Like the Clincherman did with his dog. Let them power their own dissolution.]


Tey reached out with trembling fingers for Vrom. He licked his lips and held out his hand, clasped hers.

And Tey smiled her thanks.

“Help me to Slyndon Grun’s workroom. You can watch me mix the solution. Thank you, Maela. I’ll be all right with Vrom. Please, prepare some food… for the others.”

“They’ve already eaten,” Maela said. “They’re back working in the gard…” She caught Tey’s eye. Must have seen the desperation there. The pleading. That she fought tooth and nail to contain a driving need. That if she failed, it would not go well for Maela and Vrom. “Food, you say. Certainly. I’ll rustle something up.”

Maela hurried down the corridor to the kitchen.

Vrom took Tey’s arm and led her in the direction of the workroom.


[You will kill again,]
 the Shedim said. [You must. And if you do not, who will respect you enough to leave you untouched? Have you noticed the way Vrom looks at you?]


Tey watched Vrom out of the corner of her eye. He nodded reassurance, smiled, but his frown betrayed that he was still worried. Or was it shame?


[You should kill two at once,]
 the Shedim went on. [Then three. Then four. In time, you will be able to sup on the essence of an entire village. And still your well will grow. Not outwards. Inwards. In terms of density. Vrom, Maela, the ones tending the garden. Start at home, then cast the net of your scars wide.]


“Get out!” Tey screamed.

Vrom flinched and turned to take her by the shoulders.

“Get out of me!”


[Where would I go?]
 the Shedim said. [You drew me hence. Housed me in your flesh. But I have no way of returning to the limbo I came from. And I lack the desire.]


“Tey,” Vrom said, touching a hand to her brow. “Tey, you’re burning up.”

“Devil,” Tey spat. “Back to the Nethers that spawned you.”

The Shedim chuckled. [That is what you have been told—that we are devils, but the truth is quite the opposite. It was a devil that sent us there: the Wyvern of Necras.]


“Tey!” Vrom said with more urgency. “Let me help you.”


[I have no one but you in the whole of Nemus,]
 the Shedim said. Its inner voice was lilting, almost melodic. [No body but yours.]


Rage bubbled up from Tey’s gut. Violent spasms racked her frame. She squeezed Vrom’s hand so tight he winced. She glared at him, and he pulled back. Her fingernails went to her chest, raked down the front of her dress to her belly, seeking the Shedim out, trying to feel any difference in heat or cold or substance that would reveal where it lay, coiled within her. She would gouge open her own flesh and drag it out kicking and screaming.

But the Shedim had no substance. No body but yours.
 Nothing to grab hold of. And there was no one place within her she could find it. It was in all of her. Every fiber.

Her frustration and rage revealed her weakness, her impotence against it. She needed to regain control. Had to resume a front of cold indifference. No, not indifference: cooperation. Give it the impression she was going to help it. Give it what it wanted.

The Witch Woman’s frigid aura settled over her.

“Has it passed?” Vrom said.

Tey gave him a long, lingering look then nodded. “It’s passed.”

Without another word spoken, Vrom guided her to the workroom, then watched as she mixed up a batch of potions. She could tell from his demeanor that he was taking everything in, that he’d be willing and able to make her more whenever she needed them. A glance at the shelves showed her stocks were low. Vrom followed her gaze, and she knew he was making a mental note. He was already proving a good apprentice. Pheklus was losing out.

Tey drank a potion in one go, thumped her stomach against the burning reflux, then downed another. Warmth suffused her skin, and she leaned back against a workbench to steady herself.

“You shouldn’t drink too…”

She silenced Vrom with a flash of her eyes.

“Are there maps here?” she asked. “In the library?”

Vrom turned up his palms. “I can look for you. Of Branikdür?”

Tey nodded absently. She fiddled with the black bracelet she’d taken from the skeleton, felt its snugness on her wrist. “I need a route to Gosynag Bay.”

Vrom looked as if he were going to ask her something else, like whether he would be going with her, but he said nothing and instead hurried from the room.


[So, you are going, then?]
 the Shedim said. [That is good. It is necessary
 .]


“You are pleased?”


[But there will be great danger. With an empty well, who can say how you will fare? For the Seven to send a monster like Imtep Khopeth betokens only darkness and pain. Are you ready for that, Tey Moonshine?]


“You know I am.”

Even so, old fears wriggled through the afterglow of the potions. She would not allow herself to fall victim again.


[It is the Hand of Vilchus they seek.]


The recollection of that scuttling horror was ice under the skin.


[Do not let them take it, Tey Moonshine. The Hand is for another day. You will survive, if you intrigue them. You will know what to do. I will guide you.]


For a second, she thought about refusing the Archmage’s summons and hiding away in the Valks’ land till the crisis had passed. At least then she’d be thwarting the Shedim. But that was a coward’s way out. It would weaken her resolve, dilute the Witch Woman she had become. The Witch Woman who even now was taking her thoughts back in a different direction.

Did she really need Vrom and Maela and the others? What need had a witch for a garden or food or companions? A good apprentice was one thing, but what was that compared to a well brimming with essence?

She stared long and hard at the crystal face set into the black bracelet, half expecting to read some augury there, some portent of the future. In response, a faint light winked from within it. She caught a glimpse of strange symbols. Crude likenesses of fire and water and beasts. Pictograms. Before she could properly study them, the crystal’s light went out, leaving it dead again. Inert. But the Witch Woman chose to see its fleeting sorcery as confirmation she was on the right path.

She would show the Shedim she was still onside: go to the Bay swollen with stolen power and fully prepared. And maybe then the Shedim would share more secrets, perhaps even the means of its own betrayal.




A SON’S JUSTICE


A fierce rattling
 at the door. The banging of a fist.

Snaith clawed his way back from restless sleep. Pushed himself up on his elbow.

In bed.

Theurig’s bed.

Theurig’s house.

Voices down the hallway: one of Theurig’s crones opening up, talking with whoever was outside. A man, angry and demanding. A man used to getting his way. Was that the chief?

Snaith winced as he rolled from the bed, body stiff from a night and a day’s walking, feet shredded and raw. And the sickness. He’d vomited repeatedly on the long trek back, and each time left him feeling diminished. Less substantial.

How long had he slept? Daylight slid between the shutters. It had been dark when he’d arrived in Malogoi, and though he knew the watchmen must have seen him—and recognized him, else he’d be dead—he’d met no one as he crossed the village to the sorcerer’s home. Not until Graef had greeted him at the front door with a curse for waking her. She’d looked over this shoulder, too. Presumably for Theurig. Glared at him, as if she already knew what he’d done.

He’d killed Theurig.

Had he awoken from a dream into a nightmare?

Was that what the commotion was about? Had Chief Crav Bellosh
 come to accuse him?

Snaith grabbed his clothes from the back of a chair and struggled into them. A throb pulsed up and down his bad arm from where he willed it to function, and again it refused him.

When he was dressed, he put Theurig’s pendant around his neck and tucked it inside his shirt. It was the instrument of his guilt, the cause of his sickness, but all the same it had proven its power.

He pulled up the hood of his cloak and fixed a stern look on his face. A look that promised the wrath of the Weyd upon any who dared challenge his right to succeed Theurig as sorcerer of the Malogoi.

***

All three crones stood together in the kitchen when Snaith got there: Graef, Meldred, and the other one…Velyg. Chief Crav Bellosh was seated at the head of the table, slurping dark ale this early in the morning. He was flanked by two burly warriors, grizzled and scarred from many skirmishes. One of them Snaith knew: Halik Braw, an instructor at the circles. The other looked familiar, as did everyone in the village, but Snaith had never made his acquaintance.

The crones turned in unison to face Snaith as he entered, inclining their heads respectfully, but keeping their eyes fixed on him.

Chief Bellosh slammed his tankard down on the table and ripped out a belch. He appraised Snaith with a barely disguised smirk on his pudgy face, indicated with a wag of his fingers that the hood should go. Snaith glared in defiance.

“Where’s Theurig?” Bellosh said. His tone was amicable, almost innocent.

Snaith watched the three crones. How much could they have said in so short a time? How much had they guessed? Or did they really have some sorcerous means of discerning what had happened?

There it was again: that lingering superstition Theurig had pointed out back at the Copse. Snaith immediately realized just what a powerful ally that had been to the sorcerer: the clan’s willingness to believe almost anything he told them. Well, if it had worked for him…

“Gone back to the Weyd.”

Bellosh held Snaith’s gaze. “Did you show him the way?”

“Theurig was a powerful sorcerer, Chief. He needed no guidance from me.”

Bellosh pinched the bridge of his nose, thinking. After a moment he steepled his fingers, tapping the tips together. “I had to ask.”

“And if I’d answered yes?”

Bellosh’s lips twisted into a crooked smile. “These things happen.”

Was that an admission of his own guilt? Of what he’d done to Old Chief Harrow?

“So, you are Malogoi’s sorcerer now,” Bellosh said. “Theurig and I used to meet often. I expect you to do the same.”

Snaith shut his eyes, to give the impression of concentrating. Communing. “It is what the Weyd expects that concerns me most.” He opened them again, so he could see the chief’s reaction.

Something like irritation swept across Bellosh’s face. “Of course,” he said. “You know the High King’s messenger has only just left, I assume?”

“The armistice,” Snaith said, matter-of-factly.

“Gosynag Bay.” Bellosh pushed himself up from his chair, pressing his knuckles into the tabletop. “Something about visitors. From Hélum.”

“The chief of every clan, and ten warriors,” Snaith said.

“What else do you know?”

“That I will be accompanying you.”

Bellosh’s two bodyguards exchanged nervous glances. Halik Braw’s hand rested lightly on the pommel of his sheathed sword. They had expected more. Bellosh had expected more. They all knew Snaith was holding something back.

The three crones had their eyes on the floor, as if there were an interesting stain on the tiles. How much had Theurig kept them informed? Did they expect Snaith to share information with them? Later, perhaps, when the chief had gone?

“Why now?” Bellosh said. The slight whine in his voice seemed to add, “Why during my time as chief?”

“Is it war?” Halik Braw said, then immediately clamped his lips shut at the look he received from Bellosh.

“What did the missive from the High King say?” Snaith asked.

“Just to be there. And no fighting among clans.”

Snaith spread his palms. “Then that is all you need to know.” He gestured toward the open doorway to the entrance hall, and to his relief Chief Bellosh turned to leave, both guards going before him.

“The Weyd be at your right hand,” Snaith said.

Bellosh paused, back to Snaith, and nodded. “And also at yours. One last thing, Snaith, before I go.” He swiveled round slowly, eyes glinting with intensity.

Snaith glanced behind at Meldred. She flinched and looked away. Caught in the act, though what act Snaith couldn’t say. He turned back to the chief; found him waiting patiently for permission to ask his question. Spineless cretin. As scared of me now as he was of Theurig.
 He nodded for Bellosh to go ahead.

“Did Theurig die well?”

“A sorcerer’s death, Chief.”

“And you will say no more than that?”

Snaith shook his head.

“Then I wish you well in your new role,” Bellosh said. “It may take a little time, but the clan will accept you. Any trouble, come and see me.”

“Likewise,” Snaith said.

Bellosh smiled, satisfied, then swung round and followed his men.

“Right,” Snaith said, turning his attention to the crones. He faltered. There was hardness in their eyes. Accusation. The wrinkles on their sagging faces seemed patterned against him. He fought against taking a step back. That would cede them too much respect. The warrior who retreated in the circles invariably lost.

He recalled the three hags of myth who were said to work the Weyd’s retribution. A story that, for all Snaith knew, could have been invented by Theurig. Maybe that was why the sorcerer had kept the crones in his house: to bolster the myth, and to make anyone think twice before coming against him.

Were they loyal to Theurig? To his memory? Had they been more than servants to him?

He raised his clawed hand, forced the fingers to twitch. As one, the crones cowered, arms raised to protect their faces.

“My mother and father,” he said. “Where are they?”

Graef muttered something. Velyg hissed at her.

“Meldred,” Snaith said.

She looked up.

“Theurig spoke of a cure for the rot.”

She rolled out her bottom lip. Gave a half shrug.

“Told me that you made it.”

“No, no, not me,” Meldred said, glancing at her companions for support.

Snaith lashed out with his good hand, grabbed her by the shawl. She shrieked, and he clubbed her with his bad arm. In the face. On top of the head. Crushed her to her knees. Hit her again, splitting her lip.

Velyg and Graef swayed in place, wailing.

Snaith let go of Meldred’s shawl, and she crumpled to the floor. He poked her in the ribs with his foot, to make sure she was still breathing.

When she coughed, he said, “Find them. Bring them here. Make them better.”

Velyg stepped forward, a shadow flitting across her gaze. “I will take you to them.”

“And the antidote?”

“Meldred will instruct me,” Graef said. “It will be ready when you return.”

“It had better be.”

***

They lay in a glade just west of the village. Bas and Jennika Harrow—the parents who had brought him into the world. His last link to what he had known. To what he once was.

Blue and stiff with the rigor. A jagged slit across both their throats. The bloom of dried blood beneath their heads. Rents in their clothing. Gouges in their flesh. Teeth marks.

Velyg let out a hacking cough, covered her mouth with a hand. It came away speckled with crimson spots.

“Should have buried them,” she said. “No one deserves to get ate.”

Snaith choked out a response. “You did this?”

“Will of the Weyd.”

He stood petrified. Not by horror. By rage.

“You know what this means?” he said.

Velyg nodded. “I know.” She broke out into another coughing fit, a fine spray of blood issuing from her mouth.

“You’re already dying, aren’t you?”

“Weyd cursed me. That’s what you get for saying no to Theurig. Only time I did, too. Told him I was too old for messing around. Time he took a young’n.”

“He poisoned you?”

A chuckle. A cough. Again she wiped blood from her lips.

“Meldred and Graef done nothing. It’s me you should vent your strife on.”

Even as she said it, Snaith knew he couldn’t stop at one. He felt the compulsion take root, a taskmaster every bit as exacting as his need to rap three times on the door jamb whenever he went in or out. Velyg, Graef, and Meldred. Clear as day he could see the hand of the Weyd in this. Three crones for the Malogoi sorcerer. Three culprits to atone.

Velyg gasped.

Without any awareness of it happening, Snaith had her by the throat. Raised her up on tiptoes. Squeezing. Choking.

Purple cheeks. Eyes rolled up into her head. Velyg twitched a couple of times, then sagged. Snaith released her, and she hit the ground a flaccid lump. Damp blossomed on the front of her skirt.

Snaith stared at the hand that had throttled her, turning it up, then down, flexing the fingers, studying the throbbing of the veins in his wrist.

His bad hand.

It had come back to life.




THE HÉLUM DELEGATION


The sky above
 Gosynag Bay was a canopy of skin, corpse-gray, porous with stars. The clouds were blemishes, the moon a gibbous scab. Amid the backwash of granulating light, the angry welt of sunrise bloomed, first purpling, then dissolving into the yellow of fading bruises.

Tey stood alone at the water’s edge, clawed foot curled into the sand, anchoring her against the waves. The tide was coming in; she knew that much from her trip to the seashore with her father. And with the tide, the ships from Hélum, though if they were there, they were shrouded by the morning haze and a bank of fog that was slowly lifting with the breeze.

Her ears were assaulted by the screech of seagulls, her nostrils filled with the smell of seaweed and brine. Cool water massaged her good leg up to the knee, but the black-scaled one may as well have been leprous, for all the sensation it had. Where she’d hitched her dress up to her waist to prevent the hem from getting wet, she could see the inexorable advance of her affliction: the dark discoloration that crossed her pelvis and touched her belly. A cancer that marched to the beat of her deeds. Its passage had picked up alarmingly these past few days.

She craned a look behind at the assembled clans, clustered in their village groupings farther up the pebbled incline. Crumbling groynes of stone banded with iron extended into the water from the sea-defenses of a town long-since crumbled to dust—before the time of the Shedim, she’d heard someone say. Before even the coming of the Wakeful. Where the pebbles of the beach ended, heaps of rubble littered the near distance.

Far along the shoreline to the west, chalk cliffs loomed. Beneath them an outcrop of rock thrust into the sea, surrounded on three sides by frothing white horses. A stone tower rose at its seaward end, capped with a patinated minaret, below which were windows of glass or crystal.

The clans were intermittently pointing out to sea and speaking in hushed voices. Tey’s eyes were drawn to ten warriors in grey skins, faces enclosed by the yawning jaws of wolf heads. Their chief was a burly brute, more beast than man, their sorcerer a hard-bodied hag with a crinkly face and salt and pepper hair, wearing scarcely more than a fluffy tail attached to her slender girdle.

A few yards shy of them stood another ten warriors and their chief, emaciated bodies painted ocher, bones highlighted with ashes. These had to be the Krosh, but Pheklus the Clincherman was not among them.

There were drooping-tongued savages with shrunken heads knotted to their belts—presumably the Skaltoop; a few score kilted northerners; metal-clad men and women with bronze shields and iron swords. Fifty or more clans from the length and breadth of Branikdür, and with them, her birth clan, the Malogoi.

She half wanted to run to her people, half wanted to hide. Each of the tattoo-chested Malogoi warriors caught her eye and looked away. Chief Crav Bellosh may even have snarled. But their sorcerer met her gaze for a long time.

And it wasn’t Theurig.

Snaith looked every inch the part in his hooded cloak: inscrutable, somber. Tey’s dry eyes itched. She blinked but could summon no moisture, and she lost focus. An inky aura blurred around Snaith, as if dark secrets seeped from his skin. The secrets of a man who had killed.

Of course he had, if Theurig was missing. If Snaith had replaced him, same as she’d replaced Slyndon Grun. So much had changed for them both, in so short a time.

She inclined her head, letting Snaith know that she’d seen and understood. Told him with her smile that she had done the same, that she was proud of him, her special one. Her husband.

Snaith turned his back on her, and immediately Crav Bellosh engaged him in animated conversation, gesturing toward a group of axe-wielding warriors surrounding the High King, beside whom stood Anathoth Xolor, the Archmage himself.

Tey felt her brow knit with consternation. Something about the way Snaith had looked at her. As if he knew what she’d done—to Vrom and the others, impossible as that was. As if they were strangers now.

She ran her fingers through her hair as far as the knots would allow. Licked cracked lips. Became acutely aware of the grease and grime of countless days caking her skin. And she stank. Gods, how she stank. Was that why he spurned her?

When had she last bathed? All she could remember was endless callers at the house: sick Valks looking for a cure, spurned lovers seeking curses, the bereaved craving solace. Word had reached them of Slyndon Grun’s successor. They had even called her name through the closed door: Witch of the Valks. Maela must have told them while Tey was away at the Wakeful Isle. Everyone and their chickens, it seemed, wanted to try her out.

She’d not let them in. How could she, with no one to mop up the blood? She’d thought about taking their lives, too, but her well was already full to bursting. Sated on the essence of her household. She couldn’t take care of herself, never mind meet the needs of the people. Couldn’t speak, couldn’t eat. She was beyond hunger. Beyond caring. Kaffa was all she desired now. Unlike the potions, the ground beans dissolved in boiling water kept her alert and ready. But ready for what? The Weyd’s justice for all the blood she had spilled?

She’d not touched a potion in days. Hadn’t even brought any with her. Just the thought of mixing one reminded her of Vrom.

Then the chief of the Valks had showed up with questions, had the front door broken down when no one let her in. The chief! That was a joke in itself. A woman known solely as the Spirit. A gossamer-draped tart that Slyndon Grun had clearly been fucking. Tey could tell by the questions the Spirit asked about the dead sorcerer, the intonation of her voice. In a strange sort of way, she could almost smell it.

She hadn’t answered a single question. Silence was her strength. It created a mystique. And it was all she could muster. The Spirit couldn’t disguise her repulsion, and that was also good. Repugnance was a close cousin to fear. She told Tey about the High King’s summons, asked her about what she knew, how they were going to get there. In reply, Tey had pulled out the map Vrom had fetched for her, and stabbed her finger at Gosynag Bay.

Tey turned back to the sea, reached for the costrel slung at her hip. Fingers shaking, she unstoppered it and took a swig of cold kaffa, swilled the bitter fluid around her mouth then swallowed. Another swig and her heart resumed its skitter. Her thoughts picked up their whir and buzz, flitting from one subject to the next. She tipped her head back and drained the costrel, then slung it out to sea, where it immediately started to bob back to shore with the tide, a dead and darkening fish.


Dead.



Like Vrom and Maela
 .

Like they all were, the survivors of Slyndon Grun’s cellar, the servitors of his house.

A loathsome, gurgling chuckle. The Witch Woman’s. Tey’s and not Tey’s. Either way, it came from her mouth. She clamped her jaw shut. Let the chill reality sink in. The Witch Woman was all she had now. Her thoughts were Tey’s thoughts. Her voice the only sound to pass Tey’s lips.


Dead
 , she thought again.


All of them
 .

But their deaths had served a purpose.

Tey interlaced her fingers over her belly. A thrill of power tingled through her palms, fizzed along her veins. Their deaths had filled her well. Stretched it beyond all reason. Inwards. Deeper and denser. She was bloated with their essence. Her scars were whetted lips, crying out all over her skin, hungering for more. And for something else. Something that was missing. As if the scars, too, wanted to expand. No, not expand: add on. Continue their pattern in some other direction—perhaps the virgin canvas of her back. For some other purpose.

And she could feel the Shedim, mingled with her blood, her bone, her flesh. There was a lazy contentment about its presence now, as if it were pleased by her actions. As if it thought it had won. And judging by the spread of her scales, maybe it had.

The crunch of pebbles coming across the beach toward her. A man cursed. Tey turned in time to see him gingerly regaining his feet, hopping from a twisted ankle. One of the Valk warriors who’d accompanied her to the bay. She didn’t know his name.

Behind the limping man, two more warriors supported the elbows of the Spirit. The remaining seven followed in a ragged line, teetering on the three-inch heels of their sandals, designed no doubt to make them appear tall and otherworldly. Tey had to laugh at that. If anything, they looked ridiculous. Lithe with long limbs. Even longer scimitars. White leather harnesses that covered very little. Both men and women hairless from head to toe. Slenderness and nudity seemed a hallmark of Valk culture.

The Spirit stopped a few paces from Tey. She shrugged off the help of her warriors and straightened her gown. If you could call it that. Diaphanous wisps of some see-through fabric the texture of cobwebs, the dark nipples of her pert and pointed breasts visible beneath. She was even taller than the warriors, largely on account of the soles of her sandals being at least twice the height of theirs. White-painted skin. Sapphire eyes—a trick, no doubt. Ethereal. Fae. A creature that lived on nothing but air. Another lie. The Spirit ate—meat and cheese for the most part. She fatigued. She betrayed flashes of emotion. She’d even once stalked off into the bushes to shit. No power but the appearance of power.

With the deliberate, graceful motion of a dancer, the Spirit steepled her hands above her head then drew them down to her belly—a mystical gesture with no meaning for Tey, and was likely just an affectation. It seemed an attempt to convey divinity, omniscience, but the lie to that was given when she asked a question in a whispering, cadenced voice every bit as fake as the hue of her skin.

“What is it, Witch?”

Tey squinted out to sea, where forms were starting to coalesce amid the dispersing fog. Red sails. A fleet of ships not long past the headland into the bay. Too many to call a delegation. A flotilla, perhaps.

An armada.

Behind her on the beach came the rush and clack of pebbles, as the clans slid and surfed their way down the incline to get closer to the shore. Divisions between rival groups started to blur, now they were faced with a common concern. More than a concern. Tey could see that from the way everyone seemed to be watching the High King’s response.

Drulk Skanfok played his part well. He stood hands on hips, staring out at the approaching galleons. A study in calm and confidence.

The Archmage, though, was flustered. He looked off to one side, covering his mouth with his palm, thinking, scheming, planning for what to do next. Clearly, he’d not expected so many ships.

Anathoth Xolor’s agitation rubbed off on Tey. She found herself splashing through the shallows toward the High King’s entourage, watching their every move. She reached for her well, and in an instant was exulting in its pregnant power. With a thought she punctured the near-tangible womb that contained all those essences, drew out a thread of puissance, and set about kindling her scars.


[Your new reserves won’t be enough,]
 the Shedim said, at last awakening from its slumber. [You lack the patterns for attack and defense. Your scars are solely for draining. Without the vambrace, without the abomination you crafted from the remains of Slyndon Grun, there is little you can do. But you must do something. Give the Hélumites a reason to be intrigued by you. You will suffer, but that is nothing new. And in the end, you will prevail.]


Tey’s mind was still racing from the kaffa, skipping from one train of thought to the next. First time she’d used her scars, she’d drained Slyndon Grun in the throes of death. With Hirsiga she’d added passion. The others, though, the servants at the house, Grun’s former prisoners, Vrom, she’d drained with but a touch, then slit them open when they were already unconscious. Not as much essence as when lust and fear were present, but at least she hadn’t had to endure their pawing and panting. Increasing proficiency made it easier each time, until she wondered if the touch was necessary anymore.

The red sails were growing rapidly. She could see black designs on them now: the Wyvern of Necras.

The clans formed jumbled lines close to the water, voices raised in a hundred questions.

The Archmage seemed to have gotten a grip on himself. He was making placating gestures with his arms, trying to get everyone to calm down. And still the High King stared out at the ships, face impassive. His hand strayed to the pommel of the broad sword sheathed at his hip.

Tey dampened her scars and instead sent the thread of energy from her well outward, toward the crowd, searching, questing, seeking out Snaith. And embedded in its nebulous strand, the simplest desire of her will: Come, my husband.


With a shock as impactful as her old belief in the Weyd’s lightning-fast retribution, Snaith called out to her, then emerged from the panicking clans.

Had it been her summons, or was it merely a coincidence? Had impending danger drawn Snaith to what he was familiar with, his one-time sweetheart, his only real friend?

He approached self-consciously, with reservation and caution, his uncertainty about who she was now written on what she could see of his face beneath the hood. And he was doing his best not to look at her directly. Probably he didn’t want to be sick.

Tey left the water’s edge to meet him, more aware than ever of the imbalance caused by her clawed foot. Its strength alone unnerved her. That the scales were spreading, slowly consuming her, was more horrifying than the worst kind of wasting disease.

“Is Vrom with you?” Snaith asked when he stopped five feet from her.

Her cracked lips stung as she uttered her first words in days. “In a way.”

His look was sterner than she’d seen from him before. She read in it some inkling of the dark things he’d done, darker still he was fated to do. If he had guessed that she’d murdered Vrom, he shoved it to one side, as if it were of no consequence. Instead, he looked askance at the galleons drawn up in a broad pincer two hundred yards from the shore. He had nothing to say to her, that much was obvious. And while he tried not to show it, he was as frightened of the situation as the rest of the sorcerers and warriors pressing around the High King.

Already longboats were being lowered over the side—eight from each ship, and there were more than twenty ships. Men were clambering down ropes to get aboard them. The light of the newly risen sun glinted from helms and breastplates and circular shields.

“Don’t worry, husband,” Tey told Snaith. “You are mine, remember. I won’t let them hurt you.”

Snaith looked at her as if she were crazy. But like it or not, he was in her. Had been since that night at the Copse.

The clans had gone quiet, mesmerized by the longboats, oar-strokes churning up the surf. It was the warriors rowing. Two dozen to a boat. Tey could see them more clearly now: shields strapped to their backs, steel breastplates with the Wyvern crest, full-faced helms with almond-shaped eye-slits and inverted crescents for the mouth.

Looming darkly at the prow of each oncoming boat was a gigantic figure, taller even than the Valks and twice as broad. Somber-colored cloaks. Heads hidden beneath conical helms of black metal, with only the narrowest of slits for vision. Was it a trick of the early-morning light, or were there tongues of flame licking over the knuckles of their gauntlets, gripped tightly to the gunwale?


[Warlocks,]
 the Shedim hissed.

One of them stood out from the rest, fully clad in ebon armor like the others, but with a blood-red cloak and what looked like the horns of a bison rising from the sides of his helm. A crimson dweomer radiated from the eye-slit.


[Imtep Khopeth.]
 There was malice in the Shedim’s tone this time, and a trace of what Tey took for fear. [Sorcery is coming, Tey Moonshine. Stolen but real. Remember what I told you: gain their interest.]
 A sudden urgency entered its voice. [See! He prepares to strike. Beware!]


A hand gripped her shoulder. Snaith’s good one. He dragged her back from the sea, onto the incline.

Imtep Khopeth raised his arm, the longboats mere yards from the shore. Argent danced between his fingers, balled upon his palm. Lighting ripped across the water and hit the beach with a colossal boom and an incandescent flash. Black smoke plumed. Pebbles flew, showering back down in a clattering hale. Men and women screamed.

For a moment, the entire beach hung frozen in time. Tey could do nothing but watch as the first longboat beached and warriors started to climb out. She was aware Snaith was no longer gripping her shoulder. Had a dim sense of him moving away. Then the smoke cleared, revealing the charred remains of more than a dozen clansfolk.

A cry went up. People turned, sprinting for the incline: Malogoi, Valks, Wolvers, Skaltoop—it mattered not. There was no more division. Terror unified them.

Tey saw Snaith striding across the beach toward the High King. He’d made a choice, same as he had at Coldman’s Copse, and true to her word, she set off after him to keep him safe.

The High King stood his ground, his bodyguard a circle around him ten men strong, white-knuckled hands gripping their axe hafts too tightly. The Archmage insinuated his way inside the protective ring, shaking his head as if he knew resistance was hopeless. Or had he been in on this from the start?

Shouts rolled down from the top of the incline. Cries of despair.

Not slowing her pace, Tey glanced toward the ruins of the forgotten town. Bird-masked Lakelings were streaming from behind the stacked rubble, launching spears, firing bows—straight at the clansfolk fleeing the Hélumites. Scores dropped in the first volley, even as more and more Lakelings poured from the ruins and swarmed the beach.

The clansfolk turned back, but already there were dozens of boats drawn up on the pebbles, Hélumite warriors forming disciplined ranks, shields overlapping, shortswords a bristling wall of death. A second volley from the Lakelings. More clansfolk fell, and then the rest were pelting across the beach between the two forces.

Snaith extended a hand from within the circle around the High King, brought Tey through the axemen. Anathoth Xolor acknowledged her with a nod. He was pale-faced and quivering, the pupil of his yellow eye an expanding void.

“It’s the Copse all over again,” Snaith whispered, not letting go of her hand. It was his maimed hand he’d clutched hers with. A stiff and rigor-locked claw. She raised it to her lips. Kissed it. Noticed the fingers twitch in response, grip a little tighter.

Drulk Skanfok drew his broadsword, a grim set to his jaw. Here was a man who’d known since his coronation he was to be cruelly sacrificed. The chance to die in a hopeless battle must have seemed a blessed reprieve.

“Nobody say a word,” the Archmage said. “I’ll handle this.”

A hundred or more Lakelings fanned out behind them, corralling survivors from the clans, all of them sorcerers, utterly cowed and timid. No potent curses, no balls of fire. Nothing. Finally exposed for the charlatans they were.

Beyond them Tey could make out the bloodied pelts of Wolvers in among the slaughtered Krosh, Skaltoop, northerners, savages, Malogoi… Chief Crav Bellosh was with them, face down on the incline, a gushing hole in his back.

Not a single Lakeling was dead. The clans had been routed then mercilessly cut down.

And then her eyes fell upon a clutch of Valks lying broken, crimson stains stark against white skin. The Spirit, guts spilling from her ripped-open belly. She was meat, after all. Same as they all were.

From the other side, the Hélumites came on at a disciplined march that even the pebbled beach could not disrupt. A broad front of glinting steel, a dozen ranks deep. Unyielding. Impassable. They drew up ten yards from the High King’s men, parted down the center.

Dark-armored warlocks were visible at the rear of the phalanx. A murder of crows. From their midst came the Legate, Imtep Khopeth, striding to the fore of the Hélumite troops with no thought for his personal safety. Each step of his iron boots was a thunderous crunch. An aura of black flames wavered around his frame. Silver sparks spat and fizzed from his gauntlets, exuding the stench of sulfur.

“Quickly, Snaith Harrow,” the Archmage said. “No time for deception. Theurig is dead, yes? You don’t need to tell me you did it. Just confirm: yes or no.”

Snaith’s hood bobbed in affirmation, and the Archmage nodded like a man with a plan.

The closer Imtep Khopeth came, the more the pressure built in Tey’s ears. She felt the sensation of a shrill scream that was beyond hearing. Building, building.

And then it abruptly passed.

The Legate came to a stop before the ring of axemen. The murderous glow of his eye-slit sought out and settled upon the Archmage.

“The artifact, Anathoth.” A gentle voice, though rasping, as if it issued from a shredded larynx. No resonance from within the helm. Not in the least bit muffled. “Give it to me.”




THE FIFTH INVASION


“Artifact?” the Archmage
 said, voice booming like it had at the Conclave. It carried across the beach to the massed Hélumite soldiers in front, the Lakelings behind, maybe even as far as the galleons staring down the shore. “What artifact?”

To Snaith’s eyes, honed by a lifetime in the circles, Anathoth Xolor was posturing like an overmatched fighter. Within the defensive cordon of the High King’s axemen, the Archmage was puffed up with bravado, yet the barely discernible shift of his weight onto his hind foot gave the game away.

Imtep Khopeth towered above the warriors between him and the Archmage. The conical helm, the carapace of black plate armor inscribed with linear patterns, the banded iron sabatons encasing his feet only added to the man’s massive stature. Over his shoulder poked the hilt of an immense greatsword. Dust motes seethed around his frame in streams and whorls, a blurry aura of virulence. They lashed out in tendrils, scenting, probing, inspecting.

“You mean you don’t know?” the Legate said. “Anathoth Xolor, Archmage of Branikdür, Servitor of the Seven of Hélum, doesn’t know? And nobody told you?”

Give him his due, the Archmage resisted looking at Snaith or Tey. Nevertheless, when he next spoke, the booming sorcerous voice was forgotten, replaced by the timid whine of a scolded child.

“All I know is what was communicated in the Seven’s missive. The Egrigorean script was precise but lacking in detail. How could I be expected to know more?”

Snaith felt Tey’s grip on his clawed hand tighten.

“Say nothing,” she hissed, barely moving her lips. She frowned then cocked her head, listening. “If the Archmage implicates either of us, deny it. Without my blood, they’ll never enter the burial mound. They mustn’t gain the Hand.”

Imtep Khopeth swiveled his helm in Tey’s direction. “You have something to say?”

Snaith released her hand, and she flashed him a look of startlement, shock that he was distancing himself from her. Her expression swiftly turned to hurt then spite, as if she’d read him for what he was and branded him a coward. And she’d have been right to. The acknowledgment shamed Snaith into action. He was going to push through the cordon of axemen, confront the Legate man to man.

One step forward and the crimson eye-slit turned on him. He licked his lips, racking his brains for something to say, but the words clogged in his throat. Confront the Legate! He was being impetuous, compensating for his fear. In the circles, that would have earned him a beating. He glanced at the Archmage, who came to his rescue.

“This woman is a simpleton, Legate. Insane, but not ungifted. Her master was Slyndon Grun.”

“A name known in Hélum,” Imtep Khopeth said. “Some say he has ambitions you should be wary of.”

Anathoth Xolor stiffened. “Slyndon Grun is dead.” His yellow eye settled on Tey.

“This hag killed him?” Imtep Khopeth said.

Snaith rankled at that. Tey was filthy, covered with grime. She stank like the Nethers. But he wasn’t about to let this Hélumite scum get away with calling her a hag. Before this had all happened, before the bear and Theurig and Slyndon Grun, she’d been a huge part of the life he’d mapped out for himself, the woman he was to marry. He opened his mouth, tongue wrapping itself around a retort, but a strong hand on his shoulder stopped him.

Drulk Skanfok had slipped to Snaith’s side without him noticing.

“And succeeded him,” the Archmage said.

Imtep Khopeth chuckled. “As is her right.”

The High King stroked his beard, muttering behind his hand to Snaith, “You know of this artifact?”

“As does the Archmage.”

Drulk Skanfok clenched his jaw and gave the slightest of nods.

A shadow fell over the beach, causing Snaith to look up. The sky was darkening with clouds scudding in from the sea. It had been a clear dawn, a striking one, but Gosynag the Grey was already back to his old ways.

Imtep Khopeth strode around the outside of the axemen’s circle to where the clan sorcerers were hemmed in by bird-masked Lakelings.

“Your Archmage knows more than he is letting on,” the Legate said. “I cannot speak to the wisdom of that strategy. To you sorcerers, however, I appeal for more… transparency. The missive sent by the Seven to Anathoth Xolor stated a sorcerous disturbance had been detected. Something powerful. Something ancient. A disturbance someone on this dismal isle must know something about. One of you.”

Did he know? Did Imtep Khopeth already know about the Hand of Vilchus? Was he putting them to the test? Finding out who was loyal and who was not?

The sorcerers exchanged glances. A few of them watched the Archmage intently, as if seeking permission, or hoping for some indication of what they should do.

The brush-tailed shaman of the Wolvers started to prowl. “Enough talk!” she said.

The man with the crooked hat and patchwork robe Snaith had seen at the Conclave put out a hand to calm her. Nearly lost it when she snapped at him with teeth filed to fangs.

Calzod Murcifer spoke up with measured indignation. “We asked Anathoth, and he refused to tell us.”

“No, Calzod, I did not,” the Archmage said, the thunder back in his voice. “If you recall, I told you to ask Theurig Locanter.”

Imtep Khopeth interjected quick as a counterpunch. “Ask him what?”

“What he knew,” the Archmage said. “In light of the missive, it was obvious something had been unearthed within days of the Proving. If anyone should know, it was Theurig. This year’s Proving was at Malogoi, and he was their sorcerer.”

“Was?” Imtep Khopeth’s helm panned over the corralled sorcerers.

The Archmage glanced at Snaith.

“You?” Imtep Khopeth said. “You succeeded him? How?”

Snaith’s mouth felt full of sand. “He died.”

“At your hand?”

Not just Theurig. Velyg, too. Then Graef and Meldred. At first it had frightened Snaith, the thrill he’d taken from their deaths. It was as though he didn’t know who he was anymore. Without his family. Without his long-held certainties about the Weyd. His training to be a warrior. His future with Tey. But then he’d snapped out of it with a simple mental trick. Theurig would have been proud of him. He’d adopted the attitude of a sorcerer as easily as pulling up the hood of his cloak. Cold. Indifferent. Practical. And he’d fed Velyg, Meldred, and Graef to the pigs.

Snaith braced himself for the Legate’s reaction and nodded.

“Then you are to be commended,” Imtep Khopeth said. “But Theurig told you what he’d found first?”

Snaith still hadn’t decided if the Archmage had really been able to discern the truth back at the Conclave, but he did have the strong sense that anything Anathoth Xolor could do would be child’s play to Imtep Khopeth. And he had no doubt the stakes were much, much higher. The good thing was, the question didn’t demand a lie. It hadn’t been Theurig who had entered beneath the burial mound. The sorcerer had been spared that horror.

“He did not.”

For a long moment, Imtep Khopeth stood motionless. A lone rain drop struck the apex of his conical helm and rolled slowly downward. The clouds overhead had clotted into an oppressive ceiling, from which a steady drizzle began to fall.

The Legate thrust a metal-clad hand forward. Snaith gasped. Felt invisible fingers at his throat. Imtep Khopeth reached for the sky, and Snaith kicked and thrashed as he was lifted into the air, choking for every breath. When the Legate flung his arms wide, Snaith’s were wrenched out to the sides. Searing pain ripped through his shoulders. Ligaments screamed. Then his legs were pulled viciously apart, leaving him hanging spread-eagled ten feet above the beach.

“He told you!” Imtep Khopeth insisted, drawing the greatsword from its scabbard on his back. The blade was as black as his armor, one edge jagged with serrations. A pattern flared along its length in lines of argent. A pattern Snaith couldn’t fail to recognize, given the additions he’d made to his simulacrum. The markings were compressed into a narrow stream, but otherwise they were almost a perfect match for Tey’s scars.

As the legate brought the saw-toothed edge of the blade level with Snaith’s belly, the black flames chilled rather than burned. Snaith fought against his invisible bonds, but there was no give in them. Sorcerous steel touched his shirt, snagged the cloth in its serrations. Imtep Khopeth drew the blade slowly backward, ripping fabric and abrading the skin beneath. Snaith cried out in rage and frustration. And then, when Imtep Khopeth forced the blade the other way, Snaith realized the intention was disembowelment, gradual, torturous, excruciating.

His mind galloped, searching for the right thing to say. The truth wouldn’t stay this butcher’s hand, he was sure of that. Once he’d told the Legate all he knew, there would be no more reason to keep him alive. And Tey’s blood would be spilled to gain entry to the tumulus before she, too, would be cast aside. But what lie would be convincing enough to be believed?

Imtep Khopeth made a third pass of the saw-teeth. Hot blood trickled down Snaith’s belly, soaking into the waistband of his britches. His mind went blank, and he cried out again. Only this time, he screamed.

“Fight!” the High King roared, surging between his encircling axemen and coming straight at Imtep Khopeth, broadsword swinging in a vicious arc.

The Legate spun away from Snaith and caught Drulk Skanfok’s blade on his own. Black flames erupted from the greatsword. He pivoted, came over the top, and sheared through the High King’s arm at the elbow. The broadsword clattered to the pebbles, and the High King dropped to his knees, clutching the stump of his arm. But there was no blood gouting from the wound. The black flames must have cauterized where steel had cut.

A moment’s hesitation, then the axemen charged. Hélumite soldiers flowed around each side of Imtep Khopeth to meet them, shields locked, shortswords poking through the gaps. Axe heads clanged against metal. Shields buckled, but then the Hélumite blades thrust in unison before the axemen could reset. Warriors fell. Swords were ripped free. Blood spurted. Not wasting the advantage, the Hélumites pressed forward, slamming their shields into the High King’s men. The swords struck again, and that was all it took. Merciless. Brutal. Efficient. Even suspended in mid-air, the flesh of his belly gouged and bleeding, Snaith couldn’t help but marvel at the way these soldiers worked as one. At how easily they put down the best Branikdür had to offer.

Then he caught sight of Anathoth Xolor, vulnerable now without the protection of the axe-circle. But the Archmage had done nothing. Hadn’t lifted a finger against the Hélumites. All those craftings, all that power, and the man was too craven to act. Either that, or his loyalties to the Hélumites outweighed those to the High King and the clans. That would make him as much a turncoat as the Lakelings, who had seemed to serve him on the Wakeful Isle. Was no one to be trusted? No one the length and breadth of Branikdür?

Tey stood beside the Archmage, taloned foot protruding from the hem of her dress, knee bent as if preparing to pounce. As if she were going to attack Imtep Khopeth. She’d said she would protect Snaith, but if she acted now, she would die.

Snaith tried to call out “No!” but he lacked the spit for words.

Imtep Khopeth made a sweeping motion, and Snaith pitched to the beach, grunting at the impact. He curled onto his side and pressed his clawed hand over the gash in his belly. Slowly, so as not to draw attention, he inched the fingers of the other hand inside his shirt, where Theurig’s pendant hung against his chest.

Imtep Khopeth turned his back on Snaith and faced the clan sorcerers once more. Bodies littered the ground around him—the High King’s axemen. Drulk Skanfok himself remained kneeling, ashen-faced. His eyes, though, were hard and glittering, and they never wavered from the Legate.

“What we seek is at Malogoi,” Imtep Khopeth told the sorcerers. He sounded like a kindly teacher patiently explaining the most rudimentary lesson to a bunch of idiot students. Actually, he sounded a lot like Theurig back at the schoolhouse. “We now know this, thanks to your Archmage here.”

Anathoth Xolor frowned his incomprehension. And then it sunk in. His face contorted into a mask of complex emotions. He’d made a mistake. He should never have tried to set Theurig up. Should never have mentioned Malogoi. At the same time, Imtep Khopeth had revealed something he might not have intended to. The fact that he had relied on the Archmage’s slip concerning the location of the artifact meant that the Hélumites had not known before. They had detected something when Tey and Snaith had found the Hand, something on Branikdür, but had been unable to pinpoint exactly where it was. It was a small comfort to know the warlocks had their limitations, but it was something Snaith didn’t plan to forget.

He closed his fist around Theurig’s pendant, pulled, and felt the chain snap. He could still recall the nausea the first time he’d used it, the breach that had opened within. He’d lost something to the conflagration that had killed Theurig. The action had diminished him in some way. The last thing he wanted to do was risk using the pendant again, but it was looking increasingly like he might not have a choice. He rolled to his knees and got a leg under him, pushed himself to his feet.

“Does anyone among you know the precise location in Malogoi?” Imtep Khopeth asked the sorcerers, the crimson glow of his eye-slit roving over them.

Shrugs and shaken heads. They genuinely didn’t know. If he were alive, Theurig would have known. After all, he’d seen evidence of the digging at the tumulus. But out of the living, besides Snaith and Tey, only Anathoth Xolor knew about Coldman’s Copse, and he was saying nothing. Snaith had the sense Imtep Khopeth knew that the Archmage knew, and that his questioning of the others was mere theater. The toying of a cat with its prey.

Imtep Khopeth turned back to Snaith. “Do you know?”

Snaith glowered from beneath his hood.

Then the Legate angled his eye-slit at Tey. “Do you?”

To Snaith’s astonishment, Tey smiled. Wet her lips with the tip of her tongue.

Imtep Khopeth lifted one hand from his sword pommel. Tendrils of fuligin wafted from his fingers, crossing the distance between him and Tey.

“I know!” the High King yelled, standing from kneeling, swaying for balance.

The black tendrils approaching Tey dissipated.

“You
 know?” Imtep Khopeth began a circle of the High King.

But Drulk Skanfok didn’t know. Couldn’t. Unless the Archmage had said something to him. Snaith started to protest, but the High King glanced at him askance.

Of course. Drulk Skanfok was doomed already, the way things were playing out. And more than that, he’d been on borrowed time since his coronation. A man of duty, whose chief concern was the safety of his people. A great man, Snaith realized. Presumably why the sorcerers, the Archmage, the Seven of Hélum, or whoever it was that set the rules of Branikdür, decreed that the span of a High King’s reign be ten years and no more. A man with the qualities of Drulk Skanfok, a man who could unite the clans in times of war, was a man who might win the love of the people were he to rule too long. That could prove troublesome.

Anathoth Xolor’s face had grown deathly pale. He knew they had reached the moment of truth. What happened next was likely to seal all their fates, his own included.

“Theurig Locanter spoke of it to me,” the High King said. He spat out a wad of phlegm, as if the bitterness of lying were too much for him.

The Archmage almost visibly sighed with relief.

“If you will permit it, I will lead you there,” the High King said.

That was his plan? To buy the rest of them time? But he’d be killed upon arrival at Malogoi, once they realized he didn’t have a clue where the artifact was.

“Where, precisely?” Imtep Khopeth said, ending his predatory circling in front of Drulk Skanfok and hefting the greatsword to his shoulder.


Clever.
 This legate is no fool.


Snaith’s heart began to pound as he tried to think of some way he could save the High King from having the truth tortured from him—a truth he did not possess. Drulk Skanfok was a man Snaith could look up to, a measure of how far he had fallen since the bear had changed the course of his life.

“An ancient burial site known as Coldman’s Copse,” the High King said.


He knows? But how—


Tey glanced at Snaith. Shrugged. Without her, she believed, no one could enter the tumulus.

The Archmage tried his best to look surprised. “Theurig told you this, and you didn’t tell me?”

The High King nodded, though Snaith was convinced he was still lying. They both were. If anyone had told Drulk Skanfok about the Copse, it had to have been the Archmage himself, in the time between the Conclave and their arrival at Gosynag Bay.

“And Theurig Locanter told you what it was, this artifact he found at Coldman’s Copse?” Imtep Khopeth asked.

The High King shook his head. “He did not.”

“And you still deny all knowledge of it?” Imtep Khopeth asked the Archmage.

A slight hesitation, before Anathoth Xolor said, “I’ve already told you all I know.”

Imtep Khopeth appeared satisfied. “Very well, High King Skanfok, you will guide us on the morrow, once our supplies have been brought ashore, our defenses erected—just in case any of your island folk are foolish enough to stand in our way. But let’s not suppose for one minute this Theurig Locanter would have left something so valuable where he found it.” He caught Snaith by surprise when he spun round and said, “Where would your old master have hidden it, do you think? In his house? A secret place in or around the village?”

“I was not long apprenticed,” Snaith said with a shrug.

“Yes, of course. And then you killed him. A pity. If you had known, it might have saved us some time. And your clan a good deal of suffering. If it’s not at this Copse when your High King leads us there, we may have to raze the village to find what we are looking for.”

Tey flashed a look at Snaith, warning him not to cave to threats. Without her blood, they would never get the Hand. But why was the Hand of Vilchus so important to her? Why was it worth more than the lives of their people? Maybe even she didn’t know. It wasn’t as if Tey had been close to anyone back home, and with what she’d revealed to him—her scars—with what she had become, how could he trust her judgment?

Then again, how could he betray her? Anything more he told Imtep Khopeth would lead to questions about how they had gained entrance to the burial chamber. It was the clan’s blood or Tey’s, and he couldn’t make the choice. Or maybe she wouldn’t let him. You are in me now,
 she had said at the Copse, as she lapped him from her fingers. Husband.
 And since that moment, he’d scarcely slept at night without her visiting his dreams. How much of her
 was in him
 ?

“By the way,” Imtep Khopeth said, switching his attention to Anathoth Xolor, “one of your sorcerers is missing.”

Again, the Archmage made a show of looking surprised. He ran his gaze over the sorcerers, bobbing his head as if counting. “Pheklus the Clincherman!” he said. “I warned him not to miss this.”

“He will be found,” Imtep Khopeth said. He swung round to address the Lakelings surrounding the clan sorcerers. “These others are of no further use. Kill them.”

“What?” the Archmage cried. “No!”

Imtep Khopeth waved the massed Hélumite soldiers forward. “Him too. Everyone save for the High King.”

“No!” Drulk Skanfok cried, dipping his head and barreling at the Legate.


Even with one arm, still a fighter. See, I was right. I can be more than Theurig ever was. More than any of these weakling sorcerers.


Imtep Khopeth flicked his fingers, and a viscous web of goo smothered the High King, pinning him to the beach.

Lakelings unleashed their bows on the penned sorcerers. Cries. Blood. Crumpling bodies. A few sorcerers made warding gestures and dropped into menacing crouches, curses dripping from their lips. But that only made it easier for them to be gutted with spear thrusts.


Smoke and mirrors. It worked well enough on the clans, but not here. Not amid the wet and meaty slaughter.


The Wolvers’ shaman leapt for a Lakeling throat, sunk her teeth in beneath the rim of the bird mask. Another Lakeling stepped in and ran her through with a spear.

Calzod Murcifer turned a slow circle, a radiant crystal held aloft in one hand, every facet ablaze with scintillant patterns. Streamers of white brilliance burst from it, and where they touched, Lakelings dropped in their dozens. No sign of nausea for Calzod. If anything, he seemed to grow in stature. But then the blood drained from his face as four warlocks stepped from between the advancing ranks of Hélumite soldiers and strode toward him. The air shimmered, and translucent bubbles sparkling with multicolored motes sprang up around them.

“I am loyal!” the Archmage cried above the carnage. “I can only report what I know!”

The Hélumite phalanx began to broaden as men moved up to the sides from the back ranks.

“You knew more than you were willing to say,” Imtep Khopeth said.

“I was confused!”

The front presented by the wall of shields spread, until it formed a shallow curve that extended to the ocean on one side, and onto the incline the other. With breathtaking discipline, the soldiers had altered their formation to shore up any remaining avenues of escape.

“You manufactured a scapegoat,” Imtep Khopeth said. “Theurig. A man with his eyes set on your position. A dead man who could not deny your allegations.”

One of the warlocks sent a fizzing fist of energy into Calzod. Black smoke roiled where it struck, and when it cleared, Calzod was a smoldering corpse.

The Archmage’s voice went up a notch. “But it’s true, I tell you. Only Theurig could have known.”

“Oh, Anathoth,” Imtep Khopeth said. “Anything the sorcerers under your control know, I expect you to know.” He raised the greatsword overhead.

With a popping sound, a prismatic bubble of force appeared around the Archmage.

“The Seven expect you to know!”

The sword swept down. Anathoth Xolor screamed. Where blade struck bubble, there was a shuddering boom. The sword cleaved straight through the sorcerous shield and split the Archmage in two from head to sternum.

Movement from the corner of his eye made Snaith turn. The Lakelings who had survived Calzod’s attack had finished with the sorcerers and were coming toward him and Tey. Feathered cloaks billowed. Amber eyes glinted from beaked masks.

A Lakeling thrust a spear at Snaith. He swayed aside, stepped in, and swung his bad arm, smashing the man to his back. Another jabbed at his guts. Snaith grabbed the spear shaft and kicked her in the liver. He spun an elbow in another’s masked face, snapping off the beak. Then they were all around him, stabbing, kicking, punching. Snaith saw each strike coming before it was committed to. Danced and leapt to avoid them. Bobbed and weaved. A spear tip grazed his bad arm. Another ripped through his cloak. From behind, he could feel the swell of Hélumite soldiers closing the trap.


Tey!


Where was Tey?

He spun away from the Lakelings. A shortsword came at his face—

Before it struck, the hand holding it went limp, and the blade dropped with a clatter. The Hélumite soldier staggered back into his comrades, ashen-faced, weakening with every step. A thread of wrongness connected with his chest, an insubstantial tendril that pulsed hungrily.

And there stood Tey Moonshine, one hand extended toward the Hélumites, the other facing the Lakelings. Dozens of threads like fishing line extended from her fingertips, each attached to an assailant. Her black dress was ablaze with the brilliant pattern of her scars ghosting through the fabric. With each pulse of her sorcerous threads the victims visibly wilted, and Tey swelled with exultation.

She was bright-faced. Incandescent. Her eyes swallowed by dark pits of fury. Her mouth open in a shrieking howl of ecstasy. Hair a tousled corona fanned by an unnatural wind.

The clouds responded with lightning that sizzled as it struck the sea. Thunder rocked the beach a second later, and the heavens opened.

Lakelings and soldiers snagged by Tey’s sorcery dropped to their knees then pitched to their faces, hollow-cheeked and wasted, barely breathing. The tendrils recoiled then cast for new victims. Tey’s scars swelled with coruscating light that flared to encompass her. She was lost behind its scintillant shell. Her tendrils throbbed as they leached life from their victims. Another wave of the fallen. Another casting of the strands.

And then the conflagration surrounding Tey went out. She stumbled. The sorcerous wind dispersed, leaving her hair lank around her shoulders.

Imtep Khopeth stepped over the writhing body of a Lakeling, black blade held out before him. He uttered a single barbarous syllable, and Tey’s back arched violently. A dirty yellow vapor burst from her belly and streamed into the warlock’s sword. For long moments, Tey hung there, visibly weakening, hollowing out from the inside. With a rush and a pop the tainted flow ceased, and she dropped to a crouch on the beach, spitting and cursing. Lightning lit up the sky, and she was scaled all over, eyes violet pinpricks. Snaith blinked away the flash-blindness, and she was Tey once more.

Imtep Khopeth strode toward her. Raised his sword to strike.

And Snaith forced himself to think of his parents butchered in the glade. Of Theurig. Of Tey’s touch. Of their plans to be together. Of what they had both become.

A ball of fire blasted forth from Theurig’s pendant, expanding alarmingly as it shot straight at Imtep Khopeth—

Then snuffed out before it reached him.

Snaith doubled up, retching. Icy shivers racked his frame. Pressure within his skull. Darkness, closing in to a point.

With a wrench of invisible force he was on his feet, face to face with Imtep Khopeth. The Legate’s eye-slit bored into him, hot and searing. Left Snaith exposed. Readable. As if every memory were being drawn from him, sneered at, and discarded. As if he were nothing to this Hélumite. Nothing but a joke.

Unseen hands once more held Snaith rigid and trembling as Imtep Khopeth reached out and took the pendant from his grasp. No matter how hard he willed it, his body refused to move. What defiance he could muster, he channeled through his eyes. Let the Hélumite bastard see the hatred. The promise of revenge.

Imtep Khopeth chuckled from within his conical helm. With a dismissive shake of his head, he tossed the pendant to one of his warlocks as if it were worthless, then hefted the black sword for the killing blow.

And hesitated.

“What is this?”

The red glare from the eye-slit spilled onto Snaith’s belly, where the black sword had ripped his shirt. With excruciating effort, he angled his eyes downward to see what the Legate was looking at.

Beneath the stain of blood, a spiny tail. A glimpse of talons. The tattered edge of a leathery wing.

The tattoo Theurig had inked him with.

Imtep Khopeth clenched and released his fingers, and Snaith could move again. He stumbled and almost fell. Refused to. His hands went to his belly wound. Blood still oozed, but much of it was sticky, already starting to clot. Not deep enough to be mortal. Unless the vile got in.

“Take off your shirt,” the Legate commanded.

Snaith’s clawed hand was stiff once more, prickling with pins and needles. With his other, he took a grip close to the rent and ripped the shirt away, leaving him bare-chested beneath his cloak.

“The Wyvern of Necras,” Imtep Khopeth said, fist on heart.

The Lakelings still standing all dropped to one knee. Behind them, a wave of motion passed through the Hélumites as they did the same. The dozen or so warlocks pushing through to the front genuflected, before rising to stand around the Legate.

Out to sea, the galleons were blurry outlines amid the squall. Lightning forked behind them, and for an instant their decks were flash-lit with argent. They were bustling with activity, like ants’ mounds that had been stepped on.

“Who gave you this?” Imtep Khopeth said. “Theurig Locanter?”

Every muscle in Snaith’s body was knotted with defiance. A fine tremor shook him like a coward, but in truth it was suppressed rage. He said nothing. And no one was going to make him say another word.

“What was he up to?” Imtep Khopeth asked. A rhetorical question. “Whatever it was, you should thank him. He has extended the span of your life. For now. And as for you”—he pivoted his helm to face Tey—“where did you learn such sorcery?” He stepped in. Slit her dress down to the waist with his sword. The crimson glare of his eye-slit gave a roseate tint to her scars. “Where did you come by this pattern?”

“Like on the altars of blood!” a warlock said.

Imtep Khopeth silenced him with a raised hand.

“These patterns are known to me,” Imtep Khopeth said to Tey. “To all warlocks of Hélum. But to none of your charlatan sorcerers.” He leaned in for a closer look, and the reflected glow of his eye-slit on Tey’s skin bloomed into a glaze of blood. “But something is missing. Here—” He indicated a cluster of scars to the edge of the pattern. “And here.” Grumbles of agreement from the other warlocks. “Links and buffers, awaiting completion. These markings gouged into your flesh are but one part of a whole.”

Tey stood before the Legate with a coy submissiveness Snaith at first mistook for her childlike state, the persona he’d once thought she showed only to him. But it wasn’t the same. This was tinged with goading. And the way she stood: breasts exposed, the remnants of her dress clinging to her arms and legs. Shameless. A harlot. On her wrist, a strange black band, a crystal at its center. Even as Snaith noticed, she tugged down her sleeve to cover it. Then she hitched up the skirts of her dress to reveal the scales and talons of her ruined leg.

All but Imtep Khopeth took a step back.

“What is that?” one warlock asked.

“A contagion?” another suggested.

“No, I don’t think so,” Imtep Khopeth said. He waved two warlocks forward. They came reluctantly. “Remove their bags.”

Snaith immediately clutched his, cursed at the man trying to take it from him. Received a blow to the temple from an iron gauntlet that brought stinging tears to his eyes. The warlock snatched the satchel from his shoulder. His mother’s satchel. His father’s book on fighting. Cawdor’s history. The pouch of Hélumite coins Theurig had given him at the Wakeful Isle.

Tey let hers go with no resistance. A sardonic smile curled her lips.

Imtep Khopeth returned his greatsword to its scabbard. “I must speak with the Seven.”

A warlock stepped forward and passed him a brass box, which fit into the palm of his hand.

The legate opened its hinged lid, revealing the top of a faceted crystal within a cage of copper wire. Score marks in the crystal began to glow as he turned away and stooped over it. The light within the box pulsed erratically for a while. When he’d finished, Imtep Khopeth closed the lid and passed it back to the warlock.

“As I thought,” the Legate said. “The Seven want to see you. Both of you. Captain Daakin!”

A burly man stepped from behind Snaith. “Legate!”

“You are to return to Hélum with them at once.”

“As you command, Legate.” Daakin issued quick orders, and men moved forward to manacle Snaith’s hands behind his back. Tey seemed almost gleeful as they did the same to her.

“Don’t worry,” she mouthed to Snaith. She went cross-eyed for a moment then spoke again, this time aloud, lyrical and sonorous, the voice of a crazy prophetess. “All is as it must be.”

As the captain and a score of soldiers led them away toward the longboats farther down the beach, Snaith saw High King Drulk Skanfok hoisted to his feet, still covered in a web of goo. A soldier on either side, he was marched in the opposite direction, up the incline, toward the piled-up rubble of the ancient town.

Snaith tripped and stumbled over the pebbles. Overhead, lightning sheeted, setting the swollen black clouds ablaze. Rain pelted down, drenching his cloak, leaving a glistening sheen on Tey’s exposed skin. Her hair was spattered across her face.

Soldiers pushed one of the longboats into the water, forced Snaith to wade out to it. To the right, assailed by surging waves, the lone tower on its thrust of rock. The windows beneath its copper hood flashed with reflected lightning.

The soldiers bundled Snaith on board, and Tey after him. Left them sitting in the inch of freezing water flooding the hull. Climbed in themselves, taking their places on benches, unshipping oars.

“Where we cannot win,” Tey said in a rasping whisper, “we learn. And then we come back.”

It didn’t sound like her—the voice or the words. She could have been quoting, for all Snaith knew. Either that, or she’d changed so completely he didn’t know her anymore. She was as lost to him as everything else. As he was to himself.

“When a warrior loses,” he hissed back at her, “he dies. Simple as that.”

“Is that still what you are?” Tey said, eyes wide and innocent. “A warrior?”

“Silence!” Captain Daakin barked. “Not another word out of you.”


Oh, I’m still a warrior, don’t you doubt it.


But Theurig had set him on another path as well. With the pendant, he’d seen a glimpse of what was possible. But there were secrets that eluded him. That had eluded even Theurig. Secrets these warlocks held.

And Tey… How much did she already know? More importantly, how much could she teach him?

Paddles struck the water, battling against the incoming tide. Daakin started to beat his sword against his shield, and the men heaved on the oars in time.

Tey focused her gaze up ahead, on the swaying hulks of the galleons. She looked unnaturally calm, unfazed by their captivity. By the enforced trip to the heart of the Hélum Empire.

And in watching her, Snaith remembered that he was supposed to be a thinker. A planner. The man who lost his head in the circles literally lost it in a real fight. That’s what he’d always believed. That’s what he’d read in his father’s book. And yet he’d needed a crazy witch like Tey to remind him. Observation was the path to victory. Learn from an opponent’s every move.

He could do that. He could go along with his captors. Meet the fabled Seven. Tell them what they wanted to know.

He was already playing out the scenes in his head in sharp and gritty detail. Formulating what he was going to say. Visualizing every move. Rejecting each permutation of defeat and death and twisting them into triumph.

When the time came, when he’d learned all that the Empire could teach, he’d find his way back home.

He’d unite the clans, a hybrid Archmage and High King.

And with a violence not visited upon them before, he would drive the Hélumites from Branikdür.

Lightning forked overhead. A huge wave crashed into the bow. Brine stung his eyes. Icy water drenched him, seeped into his bones.

And then he saw the Hand of Vilchus in his mind’s eye, scuttling through the air toward him. Pointing, as it had in the burial chamber. Singling him out.

Choosing.

<<<<>>>>
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